Quarterly Journal of Nahj al-Balagha Research @ ®

Vol. 12, No. 45, Spring 2024
DOI: 10.22084/nahj.2024.29493.3081

Critical reading of the translation and interpretation of the fifth
discourse of Nahj al-Balagha

(Research Articl)

Reza Hajian Hoseinabadi'" "', Sayyed Mahdi Soltanirenani® "',
Jafar Moazzeni Bistgani®

Submission Date: 11 April 2024 Revision Date: 25 May 2024
Acceptance Date: 14 June 2024
(Page 75-101)

Abstract

Nahj al-Balagha comprises sermons, speeches, and statements of Imam Ali
(peace be upon him) delivered in various political and leadership contexts
during his lifetime. However, over time, the editing and modifications by
Sayyid Razi in compiling Nahj al-Balagha and other editors have led to some
ambiguities in accurately understanding the nature of Imam Ali's speeches.
This article aims to clarify the fifth discourse of Nahj al-Balagha. According
to Sayyid Razi's introduction, the fifth sermon or speech is among the earliest
speeches during Imam Ali's Imamate, addressing the crucial topic of the
community's exposure to seditions that began before the passing of Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him). These seditions were aimed at causing
turmoil, usurping the Prophet's legacy, and seizing Imam Ali's caliphate.
Imam Ali (peace be upon him) outlines strategies for the community to
navigate these seditions and explains the reasons for his silence in the face of
malicious accusations and his restrained response to agitators. This study
employs a content analysis approach within applied studies. The findings of
this research indicate that considering the publishing context and related
components, this discourse is categorized as a part of Imam Ali's speeches. A
more detailed examination of Imam Ali's words will also shed light on the
political, social, and cultural conditions of that period in the Islamic history.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Nahj al-Balagha includes sermons, words, and statements of Imam Ali
(peace be upon him) delivered in various situations during his political life
and leadership. However, over time, modifications and editorial changes
made by Seyyed Razi and other copyists in compiling Nahj al-Balagha
have caused difficulties in accurately understanding the nature of Imam
Ali’s speeches. This article aims to analyze the fifth discourse of Nah;j al-
Balagha.

Based on Seyyed Razi’s introduction, the fifth speech of Nahj al-Balagha
is considered as one of the earliest discourses of Imam Ali’s Imamate. One
of its key topics is the sedition that afflicted the Muslim community,
beginning before the passing of the Holy Prophet (peace and blessings be
upon him and his Household). The instigators of these seditions aimed to
seize the Prophet’s heritage and usurp the caliphate of Imam Ali (peace be
upon him). In this speech, Imam Ali explains the path for the community
to overcome these crises, while also clarifying the reasons for his silence in
the face of false accusations and his decision not to rise against the
instigators.

According to commentators, the fifth speech is related to the gathering at
Saqifa Bani Sa’ida and the establishment of the caliphate after the
Prophet’s passing. Some people advised Imam Ali to oppose those who
immediately formed the Sagifa and to claim leadership for himself.
However, Imam Ali rejected this suggestion. In his speech, he briefly
explains the situation, expresses his displeasure with the events that
transpired, and clarifies the reasons behind his decision not to engage in
direct opposition. Since this discourse was delivered after the Sagifa crisis
and addresses Imam Ali’s silence and non-rebellion against the ruling
government, it is regarded as one of the most significant passages in Nahj
al-Balagha.

2. Theoretical Framework

The variations in translations and interpretations of Nahj al-Balagha
regarding this speech, along with differing analyses of its phrasing and
vocabulary, have raised key questions: Who was Imam Ali addressing?
Who were the primary subjects of his discourse at that time? Should this
passage be classified as one of Imam Ali’s sermons, or is it merely a
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recorded speech? Have the available translations and explanations
accurately conveyed Imam Ali’s intended meaning? Have the linguistic
choices in Imam Ali’s words been thoroughly examined to determine his
precise intent?

Incomplete citations and omissions in the transmission of these speeches
present a challenge today, making it difficult to reconstruct the historical
context in which they were delivered. Consequently, fully understanding
Imam Ali’s intentions and distinguishing the structural nuances of his
speech remains a complex task. VValidation of narrations has always been a
critical aspect of Hadith studies, and despite Nahj al-Balagha being a well-
respected source, scholars continue to analyze its textual authenticity.

Since the original manuscript compiled by Seyyed Razi is not available,
it remains unclear whether the fifth discourse was intended as a speech or
a sermon. Existing manuscripts also exhibit discrepancies: the versions by
Faiz al-Islam, Ibn Abi al-Hadid, and the Nahj al-Balagha Foundation, along
with many manuscripts preserved in the Majles Library and the National
Library, introduce the passage as "words of the Imam" (kalam).
Meanwhile, Sobhi Saleh and Abduh’s editions categorize it as part of a
sermon. Furthermore, translators and editors have not explicitly stated the
basis on which they classified the passage as a speech or sermon—whether
they followed earlier manuscripts or conducted independent textual
analysis.

Even within Ibn Abi al-Hadid’s commentary, variations exist in how this
passage is titled. Establishing whether it is a short speech or part of a longer
sermon is crucial for clarifying the historical and social contexts. Was this
statement addressed to Abu Sufyan, Abbas ibn Abdul-Muttalib, and their
associates, or was it addressed to the public? Could Imam Ali have
delivered a speech before a large audience, or was it meant for a select
group?

Upon reviewing sources outside of Nahj al-Balagha that contain this
discourse, it appears that Imam Ali spoke to a small gathering, and the
speech primarily carried political implications. During the twenty-five
years following the Prophet’s passing, ruling authorities did not permit
Imam Ali to speak publicly or deliver sermons. Thus, the classification by
Faiz al-Islam and Ibn Abi al-Hadid, who label it as "words of the Imam,"
aligns more closely with the established criteria for categorizing Imam
Ali’s statements. Therefore, this passage is best classified as a speech rather
than a sermon.
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3. Research Method

This study employs content analysis and an applied research approach. The
information and data were gathered through extensive library research to
reassess the classification of the fifth speech in Nahj al-Balagha. While the
first section of Nahj al-Balagha is generally referred to as the "sermon
section,” it contains a mix of sermons, words, and testaments, all of which
needs be carefully studied to accurately interpret their meaning and
significance.

4. Conclusion
Due to manuscript discrepancies regarding whether this passage is a speech
or a sermon, the evidence suggests it is more accurately classified as a
speech. This study examined the precise meaning of Imam Ali’s words in
this passage. The results of analysis indicates that this speech was directed
at a small group rather than a large audience and serves as a political
discourse rather than a formal sermon. Most translators have not
thoroughly explored the nuanced meanings of Imam Ali’s words in Nahj
al-Balagha, nor have they fully addressed all dimensions of his speech.
Although translations cannot capture every interpretive perspective, a more
detailed and systematic review of Imam Ali’s words is necessary for deeper
understanding.

Based on the vocabulary and phrases used, this passage can be translated
as follows:
"O people, shatter the waves of sedition—particularly those of Sagifa and
Banu Umayyabh, led by Abu Sufyan—uwith the ships of salvation. Avoid the
path of discord and division, and cast aside the crowns of arrogance and
pride. Blessed is the one who, with true supporters and a loyal tribe behind
him, rose up against the oppressors, defeated them, or forced them into
submission, thus bringing peace to the people. This government proposed
by Abu Sufyan, lacking true supporters, is like tasteless water and an
indigestible morsel."
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