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Abstract

Sermon 216 of Nahj ul-Balagha is one of the most important Alawi texts in
explaining the logic of just governance and critiquing despotic mechanisms.
The present study, adopting a discourse-semiotic approach and focusing on the
main justice/despotism square in Greimas’s model, seeks to show how “right”
becomes the central signifier of political order in this sermon and how the
meaning of justice is shaped in the movement from tawasufto tanasuf and from
the claim of right to the establishment of right. The findings show that justice
in this sermon is not an individual virtue, but a reciprocal structure of mutual
rights, the critique-acceptance of power, and the critical participation of
society. Conversely, despotism does not appear only in manifest injustice, but
passes through the intermediate stages of finding the right burdensome, the
suspension of criticism, the spread of exaggerated praise, and the dominance
of desire, until it leads to oppression, the suspension of rulings, and the collapse
of social order. Moreover, Imam Ali’s response to the flattery of one of his
companions shows that justice in this sermon, in addition to its juridical
dimension, is a linguistic and narrative act for returning the political sphere
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from praise to counsel and from passivity to collective responsibility.
Therefore, Greimas’s square in this study has been employed not as a static
model, but as a tool for understanding the dynamics of transition from justice
to despotism and vice versa.

Keywords: Nahj ul-Balagha, Sermon 216, Political Justice, Despotism,
Discourse Semiotics, Greimas’s Semiotic Square.

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Sermon 216 of Nahj ul-Balagha is one of the most significant Alawi texts
concerning the relationship between power, right, and political justice. The
sermon does not treat the relation between ruler and subjects as a merely
moral or individual matter; rather, it situates this relation at the very
foundation of political legitimacy and social stability. Imam Ali (peace be
upon him), by emphasizing mutual rights between the ruler and the people,
presents a model of governance in which political power becomes
meaningful only when it is placed within a reciprocal network of duties,
accountability, criticism, social sincerity, and the establishment of right. In
this sense, justice in Sermon 216 is not limited to personal virtue or the
avoidance of explicit oppression. It is a discursive structure formed through
the interrelation of right, mutual fairness, sincere counsel, cooperation, and
just consultation. Conversely, despotism is not restricted to the ruler’s
manifest injustice; it may also appear in softer and more hidden forms, such
as considering the truth burdensome, suspending criticism, promoting
flattery, following personal desire, and replacing sincere advice with praise.
Therefore, the present study primarily examines how the opposition
between justice and despotism is organized within the deep semantic
structure of Sermon 216 and how Greimas’s semiotic square can reveal the
intermediate and implicit layers of this opposition.

2. Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework of this study is based on discourse semiotics,
particularly Algirdas Julien Greimas’s semiotic square. In this approach,
meaning is not produced by isolated words, but by structural and
oppositional relations among signs. The semiotic square, by explaining the
relations of contrariety, contradiction, and implication between two main
terms and their negations, makes it possible to analyze a text not only at the
level of explicit binary oppositions but also at the level of hidden and
intermediate semantic positions. In this study, justice and despotism
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constitute the two principal poles of the square. However, the analysis does
not remain confined to this simple duality. Concepts such as non-justice,
non-despotism, pseudo-justice, silence before the truth, excessive praise,
political compromise, sincere counsel, and just consultation function as
signs that reveal the concealed borders between justice and despotism.
Accordingly, Greimas’s square is not used here as a static classificatory
model, but as a method for understanding the dynamic movement of the
discourse from right to justice and from neglecting right to despotism.

3. Method

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical method and is based on a
semiotic reading of Sermon 216. The data were extracted from the text of
the sermon and its central concepts, then analyzed on three interconnected
levels. The first is the juridical level, which includes concepts such as right,
mutual rights, mutual fairness, and the establishment of right. The second
is the socio-political level, which examines the consequences of fulfilling
or violating right in society, including the balance of the signs of justice,
the strengthening of religion, the social reform, the emergence of
oppression, the suspension of laws, and the collapse of social order. The
third is the cultural-communicative level, which analyzes the role of
political speech, flattery, criticism, sincere advice, and consultation in
producing or restraining despotism. In the next step, the lexical and
semantic networks of justice and despotism are extracted and compared
with the main and secondary terms of Greimas’s semiotic square. This
method makes it possible to read Sermon 216 not merely as an ethical text,
but as a discursive event concerning the relation between language, power,
and collective responsibility.

4. Conclusion

The findings indicate that, in Sermon 216, “right” functions as the central
signifier of political order, and justice emerges through the movement of
right from the level of verbal description to the level of mutual fairness. In
other words, justice is realized when right passes beyond claim and
expression and becomes embodied in reciprocal fairness, the accountability
of power, the responsibility of the people, and social cooperation for
establishing right. From this viewpoint, justice in Imam Ali’s thought is not
an isolated individual virtue, but a reciprocal and participatory system that
makes both ruler and subjects responsible before right. Despotism, on the
other hand, is a gradual process that begins with the soft negation of justice:
when listening to the truth becomes burdensome, criticism is replaced by
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flattery, desire dominates law, and the relationship between ruler and
people is reduced from sincere counsel to praise and political caution. Thus,
Greimas’s semiotic square shows that between justice and despotism there
are dangerous intermediate states which may seem compatible with
political order on the surface, while in their deep structure they prepare the
ground for oppression and collapse. The most important contribution of this
study is that Sermon 216 can be understood as a discursive model for
criticizing power and reconstructing political responsibility in a religious
society. This model connects justice with right, truthful speech, just
consultation, mutual accountability, and the rejection of a culture of
flattery.
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