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Abstract

Tahera Qutbuddin’s English translation of Nahj ul-Balagha marks a turning
point in the translation history of this seminal work and sets a new standard
for rendering classical Islamic texts. Unlike previous efforts, which largely
relied on non-critical editions, this project is based on an Arabic text critically
edited by the translator herself. With a distinctly academic skopos, the work
transforms Nahj ul-Balagha from a primarily intra-religious text into a
globally accessible research resource. The linguistic success of this translation
lies in achieving functional equivalence—where the rhythm, tone, and
emotional power of Imam Ali’s (a.s.) words are revived for the English reader
through the recreation of parallel structures and precise lexical choices, while
avoiding the softening of the original’s striking metaphors. At the conceptual
level, the translation provides a comprehensive scholarly apparatus of
analytical footnotes that clarify historical references and theological concepts,
while also uncovering intertextual connections with the Qur’an. This enables
a profound understanding of the text’s foundational ideas and situates them in
dialogue with contemporary human concerns. Thus, this outstanding
translation serves as a powerful tool for advancing Shi‘i studies in Western
academic circles. By presenting an intellectual and eloguent portrait of
Islamic thought, it challenges the often-reductionist discourses on Islam.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

In an era of global communication, where cross-cultural understanding is a
pressing necessity, translating foundational Islamic texts into international
languages—particularly English—plays a pivotal role in presenting the
transcendent  thoughts of Islam and dismantling Orientalist
reductionism. Nahj ul-Balagha, universally recognized as the pinnacle of
Islamic wisdom, eloquence, and rhetoric, has long attracted the attention of
translators. However, previous English renditions (such as those by Seyed
Ali Reza, S.H.M. Jafari, and others), despite their religious and promotional
value, have frequently encountered fundamental challenges. These
challenges include a reliance on non-critical, standard Arabic editions, an
exclusively intra-religious approach, and a profound inability to convey the
vast rhetorical, metaphorical, and rhythmic capacities (such as Saj' or
rhymed prose) of Imam Ali’s (a.s.) discourse. The recent translation by
Tahera Qutbuddin (2024), underpinned by her unparalleled mastery of
Arabic philology and a deep understanding of Western academia, adopts a
radically different approach. The primary objective of this study is to
systematically analyze the conceptual and linguistic innovations of this
translation. By utilizing the framework of "Functional Equivalence,” this
research demonstrates how the translator successfully recreated the
rhetorical impact, emotional depth, and philosophical nuances of the source
text for a Western academic audience.

2. Theoretical Framework

This research is grounded in a robust synthesis of three major translation
theories. The first one is Gideon Toury’s "Descriptive Translation Studies"
(DTS), which avoids prescriptive judgments and instead analyzes the
operational norms guiding the translator's choices within the target culture's
literary system. The second theory is Eugene Nida’s Theory of "Functional
(Dynamic) Equivalence,” which posits that true fidelity to a text does not
lie in preserving the formal, literal structure of words, but in recreating the
"equivalent effect." According to Nida, a successful translation should
evoke the same cognitive, emotional, and aesthetic responses in the new
reader as the original text did in its primary audience. Finally, the third one
is Vermeer and Reiss’s "Skopos Theory," which asserts that the
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overarching purpose (skopos) of the translation dictates all macro and
micro-level strategies. Qutbuddin’s explicit skopos was to produce a
rigorous, critical reference work for global academics; thus, every
linguistic and structural decision she makes serves this academic objective.

3. Research Method

The method used in the present study is descriptive-analytical, based on a
close, critical reading of the text. The primary corpus is the bilingual
(Arabic-English) edition of Tahera Qutbuddin’s translation, Nahj ul-
Balagha: Wisdom and Eloquence of Ali (NYU Press). Due to the extensive
volume of the text, purposive sampling was employed to select specific
sermons, letters, and aphorisms that present significant cultural,
metaphorical, philosophical, and rhythmic translation challenges, allowing
for a comprehensive evaluation of the translator's strategies.

4. Findings and Discussion

The findings revealed that Qutbuddin’s innovations can be categorized into
two main dimensions: "Conceptual” and "Linguistic."

A) Conceptual and Academic Innovations

The translator's most fundamental achievement is providing a critical
Arabic edition based on fourteen ancient manuscripts. This guarantees the
scholarly credibility of the work, positioning it alongside critical editions
of classical Greek and Latin texts in Western academia. Furthermore,
through an extensive apparatus of analytical footnotes, she performs
"cultural disambiguation." For instance, she does not translate the phrase
"Cauterizing is the last resort" (akhir al-dawa’ al-kayy) merely as a medical
statement; her footnotes clarify its status as an ancient proverb denoting
final military and diplomatic strategies. Similarly, regarding the complex
metaphor of the "hyena's sleep” (al-dab‘ tanam ‘ala tal al-ladm), she
decodes the specific hunting techniques of desert Arabs for the Western
reader. Another conceptual innovation is the "creation of an intertextual
network." Through precise citations, Qutbuddin maps the deep intertextual
links between Imam Ali’s words and the Holy Qur'an (such as the story of
Moses or the metaphor of the spider’'s web), demonstrating the revelatory
roots of Nahj ul-Balagha to non-Muslim scholars.

B) Achieving Functional Equivalence in Language and Rhetoric
Linguistically, Qutbuddin expertly departs from literal translation to
achieve functional equivalence. In recreating the "emotional impact,” she
refuses to soften striking metaphors. When describing the materialistic
people of the world (kilab ‘awiyah), she uses "howling dogs" instead of
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merely "barking dogs" to convey a sense of terror and savagery. She
translates the word ‘Iyy not merely as a speech impediment, but as
"Impotence," elevating it to a psychological and moral paralysis.

