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Abstract 

Sirāj al-Dīn Abū Yaʿqūb Yūsuf al-Sakkākī’s (d. 626/1229) Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm is one of the most influential and 

seminal works dedicated to al-balāghah (eloquence), and one of the most extensively studied, although 

frequently criticised for alleged prescriptiveness and dryness. Often providing close readings on how concepts 

are organised within the work, previous scholarly treatments have isolated the Miftāḥ from the rest of al-

Sakkākī’s production, the part that accounts for the author’s life as both locksmith and scholar, and his gloomy 

penchant for cultivating sciences and occultism. Conceiving al-Sakkākī’s scientist’s approach to cause and 

consequence as an attempt to frame them within a coherent religious and cultural project, I argue that his use 

of logic and wonder can be conceived as the key to a cardiogram-like mapping of emotions accessible to 

human rationality. My inquiries focus on al-Sakkākī’s understanding of al-ḥaqīqah wa-l-majāz and his bold 

perlocutionary style, sketching the craftsmans-like basis of his modus operandi in the Miftāḥ to show how 

the framing of language control in communicative performance retains the power of silence and the mystery 

of human art. This approach positions the Miftāḥ’s “dryness” and prescriptiveness as the logical output of a 

project intended to explore the craft, not the beauty, of the handicraft, like a spell that simultaneously performs 

the prodigy without unveiling its mystery. 
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Within the plethora of works on al-balāghah (eloquence), Abū Yaʿqūb Yūsuf bin Abī Bakr 

Sirāj al-Dīn al-Sakkākī’s (d. 626/1229) Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm [The Key to the Disciplines] is 

among those that have most frequently invited scholars’ attention, being unanimously 

approached as a stepping-stone for the discipline’s canonization. Because of the Miftāḥ’s 

prescriptiveness and dryness, however, it might also be considered cumbersome by balāghah 

scholars who position the discipline ʻas the framework for understanding the poetry of every 

era’,1 or the ʻprocess of appropriating the literary experienceʼ,2 or even a medium through 

which to taste ‘the Arabic language’s inner expressive potential’.3 Additionally, while 

providing close readings on how concepts and theoretical frameworks are organised within 

this “dry” work, literary reviewers tend to isolate the Miftāḥ from the rest of al-Sakkākī’s 

production, to the extent of considering the author a ‘man of one bookʼ.4 Other contributions 

referring to al-Sakkākī’s grimoire—Kitāb al-shāmil wa-baḥr al-kāmil [The Book of the 

Complete and Sea of the Perfect]—would surely raise questions about these rather 

peremptory labels.5 

As a start, I would like to explain the title I chose for this study, which also encrypts the 

first issue I intend to explore in the Miftāḥ, a work that has been receiving increasing—and 

often harsh—attention. How can we locate the Miftāḥ al-ʿUlūm within al-Sakkākī’s rich 

production, and what is the fil rouge tying the author’s unflagging devotion to logic and 

pragmatism in the Miftāḥ (his sole acknowledged magnum opus) with the author’s life, career 

as a locksmith and his gloomy penchant for the study and practice of the occult?  

In addressing the Miftāḥ’s fortified logical structure, the title in this contribution clearly 

draws inspiration from Umberto ECO’s famous novel The Name of the Rose, the flower 

symbol of esoteric knowledge which, like the key in the Miftāḥ, barely appears in the novel 

other than the final statement ʻstat rosa pristina nomine, nomina nuda tenemusʼ (the ancient 

rose remains by its name, naked names are all that we have).6  

Tracing the phantom thread tying the naked ṣarf (morphology), naḥw (grammar) and al-

maʿānī wa-l-bayān (stylistics and theory of imagery) described in al-Sakkākī’s surgical and 

dissecting prescriptivism, I turn away from a focus on the work’s aridity to work alongside 

the author’s promise, clearly stated in one of the last chapters on istidlāl (argumentation):  

I will open a closed door (bāban muqfalan) of which you have no exact perception 

except for that incomprehensible whisper that penetrates your consciousness and acts 

like the soul when it wakes up and discovers something from behind the veil.7  

 
1  ADŪNĪS, al-Thābit wa-l-mutaḥawwil, 4 vols, Beirut: Dār al-Sāqī, 1994, I: 141 . 

2  ʿIzz al-Dīn ISMĀʿĪL, al-Usus al-jamāliyyah fī l-naqd al-ʿarabī, Beirut: Dār al-Fikr al-ʽArabī, 1955: 77.   

3  Iḥsān ʿABBĀS, Fann al-shiʿr, 2nd ed., Beirut: Dār al-Thaqāfah, 1959: 28.  

4  Wolfhart P. HEINRICHS, ʻal-Sakkākīʼ, in EI², edited by P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van 

Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs (Leiden: Brill, 2012). Consulted online on 08 August 2022 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_6509.  

5  Emily SELOVE, ‘Magic as Poetry, Poetry as Magic: A Fragment of Arabic Spells,’ Journal of Magic, 

Ritual, and Witchcraft, 15.1 (2020): 33-57. 

6  Umberto ECO, Il nome della rosa, Milan: Bompiani, 1980: 473. The translation from Latin is mine. 

7  Abū Yaʿqūb Yūsuf b. Abī Bakr Sirāj al-Dīn al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, edited by ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd 
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Nonetheless, like everyone who has dived into the Miftāḥ, this hope of finally gaining access 

to the mystery of creativity and beauty that al-balāghah conveys risks dis-appointment. 

Belief in the Miftāḥ as the key to unravelling the powerful epistemological dimension of 

language and its hierophanic phenomenology soon gives way to a temptation to surrender to 

William SMYTH’s notes on the work where, apparently, no such revelation, neither al-

balāghah nor the magical charm of poetry, is found. In his famous 1993 article ʻThe Making 

of a Textbookʼ, the scholar argues:  

In his effort to achieve precision and totality, al-Sakkākī had removed the notion of 

privilege from discourse. He had turned poetry into expression and reduced eloquence 

to competence. […] The fact that al-balāghah is rarely mentioned confirms this 

colourless conception of rhetoric.8  

Given these preliminary considerations, it seemed important to me to go back to early 20th 

century criticism around al-Sakkākī’s Miftāḥ which foresaw SMYTH’s considerations. That 

period saw a distinct change of direction in al-Sakkākī studies, a change in keeping with an 

interrogative tendency swerving from the ongoing sharḥ (commentary) tradition, and also 

from al-Sakkākī’s centrality.  

In 1933 Ṭāhā ḤUSAYN (d. 1973), in his ʻal-Bayān al-ʿarabī min al-Jāḥiẓ ilā ʿAbd al-Qāhirʼ 

[The Arabic Theory of the Imaginary from al-Jāḥiẓ to ʿAbd al-Qāhir],9 suggests positioning 

al-Sakkākī as responsible for the crystallization of al-balāghah. In the late 1930s to early 

1940s Aḥmad Muṣṭafā al-MARĀGHĪ (d. 1945) in both his Tārīkh ʿulūm al-balāghah wa-l-

taʿrīf bi-rijāli-hā [History of Eloquence and the Presentation of its Contributors]10 and ʿUlūm 

al-balāghah [The Disciplines of Eloquence]11 steers the field away from al-Sakkākī’s 

descriptivism, advocating a more hardline adoption of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī’s (d. 471/ 

1078) approach. If in 1964 Aḥmad MAṬLŪB (d. 2018) provides a keen inquiry into al-

Sakkākī’s modus operandi in the Miftāḥ in his al-Balāghah ʿinda l-Sakkākī [The Eloquence 

According to al-Sakkākī],12 emphasizing the ruling logic and discipline of this work and also 

its lack of hermeneutical charm, in 1965 Shawqī ḌAYF (d. 2005), in his al-Balāghah: 

 
HINDĀWĪ, Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 2000: 545. 

 8  William SMYTH, ʻThe Making of a Textbookʼ, Studia Islamica, 78 (1993): 99-115, at 114. See also ID., 

ʻThe Canonical Formulation of ‛Ilm al-Balāghah and al-Sakkākīʼs Miftāḥ al-‛ulūmʼ, Der Islam, 72 

(1975): 7-24, and ʻRhetoric and ʿIlm al‐Balāghah: Christianity and Islamʼ, Muslim World, 82.3-4 (July-

October 1992): 242-55. 

 9  The paper was presented at the Congress of Orientalists, Paris (1931). Later on, it was translated from 

French by ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd al-ʿABBĀDĪ with the title ʻal-Bayān al-ʿArabī min al-Jāḥiẓ ilā ʿAbd al-Qāhirʼ 

and was included by Ṭāhā ḤUSAYN in his introduction to Qudāmah b. Jaʿfar’s (d. 337/948), Naqd al-nathr 

[Prose criticism], for which he served as co-editor with ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd HINDĀWĪ, Cairo: Maṭbaʿat Dār al-

Kutub al-Miṣriyyah bi-l-Qāhirah, 1933: 5-29. 

10  As stated in the introduction to this volume, the author completed the book in 1941. Aḥmad Muṣṭafā al-

MARĀGHĪ, Tārīkh ʿulūm al-balāghah wa-l-taʿrīf bi-rijāli-hā, Cairo: Maktabat wa-Maṭbaʿat Muṣṭafā al-

Bābī al-Ḥalabī wa-awladi-hi, 1950: 27-33; 110-11. 

11  Aḥmad Muṣṭafā al-MARĀGHĪ, ʿUlūm al-balāghah: al-maʿānī, al-bayān, al-badīʿ, 3rd edn, Beirut: Dār al-

Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 1993: 9-11.  

12  Aḥmad MAṬLŪB, al-Balāghah ʿinda l-Sakkākī, Baghdad: Manshūrāt Maktabat al-Nahḍah bi-Baghdād, 

1964. 
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Taṭawwur wa-tārīkh [The Eloquence: Development and History] sees the Miftāḥ as an 

expression of repetition, aridity of mind and lifelessness, a dry book where ʻqawāʿid wa-

qawānīn tusbaku fī qawālib manṭiqiyyah jāffah mā ashadda yakūnu l-jafāfʼ (rules and laws 

are poured into logical templates that are dry to the utmost extent of dryness).13  

The list may continue. Hence, if from the so-called “revolution Jurjanienne” of the 1960s 

encouraged by Pierre LARCHER, Kamāl ABŪ DEEB, Wolfhart HEINRICHS, and differently by 

Iḥsān ʿABBĀS and ADŪNĪS,14 al-Jurjānī’s Asrār arises as the pivotal reference work through 

which it was possible to discover the secrets of al-balāghah, accordingly, the Miftāḥ emerged 

as nothing but a book of lacunae, suffering because al-Jurjānī’s tone better suited ongoing 

theoretical discussions. 

I take this point as a start for a contrapuntal criticism: I do not look at the Miftāḥ as lacking 

focus, an absence lamented by many modernists. Rather, I argue that al-Sakkākī’s magnum 

opus is conversely built on the very lacuna for which it is criticised: absence, ECO’s invisible 

rose. My inquiries into the author’s milieu and life, his conceptualization of al-ḥaqīqah wa-

l-majāz (truth and figurative speech), and his perlocutionary style aim to sketch his 

craftsman’s modus operandi found in the Miftāḥ as the frame where language control in com-

municative performances does not vault over the power of silence, the mystery of human art. 

On the contrary, according to this view, I look at the Miftāḥ’s “dryness” and prescriptivism 

as the logical output of a project intended to explore the craft, rather than the beauty, of the 

handicraft, like a spell that simultaneously performs a miracle without unveiling its mystery. 

In view of the author’s background in practical crafts and interest in al-ʿulūm al-gharībah 

(mysterious sciences), I situate the Miftāḥ as a surprising backdoor to a workshop where the 

relationship between crafts, literary and rhetorical investigations, speculative thought, 

language practice, science, and the domains of wonder are gathered together. I take as a start 

the author’s professional vocation and study this across three axial patterns. First, identifying 

how craftsmanship was used terminologically and thematically, as a source of inspiration 

within this text, which also provides a brief insight into the author’s life. Second, reflecting 

on al-Sakkākī’s employment of metalanguage/ metadiscourse in the Miftāḥ to reflect on al-

ḥaqīqah wa-l-majāz as a door for access to his world where conversation in logic flows 

through the channel of a typical magical language. Lastly, analysing al-Sakkākī’s mani-

pulative perlocutionary writing style and its striking analogies with the language employed 

by sorcerers and cryptologists.  

