A Critical Reassessment of the Concept of “Weak Composition” (za'f-e ta'lif) in
Contemporary Persian Rhetorical Sources

Abstract

“Weak Composition” (za'f-e ta'lif) is one of the defects of eloquence in the Persian rhetorical tradition. Its definition,
scope, and instances vary across different sources, and its boundaries with other rhetorical and literary terms and
concepts often remain unclear. This study critically re-examines the concept of weakness of composition, traces its
linguistic origins, and reassesses the examples discussed in contemporary Persian rhetoric sources in light of Persian
grammar and linguistics. The research adopts a descriptive-analytical method, drawing its data from well-known
contemporary works on Persian rhetoric. The findings indicate that most instances classifiedwas weakness of
composition in Persian rhetoric sources pertain to syntax and the rules governing sentence structure, and that not all
of them can be categorically regarded as defects of eloquence. Many examples, particularly.those found in Persian
literary texts and poetry, result from deliberate departures from linguistic norms, metrical and prosodic constraints,
stylistic features, historical language change, or differences between grammatical norms and literary usage. Such
instances, therefore, cannot be evaluated solely according to prescriptive grammatical standards. Moreover, several
commonly cited instances of weakness of composition, including changes in constituent order,/he reference of a
pronoun to a subsequent antecedent, structural ambiguity, ellipsis, the addition of a thing to itself, spelling errors, and
certain contemporary linguistic usages, are heterogeneous in nature. Jhey'belong to distinct domains, including
syntax, semantics, orthography, stylistics, and languageschange. On this basis, the study proposes a redefinition of
weakness of composition informed by a descriptive approach and, the findings of modern linguistics.
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Introduction

“Weak Composition” (za'f-e ta'lif) is traditionally regarded as one/f the defects of eloquence in Persian rhetoric. It
has generally been defined as a violation ofiaccepted syntactiertles or a disruption in the conventional arrangement
of sentence constituents. Despite its praminentyposition in rhetorical treatises, however, the definition, scope, and
examples of this concept vary censiderablysacross, Persian rhetorical sources. Many examples, particularly those
drawn from classical Persian pogtry, have been elassified as instances of Weak Composition even though they may
represent stylistic variation, deliberate deviation, poetic necessity, or features associated with historical stages of the
Persian language. The present study.therefore critically reassesses the concept of Weak Composition and examines
its relationship with Persian syntax, grammar, stylistics, and linguistic deviation.

Materials & Meéthods

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach. Definitions and examples of Weak Composition were extracted
from major Persianrhetorical®works ranging from the classical period to contemporary instructional texts and were
subsequently classified and compared. The collected data were analyzed in light of Persian grammatical and syntactic
principles, descriptive and historical approaches to grammar, syntagmatic relations, structural ambiguity, and relevant
linguistic concepts. Particular attention was paid to distinguishing genuine syntactic violations from constructions
motivated by communicative, rhetorical, stylistic, or historical factors. The study also examined whether the examples
traditionally categorized as Weak Composition actually belong to the domain of syntax or should instead be assigned
to other linguistic domains.

Research Findings

The findings indicate that the most consistently recurring examples of Weak Composition are the displacement of
sentence constituents and the occurrence of a pronoun before its antecedent. Neither phenomenon, however, can be
regarded as inherently defective. Persian allows considerable flexibility in constituent order, and displacement may
serve functions such as emphasis, focus, information structuring, rhythm, musicality, and poetic foregrounding.
Similarly, a pronoun preceding its antecedent may be fully interpretable when contextual clues enable the
identification of the referent or when the construction serves rhetorical purposes such as suspense and emphasis.



The analysis of deletion further demonstrates that deletion is not intrinsically a defect. It should be regarded as
problematic only when the omitted element is essential to interpretation, cannot be recovered from linguistic or
contextual clues, and consequently impedes comprehension. Structural ambiguity likewise qualifies as Weak
Composition only when alternative syntactic interpretations remain unresolved after contextual analysis and cause
genuine difficulty in understanding. The study also shows that some commonly cited examples, including
orthographic errors and addition of a thing to itself, do not belong to the syntactic domain and are more appropriately
discussed under orthography, language editing, semantics, or stylistics.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The findings reveal a significant conceptual gap between the traditional definition of Weak . Composition and the
heterogeneous range of phenomena classified under this heading. The concept was largely transmitted from Arabic
rhetorical tradition and subsequently reproduced in Persian rhetorical works without sufficient consideration of the
syntactic, historical, and stylistic characteristics of Persian. A prescriptive approach that assumes agfixed and natural
word order consequently treats many legitimate constructions as defective.

The study proposes that Weak Composition should not be defined simply as any departure from a conventional
syntactic pattern. Rather, it should refer to a disruption in the syntactic organization or syntagmatic relations of a
sentence which, within the linguistic system of a particular period and variety, results in uafesolved ambiguity,
grammatical incompatibility, or a significant disturbance in the comprehensionfef the intended message. Such a
disruption should be considered Weak Composition only. when it cannot be explained by artistic deviation, stylistic
choice, historical language change, or communicative contextyIhis redefinition retains the analytical value of the
traditional rhetorical concept while establishing a clearerdistinetionibetween genuine syntactic error, natural
linguistic variation, and purposeful literary deviation.
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