Pazuhesname-ye Alavi (Imam Ali's Studies), Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Biannual Journal, Vol. 15, No. 2, Autumn and Winter 2024-2025, 337-362
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/alavi.2025.50108.2676

Cognitive Analysis of Visual Schemas in Letter 31 of
Nahj al-Balagha Based on Johnson and Lakoff's Theory

Ezzat Mollaebrahimi’

. o
Hosein Navazeni

Abstract

In the field of linguistics, image schemas are cognitive structures that are formed from
our sensory experiences and interactions with the world. These structures represent
complex concepts in our minds as simple and understandable images. Johnson and
Lakoff's view of image schemas is based on the understanding of broad abstract and
cognitive concepts based on human physical experiences. Letter 31 of Nahj al-Balagha
is a letter from Imam Ali (AS) to his son Imam Hassan (AS). In addition to its rich
ethical, social, and cognitive teachings, it has the characteristics of eloquence, fluency,
and linguistic capacities. It is an example of image schemas, and the role of these
schemas in the transmission of cognitive concepts is important.This research was
conducted using a descriptive-analytical method and aimed to investigate the types of
image schemas and their role in understanding the concepts and teachings of Letter 31
of Nahj al-Balagha. The results of this study show that image schemas play an
important role in transmitting the cognitive concepts of Letter 31 of Nahj al-Balagha.
The high frequency of motion schemas emphasizes the importance of recognizing the
origin, path, and destination for humans to achieve happiness. The majority of power
schemas are of the stopping type, which indicates the importance of diagnosing the
path. Volumetric schemas also emphasize the importance of recognizing the position of

humans in different situations.

« Professor, Arabic Language and Literature, Faculty Member, University of Tehran (Corresponding Author),
Tehran, Iran, www.mebrahim@ut.ac.ir

« Assistant Professor of Arabic Language and Literature, Semnan University, Semnan, Iran,
s.navazani(@semnan.ac.ir

Date received: 05/12/2024, Date of acceptance: 05/03/2025

EXE



Abstract 338

Keywords: Cognitive Linguistics, Image Schemas, Letter 31 of Nahj al-Balagha,
Johnson and Lakoff.

Introduction

Cognitive linguistics, emerging in the 1970s alongside other paradigms, views language
as rooted in embodied cognition and sensory-motor experiences, rather than an
autonomous system. It emphasizes metaphorical mappings from concrete to abstract
concepts to shape thought, perception, and behavior.

Central to this is Lakoff and Johnson's image schemas: recurring pre-conceptual
structures from bodily interactions organizing abstract reasoning.

Letter 31 of Nahj al-Balagha, Imam Ali's (AS) testament to Imam Hassan (AS),
features profound ethical and social guidance. Its metaphors embody image schemas,
grounding abstract moral-spiritual ideas in embodied experience for deeper

cognitive insight.

Materials and Methods

This study uses a descriptive-analytical approach to examine image schemas in Letter
31 of Nahj al-Balagha. The main source is the authentic Arabic text from reliable
editions, aided by Persian translations for better interpretation when required. The
framework relies on cognitive linguistics, primarily Lakoff and Johnson's image schema
theory and developments in conceptual metaphor theory.

Focus is on identifying major schemas-container (volumetric), path (motion), and
force-via close analysis of metaphors, assessing their cognitive and semantic roles in
conveying abstract ideas such as piety, asceticism, and moral struggle.

Key questions address present schemas, their implications, and concepts expressed
through these types.Prior research emphasizes Quranic links, syntax, and traditional
imagery, with no systematic application of image schema theory (e.g., Khaghani &
Abbas-Zadeh, 2011). This is the first such cognitive-linguistic analysis.

Discussion and Results

The cognitive analysis of Letter 31 in Nahj al-Balagha demonstrates the central role of
image schemas in transmitting abstract ethical and spiritual concepts. Derived from
embodied experiences, these schemas render complex ideas accessible via

metaphorica mappings.



339 Abstract

Motion schemas are exemplified by phrases depicting “the world turning its back”
(L’:ﬁﬂ\° L)), “the recalcitrance of time” ( JJJJJ z _sa2-), and “the hereafter approaching”
(s J_/é-\/J\ Jl_._“e\) These portray worldly life as transient and retreating, time as wild and
uncontrollable, and the afterlife as inevitably advancing. Cognitively, they underscore
life's impermanence, temporal instability, and the imperative to reorient toward spiritual
priorities, vividly capturing inner transformation from material attachments to
eternal fulfillment.

Volumetric (container) schemas prominently feature the “steep pass” (T; )3_3 w),
contrasted with the “light-traveler” (L_a=<%) versus the “heavily-laden” ( J_L';;) The pass
functions as a voluminous, arduous container requiring lightness for successful
traversal. This schema symbolizes Judgment Day barriers, emphasizing spiritual
preparedness: lightness represents asceticism and detachment from sins, while heaviness
signifies burdensome worldly ties hindering accountability.

Force schemas are illustrated by the advice to “refrain from a path if you fear its
misguidance” (s L,.a.;— 13 5 ,19 u-" Li;ufab, advocating stopping before obstacles
like misguidance. This stopping-type schema promotes caution, prioritizing restraint
over risky moral or doctrinal pursuits.

Overall, Imam Ali (AS) adeptly utilizes motion, volumetric, and force schemas to
embody abstract notions—asceticism, piety, hereafter preparation, and vigilance against
misguidance—fostering profound understanding of ethical guidance through tangible,

sensory-based structures.

Conclusion

Applying image schemas to Letter 31 of Nahj al-Balagha reveals their crucial role in
expressing deep cognitive, ethical, and social ideas. Dominant motion schemas
highlight the need to recognize life's origin, path, and destination, directing people
toward self-knowledge and eternal bliss via journey metaphors. Prominent volumetric
schemas focus on positioning within containers—Ilike the empty earth, youthful heart, or
treasuries of blessings—for tangible existential visualization. Force schemas, especially
stopping types, emphasize caution against moral obstacles and misguidance. Imam Ali
(AS) skillfully uses these embodied structures to simplify profound concepts, promoting

deeper understanding and reflection on virtuous life.
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