 
13  Shawqī ḌAYF, al-Balāghah: taṭawwur wa-tārīkh, 9th edn, Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1995: 288. 

14  Pierre LARCHER, ʻUn grammarian retrouvé : ‛Abd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī. Note sur quatre éditions récentes 

de ses ouvrages grammaticauxʼ, Arabica, 40 (1988): 248-53; Kamal ABU DEEB, al-Jurjānī’s Theory of 

Poetic Imagery: Approaches to Arabic Criticism, Warminster: Wilts, Aris & Phillips, 1979, and 

Jadaliyyat al-khafāʾ wa-l-tajallī: dirāsah bunyawiyyah fī l-shiʿr, Beirut: Dār al-ʿIlm li-l-Malāyyīn, 1995. 

Among the several studies of Wolfhart HEINRICHS, I mention The Hand of the Northwind: Opinions on 

Metaphor and the Early Meaning of “Istiʿārah” in Arabic Poetics, Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1977, and ʻOn 

the Genesis of the Ḥaqīqa-Majāz Dichotomyʼ, Studia Islamica, 59 (1984): 112-40. Iḥsān ʿABBĀS, Fann 

al-shiʿr, 28-37. Here, ʿAbbās is more concerned with the reflection on turāth (inherited tradition), tajdīd 

(renewal), and tajrīb (experimentation). In al-Thābit wa-l-mutaḥawwil, ADŪNĪS provides a detailed 

excursus through the masters of the discipline, though indulging at times in some more interpretative than 

rigorous readings of bulaghāʾ theories, and in particular al-Jurjānī (I: 145-46). 
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1. Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm: a handicraft with a cause. Al-Sakkākī’s lesson in 

literary craftsmanship 

Regarding the craftsmanship echoed in al-Sakkākī’s Miftāḥ, the introductory notes and main 

structure of the text position al-Miftāḥ as handicraft with a cause. A few preliminary remarks 

on the author’s life help to frame his background as an artisan and his bold, ambitious dive 

into al-balāghah and al-ʿulūm al-gharībah within the milieu he lived in.  

Born in Khwarazm in Central Asia (b. 555/1160), al-Sakkākī witnessed the upheavals of 

the Mongol conquest. Although the circumstances of his life are shrouded in obscurity, some 

accounts transmitted in the Eastern tradition and prominently in al-KHAWĀNSĀRĪ’s (d. 

1313/1895) Rawḍāt al-jannāt fī aḥwāl al-ʿulamāʾ wa-l-sādāt [The Meadows of the Heavenly 

Gardens—About the Wise Men and the Prophet’s Descendants] report that al-Sakkākī started 

as an accomplished craftsman of Persian origins, namely a smith, starting his scholarly career 

relatively late at the age of thirty.15 Although in the Encyclopaedia of Islam 2 HEINRICHS 

cautions against divesting these accounts from their legendary anecdotal flavour, he gives 

credit to them when he states:  

[The fact that al-Sakkākī was a smith] is very likely a transposition of a similar 

curriculum vitae that was told about the Shāfiʿī scholar al-Qaffāl (the Locksmith) al-

Marwazī mentioned in Ibn Khallikān. Nevertheless, the nisba ʻal-sakkākʼ (hence, the 

die-cutter) arguably attests to a certain similarity in their life that may have prompted 

the transposition of the story.16  

Besides being a former smith and a language expert, al-Sakkākī was also renowned as a 

competent magician. As traced in the pioneering investigations of Emily SELOVE on al-

Sakkākī’s career as a sorcerer, some biographers tell us that his powers gained him a position 

in the court of the Mongol prince Chaghatai (c. 1184-1242), where he is said to have 

performed wonders such as bringing birds out of the sky using inscriptions, in-fluencing a 

power struggle between the Abbasid caliph and the Khwarazmshah with a buried enchanted 

statue, evoking the power of Mars against his enemies or performing nirānj (from Persian 

neyrang,17 i.e., white magic, illusionism). In KHAWĀNSĀRĪ’s Rawḍāt al-jannāt, al-Sakkākī’s 

expertise on talismans is described as being ʻof significant power and enormous gravityʼ 

(kitāb jalīl al-qadr wa-ʿaẓīm al-khaṭar), from his compendium on the subject entitled al-

Ṭilasm [The Talisman] written in Persian.18 It is highly probable that al-Sakkākī’s fame in 

 
15  Muḥammad Bāqir al-Mūsawī al-KHAWĀNSĀRĪ, Rawḍāt al-jannāt fī aḥwāl al-ulamā’ wa-l-sādāt, Beirut: 

al-Maktabah al-Islāmiyyah, 1991: 745-6.  

16  Wolfhart P. HEINRICHS, ʻal-Sakkākīʼ, in EI². Aḥmad MAṬLŪB also claims this confusion in attribution 

when he reports a traditional anecdotal story about al-Sakkākī’s scholarly apprenticeship he considers 

more related to al-Qaffāl. Aḥmad MAṬLŪB, al-Balāghah ʿinda al-Sakkākī, 48.  

17  Before the rise of Sassanids, the Middle-Persian word more broadly indicated ‘magic, incantation.’ A 

later use brought to a more specific meaning, the same imported by Arabic, designating ʻthe operations 

of white magic, comprising prestidigitation, fakery and counter-fakery, the creation of illusions and other 

featsʼ – Leila KARAMI, ʻObservations on the Jām-e Čehel Kelid in Iran: Notes on the Text and Contextʼ, 

Oriente Moderno, 110.1 (October 2021): 70-93, at 74. 

18  Ibid., 95. 
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the field of occult sciences was already well established when he entered Chaghatai’s 

entourage in Almaliq. However, conflict with the latter’s vizier Khuṭb al-Dīn Ḥabash ʿAmīd 

(fl. 13th century) resulted in al-Sakkākī’s incarceration, and he is said to have died after three 

years in jail. 

Among al-Sakkākī’s masters in fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) and ʿilm al-kalām (theology), 

al-Ḥanbalī (d. 1089/1679) mentions Shadīd b. Muḥammad al-Khayyāṭī (fl. XII century)—so 

far, the only identification of al-Sakkākī’s mentors upon which scholarship agrees.19 

Although the same MAṬLŪB highlights the references blurringly attributed either to al-

Sakkākī or the Shāfīʿī scholar al-Qaffāl (d, 427/1026) or even both, he agrees with HEINRICHS  

and ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ʿATĪQ that al-Sakkākī was a follower of the muʿtazilī thought, widespread 

in his environment.20 This aspect becomes particularly intriguing considering his reservations 

about al-majāz al-ʿaqlī (cognitive trope/allegory) addressed in the second part of this paper.  

Although the Ashʿarī philosopher Fakhr al-Dīn al-Razī (d. 606/1210) was undoubtedly a 

relevant source of inspiration for our rhetorician, the passion for logic never moved al-

Sakkākī to include in his (scholarly) agenda that harmonious ʻreconciliation of philosophy 

with theology […] at the level of a Platonistic systemʼ which KRAUS attributed to al-Razī.21 

al-Sakkākī instead appears a “mechanic” of the Arabic language who prescribes how to 

approach a text or write it, not daring to move far enough into the waters of interpretation. 

As in his main book of magic, i.e., Kitāb al-Shāmil, in the Miftāḥ prescriptivism is endorsed 

to explain how to make language function to perfection—of which the Qur’ān is the most 

splendid example, ça va sans dire. In this sense, I believe Miftāḥ’s arguments show how his 

background as a craftsman served as a methodological reference on which to build his 

scholarly approach. 

As a start, al-Sakkākī inaugurates the Miftāḥ by treating his reader like a master craftsman 

does a trainee. Indeed, apprenticeship is vaunted by the author as a state of mind or the most 

viable strategy to approach the three main sections on al-ṣarf (morphology), al naḥw 

(grammar) and al-maʿānī (the science of meanings).22 He leads the reader to their respective 

 
19  IBN AL-ʿIMĀD al-Ḥanbalī, Shadharāt al-dhahab fī akhbār min dhahab, Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 

1988, I: 222-5). A mention to this issue is found in Mamadu DAMBALI, Iʿtirāḍāt al-Khaṭīb al-Qazwīnī 

ʿalā al-Sakkākī fī kitāb al-Īḍāḥ fī ʿulūm al-balāghah, 2 vols., unpubl. diss., Islamic University of Niger, 

2016: 13.  

20  Aḥmad MAṬLŪB, al-Balāghah ʿinda l-Sakkākī, 52; HEINRICHS, ʻal-Sakkākīʼ, in EI²; ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ʿATĪQ, 

ʿIlm al-bayān, 2 vols., Cairo: Dār al-Afāq, 1998, I: 20. 

21  Paul KRAUS, ̒ Les controverses de Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzīʼ, Bulletin de l’institut d’Égypte, 19.2 (1936): 187-

214, republished in English as ʻThe controversies of Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzīʼ, Islamic Culture, 21, (1938): 131-

53, at 133. See also Georges Chehata ANAWATI, ʻFakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzīʼ, in EI², consulted online on 10 

August 2023 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0206.  

22  In Sakkākī’s Miftāḥ, the two categories of al-maʿānī and al-bayān fall into al-maʿānī’s broad section, 

albeit here al-bayān appears innovatively as a constitutive part of the balāghī reasoning and not, as before, 

an independent discipline. As is well known, the three-branched systematization of the discipline in al-

maʿānī, al-bayān, and al-badīʿ which started with Sakkākī, was later completed by Jalāl al-Dīn al-Qazwīnī 

(d. 738/1338) in al-Īḍāḥ fī ʿulūm al-balāghah. For the usage of the terms al-maʿānī and al-bayān, see the 

introduction of ʿAbd al-Munʿim KHAFĀJĪ to al-Qazwīnī’s Īḍāḥ, Cairo: Maktabat al-Ḥusayn al-Tijāriyya, 

1949, which contains extensive notes on the topic. See also Seeger BONEBAKKER, ʻal-Maʿānī and al-

Bayānʼ, in EI², consulted online on 09 November 2023, http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ 

islam_COM_0595.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0206
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_%20islam_COM_0595
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_%20islam_COM_0595
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aims, namely: understanding al-mufrad’s (term) single meaning; al-ta’līf, i.e., composition; 

al-murakkab as the compound of complex meanings. Al-maʿānī’s broad sections also include 

two supplements, one on argumentation (istidlāl), and one on the definition of the formal 

aspects of poetry and on metre and rhyme. Here the interplay between subjects and scopes is 

read in the light of logic and efficacy. Miftāḥ’s ultimate aim emerges as two-fold: first, 

istiʿmāl, i.e., using the Arabic language’s tools and potentialities ʻby one’s own hand (bi-

yadi-ka)ʼ he says, avoiding mistakes as ʻthey might lead to dangerous misunderstanding of 

God’s wordʼ as expressed by the Prophet bi-kamāl balāghati-hi ‘in his perfect eloquence’.23 

Second, identifying the inter-relational dimension underpinning language performances and 

the construction of al-khayālī (the imaginary), grounding individual ikhtibārāt (background 

experiences). Following the careful description of the ṣarf and naḥw tools, in the introductory 

chapter to the maʿānī section, he devotes his analysis to human cognitive abilities:  

The imaginary is all included within the minimum oppositional pairs of logical cor-

relation which, given a previous experience (khayāl sābiq), can be related to 

everything that is deposited in the imagination of what happened outside. The 

imaginary processes are not the same for all men: thus, the operation of fixing the 

images in the imaginaries in a clear way varies accordingly.24 

Notwithstanding the enormous debt to al-Jurjānī, here the modalities of explanation are 

enriched by vivid mimesis of reality and a cross-comparison between different crafts (ḥiraf):  

If you really want to understand a statement, then look at it through your experi-ence 

(ikhtibāri-ka): you will easily realise that every writer has the tools: the notebook, the 

inkwell, the pen—and the carpenter his: the saw, the hammer, the plane.25 

Expanding a bit more on this theme, in the following pages he implicitly quotes al-Jāḥiẓ’s (d. 