Facing the immense challenge of Saj' (Arabic rhythmic and rhymed prose),
she avoids artificial English rhyming. Instead, she employs "structural
parallelism™ and "syntactical symmetry.” For example, in translating the
famous phrase about this world and the hereafter, she uses a rhetorical
chiasmus: "Today is the day for deeds, not reckoning. Tomorrow is the day
of reckoning, not deeds." This perfectly recreates the decisive, epic rhythm
of the Arabic original in the English reader's mind. Similarly, in translating
aphorisms, her use of concise, dynamic verbs successfully produces
sentences that function as standalone proverbs in the English language.

5. Conclusion

By adopting a strictly academic skopos and intelligently applying
functional equivalence, Tahera Qutbuddin has elevated Nahj ul-
Balagha from an exclusive intra-religious text to a masterpiece on par with
world literature and philosophy. This translation illustrates how combining
traditional manuscript codicology with modern translation theories can
successfully transfer the most delicate metaphors and rhythmic sermons of
Arabic into English without losing their semantic or emotional weight.
Presenting a highly rational, literary, and multi-layered portrait of Islamic
thought, this outstanding work provides a powerful tool for advancing Shi'i
studies in Western universities and effectively challenges reductionist
narratives about Islam.
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“Cauterizing is the last resort” (Qutbuddin, 2024: 385)

9 O Sal o ypis 4 ( Sim b o (BLBGL; 93,5095 b ipugily o dolill ol (Jb ol b
WS oo gupal 9 3 0 Oyl oyl pews ol
"Ar. akhir al-da’ al-kayy, proverb referring to battle as the final option;

also rendered: akhir al-dawa’ al-kayy... Etiology in F 283-284; Ibn
Manzur, Lisan, s.v. “K-W-Y.” (Qutbuddin, 2024: 385, fn. 1).
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“By God, I shall not behave like the hyena that, sleeping through a
prolonged barrage of pebbles, is captured by the stealthy hunter.”

(Qutbuddin, 2024: 125)
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“Their insides are filled with dark slime, scorpion venom, and black
suspicions” (Qutbuddin, 2024:319)
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“...all who persevere in their wrongdoing will be driven back—God
will corrode their hearts, and the wheel of evil fortune will descend on
their heads.” (Qutbuddin, 2024:653)
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“Moses was not fearful for his life—what he feared was the
dominance of the ignorant and the control of the errant.” (Qutbuddin,

2024:125).
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“...he remains entangled in a web of doubt” (Qutbuddin, 2024:134)
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Are her people anything but howling dogs and savage predators?
(Qutbuddin, 2024: 585)
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“...soft to the touch but filled with deadly poison” (Qutbuddin, 2024:
711)
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“..and envelop your bodies with calm” (Qutbuddin, 2024: 187).
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“Praise below a :person’s worth is impotence or envy” (Qutbuddin,
2024: 787).
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“People! To reject worldliness is to desire little” (Qutbuddin, 2024:
203).
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“When words multiply, errors multiply; when errors multiply, modesty
decreases...” (Qutbuddin, 2024: 787).
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“...How many a person hopes for what he will not attain! How many a
person builds what he will not inhabit!” (Qutbuddin, 2024: 785).
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“...Other than him, nothing can be described as one” (Qutbuddin,
2024: 187).
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“Islam means submission, submission means certainty, certainty
means belief” ...(Qutbuddin, 2024: 713)
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“Other than him ,the mighty are humble, the strong are weak, masters

are slaves, the learned are students...)” Qutbuddin, 2024: 187).
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1. Anadiplosis
2. Syntactic Parallelism
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“Today is the day for deeds, not reckoning. Tomorrow is the day of
reckoning, not deeds”. (Qutbuddin, 2024: 167).
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“When he speaks, he lies, when he promises, he breaks his promise,

when he solicits, he badgers—but when he himself is solicited, he is
stingy.” (Qutbuddin, 2024: 215).

b wlosel o JU> & (3) oSt B L gl Judune (IS 4 gilie Jldl ye (20
sy U Salops b g Cop |y (oleges) i 3)90 ol (5)l8) laBls 5 a2
When he + Verb 1 + he + ] cos sbacSsh ), L) a5 g ghie ao)y ol cpllcdad
PUS jlg Judano sy gy ol B 0dd o (655 Lo (6jylen ol sl 03,5 ol [VETD 2
D9 6yl Sy & (ouedSl 35 )3 ((atiad (310 488 4 L5 Gk <l
S g liol i g (oulsl CanSn (i 3131 Y-Y-0
& s 9 Bpo slins 31 IS e (ol Gy (L SlolS) 4l (slacaoSs Gy 3
LG ool oS 250 o] )3 palledad el €5 sl CubSP 5 €09 gos 5 oo (S
les Wl 1) €aSomg Jlial> 5,88 duaido b 3 a8 w8 35 Slles o85ly 58> 0 9 sl
(S o b |y Lo ol 05 sl diges
Gt S AB. 0 alode w1y oludl 35yl Slle (g) plod &8 bl VY cuaSs 5 -
100y 5 7290 GRS b o2 ye S

“The measure of a man is the good he does” (Qutbuddin, 2024: 699).
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“Opportunity passes like a cloud, so seize every opportunity for good.”
(Qutbuddin, 2024: 683).
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“...for a man is hidden under his tongue” (Qutbuddin, 2024: Wisdom
148).
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