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Abstract

The conceptual metaphor theory models cognitive structures based on
linguistic tools and explains the perception of abstract concepts through
cognitive mapping. Nahj al-Balagha employs this mechanism, representing
abstract concepts through sensory and embodied experiences. This study,
using a qualitative textual analysis approach, examines the conceptual
metaphors of “heart,” “tongue,” and “hand” in the aphorisms of Nahj al-
Balagha and analyzes their social, cultural, and philosophical dimensions. The
main issue addressed is the explanation of the role of these concepts in
language and their reflection in social thought and behavior. The objective of
the study is to investigate the function of body parts as conceptual symbols
and analyze the relationship between human emotions and metaphorical
imagery in the words of Imam Ali*®. The theoretical foundations are based
on Lakoff and Johnson’s cognitive mapping theories, as well as Kdvecses and
Unger’s discussions on the transfer of abstract meaning from the concrete.
The results indicate that the metaphors of “heart,” “tongue,” and “hand” in
Nabhj al-Balagha play profound psychological and social roles in addition to
their linguistic functions. “Heart,” as the center of emotions, faith, and will, is
associated with concepts such as sincerity and love. “Tongue” symbolizes
verbal power, social responsibility, and influence in human and political
relationships, while “hand” represents concepts such as power, justice, and
will. The results of analyses show that these metaphors move from the
concrete to the abstract, reflecting Imam Ali’s deep insights into human
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characteristics. The results highlight the importance of linguistic schemas in
the analysis of religious texts showing that understanding these metaphors
leads to a deeper comprehension of social, philosophical, and psychological
structures.

Keywords: Conceptual metaphor, Nahj al-Balagha, schema, embodiment,
mapping.

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction _

Nahj al-Balagha [nahd3 al bala:ya], as one of the foundational Islamic and
literary texts, not only conveys profound religious, ethical, and social
themes but also embodies complex and meaningful linguistic and rhetorical
structures that invite analysis through the lens of cognitive linguistics. The
aphorisms of Nahj al-Balagha, especially those addressing ethics and
education, are replete with metaphorical imagery that connects abstract
concepts such as faith, piety, rationality, justice, and morality with concrete
everyday experiences. An analysis of these metaphors reveals that the
language of Imam “Al1 [?1'ma:m Sali:] in these aphorisms is not merely a
medium of communication but also a framework for organizing experience,
guiding the audience’s cognition, and shaping intellectual systems.

Since metaphor in cognitive linguistics is regarded not simply as a
rhetorical ornament but as a cognitive tool for constructing meaning, this
study aims to examine embodied metaphors in the aphorisms of Nah; al-
Balagha. By “embodied metaphors” we mean those that emerge from
bodily experience and image schemas grounded in physical perception.
Within this framework, concepts such as qalb [galb] “heart” and lisan
[lisa:n] “tongue” function not merely as body parts but as cognitive
signifiers intertwined with ethical, epistemological, and social meanings.

The necessity of this research lies, on the one hand, in the importance of
uncovering meaning-making mechanisms in classical Islamic texts, and on
the other hand, in the analytical potential of cognitive linguistics for
interpreting such works. The central question is: What role do embodied
metaphors in the aphorisms of Nahj al-Balagha play in representing ethical
and epistemological concepts, and what image schemas and conceptual
mappings underlie them?

2. Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundation of this research rests on two main pillars:
Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) and image
schemas. According to Conceptual Metaphor Theory, many abstract
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concepts are understood through concrete, tangible ones. For instance,
“rationality” is often represented by the metaphor of “light,” whereas
“misguidance” is associated with “darkness.” This approach demonstrates
that metaphor is rooted in bodily experience and sensory interaction with
the world.

In this vein, image schemas such as “control,” “container,” “path,”
“center—periphery,” and “life—death” play a fundamental role in shaping
metaphors. These schemas are recurrent cognitive structures derived from
bodily experience and provide a framework for organizing abstract
concepts.

This study focuses on two primary semantic domains in the aphorisms
of Nahj al-Balagha: qalb (heart) and lisan (tongue). In Islamic texts, heart
is commonly portrayed as the center of faith, rationality, and morality,
while tongue is viewed as the medium of revealing inner states and as an
instrument of guidance or deviation. A cognitive analysis of these two
domains shows that the embodied metaphors in the aphorisms not only
carry moral significance but also organize epistemological structures.