255/868) earlier Risālah fī sināʿāt al-quwwād [Epistle on the Chiefs’ Crafts] and provides an 

interesting parable about the making up of personal imaginaries according to expressive 

strategies that later scholarship would call murāʿāt al-naẓīr (observing the equivalent).26 

Narration develops around the enjoyable story of an artisan skilled in chiselling shields at 

court, a farmer, and a teacher who decided to make their way together across a forest to reach 

the town. Weighed down under the burden of their tools, they could not make it to their 

 
23  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 40, introduction. 

24  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 363. 

25  Ibid. 

26  I am grateful to Prof. G.J. VAN GELDER for sharing with me an early draft of his intervention entitled 

ʻExercices de style in Classical Arabic: Linguistic Translationsʼ to the workshop Constraints Wordplay: 

The Paradoxical Freedom of Constraints, co-organised with Philip TERRY, 4 June 2021 (online). This 

contribution became an article under the title ʻExercices de style in Classical Arabic: An Annotated 

Translation of a Text by al-Jāḥiẓʼ (forthcoming). It includes the complete annotated text and translation 

of al-Jāḥiẓ’s Risālah fī ṣināʿāt al-quwwād. Here, Prof. VAN GELDER, quoting HEINRICHS’ definition, 

explains that ʻmurāʿāt al-naẓīr (observing the equivalent) stands for the harmonious choice of ideas or 

images, producing semantic coherenceʼ. He, however, adds that although the same parable and the 

murāʿāt al-naẓīr’s taxonomy are found in al-Qazwīnī, the author does not relate them to each other. See 

also Abū ʿUthmān al-JĀḤIẒ, Rasāʾil al-Jāḥiẓ, edited by Muḥammad Bāsil ʿUYŪN AL-SŪD, Beirut: Dār al-

Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 2002: 379-97.  
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destination before darkness fell. Afraid they would lose their way, they were relieved by 

surprisingly early moonlight, and each started to praise the full moon (al-badr) drawing upon 

their personal aesthetic criteria:  

The goldsmith said: Oh, you are more beautiful than a golden shield raised before the 

eyes of the sovereign! […] And the farmer said: You are beautiful like the white 

cheese that comes out soft and delicious from its mould! And the master said: Oh, you 

are exquisite like the well-cooked and warm bread with which generous people repay 

me for my labours!27 

Moving from SMYTH’s evaluation in his 1992 article of al-Sakkākī’s penchant to employ 

qarīb (familiar) images in place of the baʿīd (unfamiliar),28 a complementary note is due: in 

the following paragraphs al-Sakkākī not only gives a description of siḥr ṣināʿat al-kalām (the 

magic of wording) deeply imbued with precise references to professional craftsmanship. He 

also invites his reader to deploy ʻbackground experience and expertise in different fieldsʼ, so 

that al-inṭilāq—the ontological shift built on the contiguity/analogy between the tropical 

reference and the real one—could make sense. He affirms ʻlā jaramʼ—i.e., there is nothing 

wrong—with using images far beyond personal reach.29 What matters is how we can 

interiorise them logically through conversation so as they serve as a constellation of 

references to describe life.  

In the following paragraph, al-Sakkākī reports two passages from al-Ḥuṣrī’s books Zahr 

al-ādāb wa-thamar al-albāb [The Flower of Literatures and the Fruit of the Seeds] and Jamʿ 
al-jawāhir [The Collection of Jewels]30—without quoting them—to explain waṣf al-kalām 

(the description of wording) which gives its name to the paragraph. It is displayed through 

similes (tashbīhāt) with the world of urban craftsmanship, namely that of traders, goldsmiths, 

blacksmiths, wine sellers, textile merchants, and kuḥl make-up artists. I quote all six 

examples reported in the Miftāḥ to convey the diversity of references to the artisans’ world:  

Al-kalām according to the money-changer (al-ṣayrafī): the best speech is the one 

examined by a careful hand, measured by a keen eye, weighed on faṣāḥah’s scales, 

devoid of lies, you won’t listen to something valueless within it. 

Al-kalām according to the goldsmith (al-ṣā'igh): the best speech is the one that 

pulses with the bellows of thought, is moulded by the flame of attention and purified 

from the imperfection [khabath, lit. ‘dross’] of verbosity to emerge from the forge as 

gold, sparkling with meaning and synthesis. 

Al-kalām according to the blacksmith (al-ḥaddād): the best speech is the one 

through which the bellows of reflection blow, that is heated by the fire of competence, 

 
27  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 364. 

28  William SMYTH, ̒ Some Quick Rules Ut Pictura Poesis: The Rules for Simile in Miftah al-ʿUlumʼ, Oriens, 

33 (1992): 215-29, at 217. See al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 420.  

29  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 364. 

30  Isḥāq al-ḤUṢRĪ al-Qayrāwānī, Zahr al-ādāb wa-thamar al-albāb, 2 vols, edited by ʿAlī Muḥammad al-

BAJĀWĪ, Cairo: Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Kutub al-ʿArabiyya, 1953: 155–8. From the same author, Jamʿ al-jawāhir 

wa-milḥ al-nawādir, edited by ʿAlī Muḥammad al-BAJĀWĪ, Beirut: Dār al-Jīl, 1953: 149-51. 
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then taken out of the burning coals and beaten with the club to make it com-

prehensible.31 

Al-kalām according to the wine seller (al-khammār): the best speech is the one that 

is distilled in the alembic of knowledge, enclosed in the barrels of wisdom and filtered 

by understanding so that it flows in the body with its sweetness, and in the thoughts 

with its finesse. In the meanderings of the mind, you will enjoy its taste’s roundness 

and strength. 

Al-kalām according to the fabric seller (al-bazzāz): the best speech is sincere in the 

number of words and its beauty relies on its pattern of meanings.32 There are no 

imperfections when you unroll it, and there is no uncertainty when you roll it up. 

Al-kalām according to the make-up artist (al-kaḥḥāl): the best speech is the one 

well pounded and refined in the bottle of intelligence and sifted with the silk of 

excellence, so that any speck of dust affects the eye. Mutatis mutandis, the mark of 

imperfection affects discernment. So, embellish the eye of speaking with the brush of 

balāghah, replace the heat of negligence with the coldness of mindfulness.33 

Beside finding the indirect influence of an urbanised context with its sophisticated grasp of 

crafts, it is clear that even before al-Sakkākī al-balāghah had emerged as the framework for 

the osmotic interplay between critical and writing practices, resulting in a dynamic, 

professional experience of literature and creativity inspired by life—and, according to Abū 

Hilāl al-ʿAskarī (d. 400/1010), the ṣināʿah (craft) par excellence.34 Still, drawing upon this 

pre-modern conceptualization of ṣināʿah as a literary craft, as described by GHABIN,35 al-

Sakkākī does not seem interested in addressing the nuances of literary exempla critically, as 

al-Jurjānī does in his writings.  

This is traceable, for instance, in his brief vademecum to the reader on the five typologies 

of istiʿārah (metaphor). Here, unlike his predecessor who dedicated two pages solely to the 

discussion of al-istiʿārah al-makniyyah in the famous Qurʾānic verse wa-’shtaʿala l-rasʾu 

shayban ‘the head was aflame with white/grey hairʼ (sūrat Maryam, 19:4),36 our rhetorician 

 
31  ‘There is a good pun in the Arabic: min faḥm al-ifḥām, ʻfrom the charcoal of making one 

silent/dumbfoundedʼ. See G.J. VAN GELDER, ʻExercices de style in Classical Arabicʼ. 

32  ṣidq, lit. ‘sincerity’; this implicit simile compares the honesty of the fabric seller, who sells by the meter, 

to the honesty of the excellent orator, who says contents proportionate to the length of the speech—hence, 

avoids empty words.  

33  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 364-65. 

34  This definition arises in Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarīʼs Kitāb al-Ṣināʿatayn quoted in G.J. VAN GELDER, Beyond the 

Line: Classical Arabic Literary Critics on the Coherence and Unity of the Poem, Leiden: Brill, 1982: 6. 

35  Aḥmad GHABIN, ʻṢināʿaʼ, in EI², consulted online on 22 March 2020, http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-

3912_islam_SIM_7042. 

36  Found in al-JURJĀNĪ’s Asrār al-balāghah as ʻistiʿārah bi-l-kināyahʼ, where the author affirms: yuʾkhadh 

al-ism min ḥaqīqati-hi wa-yūḍaʿ mawḍiʿan li-yabīn fi-hi shayʾ yushāru ilay-hi fa-yuqāl hādhā huwa l-

murād bi-l-ism wa-lladhī stuʿīra la-hu wa-jaʿala khalīfatan li-smi-hi wa-nāʾiban manāba-hu (Asrār al-

balāghah, edited by Muḥammad SHĀKIR, Cairo: Maktabat al-Khānjī, 1991: 42). It could be defined as a 

speech act that involves both a metaphorical and a metonymical process, but which is built upon an 

allegorical and not-intrinsic semantic relationship between the two terms involved. I discuss this topic 
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appears to be obsessed with identifying tangible or intangible references and clarifying how, 

ultimately, to use metaphor. He comments, with a good deal of simplification:  

Of the first type [istiʿārat maḥsūs li-maḥsūs bi-wajh ḥissī aw bi-wajh ʿaqlī]37 is His 

saying, Glory be to His Name: the head was aflame with white/grey hair. The tropical 

reference is: fire, and the word indicating it is: grey hair, and what unites them is: 

peace of mind [and the resulting confidence], but in fire it is stronger. So, both terms 

are sensory, and the similarity is sensory.38 

As the passage above shows, al-Sakkākī is just concerned with the literary text’s 

functionality, made more exquisite by the literary devices employed for its realization. He 

somehow prescribes that only language’s sure knowledge and confident use could adequately 

represent the human potential of creatively approaching a sophisticated reality. In my view, 

this approach could best be defined as literary craftsmanship: namely, the methodologically 

inspired development of a contextually based, conscious, scientific ability enabling al-

Sakkākī to explore and employ language and imagination as powerful tools—so as to do 

things with words,39 whilst also dressing cognitive inquiries with a secular, pragmatic 

mentality. The fact that he skips theoretical discussion does not mean he has not already 

interiorised it. Instead, like the three travel companions quoted in al-Jāḥiẓ wandering across 

a forest—but now a landscape of speculative conversations—al-Sakkākī found in the 

correctness and “orderliness” of language (naẓm)40 a luminous guide, does not find it useful 

to delve more into theory, and calls for action. We will see in the next paragraph how and 

why he suggests doing so, when he talks about figurative speech. In this sense, I found the 

considerations of the anthropologist Giulio ANGIONI quite helpful. In his 2011 book To Do, 

To Say, To Feel, he states:  

 
and āyah in more detail in Chiara FONTANA, ʻArabic Poetics and Prosody in Practice: Najīb Surūr’s 

Experimentalism in “Kalimāt fī-l-ḥubb” [Love Words]ʼ, in Hany RASHWAN, Rebecca Ruth GOULD, and 

Nasrin ASKARI (eds), Arabic, Persian, and Turkic Poetics: Towards a Post-Eurocentric Literary Theory, 

London: Oxford University Press, 2025: 304-38. 

37  I.e., a metaphor involving two sensory elements whose ontological relationship might be tangible or 

intangible. As found in the same quote, a couple of lines below, Sakkākī dismisses the ḥissī/ʿaqlī 

(sensory/cognitive) issue not even getting into the matter itself. For the ḥissī/ʿaqlī dichotomy widely 

discussed throughout al-Jurjānī’s Asrār see Kamal ABU DEEB, Al-Jurjānī's Theory of Poetic Imagery, 82 

and 107. 

38  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 498. The āyah refers to the prophet Zakaria, who despite his old age (of 

which white/grey hair is a conventional feature), trusts in God with confidence and strong affection. See 

also al-JURJĀNĪ, Dalāʾil al-iʿjāz, edited by F. al-DĀYAH, Damascus: al-Dāyah, 1947: 114. 

