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Kinayah and Its Role in Producing Indirect Meaning in Abbasid Poetry
Ahmed Samin Ahmed Sharif
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Abstract:

This study examines kinayah (metonymic allusion) and its role in producing
indirect meaning in Abbasid poetry, viewing it as a rhetorical mechanism that
surpasses mere ornamental function to become a semantic structure that activates
suggestion and implication and expands interpretive horizons. The study proceeds
from the premise that kinayah in the Abbasid era is not simply a decorative
device, but rather a “communication channel” through which social, political, and
emotional messages are conveyed without explicit statement—an approach
consistent with the cultural transformations of the Abbasid period, the expansion
of urban life, and the growth of critical sensibility. It presents kinayah as a
concept in both linguistic and technical terms, and surveys classical critical
perspectives on it in the works of al-Jahiz, Qudamah ibn Ja“far, al-Mubarrad, and
‘Abd al-Qabhir al-Jurjani, highlighting its connection to the notion of “meaning of
meaning” and the cognitive transition from the explicit expression (the malziim)
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to the implied sense (the lazim). The study also discusses the major types of

kinayah (allusion to an attribute, to the referent, and to attribution) and their
artistic purposes, and clarifies the distinction between kinayah and metaphor with
regard to contextual indicators and the possibility of retaining the literal meaning.
On the applied level, it analyzes selected examples from Abii Tammam to show
how kinayah helps construct poetic imagery, generate productive ambiguity, and
prompt the reader’s “pleasure of discovery,” thereby deepening significance and
intensifying poetic experience. The study concludes that kinayah contributed to
transforming sensory reality into intellectual and emotional symbols, granting
Abbasid poetry a contemplative character that fuses rhetoric with meaning.

Keywords: kinayah; indirect meaning; Abbasid poetry; meaning of meaning;
Abt Tammam
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