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1. Elucidates meaning, by relating it to something more vivid. 
Majāz is more expressive, beautiful and pleasing. The 
Arabs used it to embellish their orations and poetry. 
● Therefore, majāz  has a prominent role in discussions 

about poetics and literary criticism, as well as discussions 
about the eloquence of the Qur'ān 

2. Majāz has an prominent role in certain theological 
discussions over the correct interpretation of sacred texts like 
those presented at the beginning of the previous chapter. 
3. There are sometimes fiqhī (Islamic legal) consequences to 
whether a word is taken as ḥaqīqa or majāz, and we will see 
examples of this in this chapter. 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▷ We mentioned in the previous chapter that many words 

have a literal, coined meaning (to which the word refers 

by default), but also one or more secondary meanings 

that are non-literal (figurative).  

▷ In reality, however, the default meaning of a word might 

itself vary based on  

○ ُEra 

○ Context: 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The meanings of words sometimes change over time (this is 
called semantic shift), such that the default, customary meaning 
is no longer the same as the original lexical meaning. e.g. 
 
In English: 
● “awful” originally meant “worthy of respect or awe.” The 

default meaning  it carries today, however, is “very bad,” a 
usage that dates to the early 19th century. 

● “clue” originally meant, “a ball of thread or yarn.” The 
default meaning it carries today, “something that points 
the way,” dates to the 17th century. 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In Arabic: 
● the word ا is lexically: a depression in the ground. In 

earlier times, people would seek out such spots to 
defecate in them, and so if someone went to defecate, 
this would be described as َ ٌن ا  This expression . أ 
became so common in customary usage that eventually 
the word ا came to refer to feces, with this meaning 
overshadowing the original meaning.  

● Thus, what was originally a secondary majāz meaning 
has now become a primary meaning. 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Often, in a specific technical field, a word takes on a specialized 
meaning that overrides the original or default meaning 
 

In English: 
● the word “mouse” which is originally a type of animal, takes 

on a markedly different meaning in a technological context. 
 

In Arabic: 
● the word ة  lexically refers to prayer in a generic sense ا

(duʻā), but in an Islamic context, it customarily refers to: the 
ritual prayer comprising specific actions and statements, 
preceded with ablution, starting with takbīr and ending with 
taslīm. 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Ḥ

▷ Some words have not undergone semantic shift, nor do 

they have specialized technical meanings. Such words have 

only one ḥaqīqī meaning.  

▷ For other words, however, there are can be three different 

types of meaning, all of them “literal” or “default” in a 

sense: 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Ḥ

a) The original lexical meaning ا ا 
b) The customary meaning that is understood by the general 
public ّ  ا ا ا
c) The specialized technical meaning within a certain field 

  . ا ا ا
 
Most specialized fields, whether religious (such as  ) or 
mundane (such as medicine, or information technology) 
have their own terminologies and specialized vocabularies. 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Note that the   is the original literal meaning, and 

the   (whatever its subcategory) was originally a 

majāzī meaning, but due to its widespread use within 

particular context (religious, medical, etc.), it acquired a 

ḥaqīqa status, such that when it is now used within that 

context, this (originally majāzī) meaning should be assumed 

to be the default meaning (trumping the lexical meaning), 

and no  is needed for this other than this broader 

context. 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التعدیة مجاز



▷ The word ِ  (snout) is normally used to describe a 

nose, but with the stipulation that the nose belongs to a 

(non-human) animal.  

▷ To use the word  to describe a human being's nose 

would be an example of what is called ز ا  (a 

“traversal trope”). 

▷ It is so named because the usage of the word is 

traversing beyond its original meaning, and crossing over 

to apply to a similar but different concept. 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The Traversal Trope ز ا  involves taking a word that is 
used to describe something with a stipulation, and applying 
it in a situation where that stipulation is not present, but 
the general concept still is present, with a qarīna conveying 
that the original (literal) meaning is not intended.  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ʻ
▷ This type of majāz involves using a word that is less specific 

(and in this sense less expressive) than the word one would 

normally use. As a result, this type of majāz has also been 

described as Inexpressive Majāz ز  ا   . ا

▷ In reality, however, even though it appears to be 

inexpressive (because it is using a word that would not 

normally be the most expressive for the concept at hand), 

nevertheless, it is still eloquent, because the word is being 

used to imply a secondary meaning.  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E.g. If a parent is reprimanding a child for touching 

something s/he is not supposed to, they might refer to the 

child's hands as 'paws,' which is not the ideal word to 

describe human hands (and in this sense inexpressive), but 

at the same time conveys a meaning of criticism or 

derogation that would be lost if one simply used the word 

'hands.' 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