39  Quoting John L. AUSTIN, How to Do Things with Words, Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 

1975. 

40  Here I refer to al-Jurjānī’s conceptualization, adopted also by Sakkākī, indicating al-naẓm as the semantic 

order between the elements of an utterance—already correctly ordered grammatically and syntactically—

which responds to a qaṣd, a specific intention, and maḍmūn, a context of reference. See al-JURJĀNĪ, 

Dalāʾil al-iʿjāz, 336; 357-359; 365; 459, and Asrār al-balāghah, 3-6. For the various meanings assumed 

by this term by the time see G.J. VAN GELDER, ʻNaẓmʼ, in EI², consulted online on 28 January 2024, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_8857.  

https://www.google.no/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Nasrin+Askari%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_8857
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The belief in the separation between feeling and saying from action and craftsmanship 

leads to an unnatural separation between the capacity of action and the conscience. 

This separation prevents us from understanding how culture consists of different ways 

of participating in producing and distributing artifacts, whether they are material, 

intellectual, or spiritual. It is this participation that allows us to understand the 

harmonious mechanism of life.41 

2. A “true” magician: al-Sakkākī’s metadiscourse in relation to al-

ḥaqīqah wa-l-majāz and its interplay with magic 

It could be stated that since the very beginning magic has always had the same aim: 

expressing the harmonious mechanism of life while reflecting a system of knowledge, 

thought, and consequent action contributing to moving primordial forces. In other words, 

magic—and in particular, sorcery—is a pragmatic craft, and, since the dawn of its 

appearance, in most cases ʻnever pretends to be a form of communicationʼ, rather a means to 

achieve specific results, as FAVRET-SAADA affirms.42 Given this premise, how could the 

magical approach relate to al-Sakkākī’s pedantry in describing all the aspects of language 

and his focus on communicative functions? 

To understand al-Sakkākī’s metalanguage/metadiscourse in relation to al-ḥaqīqah wa-l-

majāz (truth and figurative speech) and its interplay with magic, I draw upon the concept of 

dissimulation and enigma applied to metadiscourse as traced in SBISÀ’s pragmatic and 

semiotic inquiries and GREIMAS’ veridiction square, alongside anthropological studies by 

FAVRET-SAADA and those of Mircea ELIADE on the history of religion. As a start, in the first 

paragraph on al-majāz and al-ḥaqīqah, al-Sakkākī states:  

You will learn that al-kalām (discourse) is nothing but the results of your attention to 

detail; it is the essence of logic. Yet, be aware: this kind of knowledge will be 

completely useless if you pretend to master language logically without a specific 

aim.43  

It seems very clear that al-Sakkākī’s metadiscourse about language and logic does not claim 

straightforward conceptualization. On the contrary, his dialectics remain in the realm of what 

can be done, decided, or shaped by the human mind with a specific purpose. He clarifies this 

through a metalinguistic operation that, as we will see, should account for interrelational 

communicative dynamics but which, at the very end, does not look at divine logic as a 

possible field of tabyīn, clarification or exploration. He states in the introduction to the 

Miftāḥ:  

You should know that I put in this book all that you need for preventing errors or 

misunderstandings. But if you would like to enter the door of the iʿjāz (inimitability) 

 
41  Giulio ANGIONI, Fare, dire, sentire: L’identico e il diverso nelle culture, Nuoro: Il Maestrale, 2011: 213. 

42  Jeanne FAVRET-SAADA, Les mots, la mort, les sorts : La sorcellerie dans le Bocage, Paris: Gallimard, 

1977: 18. 

43  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 470. 
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and reflect on the Qur’ān it will be as if I were with you, even though I am not 

[actually] with you (ka-anna-nī bi-ka wa-laysa maʿa-ka), as in the Qur’ān there are no 

errors.44 

 In his 1948 Traité d'histoire des religions Mircea ELIADE dedicates chapter 162 on symbols 

of renewal to identify the closed door as ʻan initiatory test [emphasis mine] that reveals - in 

a plastic and dramatic form—the very act with which the spirit transcends a conditioned, 

polar and fragmentary Cosmos, to rediscover the fundamental unity prior to Creationʼ.45 As 

mentioned before, unlike al-Jurjānī, al-Sakkākī does not want to unravel asrār (secrets) or 

open doors: he just provides a fragmented, multi-faced perspective of truthfulness that might 

serve as the key access to an unintelligible supreme love and beauty. However, he fears to 

talk about or interpret issues that might seem to conflict with al-iʿjāz, inimitability. In this 

sense, the sorcerer of the Miftāḥ is not far from the one who performs the ̒ sympathetic magicʼ 

described by James George FRAZER in his famous The Golden Bough: a Study in Magic and 

Religion (1890).46 Like the sorcerer of al-Sakkākī’s grimoire Kitāb al-Shāmil who performs 

magic through a strand of hair or a small quantity of saffron without mentioning how a 

superior force makes this operation effective, the sorcerer of the Miftāḥ stages examples of 

balīgh discourse without explaining from whence the sacred word comes, nor why it is 

unquestionably perfect in principle. In this sense, he seems to be inspired by wonder when 

he argues about truth/falsehood in eloquence, considering marvel as a natural component of 

both created and uncreated beauty on a par with his predecessors. Lara HARB observes:  

The same kind of wonder-based logic explains the beauty of badīʿ (art of the 

embellishment) figures in general as conceived by al-Jurjānī and his successors 

regardless of any closeness to the truth.47  

While delving into the reflection on al-haqīqah wa-l-majāz, al-Sakkākī makes clear that 

speakers must be perfectly acquainted with three different typologies of ḥaqīqah, namely, 

the literal (al-ḥaqīqah al-lughawiyyah), the customary (al-ḥaqīqah al-ʿurfiyyah), and the 

religious (al-ḥaqīqah al-sharʿiyyah).48 He states:  

The process which eventually enables us to identify/convey the correct meaning is 

built on the qarīnah [i.e., the ontological shift tying real and tropical references] that 

accounts for the individual background imaginaries and how speakers negotiate 

meanings during the conversation.49  

 
44  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 39, introduction. 

45  Mircea ELIADE, Traité d'histoire des religions (1st ed. 1948), Paris: Payot, 1977: 237. Here and in the 

following notes, translation from French is mine. 

46  James George FRAZER, The Golden Bough: a Study in Magic and Religion, New York: The Macmillan 

Company, edn. 1925: 11.  

47  Lara HARB, Arabic Poetics: Aesthetic Experience in Classical Arabic Literature, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2020: 30.  

48  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 469. 

49  Ibid. The concept of qarīnah indicates the logical correlations underlying the semiosis of the allegorical 

processes. If the noesis of the allegory arises from a resemblance traced at the abstract level, it is defined 
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According to al-Sakkākī the logic behind the construction of imaginaries flows smoothly 

across an invisible strand, tying crafts, experiences, and skills to reach the realms of literary 

craftsmanship. As observed in the previous example, his assumptions about defining three 

typologies of ḥaqīqah are not clear enough since two roughly refer to customs or religious 

knowledge that a man of his status, time, and environment would have mastered. This point, 

together with the reflection on what GRICE defines as ʻthe conversational cooperative 

principleʼ—the assumption that participants in a conversation cooperate and usually attempt 

to be truthful, informative, relevant, and clear in order to facilitate successful communi-

cation50—helps us define al-Sakkākī’s conception of logic as a modal one, living in the limen 

between semiotics, logic and pragmatics, a point clarified by Denis BERTRAND: 

Aristotelian logic takes its field from well-known concepts of truth and falsity in pure 

terms, while modal logic is interested in the plots of discursive organization. The truth 

to which modal logic refers cannot be thought independently of the actantial scenario 

and of the hierarchical environment implied by the discursive modalities.51 

In other words, and as Marina SBISÀ states, what happens in the passage from the conception 

of pure logic to the modal interrelational is that philosophical speculation on truth/falsehood 

is transformed via metalanguage into a certain way of explaining the kind of supposed 

ḥaqīqah,52 which in GREIMASian terms takes the name of veridiction, a concept which seems 

to resound well with al-Sakkākī’s conceptualization. 

According to GREIMAS, veridiction is a certain truth supposed by the speaking subject 

and compatible with his vision of the world, which can be aimed at: 1) demonstrating an 

evident reality, 2) revealing the authenticity of a reflection, 3) referring to an intelligible 

enigma, or 4) artfully disguising an ordinary matter as a precious mystery.53 Within the 

imaginary square traced by these four concepts and across which speakers constantly move 

while affirming their position, to be or to appear are functional to each other until the final 

sanction provided by the interlocutor reveals whether they agree with what has been stated. 

Al-Sakkākī keeps balāghah as an enigma, not disregarding to disguise simple considerations 

in twisted riddles. It cannot be ignored, therefore, that veridiction processes or typologies of 

ḥaqīqah emerging in the Miftāḥ, although read through the prism of a conceptual relativism, 

are well-grounded, with the ultimate aim of persuading the interlocutor to accept al-Sakkākī’s 

thesis. Al-Sakkākī frequently affirms the validity of his proposal in multiple passages of the 

 
as qarīnah ʿaqliyyah, if at a linguistic level, q. lafẓiyyah and if at the contextual one, q. ḥāliyyah). See 

ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-JURJĀNĪ, Asrār al-balāghah, 14 and 133. See also Hussein ABDUL-RAOF, Arabic 

Rhetoric: A Pragmatic Analysis, London: Routledge, 2006: 218. 

50  Paul GRICE, ʻLogic and conversationʼ, in Morgan P. COLE (ed.), Syntax and Semantics, vol. 3: Speech 

Acts, New York: Academic Press, 1975: 41–58, at 45.  

51  Denis BERTRAND, Précis de sémiotique littéraire, Paris: Nathan, 2000: 193. 

52  Marina SBISÀ, Linguaggio, ragione, interazione: per una teoria pragmatica degli atti linguistici, 

Bologna: Il Mulino, 1989: 141-6. 

53  Algirdas Julien GREIMAS, Du sens I : essais sémiotiques, Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1970: 11. Greimas 

expands his reflection on the concept of veridition in Du sens II : essais sémiotiques, Paris: Editions du 

Seuil, 1983: 110. 
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Miftāḥ—e.g., you must believe what I say—who are you to ascertain that?!—and deeply 

convince yourself that, without any doubt, it is true.54  

So, if al-Jurjānī’s metadiscourse aims to unravel communication’s beauty and efficacy 

with exquisite language games—in other words, to uncover what Wittgenstein defined as 

ʻthe idling wheels of discourseʼ55—to reflect on evident realities or the authenticity of the 

iʿjāz, al-Sakkākī operates differently. He displays, through a complex network of pur-

portedly puzzled and complicated references, his delirium of omnipotence and his precise 

willingness to persuade the reader about his veridictions so as they serve as entry points to 

construct effective figurative speech but without speculative ambitions. Reading al-Miftāḥ in 

comparison with al-Jurjānī, it is possible to observe how al-Sakkākī’s alleged interpretation 

of sūrat Maryam, already found in Asrār and discussed in the previous section, just provides 

an obvious application of the nexus between grey hair and old age.56 Ultimately, however, it 

is just the umpteenth trick of this magician, as it does not help initiate a different reading.  

The same perlocutionary metalanguage/metadiscourse envelops the reflection on al-

majāz (figurative speech), which—like that on al-ḥaqīqah (truth)—is imbued with logic and 

profound relativism at a mere conceptual level. Still, any excercise de style in al-majāz’s 

interpretation must come to a halt in front of the doors of the inexplicable, as beyond that 

threshold al-Sakkākī considers it no longer ʻmufīdʼ (useful), and perhaps even dangerously 

liable to threaten the sacrality of the iʿjāz.  

On this topic, I discuss just one point, incidentally among the few divisive issues—in my 

view, the most relevant—between al-Jurjānī and al-Sakkākī: al-Sakkākī’s reserva-tions about 

al-majāz al-ʿaqlī (cognitive allegory), also called al-ḥukmī (susceptible to judgment) or 

ithbātī (i.e., which confirms a point of view)57 or majāz fī l-isnād (majāz in attribution).58 

This type of majāz is employed by both authors as a statement whose literal content differs 

 
54  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 545.  