2 ¢

3. Method

The research method used in the present study is descriptive—analytical,
based on a qualitative study of the text. For data collection, all aphorisms
of Nahj al-Balagha were reviewed, and instances involving body parts—
particularly qalb and lisan—were extracted. These instances were then
analyzed within the framework of cognitive linguistics.

The stages of analysis included:

1. Identifying embodied metaphors in the aphorisms.

2. Determining the image schemas underlying each metaphor.

3. Extracting abstract concepts resulting from metaphorical mappings.

4. Categorizing and interpreting the ethical and epistemological functions
of these metaphors.

For example, in the aphorisms concerning heart, metaphors such as
“heart as container,” “heart as center of guidance,” and “living/dead heart”
were identified. In relation to tongue, metaphors such as “tongue as a wild
beast,” “tongue as capital,” “tongue as container of knowledge,” and
“tongue as instrument of morality” were analyzed.

Throughout the analysis, an effort was made to remain faithful to the
text and its religious—ethical context while providing a modern
interpretation grounded in cognitive linguistic concepts.
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4. Conclusion

The analysis of embodied metaphors in the Nahj al-Balagha demonstrates
that these metaphors play a pivotal role in the transmission and structuring
of abstract ethical, epistemic, and religious concepts. The findings of this
study can be summarized along several key dimensions:

1. Heart as the center of guidance and faith:

In numerous sayings, heart is metaphorically presented as both a
receptacle for truth and the center of rationality. The image of the “living
heart” signifies spiritual vitality, whereas the “dead heart” indicates moral
decay. Moreover, in many instances, heart is positioned in a controlling
relationship with the tongue, reflecting the precedence of reason over
speech. This metaphor facilitates the abstract yet comprehensible
communication of spiritual and human concepts.

2. Tongue as an ethical and social instrument:

In Nahj al-Balagha, tongue is the primary external manifestation of
human character. Metaphors such as “tongue as a sab’a (predatory animal)”
emphasize the danger of harm and the necessity of restraining speech. The
metaphor of “tongue as capital” underscores the value and significance of
words and their responsible management as an imperative. Additionally,
tongue is depicted as a “vessel of knowledge,” whose worth depends on the
quality and sincerity of its content.

3. Hand as an instrument of action and will:

Hand functions as a symbol of practical power, volition, and action
within social and justice-related contexts. Metaphors concerning the hand
demonstrate the linkage between human physical and practical capacity
and abstract concepts such as social responsibility, the realization of justice,
and social change. Hand thus operates as a mediating element between
physical action and ethical—social effects.

4. Dominant image schemas:

The results of analysis further revealed that the image schemas of
“control,” “container,” “life/death,” “path,” “capital,” and “power/action”
are more recurrent than others in these metaphors. This indicates that the
conceptual system of Nahj al-Balagha is profoundly embodied, organized
upon sensory and bodily experience.

5. Ethical—epistemic function of metaphors:

The embodied metaphors serve not only as literary imagery but also help
to convey ethical and pedagogical messages. Through these metaphors,
Imam ‘Al instructs the audience to control their tongue, maintain the purity
of heart, and employ the union of reason and faith for guidance.

6. Interconnection between language, thought, and experience:
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The analysis demonstrated that the language of Imam “Al1 in the sayings
employs concrete human experiences as a basis for expressing religious,
ethical, and social concepts. Consequently, a strong interconnection
emerges among the three levels of “language,” “thought,” and
“experience,” enabling a deeper understanding of the wisdom conveyed in
the text.

Overall, the results of the present study revealed that embodied
metaphors in Nahj al-Balagha are not merely rhetorical devices but serve a
fundamental role in structuring ethical and epistemic concepts. An analysis
from the perspective of cognitive linguistics allows for a more precise
comprehension of the text and demonstrates how the intellectual legacy of
Imam ‘Al is reflected through cognitive—linguistic structures, remaining
comprehensible and inspirational for contemporary audiences.
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