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Abstract

Mystical language in the Islamic tradition has long been at the intersection
of ineffable experience and spiritual pedagogy, making it a central problem
in linguistic and hermeneutic studies. Focusing on the rhetorical device of
Oslub al-Hakim and employing Sperber and Wilson’s Relevance Theory,
this study investigates how Sufi discourse reshapes cognitive environments
and redirects interpretation through indirect and expectation-defying
responses. The research is based on a qualitative analysis of forty instances
of Oslab al-Hakim drawn from classical Persian mystical texts. The
analysis was conducted at the two interrelated levels of a) the inferential
and cognitive mechanisms underlying this rhetorical strategy and b) its
pedagogical and epistemic functions within Sufi discourse. The findings
reveal five principal functions including subverting surface expectations to
redirect perception from outward forms to inward meanings, transforming
conflictual situations into ethical instruction, reversing epistemic
hierarchies by attributing authority to marginal figures, redefining concepts
through the collapse of conventional significations, and challenging
juridical hegemony and Sharia-centered discourse. The study demonstrates
that mystical language serves not merely as a means of expression but as
an epistemic and transformative act that generates profound cognitive
effects through purposeful increases in processing efforts.
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1. Introduction

The language of Islamic mysticism (lughat al-‘irfan) is paradoxical; it
simultaneously seeks to articulate ineffable experiences and to shape the
epistemic and ethical views of its audience. Traditional linguistic and
philosophical approaches often reduced mystical discourse either to a
poetic-aesthetic register (as in Shafi'i Kadkani’s theory of emotive
semantics) or to the insolubility of ineffability. However, such approaches
underplay the pedagogical and transformative role of Sufi speech acts. This
study adopts the Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986) to approach
mystical language as a form of cognitive-pragmatic activity. By focusing
on Oslib al-Hakim, a rhetorical mode in which the mystic deliberately
provides an indirect, paradoxical, or conceptually reoriented answer, the
paper shows how linguistic interaction itself becomes an instrument of
spiritual instruction.

This research is motivated by the hypothesis that Osliib al-Haktm in Sufi
discourse should be interpreted not merely as ornamentation but as a
mechanism of “epistemic action”. Through the violation of expectations,
restructuring of cognitive environments, and generation of implicatures, it
compels the interlocutor to abandon superficial assumptions and
reconstruct meaning at a deeper spiritual level.

2. Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytic design within the framework of
cognitive pragmatics and uses the Relevance Theory as its main analytical
lens. It examines fifty instances of Osliib al-Hakim in classical Persian
mystical texts to identify the linguistic-cognitive mechanisms through
which this strategy generates meaning, cognitive effects, and pedagogical
outcomes. The analysis is qualitative and interpretive. It is organized
around two complementary layers: the relevance-theoretic processing of
the utterance and the didactic-epistemic functions of the response in its
mystical context. Specifically, the corpus is examined for patterns of
inferential enrichment, contextual reorientation, and audience-directed
optimization of relevance. The study then classifies each instance according
to its communicative function, such as transforming a superficial question



into a deeper lesson, redirecting attention from the literal query to a more
salient spiritual concern, or reconfiguring the interactional frame to produce
stronger cognitive effects with minimal processing efforts. This dual-
layered approach allows the study to show that Oslib al-Hakim is not
merely a rhetorical ornament, but a cognitively efficient and pedagogically
purposeful strategy in mystical discourse.

3. Results and discussion

The analysis demonstrates that Oslub al-Haktm in mystical discourse is not
random but follows systematic patterns that can be classified into five
major functions.

The first is the subversion of superficial expectations, where questions
rooted in ritualistic or legalistic concerns are redirected toward inner
realities, shifting attention from external form to inward presence. The
second is the transformation of dialogical tension, where potentially hostile
or mocking interactions are reconfigured into opportunities for ethical and
spiritual instruction, thereby neutralizing the conflict while deepening the
understanding. The third is epistemic inversion, in which the figures
traditionally considered marginal, such as children, women, the poor, or
even the insane, become the agents of truth, destabilizing the established
hierarchies of knowledge. The fourth is the redefinition of concepts, where
conventional meanings collapse under mystical reinterpretation,
compelling interlocutors to reconstruct their cognitive frameworks and
access new layers of insight. Finally, the fifth function is the critique of
juridical hegemony, where mystics challenge the dominance of Sharia-
centered discourse. Hallaj’s declaration “I am on the religion of God” or
‘Ala’ al-Din’s pun on kharwar (“a donkey-load”) exemplifies how Sufi
masters resist reductive legalism and elevate intuitive, transformative
modes of knowing.

Across all these functions, the mechanism is consistent; mystics
intentionally violate linguistic expectations and impose additional
processing effort, thereby generating heightened cognitive effects. This
process aligns precisely with the principles of the Relevance Theory,
showing that mystical language serves as a form of pragmatic strategy
aimed at cognitive transformation.
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4. Conclusion

This study concludes that Oslub al-Hakim should not be regarded as a peripheral
rhetorical flourish but as a central epistemic practice within Sufi discourse. By
reconfiguring the cognitive environment of interlocutors, mystics employ
language as a performative act of wayfaring, turning speech itself into a means
of spiritual instruction. The five identified functions, namely subversion,
transformation, inversion, redefinition, and critique, collectively demonstrate
that mystical language systematically produces deep cognitive shifts and
enduring epistemic change.

The broader implication is that mystical discourse must be understood not
merely as the reflection of prior experiences but as a cognitive-pedagogical act
in its own right. In this sense, mystical utterance becomes both a mirror of
spiritual states and a vehicle for their realization. The Relevance Theory
provides a precise framework for articulating these dynamics, bridging
cognitive linguistics with the study of mystical hermeneutics. Future research
may extend this analysis by comparing Oslub al-Hakim with other rhetorical
strategies such as paradox, irony, and kinayah, or by undertaking cross-cultural
studies that situate Islamic mysticism within a global context of sacred
discourse.
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