55  ʻA recognition of what is essential and what is inessential in our language if it is to represent, a recognition 

of which parts of our language are wheels turning idly [leerlaufende Räder], amounts to the construction 

of a phenomenological languageʼ, in Ludwig WITTGENSTEIN, Philosophical Remarks, edited by Rush 

RHEES, Oxford: Blackwell, 1975: 51.  

56  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 471. 

57  As underlined by al-JURJĀNĪ in Dalāʾil, 302-5, and later confirmed by al-QAZWĪNĪ in Talkhīṣ fī ʿulūm al-

balāghah, edited by ʿ Abd al-Ḥamīd HINDĀWĪ. Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 2009: 340-1, al-muthbat 

(confirmed assertion) and al-ithbāt (ongoing assertion) are two foundational logical processes underlying 

al-balāghah’s tropes’ construction and under-standing. As HEINRICHS recalls, if the first expresses ʻa 

passage from the antecedent [malzūm, i.e., denotative meaning] to the consequent [lāzim, i.e., connotative 

meaning]ʼ (like in the majāz mursal), the second needs to be reconstructed from ʻthe consequent to the 

antecedentʼ, thus, identifying the real reference behind the tropical one, based on the whole context of the 

given statement and according to speaker’s view (like in the majāz ʿaqlī or in the kināyah, i.e., 

periphrasis/metonymy). See Wolfhart HEINRICHS, ʻOn the Genesis of the Ḥaqīqa-Majāz Dichotomyʼ, 

121-3. 

58  The rhetorical discussion that occurred between the time of al-Jurjānī and al-Sakkākī contributed to 

renaming the categories of al-majāz al-lughawī (verbal trope) and al-majāz al-ʿaqlī (cognitive trope) as 

al-majāz bi-l-kalimah (i.e., ʻliteralʼ) and al-majāz bi-l-isnād (i.e., ʻin attributionʼ), this mostly thanks to 

the mutakallimūn’s contribution. See Hossein MODARRESSI, ʻSome Recent Analyses of the Concept of 

majāz in Islamic Jurisprudenceʼ, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 106.4 (Oct.– Dec. 1986): 787-

91, at 788.  
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from the speaker’s judgment and, due to this, is subjected to interpretation. As highlighted 

by Ṭahā ḤUSAYN, if in Dalāʾil and Asrār al-Jurjānī invests a good deal of effort in justifying 

why expressions like anbata l-rabīʿu l-baqla ‘the spring made the grass bloom’ and shafā l-

ṭabību l-marīḍa ‘the doctor healed the sick person’ should be read as figurative—al-Jurjānī 

claims that the real fāʿil (agent) is not the literal one, but God, who sets up the conditions for 

those actions to occur.59 al-Sakkākī proposes a different reading:  

The majāz ʿaqlī refers to a ḥaqīqah ʿaqliyyah (mental truth), also called ḥukmiyyah 

(susceptible to judgment) or ithbātiyyah (i.e., which confirms a point of view). 

Therefore, if I said, “the spring made the grass bloom,” or “the doctor healed the sick 

person,” or “the vizier built the palace,” I would therefore have to take into account 

the speaker’s judgment within the message and not how logical this judgment is. The 

secular man will believe that it is spring that makes the grass grow, the ignorant that 

the doctor made the sick person heal, but both are truths per se, and it is not useful to 

understand how much personal judgment or rationality there is in these.60 

Although al-Sakkākī arguably maintains the homonymy between majāz ʿaqlī and ḥukmī 

throughout the paragraph, as a cautious attempt to negotiate his reasoning with the previous 

sharḥ tradition (and al-Jurjānī in particular), his view, grounded in modal logic and 

interrelational stances, actually warns against the random applicability of inference to the 

different realms of ʿaql and ḥukm. The limit between these, though not explicitly articulated, 

remains very sharp. If in the example dafaʿanī ḥubbī ilay-ka ‘my love drove me to you’ both 

rhetoricians agree upon it being a majāz inferable by logic and built on a qarīnah ʿaqliyyah 

(ontological shift built on mental inference),61 in the examples quoted above (anbata / shafā 

‘made sth. bloom’ / ‘healed’) al-Sakkākī stops at what might be true in the pure realm of 

personal judgment (ḥukm). Thus, unlike al-Jurjānī, he does not consider these expressions 

immediately inferable by logic. As for the other expression, banā l-wazīru l-qaṣra ‘the vizier 

built the palace’, quoted in the same passage and acknowledged by al-Jurjānī as a majāz ʿaqlī 

built on a qarīnah lafẓiyyah (ontological shift built on lexical contiguity),62 elsewhere in the 

Miftāḥ, al-Sakkākī claims it is not a majāz. With his customary sorcerer’s secretiveness, he 

cuts discussion short on the issue of al-majāz fī l-isnad (majāz in attribution) and defines it 

as an istiʿārah makniyyah,63 arguably depleting the complexity of al-qarīnah and reducing 

causes to effects. The istiʿārah makniyyah refers to a speech act involving processes both 

metaphorical (i.e., related to al-istiʿārah) and metonymical (i.e., related to kināyah), but built 

upon an allegorical and not-intrinsic semantic relationship between the two terms involved.64  

 
59  Al-JURJĀNĪ, Dalāʾil al-iʿjāz, 293-296, Asrār al-balāghah, 355-358. ḤUSAYN considers somehow 

questionable the way through which al-Jurjānī supports his thesis. Mentioned in ʿAbd al-Munʿim KHAFĀJĪ, 

al-Uslūbiyyah wa-l-bayān al-ʿarabī, Cairo/Beirut: al-Dār al-Miṣriyya-al-Lubnāniyya, 1999: 36-7.  

60  Al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 505-10, cit.  

61  See note 50.  

62  Al-JURJĀNĪ, Dalāʾil al-iʿjāz, 295-6. 

63  Al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 189. For other brief references on the alternative definition of istiʿārah 

makniyyah in al-Sakkākī see also Hossein MODARRESSI, ‘Some Recent Analyses’, 788. Mamadu 

DAMBALI, Iʿtirāḍāt al-Khaṭīb al-Qazwīnī ʿalā l-Sakkākī, 55-9.  

64  Taking into account the simile implied in every metaphor, in the istiʿārah makniyyah lexical elements are 
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Although lacking proper argumentation, I see al-Sakkākī’s innovative position on this 

topic as a litmus test for two broader transformations. First, it attests how the termino-logical 

and conceptual wealth of ʿilm al-kalām, which had nurtured conversation among al-bulaghāʾ 
in preceding centuries, had actually reached a point at which al-Sakkākī could focus on 

specific technical meanings in the Miftāḥ, divesting the discourse from further theological 

speculation. Incidentally, this happened when other masters of eloquence like Rashīd al-Dīn 

al-Waṭwāṭ (d. 578/1182-3) had equipped the theoretical discussion with more secure pivots 

for the crystallization (and resulting applicability) of the discipline for literary and critical 

scopes.65 Second, the struggle between the rationalist vocation and the mystery of eloquence 

may have found in this work a dogmatic, maybe unsatisfactory, yet still fascinating 

compromise, which justified both while also framing them within certain limits of what can 

be investigated, in what measure, with what purpose—whether this was to preserve the 

mystery of the iʿjāz or the authority of a scholar/sorcerer at a perilous Mongol court. 

Regarding the first issue, a brief digression might be helpful. The conceptual pair of 

ḥaqīqah/majāz, like other terminology employed in balāghah (e.g., qiyās),66 is rooted in 

philosophical and theological discussion, and, namely, tied to the long reflection on al-

taṣawwur wa-l-taṣdīq. They are respectively envisioned as fundamental processes for 

knowledge acquisition and the assertion (or denial) of a given reality—which, in the case of 

al-taṣdīq, is built on a pre-existing knowledge (al-aṣl). strategies. These two processes also 

apply to assert or deny imaginary realities. While al-Fārābī (d. 339/950) in al-ʿUyūn, and al-

Ghazālī (d. 505/1111) in al-Maqāṣid, still grounded their argument on the truth-based 

categories of necessity (wujūb), existence (wujūd) and possibility (mukn) to identify primary 

(awwalī) and secondary (muktasib) ways to set a logical strand among the real or imagined 

entities surrounding us,67 Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198) subverted the conver-sation in his Faṣl, 

identifying three methods to ascertain a given knowledge: the de-monstrative (al-taṣdīq al-

burhānī), the dialectical (al-taṣdīq al-jadalī), and the rhetorical (al-taṣdīq al-khuṭbī).68 As 

 
mainly referring to the mushabbah (the likened) and only to some intrinsic elements, deducible by a 

metonymical process of contiguity, reference the mushabbah bi-hi (the likened to), making this metaphor 

utterly influenced by kināyah’s (periphrasis/metonymy) meaning construction. About the istiʿārah bi-l-

kināyah as found in al-Jurjānī see note 36. Grounding on al-Jurjānī, Aḥmad MAṬLŪB also expands upon 

this process referring to another typology, i.e., al-istiʿārah al-taṣrīḥiyyah, see his Muʿjam al-muṣṭalaḥāt 

al-balāghiyyah wa-taṭawwuri-hā, Beirut: Maktabat Lubnān li-l-Nāshirīn, 2007: 88. 

65  Rashīd al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Muḥammad b. ʿ Abd al-Jalīl al-ʿUmarī known as ‘al-Waṭwāṭ’ (ʻthe batʼ). See 

François Clément DE BLOIS, ʻRas̲h̲īd al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Dj̲alīl al-ʿUmarī, known 

as Waṭwāṭʼ, EI², http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_6238, consulted 15 February 2023. 

66  See Zafar Ishaq ANSARI, ʻIslamic juristic terminology before Šāfiʿī: a semantic analysis with special 

reference to Kūfaʼ, Arabica, 19.3 (Oct. 1972): 255-300. 

67  al-Fārābī’s ʿUyūn is included in al-ḤALABĪ, al-Majmūʿ min mūʾallafāt al-Fārābī wa-yalī-hi Nuṣūṣ al-

kalim ʿalā Fuṣūṣ al-Hikam, Cairo: Dār al-Saʿādah, 1907: 65-75; Abū Ḥamīd al-GHAZĀLĪ, Maqāṣid al-

falāsifah, edited by Sulaymān DUNYĀ, Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1961: 5-6. 

68  Abū al-Walīd IBN RUSHD, Faṣl al-maqāl wa-l-taqrīr min bayna l-sharīʿah al-ḥikmiyyah wa-l-ittiṣāl, 

edited by Albert Naṣrī NĀDIR, Beirut: Dār al-Mashriq, 1986: 11-2, and 19. On Ibn Sīnā’s (d. 428/1037) 

seminal impact on Ibn Rushd’s shift from the truth-based categories of poetics to its mimesis-grounded 

conceptualization, see Salim KEMAL, ʻAristotle's Poetics, the Poetic Syllogism, and Philosophical Truth 

in Averroës Commentaryʼ, The Journal of Value Inquiry, 35 (2001): 169-76.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_6238


The Name of the Key: al-Sakkākī and Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm  

 

 • 25.1 (2025): 57–87 

Page | 73 

highlighted by WOLFSON, the rhetorical taṣdīq is the only one of the three where the 

syllogism or enthymeme do not apply, as it brings about the acquisition of knowledge 

immediately (by a maxim, i.e., shibh) or inductively (through an example, i.e., mathal), 

incidentally two terms which later became essential tools of al-bayān. In this, he adds, ʻwe 

witness to the survival of Platonic metaphysical philosophical vocabulary in a philosophical 

system mostly inspired by Aristotelian logicʼ.69 Although al-balāghah therefore inherited 

this system with all its impasse, it made good use of it to explain the inimitability of al-

Qurʾān.  

