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Abstract

The wise sayings of Imam Ali (peace be upon him) have long captivated both Muslim
and non-Muslim scholars, particularly Orientalists, serving as a source of inspiration for
numerous Western translations and academic studies. Among the earliest efforts to
translate a selection of Imam Ali’s aphorisms into English is Sentences of Ali by Simon
Ockley (1720 CE), published at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The work
comprises 169 selected sayings attributed to Imam Ali, chosen primarily for their
ethical, epistemological, and didactic dimensions. Employing a descriptive—analytical
methodology, this study provides a concise introduction to the author and his work,
followed by a content-based examination of the selected sayings, the identification of
their probable sources, and an analysis of Ockley’s selection criteria. The findings
reveal that over 85% of the sayings are ethical in nature and are primarily derived from
the classical collection Ghurar al-Hikam wa Durar al-Kalim, though a portion lacks
clear attribution. Furthermore, an analysis of Ockley's approach demonstrates that,
contrary to the dominant Orientalist tendencies of his time, Ockley sought to present a
morally centered and universal image of Imam Ali to Western readers.
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Introduction

The wise sayings of Imam Ali (p.b.u.h.) have long inspired scholars across religious and
cultural boundaries. One of the earliest Western attempts to translate and introduce
these teachings is Sentences of Ali (1720), authored by Simon Ockley—a British
clergyman and professor of Arabic at Cambridge University. This collection of 169
aphorisms represents an early endeavor to present Imam Ali’s thought to English-

speaking audiences, emphasizing ethical and universal human values.

Materials & Methods

This research adopts a descriptive—analytical and comparative approach. It critically
examines the content and thematic structure of Ockley’s selected sayings, identifies
their likely sources, and analyzes his selection criteria and intellectual motivations. The
study involves a comparative assessment of Ockley’s English renderings against
primary Islamic sources, including Ghurar al-Hikam wa Durar al-Kalim, Nahj al-
Balaghah, and other Shi‘a hadith compilations, to assess the translations' fidelity,

authenticity, and contextual accuracy.

Discussion & Result

Among the 169 sayings, approximately 85% are ethical, 14% theological, and only 1%
jurisprudential in nature. This thematic distribution underscores Ockley’s intention to
highlight moral and philosophical dimensions accessible to Western Christian readers.
The analysis indicates that approximately 83% of the aphorisms are traceable to Ghurar
al-Hikam, while 13 sayings could not be located in any known Islamic source. The
recurring motifs—such as self-knowledge, patience, justice, and self-restraint—reflect a
rationalist and humanistic orientation resonant with Enlightenment ideals in eighteenth-

century Europe.

Conclusion

Sentences of Ali constitutes a pioneering effort to bridge Islamic ethical wisdom and
Western intellectual discourse. Ockley’s translation presents a sympathetic and
humanistic portrayal of Imam Ali (p.b.u.h.), contrasting with the often polemical tone of

Orientalist writings of his era. However, the absence of systematic referencing, limited
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source diversity, and occasional misinterpretations undermine its scholarly precisio.
Therefore, Future translations should engage more deeply with authoritative sources
such as Nahj al-Balaghah and al-Kafi to achieve a more faithful and comprehensive
representation of Imam Ali’s thought.
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2. Ockley, S. (1847). The History of the Saracens. London: Henry G. Bohn.
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4. KNOWLEDGE calleth out to PRAC- TICE; and if it anfwereth, [WELL]: If not, it goeth away).
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