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Abstract: 

This research examines the contributions of Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani (d. 1078 CE) in the 
fields of rhetoric and linguistic criticism, highlighting his pioneering role in 
establishing an original linguistic theory through the concept of **nazm** (syntactic 
arrangement). He argued that meaning arises from the interrelations between words 
within structure, not from isolated words. It is evident that al-Jurjani anticipated 
many concepts that were later developed in modern linguistics . 

The significance of this study lies in uncovering the intersections between al-Jurjani’s 
thought and contemporary Western linguistic theories, such as: structuralism 
(Saussure), pragmatics (Austin and Searle), contextual semantics (Frege), text 
linguistics (Halliday and Hasan), cognitive linguistics (Lakoff and Johnson), as well as 
discourse analysis (Foucault, van Dijk, and Fairclough). His theory of *nazm* serves as 
a foundational idea that aligns with these approaches in their focus on context, 
structure, textual relations, and the effect of discourse on the audience . 

The study also highlights the applied value of al-Jurjani’s thought through examples 
from the Qur’an and Arabic poetry, showing how syntactic arrangement, word order, 
and textual structure shape meaning and guide the recipient—an approach 
consistent with modern discourse analysis . 

The research concludes that al-Jurjani was not merely a rhetorical critic but a 
linguistic theorist ahead of his time, addressing central issues later explored in 
modern linguistics. Thus, he represents a crucial link between Arabic heritage and 
contemporary linguistic studies, underscoring the importance of re-reading his works 
for the advancement of modern Arabic linguistic scholarship . 
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Introduction : 

Abd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī (d. 471 AH / 1078 CE) is regarded as one of the most 
prominent figures in Arabic rhetoric and criticism, and as a thinker whose original 
contributions established him as a pioneer in the study of language and texts. His 
**Theory of Nazm (syntactic arrangement)**—with its focus on the interrelations 
between words, meanings, and context—placed him in an advanced position, 
anticipating by centuries many of the insights later developed in modern Western 
linguistics . 

Research Problem : 

The central problem of this study lies in the following question: To what extent can 

al-Jurjānī’s Theory of *Nazm* be regarded as a precursor to several key concepts in 

modern linguistics—particularly in the field of discourse analysis—and what is the 

significance of revisiting his contributions today for the development of Arabic 

linguistic studies? 

Research Objectives : 

1. To highlight al-Jurjānī’s contributions in establishing an original linguistic and 

rhetorical theory . 

2. To identify the points of convergence between his ideas and the concepts of 

modern linguistics . 

3. To clarify the relevance of his Theory of *Nazm* to contemporary discourse 

analysis . 

4. To demonstrate how his thought can be utilized in constructing an Arabic-based 

theory for text analysis . 

Research Methodology : 

This study employs the descriptive-analytical method by presenting and analyzing al-

Jurjānī’s texts and relating them to contemporary linguistic concepts. It also makes 

use of the comparative approach in order to reveal points of similarity and difference 

between the Arabic rhetorical tradition and modern Western linguistics . 

First: Features of al-Jurjānī’s Thought 

Al-Jurjānī’s intellectual vision is most clearly manifested in his two seminal works, 

*Dalāʾil al-Iʿjāz* (The Proofs of Inimitability) and *Asrār al-Balāgha* (The Secrets of 

Rhetoric). Both articulate his **Theory of *Nazm***, which he considered the very 

essence of rhetoric: eloquence does not reside in isolated words, but rather in the 

manner in which they are structured and arranged within the sentence to generate 

the intended meaning. He further argued that meaning can only be understood 
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through the circumstances of speech—namely, the situation of the speaker, the 

addressee, and above all, the broader context (*siyāq*) and communicative situation 

(*maqām *) .  

Regarding the long-debated issue of the relationship between word and meaning, 

which has preoccupied scholars both in the past and in modern times, al-Jurjānī 

affirmed that words carry no semantic value except when embedded in syntactic 

structures. This is what he referred to as **syntactic analysis**, which focuses on 

studying grammatical relations such as fronting and postponement, coordination, 

and the use of pronouns, in order to reveal the coherence of the text . 

A close reading of al-Jurjānī’s thought also reveals his concern with the 

**psychological effect** produced by the interaction between structure (*nazm*) 

and its impact on the audience. He emphasized that rhetoric is, in essence, the art of 

creating intellectual and emotional influence . 

From the foregoing, it becomes evident that al-Jurjānī’s thought rests on two 

fundamental principles. First, the meaning of speech is not determined by isolated 

words, but rather by the arrangement of these words and the interrelations that bind 

them within their contextual framework. Second, eloquence does not reside 

exclusively in words or in meanings taken separately; rather, it emerges from the 

harmonious synthesis between them . 