Not delving too much into a matter which deserves a dedicated discussion, the point here 

is that if al-Jurjānī’s argumentation supporting al-majāz al-ʿaqlī is deeply imbued with 

dialectical reasoning—i.e., both jadalī and burhānī—to logically justify the iʿjāz, then al-

Sakkākī’s urgency in coming up with pragmatic manageability in al-balāghah prevents him 

from making assumptions about speakers’ ways of thinking, madhāhib (dogmatic schools of 

affiliation), or unknown personal penchants. In this way  he limits himself to the exercise of 

the majāz throughout a simplified network of analogies, similarities, or ontological 

contiguities. His trenchant discussion of the qarīnah mentioned above confirms this. This 

approach ultimately makes al-Sakkākī’s balāghah a “ready to use” discipline, sufficiently 

independent to get rid of the cumbersome speculative corollary used by his predecessors.  

These considerations lead us to address the second issue, the fact that the same plethora 

of analogies, similarities, and ontological contiguities in al-Sakkākī appear like detectable 

constellations within the vault of the maʿqūl (reasonable). This logical frame, however, does 

not only exist for the sake of credibility. Most importantly, al-Sakkākī says (indeed insists on 

this obsessively) that noesis should be read in terms of what is ʻuseful or not usefulʼ to 

partially investigate the mystery of a marvel—albeit ultimately leaving this marvel as it is.  

Shawqī ḌAYF insightfully affirmed that in his effort to approach al-majāz fī l-isnād, al-

Jurjānī ʻacted more like a muʿtazilī, paying attention to the real creator of the Universeʼ, 

while, according to Aḥmad AMĪN, he ʻwas a Shāfiʿī faqīh and an Ashʿarī mutakallimʼ but 

arguably with a good deal of nostalgia for the iʿtizāl.70 It seems therefore curious that, 

conversely, a muʿtazilī like al-Sakkākī, who filled his Miftāḥ with examples that are highly 

indicative of his dogmatic affiliation, reacts with a sort of bi-lā kayfa71 to al-Jurjānī’s efforts 

in arguing al-majāz al-ʿaqlī, dressing up his reaction with the boldness of a magician who 

arbitrarily sets the limits of the manifest and occult. In this way he baldly confirms the healthy 

complementarity of what might be accessible to human logic and what is not. Paraphrasing 

SBISÀ, ʻthe manipulator, with his confident metadiscourse, sets a power authority and a 

 
69  Harry Austryn WOLFSON, ʻThe Terms Tasawwur and Tasdiq in Arabic Philosophy and Their Greek, 

Latin, and Hebrew Equivalentsʼ, The Moslem World, 33 (1943): 114-28, at 117.  

70  Aḥmad AMĪN, Ẓuhr al-Islām, 4 vols., edn Cairo 2010, IV: 30. 

71  Roughly translated as ʻwithout asking howʼ, bi-lā kayfa is an expression introduced by Abū l-Ḥasan al-

ASHʿARĪ (d. 324/936) in his eponymous orthodox theology, which distanced itself from al-Muʿtazilah. 

With this, he precisely contested their rationalist call to interpret even those verses of the Qurʾān that 

ʻhave no apparent meaningʼ. See Mohammad JAVAD ANVARI, ʻal-Ashʿarīʼ, in Farhad DAFTARY and 

Wilferd MADELUNG (eds), Encyclopaedia Islamica, translated by Matthew MELVIN-KOUSHKI, Leiden: 

Brill, 2015, https://referenceworks.brill.com/display/entries/ISLO/COM-0300.xml, consulted online on 

29 December 2023.  
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hierarchy that should not be overpassed.’72 Like the anthropologist/apprentice sorcerer Carlos 

CASTANEDA, who, while interrogating his elusive Master Don Juan, dares to affirm tout court 

that ʻKnowledge is Power’, the reader of the Miftāḥ gets the same reply from al-Sakkākī’s 

Don Juan, saying: ʻNo! The Power lies in the type of knowledge a person holds. What’s the 

point of knowing useless things?ʼ73 

It is not surprising that al-Sakkākī’s enormous efforts received such attention, as testified 

by shurūḥ over time. His contribution to the canonization of the discipline sees a point of 

strength in both logic and its missteps. It could be argued that al-Sakkākī’s prescriptive 

approach, his advice to reach aghrāḍ (aims) with wit—and not without a hint of malice—

made life simpler for scholars, if certainly not for philosophers. If ELIADE states that ʻthe 

mental universe of the archaic worlds did not come down to us dialectically, it was instead 

preserved in people’s myths, symbols, customs’,74 al-Sakkākī apparently employs logical 

dialectics but only to a certain extent, to preserve the limit of a superior knowledge while 

adding a dose of magical intervention that further removes his metadiscourse from logicians. 

3. Axis: Bold as ʻwonderʼ—Perlocutionary style, literary charm 

evocation and spells between the lines at al-Sakkākī’s workshop75 

ʻThe discourse is a fragile domain, where are inscribed truths, falsehoods, lies and secrets 

with unexpected persistency and credibilityʼ, states GREIMAS.76 Credibility, it’s easy to think, 

is one of the main requisites ensuring a sorcerer’s brilliant career. Verbal or non-verbal 

actions such as magic formulas and spells performed through specific objects only become 

effective when someone starts believing (experimentally), and then justifying (theoretically), 

the existence of close interplays between entities of different nature, such as metals, poems, 

herbs, nails, saffron, blood, etc. Thus, as Mircea ELIADE recalls, ʻthe sorcerer is the one who 

believes in the efficacy of his own action grounding on the existence of a network-space of 

material and immaterial references he manages with self-confidenceʼ.77 The apparently 

illogical, though certainly sympathetic, nexus linking all of these is only justified by the 

wonder that magic and the magician’s charisma inspire.  

Although this idea of a scientific methodology grounded on wonder (taʿajjub) is far from 

our modern sensibilities, for centuries it has stood as a pivotal criterion to establish which 

matters deserve more attention than others. Al-balāghah, as past and contemporary 

scholarship has frequently claimed, does not make an exception in this sense. More recently, 

 
72  SBISÀ, Linguaggio, ragione, interazione, 144.  

73  Carlos CASTANEDA, The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge, Berkeley and Los Angeles: 

University of California Press, 1968: 34.  

74  ELIADE, Traité d’histoire des religions, 13. 

75  Echoing Jimi HENDRIX’s rock album Axis: Bold as Love, London: Track Records, 1967. The 

homonymous ending track mentions the cosmic symbol of the axis mundi.  

76  GREIMAS, Du sens II : essais sémiotiques, 103.  

77  ELIADE, Traité, 14.  



The Name of the Key: al-Sakkākī and Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm  

 

 • 25.1 (2025): 57–87 

Page | 75 

Lara HARB has illustrated how wonder and logic have been tastefully encapsul-ated in the 

Arabic thought-grounded experience of poetics:  

The philosophical strand did have its own idiosyncratic way of describing the poetic 

speech. Nevertheless, their [sc. Ibn Sīnā’s and Ibn Rushd’s] take on Greek poetics and 

logic was very much influenced by the conventions and concerns of Arabic poetry 

and poetics. While Aristotle primarily discusses the dramatic genres of tragedy and 

comedy, the Arab philosophers base their analysis on Arabic poetry.78 

As a result, continues HARB, a shift from a truth-based judgment of poetry to one based on 

the amazement arising from the poetic mimesis of the truth occurred in philosophical works 

and, similarly, in eloquence and literary criticism around the same time (early 5th/11th 

century). Therefore she argues that ʻwhile the immediate disciplinary context of these two 

shifts was differentʼ (ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī was not concerned with under-standing poetics 

as a branch of logic, but reserved the right to use it in depth), both transformations ʻwere 

guided by the view that poetic beauty is based on a statement’s ability to evoke wonderʼ79—

that which, as BYNUM adds, ʻhas the potential to be a magical, respectful and humbling 

experience of matters that are beyond our grasp, rare and unfamiliarʼ.80 

The apparently irreconcilable nexus between logic and wonder underlying the con-

versation on poetics is deeply rooted in pre-modern sensitivity. European culture also 

provides excellent late examples that resonate well with our rhetorician/sorcerer’s mindset 

and pragmatic proposal. In his 1583 Magia Naturalis, the Italian sorcerer, rhetorician, 

optician, philosopher, and dramatist Giovan Battista DELLA PORTA, three centuries after al-

Sakkākī’s departure, still raises his hand in defence of natural magic as opposite to 

superstition. The field of such siḥr could be extended beyond the physical dimension to the 

most respectable discipline of time, i.e., philosophy, of which magic—he affirms—is nothing 

but ʻits translation in concrete acts and craftsʼ.81  

The idea that magic works as a codified translation of speculative thought was not far 

from al-Sakkākī’s 13th-century cultural environment where the apparently incompatible 

concepts of siḥr (magic) and the well-established tradition of iʿtizāl (rationalism) pro-moted 

by the eastern madrasah kalāmiyyah (speculative theological school) respectively represent 

instinctive and rationalist ways to get closer to what was created (khuliqa) under God’s 

blessing.  

COVACH & BOONE’s comment about Jimi HENDRIX’s work, echoed in this section’s title, 

highlights the centrality of ʻan all-knowing mystic entity who provides the bridge between 

the real and the spiritual worlds and through whom we can find true loveʼ82 within the 

 
78  HARB, Arabic Poetics, 17. 

79  Ibid., 77. 

80  Caroline BYNUM, ʻWonderʼ, The American Historical Review, 102.1 (1997): 4-5. 

81  Ioannes Baptista Porta [Giovan Battista DELLA PORTA], Magiae naturalis sive de miraculis rerum 

naturalium libri IIII, Antwerp: Christophoro Plantino,1560, I.2: 3. – See also Laura BALBIANI, La Magia 

Naturalis di Giovan Battista Della Porta: lingua, cultura e scienza in Europa all’inizio dell’età moderna, 

Bern: Peter Lang, 2001: 124. 

82  John COVACH and Graeme M. BOONE (eds), Understanding Rock: Essays in Musical Analysis, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1997: 160. 



Chiara Fontana 

 

        • 25.1 (2025): 57–87 

Page | 76 

American songwriter’s masterpiece. This entity evokes the mythological concept of the axis 

mundi, which represents ʻthe connection between Heaven and Earthʼ.83 It might be argued 

that al-Sakkākī’s pedantry in approaching al-balāghah within the Miftāḥ lets him peregrinate, 

frantically, restlessly, along the poles of the same mysterious tightrope. Seemingly riding 

Hendrix’s wizardries, in Kitāb al-shāmil or Ṭilasm al-Sakkākī also plays with natural 

elements, planets, colours, and their emotional symbolism.84 In the Miftāḥ, instead, he dares 

to do the same with words according to a pretence of organicity, which, however, needs to 

be vaunted with well-studied authoritativeness.  

To justify its alternative logic, magic indeed needs a more impressive language to exist 

or, in modern pragmatic terms, it requires both illocutionary and perlocutionary speech acts 

of extraordinary efficacy. As recalled by SBISÀ, manipulative language—and magic is its 

field par excellence—constructs communicative action upon directive and commissive 

speech acts intending to persuade the interlocutor and acknowledge a hierarchy between 

speakers within which the subject speaker retains the most prominent role.85 Grounded in 

GREIMAS’ and COURTES’ description of manipulation strategies (i.e., temptation, intimid-

ation, provocation, seduction), she traces the process around its core, namely an unbalanced 

recipient who, she claims, is forced into a condition of ʻnot being able not to do somethingʼ86 

and thus required to react. On closer inspection, the Miftāḥ’s style and structure unveil all of 

these features.  

Within the Miftāḥ, al-Sakkākī creates uncountable, unnerving pauses (‘I will tell you 

later’, pp. 23, 51, 569 et alia), enacts suspense (‘you will discover this issue in the next 

paragraph’, pp. 9, 24, 241 et alia), intimidates (‘Woe unto you who wants to approach tafsīr 

without enough knowledge?!’, p. 255), mortifies the reader (‘who are you to contradict me?’, 

p. 532), evocates God’s help (‘we draw from God  the complete success’,87 p. 544), talks 

through twisting ṭibāq (antinomies) or boasts his irrefutable mastery in the guise of a 

charitable penchant for sharing knowledge with the reader (‘I won’t conceal it from you—

read: but I can, if I want’, p. 256]. Also, on page 528, while discussing al-faṣāḥah and al-

balāghah, he posits this last as not accessible to everyone but only to the most expert 

bulaghāʾ, hence khāṣṣat al-khāṣṣah, the elite of his intellectual environment.  