Al-Jurjānī’s analysis of the superiority and quality of speech is grounded in a 

comprehensive theory that integrates both meaning and context. He emphasized 

that texts cannot be properly understood without considering the broader situational 

context (*maqām*) as well as the psychological and social factors of the addressee. 

At the same time, he examined the internal structure of the sentence by analyzing 

syntactic constructions, semantic relations, and inter-sentential connections—an 

approach that closely parallels what we refer to today as **syntax**. Moreover, his 

holistic treatment of the text, in which language is not viewed as isolated words but 

as an integrated semantic whole, brings his method strikingly close to modern 

discourse analysis . 

Second: Al-Jurjānī and His Relation to Modern Linguistics 

1.  With Structuralism (Ferdinand de Saussure) 

   Saussure distinguished between *langue* and *parole*. Al-Jurjānī had already 

anticipated this distinction by differentiating between grammar as a system of rules 

and speech as actual usage. His concept of *nazm* (syntactic arrangement) closely 
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parallels the structuralist notion of syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations, a point 

strongly emphasized by Saussure in his analysis of language as a network of relations . 

2.  With Pragmatics (J. L. Austin and John Searle) 

   Al-Jurjānī’s focus on *maqām* (situational context) and discourse circumstances 

aligns with the principles of pragmatics, particularly the emphasis on speaker 

intention and communicative conditions. This resonates with Speech Act Theory 

developed by Austin and Searle, which asserts that meaning extends beyond the 

sentence to include the performative act itself. This directly intersects with al-

Jurjānī’s assertion that the meaning of speech is constituted within its context . 

3.  With Semantics (Gottlob Frege) 

   Al-Jurjānī argued that meaning is not determined by words in isolation but by their 

relations within a syntactic structure. This principle parallels Frege’s contextual 

theory of meaning, which posits that the sense of a word can only be grasped from 

its position within the sentence rather than in isolation . 

4.  With Text Linguistics (M. A. K. Halliday and Ruqaiya Hasan) 

   Al-Jurjānī’s attention to textual cohesion through devices such as coordination, 

pronouns, and syntactic ordering (fronting and postponement) converges with the 

framework proposed by Halliday and Hasan in *Cohesion in English*. Their study of 

cohesion (as formal ties within the text) and coherence (as interpretive unity) mirrors 

the mechanisms of textual connectivity that al-Jurjānī had highlighted centuries 

earlier . 

5. With Cognitive Linguistics (George Lakoff and Mark Johnson) 

   Al-Jurjānī described the effect of *nazm* as the “representation of meaning in the 

mind,” a perspective that resonates with cognitive linguistics. This modern field 

emphasizes the relation between language, mental imagery, and conceptual 

frameworks. Similarly, Lakoff and Johnson argue that meaning is structured through 

conceptual metaphors and mental models, which strongly intersects with al-Jurjānī’s 

view of how syntactic structures shape cognitive representations . 

Third: Al-Jurjānī and Discourse Analysis 

Modern discourse analysis has gone beyond the boundaries of the sentence to 

consider the text in its entirety, paying particular attention to issues of power, 

ideology, and social context. Al-Jurjānī had already anticipated this orientation when 

he stressed that meaning is determined by *maqām* (situational context) and 

communicative circumstances, and that rhetoric is fundamentally the art of 

producing an effect upon the audience rather than a mere arrangement of words . 
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This perspective finds striking parallels with the contributions of prominent figures in 

contemporary discourse analysis. Michel Foucault, for instance, emphasized 

discourse as a social practice governed by the dynamics of power and knowledge, a 

notion that echoes al-Jurjānī’s insistence that meaning is inseparable from the 

speaker’s situation and intent. Similarly, Teun A. van Dijk’s concern with the 

relationship between textual structures and social structures resonates with al-

Jurjānī’s focus on the interaction between syntactic arrangement (*nazm*), meaning, 

and their effect on the audience. Norman Fairclough’s attention to the ideological 

dimension of discourse also finds a precursor in al-Jurjānī’s recognition of rhetoric as 

a means of guiding, persuading, and shaping the perception of the receiver . 

1. A holistic view of the text 

Al-Jurjānī did not treat language as a collection of isolated words; rather, he 

approached it as an integrated semantic whole. This perspective aligns with discourse 

analysis, which holds that meaning is not confined to the sentence level but emerges 

from the text in its entirety through the interplay of linguistic, contextual, and social 

elements. 