Magical manipulative language, therefore, implies the exercise of power and ex-

clusiveness. In al-Miftāḥ’s case I argue that this is displayed at two levels: the sharḥ scholarly 

canon and the author’s environment, with its unique cultural and social practices.  

 
83  Mircea ELIADE, ʻSymbolism of the Centreʼ, in ID., Images and Symbols, translated by Philip MAIRET, 

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991: 48-51, at 48. 

84  I incidentally quote a few lines from HENDRIX’s Bold as Love lyrics: ‘Anger! / He smiles, towering in 

shiny metallic purple armor / Queen jealousy, envy waits behind him. Her fiery green gown sneers at the 

grassy ground / Blue are the life-giving waters taken for granted. They quietly understand once happy 

turquoise armies lay opposite, ready / But wonder why the fight is on / They’re all bold as love [x 3] / I 

am bold as Love / Just ask the Axis.’  

85  SBISÀ, Linguaggio, ragione, interazione, 159-66. 

86  Algirdas Julien GREIMAS and Joseph COURTÉS, Sémiotique: Dictionnaire raisonné de la théorie du 

langage (1st ed. 1979), Paris: Hachette, 1993: 206-8.  

87  A conventional duʿāʾ (invocation), namely, nastamiddu llāha l-tawfīqa fī takmilati-hi.  
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As the linguist RUSSO CARDONA argued, within the realm of pragmatics usually 

manipulation ʻis not absolutely the first of that conversation; it can also be valid as a sanction 

of the linguistic act that precedes it and of which, will help to specify the illocutionary 

forceʼ.88 While approaching the Miftāḥ, SMYTH wisely recalls that com-mentaries ʻdo not 

witness a lifeless cultural environment, rather serve as an arena for debate and controversyʼ.89 

The analysis of a magic-inspired manipulative discourse helps place the Miftāḥ among the 

forums for scholarly quarrels. Here, for instance, and as according to an old strategy already 

traced by ARAZI in Ibn al-Muʿtazz’s 9th-century Ṭabaqāt al-shuʿarāʾ [The Poets’ Categories], 

deleting rivals’ names from discourse is conceived as a useful means to diminish their 

prestige.90 As traced throughout the whole Miftāḥ, al-Sakkākī’s main sources are often 

reduced to such general and common terms as salaf, ‘predecessors’. His main sources, al-

Jurjānī and al-Zamakhsharī (d. 538/1143), are overlooked. They can also be objects of 

explicit or implicit hijāʾ (invective), for instance, when he says:  

I will explain what predecessors left unclear or I took from salaf only what I can agree 

with, while organizing the most complete and well-organised book on Arabic 

language.91  

All modesty aside, al-Sakkākī’s manipulative boldness also leaves clues about his acri-mony 

against the surrounding cultural milieu, which probably wavered in acknowledging this 

locksmith, sorcerer, and late-trained scholar, as an intellectual. He affirms in his introduction:  

I paid attention to all the details and created the best and most concise work […] in 

the hope that, when I am laid in my final resting place, a prayer may be said for me 

and be heard [by God].92 

This last consideration introduces us to the second level of power which the manipulation of 

charm helps in performing: the 13th-century Khwārazmian court. Without reprising the 

details of the author’s life, already mentioned in the first section of this paper, acquiring 

prestige and respect, enchanting sovereigns through the mysterious arts of the highest 

knowledge and magic was a matter of survival at court. The unfortunate loss of these 

privileges might, as al-Sakkākī’s biography testifies, be fatal.  

Besides this, BAUSANI and BÖWERING attest how much the Persian-grounded esoteric 

approach to knowledge transmission was deeply rooted in the author’s intellectual 

environment.93 This, while also undermining sovereigns’ absolute control over a caste of 

 
88  Tommaso RUSSO CARDONA, Le peripezie dell’ironia: Sull’arte del rovesciamento discorsivo, Rome: 

Meltemi, 2009: 92. 

89  William SMYTH, ʻControversy in a Tradition of Commentary: The Academic Legacy of al-Sakkākī’s 

Miftāḥ al-ʿulūmʼ, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 112.4 (Oct.-Dec. 1992): 589-97, at 589.  

90  Albert ARAZI observes how, in Ṭabaqāt, Ibn al-Muʿtazz glosses over shīʿah authors and personalities of 

his time, as well as all the rivals to the Abbasid dynasty. Incidentally, this old communicative strategy 

was also widespread among Latin authors. See Albert ARAZI, ʻPoetique and Politique dans les Ṭabaqāt 

al-shuʿarāʾʼ, Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam, 30 (2005): 264-92, at 268.   

91  al-SAKKĀKĪ, Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm, 39.  

92  Ibid., 35.  

93  Alessandro BAUSANI, Persia religiosa, Milan: Il Saggiatore, 1959: 59. On the plethora of practices related 
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better-trained intellectuals and bureaucrats, attests to the initiatory training required by those 

who—through knowledge and experience—might make the dangerous approach, closer than 

could their rulers, to the inner essence of kosmos and the human ability to operate in it.  

Focusing more on the subject of al-Miftāḥ, the same inherent, profound, influence of 

Persian culture and language on eastern Arabic schools of knowledge might be traced in how 

al-Sakkākī pours into his work one of the main features traced in previous Persian studies of 

al-balāghah, namely, those that scholarship attest to have had an impact on his scholarly 

training—i.e., Rashīd al-Dīn al-Waṭwāṭ’s Ḥadāʾiq al-siḥr fī daqāʾiq al-shiʿr [The Gardens of 

Magic in the Nicest Poetry] and, in turn, Muḥammad Rāyūdānī’s (fl. 11th-12th c.) Turjumān 

al-balāghah [The Handbook of Eloquence], which had inspired al-Waṭwāṭ’s work.94 With 

this, I mean the same focus on dhawq (taste), stylistic tools, witty language-games, and sound 

perfection that these works show and that is typical of Persian badīʿ, also roughly translatable 

as ‘eloquence’. 

Johannes T. P. DE BRUIJN and Daniela MENEGHINI observed that Persian works on 

eloquence up to the 18th century provide no subdivision between al-bayān and al-badīʿ. For 

centuries, the first stood as an independent discipline to clarify God’s Kitāb in the same 

fashion the Arabs used until the 10th–11th centuries, meaning the earlier stages at which a sort 

of Arabic proto-balāghah emerged—for instance, in Ibn al-Muʿtazz’s (d. 296/908) Kitāb al-

badīʿ [The Book of Eloquence].95 So for both traditions, even if relating to a different 

timeframe, it could be stated that badīʿ indicated the science of eloquence and poetical craft 

in technical terms, stretched to include related issues like al-qāfiyah (rhyme) and al-ʿarūḍ 

(prosody). The reason why Persians only in recent times felt it necessary to include al-

bayān’s conventional tropes in Persian eloquence might relate to the fact that the bayān’s 

speculative accents were mainly connected to the Arabic narrative of Qurʾān and its 

clarification, something that bilingual ʿajamī intellectuals did not need to translate into 

Persian terms. To this should be added the vast popularity of Arabic works written by Persian 

authors like al-Jurjānī and al-Sakkākī, as it ensured the smooth circulation of balāghah-

related notions in the eastern region and elsewhere.96 

 
to the knowledge exchange triggered by Sufism, globally conceived as more a cultural than religious 

phenomenon, see Gerhard BÖWERING, ʻIdeas of Time in Persian Sufismʼ, Iran, 30 (1992): 77-89. 

94  MAṬLŪB frequently highlights this aspect in al-Balāghah ʿ ind al-Sakkākī, introduction, 40-2. And it seems 

obvious considering that Ḥadāʾiq became one of the most popular compendia in the eastern regions. Still, 

al-Shawāribī—the work’s first translator and editor—while agreeing with Maṭlūb, also explains that 

Ḥadāʾiq was a talkhīṣ of RĀYŪDĀNĪ’s magnum opus, incidentally, the father of Persian eloquence. Rashīd 

al-Dīn al-ʿUmrī ʻal-WAṬWĀṬʼ, Ḥadāʾiq al-siḥr fī daqāʾiq al-shiʿr, translated and edited by Ibrāhīm Amīn 

al-SHAWĀRIBĪ, Cairo: Maṭbaʿah Lajnat al-Ta’līf wa-l-Tarjumah, 1945: 3-79, at 67-79.  

95  The assumption that Ibn al-Muʿtazz referred in his Kitāb al-badīʿ to the science of embellishment (not yet 

considered a branch of a wider discipline) and not to eloquence as a whole is mostly due to Kratchkovsky's 

interpretation. See Michelangelo GUIDI, ‘Recensione del Kitāb al-Badīʿ di Ibn al-Muʿtazz edito da 

Ignatius Kratchkovsky (London, 1935 – E.J.W. Gibb Memorial Series, New Series X),’ Rivista degli studi 

orientali, 16.3-4 (January 1937): 409-15. 

96  I deepened al-balāghah’s different normativization processes as they emerge from Arabic and Persian 

sources in my project Towards an Ethospoetics of the Islamic Languages (post-doctoral project at Ca’ 

Foscari University of Venice, ended in 2022). The resulting monograph is under review and will be 

published in the near future. See Daniela MENEGHINI, ʻBayān in Persianʼ, EI³, edited by Kate Fleet, 

Gudrun Krämer, Denis Matringe, John Nawas, Everett Rowson, Leiden: Brill, 2015, consulted online on 
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Al-Sakkākī, therefore, treasured and merged two linguistic traditions, cultural under-

standings, backgrounds, and attitudes in a unified yet multilayered, pioneering concept-

ualization of the discipline, suspended between rationalism and sensationalism. He included 

this innovative approach to al-balāghah in a comprehensive textbook (al-Miftāḥ) which must 

ultimately be complete and useful and, I would argue, could not be limited to a single 

purpose.  

In this sense, I would like to finally suggest a new horizon for studying al-Miftāḥ, not 

only as a work which is consistent in aims, logic, themes, and style with the author’s 

occultism and craftsmanship. In fact, if al-Sakkākī’s Kitāb al-Shāmil is a book about magic, 

the Miftāḥ is arguably a work of magic, a code, the expression of a cultural mindset where 

cryptology and the art of riddles reached its peak as applied to every field of science. A 

comparative reading of MIRĀYĀTĪ / MĪR ʿALAM / AL-ṬAYYĀN’s 1987-five-volume Series on 

Arabic Origins of Cryptology—which appeared in translation only between 2003-2006 in 

Riyadh—together with David KAHN’s compendium on the history of encryption may open 

new horizons in this sense.97  

As part of the secret and semi-secret sciences, the art of poetic riddles was highly 

esteemed in traditional Islamic, and thus Persian, rhetoric, as it was in ancient Greece, in the 

tradition of the Kabbala, and later in Medieval Europe. The study of this particular art, though 

largely overlooked, has received some attention in modern scholarship, which—apart from 

the already mentioned Series—mostly investigated the interplay between mysticism and the 

Persian art of the riddle. This is traced, for instance, by Gernot WINDFUHR and Shams 

ANWARI-ALHOSSEYNI who expanded on Friedrich RÜCKERT’s preliminary inquiries.98 These 

sources are quite apt if also referring to the Arabic production because, as is well known, the 

two languages were of current use, especially among literati and scholars, as attested by many 

illustrious predecessors and al-Sakkākī himself.  

Typical traits of taʿmiyah (encryption) and muʿammā (riddle) are indeed clearly found in 

the Miftāḥ: excessive attention to phonetics, references to virtually unlimited play with the 

letters of words and phrase re-vocalization, the inversion of letter sequences, occurring 

 
3 October 2022, http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_26224. Johannes T.P. DE BRUIJN, 

ʻBadīʿʼ, Encyclopaedia Iranica, III.4: 372-6, at 373.  

97  Mohammad MRAYATI, Yahya MEER ALAM, Hassan al-TAYYAN (eds), series on Arabic Origins of 

Cryptology, 5 vols., Riyadh: King Faisal Center for Research and Islamic Studies [KFCRIS] & King 

Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology [KACST], 2003-2006. The book is a translation by Said M. 

al-ASAAD from the Arabic original version edited by the same authors, ʿIlm al-taʿmiyah wa-stikhrāj al-

muʿammā ʿinda l-ʿArab, Damascus: Majmaʿ al-Lughah al-ʿArabiyyah bi-Dimashq, 1987, including 

contributions from eminent scholars like Fuat SEZGIN, Wāthiq SHAHĪD, Shākir al-FAḤḤĀM and Rātib al-

NAFFĀKH; David KAHN, The Code-breakers: The Story of Secret Writing: The Comprehensive History 

of Secret Communication from Ancient Times to the Internet, New York: publisher, 1967. The author 

notes Arab pioneers in this art, see 93-108. 

98  Gernot L. WINDFUHR, ʻSpelling the Mystery of Timeʼ, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 110.3 

(July–September 1990): 401-416; Shams ANWARI-ALHOSSEYNI, Loġaz und Moʿammā: Eine 

Quellenstudie zur Kunstform des persischen Rätsels (= Islamkundliche Untersuchungen; 116), Berlin: 

Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1986: 185-8; Friedrich RÜCKERT, Grammatik, Poetik und Rhetorik der Perser, 

nach dem siebenten Bande des Heft Ќolzum, 1st ed. 1874, edited by W. PERTSCH, Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 1966. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_26224
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mostly in the ṣarf section (pp. 79-80, 95, 101, 105-10), re-analysis of words and phrases into 

others according to all possible vocalizations (pp. 138-40 and 177-204) alongside the focus 

on onomatopoeic expressions (pp. 126-31) occurring in the naḥw section, the presence of 

specific periphrasis such as kashf al-qināʿ (‘pulling off the mask’) sometimes left without 

context in the strand of discourse (pp. 35, 37, 251, 342, 346, 413, 509, 587, 781, 819), the 

inclusion of logical-numerical tricks within the maʿānī section (pp. 603-6) or even the final 

expansion on ʿilm al-ʿarūḍ (metrics)—essential for cryptologists—which appears a curious 

appendix to a text where poetry rarely shows up.  

As attested by SEYED-GOHRAB as well in the aforementioned sources, cryptology did not 

at that time aim to convey only diabolical knowledge, as it also has its special poetics as in: 

al-Kindī’s (d. 256/873) riddle, Ibn Dunaynīr’s (d. 627/1229) codes, and Ḥāfiẓ’s (d. 792/1390) 

poetry.99 These convey lists of birds, plants, metals, humour or invectives, military or 

diplomatic cryptograms, dates of birth or death which stand as additional knowledge, easily 

remembered, but also as mementos of a conceptualization of the universe where a plethora 

of elements are unavoidably interrelated.  

DELLA PORTA, one of the most influential cryptologists of his time, has a note on the 

locksmith’s art, which can help us envision al-Sakkākī’s multiple profiles as sorcerer, 

scholar, and craftsman, all in one:  

We have become experts in monstrous fires and are aware of the power of metals. 

Although we have no ambition to shape the iron, we know that its uses are excellent 

or terrible: thanks to iron tools, we cultivate the land, build our houses, but also kill 

and make war. Iron is the same material of which the sculptor’s chisel is made when 

it sinks into the porphyry and frees the effigy of beauty from a coarse block. Therefore, 

in iron, I see the dominating force of all things.100  

The Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm compendium on al-balāghah, conceived as the perfected word, seems 

to be the chisel with which to unveil language’s potential—the most terrific force in the hands 

of a man of the world like al-Sakkākī. His pedantry, logical reasoning, arrogance, puzzling 

tricks, and the esoteric information concealed between his lines are all as bold as the Wonder 

he investigates with his annoying, all-knowing attitude. All this looks quite convincing until, 

in the very end, the reader looks at him raising his hands, and (like Hendrix) suggesting in a 

whisper: ʻJust ask the Axisʼ—or the iʿjāz. He finally seems to admit that only this preserves 

a supreme knowledge that no one, not even a sorcerer, can dare to grab or share. 

  

 
 99  Ali Asghar SEYED-GOHRAB, Courtly Riddles: Enigmatic Embellishments in Early Persian Poetry, 

Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2010: 22.  

100  Ioannes Baptista Porta [Giovan Battista DELLA PORTA], Della magia naturale del signor Gio. Battista 

Della Porta Napolitano, translated from Latin by Pompeo SARNELLI, Naples: Antonio Bulifon, 1677, 

XIII: 405. The Translation from vernacular Italian is mine. 
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Conclusions 

Nomina nuda tenemus (‘Naked names are all that we have’), as ECO enigmatically suggests. 

And renewed exploration of al-Sakkākī’s Miftāḥ arguably leaves the same aftertaste: does 

this effort really help find the right key to al-balāghah’s secrets? Maybe it does not; at least, 

not in the way its title promises. Nevertheless, like in the fascinating Persian poem Manṭiq 

al-ṭayr [The Conference of Birds] by his contemporary Farīd al-Dīn ʿAttār (d. 618/1221)—

where an assembly of birds makes a perilous journey across seven valleys in search of the 

Simurgh to discover that it is nothing but the reflection of their same quest and wonderment—

, in the Miftāḥ we make the same discovery. We feel the mystery of human art, its linkages 

with the iʿjāz. Whereas al-balāghah stands as an arcane subject encapsulated in a theoretical 

framework, there is also a contextually grounded revolution in methodology on display, a 

new discipline’s conceptualization, and a textbook organization of the work conveyed 

through a perlocutionary style. 

In the first section of the present paper, I highlighted echoes of the artisan’s world in the 

Mifṭāḥ. The pervasive influence of an urbanised reality and the parallels with it were traits 

already found in previous works like in al-Jāḥīẓ’s or al-Ḥuṣrī’s, hence they do not constitute 

a trait of novelty by themselves. Still, in the 9th-century rhetorician Ibn Abī ʿAwn’s (d. 

322/934) Kitāb al-tashbīhāt [The Book of Similes] or even in Ibn al-Muʿtazz’s Ṭabaqāt 

authors dismiss old-fashioned, desert-inspired literary stagings of conceptual metaphors 

tying emotions with fine gold smithery and ornate calligraphy. In this case, al-Sakkākī makes 

use of such inspiration as a mere methodological vademecum. His recommendation to acquire 

a good grasp of the ṣarf, naḥw, and maʿānī “raw material” and techniques aims at the 

pertinence, consequentiality, and rigour needed to make use of language with both aim and 

taste. Acting as a literary craftsman, he acknowledges the restless liveliness of 

imageability—the degree to which a word evokes mental imagery—as the favoured tool in 

literary creativity. Still, his considerations on takhyīl [imaginary] lack soul and warmth, as 

these special effects are not what he is interested in. After centuries of flowered and inspiring 

conversations aimed at both al-iʿjāz’s magnificence and the disambiguation of al-balāgha’s 

theoretical frameworks, al-Sakkākī sets the pivots for a further canonization of eloquence. 

Accordingly, rigour and a logically fortified structure are the relevant features—and mirror 

a multifaced biography in terms of training and experience. 

Speaking about rigour, in the second section it has been observed how al-Sakkākī keenly 

addresses the logical relativity upon which are grounded the concepts of truth and falsehood, 

and from here, al-ḥaqīqah wa-l-majāz (truth and figurative speech) in poetics. Still, 

seemingly turning his sorcerer’s charisma to the scholarly field, he debates these topics 

through dry argumentation and with several peremptory attempts at persuasion that seem to 

disprove his logical analyses in principle. In my view, what stands out here is al-Sakkākī’s 

innovative position on majāz ʿaqlī (cognitive trope), which I argue is the most relevant point 

of divergence between al-Jurjānī and al-Sakkākī—though one scarcely addressed by 

scholarship. While ḌAYF, AMĪN, and MODARRESSI focus on al-Sakkākī’s ultimate refusal of 

majāz ʿaqlī in favour of al-istiʿārah al-makniyyah, a closer look at the Miftāḥ tells a different 

story, and perhaps a more intriguing one.  
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Al-Sakkākī dedicated 143 pages of the Miftāḥ to the discussion of al-ḥaqīqah wa-l-majāz 

(pp. 467–610)) and 21 solely to the discussion of al-majāz al-ʿaqlī, which he also 

acknowledges and analyses in comparison with al-majāz al-mursal (literal trope) (pp. 466-

70; 511-23, 605-10). Thus, as a topic it cannot be irrelevant to him. As highlighted in the 

second section, his main innovation relies on the distinction between the exercise of ʿaql 

(rationality) and ḥukm (judgment) if applied to the construction and interpretation of 

cognitive figurative speech, whereas al-Jurjānī masterfully predicates an equipollence 

between both in this case, in a way which is consistent with his exploration of al-iʿjāz.  

If on the one hand it is true that, elsewhere in the Miftāḥ, al-Sakkākī redefines some 

examples of majāzāt ʿaqliyyah as istiʿārāt makniyyah (namely those built on al-qarīnah al-

lafẓiyyah, i.e., ontological shift built on lexical contiguity), on the other hand, the author does 

not argue his choice according to the strict precision and coherence frequently vaunted as a 

main feature of this work. The reader might infer that addressing the logical inferences in al-

qarīnah typologies might have been a good move, providing enlightening insights. Still, this 

argument remains silent to the extent that attributing a lack of acumen to al-Sakkākī could 

not be prevented. 

Nevertheless, agreeing with SMYTH’s comment on al-Miftāḥ’s due framing in the sharḥ 

tradition, the al-ḥaqīqah wa-l-majāz issue confirms al-Miftāḥ as a forum for both explicit 

and—more captivatingly—implicit theoretical discussion, countering its frequent 

characterisation as a mere model for formal canonization and aridity. If the Miftāḥ at times 

appears elaborated to an unsatisfactory degree of argumentation, it should also be read as a 

conversation between the lines of what was understood as assumed knowledge in its time. 

Interestingly, our scholar’s inner struggle between the need to negotiate his reasoning with 

the most distinguished previous master of sharḥ tradition—al-Jurjānī—and his will to read 

some of al-balāghah’s assumptions according to the spirit of his time, tells of a period when 

intellectual discourse was more exposed to contextual inferences than we could imagine. This 

is reflected in the ulamāʾ difficulty in freeing themselves from canonised knowledge, the 

muʿtazilī school’s interiorization of controversies raised by its opponents and, broadly 

speaking, the need to negotiate a more pragmatic and didactic, and less speculative 

intellectual conversation with Mongol regents.  

This last issue, as al-Miftāḥ shows, affected both the manners and the substance of the 

reasoning on logic and wonder, and their mutual necessity according to al-Sakkākī. In the 

third section of this study, dedicated to al-Sakkākī’s sorcery-inspired perlocutionary style 

within the Miftāḥ, I underlined how al-Sakkākī lived in a challenging historical period. Here, 

incidentally, Persian and Arabic cultures started to merge in an unprecedent degree of 

osmosis, also in the way a discipline like al-balāghah was respectively conceived. While 

suggesting throughout this paper how political upheavals set a strict frame for powerful 

men’s exercise of authority and prestige, it could be stated that this was among the main 

factors inspiring al-Sakkākī to deploy all his resources as a manipulator scholar and sorcerer, 

requiring a style is bold as the wonder he aims to describe. Such a com-bination is in line 

with a contrapuntal criticism of the Miftāḥ which harmonises these two traits of his 

personality as well as suggesting his probable penchant for encryption.  

Conceiving al-Sakkākī’s systematic detection of cause and effect as an attempt to frame 

them in a coherent divine and cultural project, I argue that his use of craftsmanship, magic, 

and logic might be conceived as a key to trace a cardiogram of emotions accessible to human 



The Name of the Key: al-Sakkākī and Miftāḥ al-ʿulūm  

 

 • 25.1 (2025): 57–87 

Page | 83 

rationality, while not daring to ruin the sentiment of wonder. In this sense, if al-Miftāḥ 

paradoxically double-locked the miracle of poetry in the vault of a pragmatic poetics, it also 

served as a handy instruction manual—or an initiatory rite—for grasping the invisible, the 

secret genius of the art, the charm of Umberto ECO’s rose with its inviting scent that drives 

us to seek it in even the least expected, most barren places.  
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