2. Context and situation 

One of the clearest aspects linking al-Jurjānī to discourse analysis is his emphasis on 

*maqām* (situational context) and the circumstances surrounding speech. He 

maintained that the meaning of a text can only be understood by considering the 

speaker, the addressee, and the social environment. This principle resonates strongly 

with discourse analysis, particularly in the works of Foucault and Fairclough, who 

emphasized the social and ideological dimensions of language. 

3. Audience impact  

Al-Jurjānī connected rhetoric to its psychological and intellectual effect on the 

audience, arguing that the power of a text lies in its ability to persuade and influence. 

This closely parallels Critical Discourse Analysis, which examines how language 

shapes thought and guides the perception of the audience. 

4. Structure and cohesion 

Through his *Theory of Nazm*, al-Jurjānī focused on syntactic constructions such as 

coordination, fronting and postponement, and the use of pronouns, considering 

them not as mere formalities but as essential tools for meaning-making and textual 

coherence. This perspective intersects with modern studies of cohesion and 

coherence, particularly those advanced by Halliday and Hasan. 

5. Language as action 
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Al-Jurjānī did not limit language to its descriptive function; he viewed it as an 

instrument of action and influence. This view resonates with Speech Act Theory 

(Austin and Searle), in which language is understood as social practice capable of 

producing effects and shaping behavior rather than simply conveying information. 

6. Epistemological and ideological dimensions 

Although al-Jurjānī lived in a religious and scholarly context, his emphasis on speaker 

intention and audience reception reflects an early awareness that discourse is never 

neutral; it operates within conditions of knowledge, persuasion, and influence. This 

idea parallels Foucault’s conception of discourse as a site of power/knowledge 

relations. 

It may therefore be argued that al-Jurjānī, particularly in *Dalāʾil al-Iʿjāz* and *Asrār 

al-Balāgha*, provided a foundational framework for what is now called **discourse 

analysis**. He did so by integrating linguistic structure with meaning and context, 

linking rhetoric to its performative and persuasive impact, and adopting a holistic 

view of the text that transcends the boundaries of words and sentences. Al-Jurjānī 

thus stands not only as a pioneer of Arabic rhetoric but also as a forerunner of key 

ideas later developed in modern discourse studies. 

Applied Examples 

From the Qur’an, al-Jurjānī cites the verse: *“Indeed, only those who fear Allah, 

among His servants, are the scholars”* (Fāṭir 28). He explains that the preposing of 

the object (*Allah*) produces a powerful semantic and psychological effect by 

emphasizing that reverence is directed exclusively toward God and no other. This 

reflects a discourse-analytical perspective in which the syntactic structure itself 

shapes and guides meaning . 

In poetry, he refers to the line : 

“*If you venture in pursuit of noble honor, 

Then do not settle for anything short of the stars*”. 

Here, al-Jurjānī illustrates how syntactic arrangement (*nazm*) and the crafting of 

imagery contribute to stimulating the audience and constructing a persuasive 

discourse. This intersects with discourse analysis in its treatment of poetic texts as 

speech acts aimed at influencing and motivating the receiver . 

Fourth: The Contemporary Value of al-Jurjānī’s Thought 

The intellectual legacy of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī constitutes an authentic point of 

reference for reconstructing an Arab-based theory of linguistics. His work provides a 

way to move beyond the mere transfer of concepts from Western traditions and 
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toward a productive engagement with the Arabic heritage in developing linguistic 

studies. By offering a comprehensive textual vision of meaning and interpretation, al-

Jurjānī laid the groundwork for an Arab framework of discourse analysis. His insights 

reveal a remarkable scientific precedence in addressing linguistic issues that continue 

to occupy the field of modern linguistic inquiry . 

Conclusion 

This study has sought to demonstrate the originality and enduring relevance of ʿAbd 

al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī’s linguistic and rhetorical thought. His Theory of *Nazm* 

anticipated many of the central concerns of modern linguistic and discourse studies, 

from the primacy of context and the interplay between syntax and meaning, to the 

psychological and communicative effects of language on its audience. By situating al-

Jurjānī’s insights in dialogue with structuralism, pragmatics, semantics, text 

linguistics, cognitive linguistics, and discourse analysis, the research highlights both 

his pioneering role and the continuing value of his contributions . 

Far from being a figure confined to the classical Arabic tradition, al-Jurjānī emerges as 

a thinker whose vision transcends his historical moment, offering conceptual tools 

that remain vital for the contemporary study of language and discourse. Re-engaging 

with his legacy not only enriches our understanding of the history of linguistic 

thought but also provides a solid foundation for the development of an authentically 

Arab framework for analyzing texts in the modern age . 
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