Journal of Linguistic

Research paper

4(1),Spring 2025

Semiotic Reading of the Code of Sermon 35 of Nahj al-
Balagha (Based on Roland Barthes' Five Codes Model)

Golafrooz Mohebi'’| Rahman Navazani’

' Ph. D. in Arabic language and literature. Kashan University. Kashan, Iran.
(Corresponding Author) E-mail: golafrooz4519908401@gmail.com

2 Ph.D. Visiting professor of Khwarazmi University. Iran.
E-mail: rahman.navazanil3@gmail.com

Article Info ABSTRACT
Article type: This research is descriptive-analytical. Its aim is to
Research article examine the semantic layers of Sermon 35 of Nah;j al-

Balagha from the perspective of Roland Barthes'
semiotics. This approach is derived from an analysis of the
five codes (hermeneutic, pragmatic, semantic, symbolic,
and cultural). The hermeneutical code presents the sermon
as a narrative of injustice and deviation from the right

Article history:
Received: 4 May 2024
Accepted: 11 August 2024

Keyyvo.rds: path, as well as Imam Ali's efforts to uphold justice and
Semiotics, seek truth. The actional codes delve into the actions of
Code, Imam Ali (peace be upon him) and Muawiyah's
Roland Barthes, conspiracies. The semantic codes highlight concepts such
Nahj al-Balagha, as patience, justice, and oppression within the text.
Sermon 35, Cultural codes also interpret the discourse within the
Imam Ali framework of Islamic culture and beliefs. The layers of

meaning embedded within the text of the sermon include
historical narrative, analysis of political actions, ethical
concepts, religious and cultural symbols, and connections
to Islamic beliefs.

Cite this article: Mohebi, G., Navazani, R. (2024). “Semiotic Reading of the Code of
Sermon 35 of Nahj al-Balagha (Based on Roland Barthes' Five Codes
Model))”. Journal of Linguistic Studies: Theory and Practice, 4(1),79-100.

@ ® @ © The Author(s). Publisher: University of Kurdistan

DOI: 10.22034/j15.2024.141450.1119



https://jls.uok.ac.ir/article_63381.html?lang=en
https://jls.uok.ac.ir/

80 | Golafrooz Mohebi and Rahman Navazani Semiotic Reading of the Code of ...

1.Introduction

Sermon 35 of Nahj al-Balagha, due to its linguistic diversity and richness, multiple layers of meaning,
historical and cultural references, emotional and sentimental tone, and the use of similes and
metaphors, has a high potential for analysis using Roland Barthes' semiotic codes. By employing
these codes, one can uncover implicit and deep-structured meanings of the text and gain a deeper
understanding of Imam Ali's message. Based on the presence of a semiotic system in this work, the
present study seeks to employ Roland Barthes' semiotic model in an aesthetic reading of Sermon 35
of Nahj al-Balagha, using a descriptive-analytical method and gathering information through library
research. This research aims to provide a semiotic reading and introduce Roland Barthes' semiotic
model, as well as to explain his systematic method of semiotic text analysis as a collective
understanding of the text. The application of Roland Barthes' semiotic model in the semiotic reading
of Sermon 35 of Nahj al-Balagha, to discover various layers of meaning, including the implicit and
hidden meaning of the sermon, as well as a deeper understanding of Imam Ali's messages within the
framework of Islamic culture and beliefs, emphasizes the necessity of this research. It is obvious that
the basic hypothesis of this research is that Roland Barthes' semiotic model, by raising the issue of
signification, seeks to identify the hidden voices in the text by examining the sign system of the text
and to go beyond structuralism and focus on the power of writing. This study, which is accompanied
by a semiotic and aesthetic reading of the work, seeks a new achievement in the reading of religious
texts. The authors, in this research, seek to answer the following questions:

1. What meanings do the hermeneutic and proairetic codes in Sermon 35 of Nahj al-Balagha
convey to the reader and in the direction of introducing which character?

2. By applying the implicit and oppositional codes, what denotations, contradictions, and
oppositions are seen regarding the character of Imam Ali and his opponents?

3. By applying cultural codes, which prominent characteristic of the people of Imam's time can
we understand in expressing this sermon?

In the following, after presenting a brief background in this regard, Roland Barthes' semiotic
model will be examined and applied to the reading of the sermon."

2. A brief note of previous works
Among the most important studies that have examined the semiotics of Nahj al-Balagha or Roland
Barthes's system of signs, the following can be mentioned:

Nazari and colleagues (2019) in their research, "Examining the process of social semiotics in Ali's
teachings with an emphasis on Nahj al-Balagha and focusing on identity and etiquette," delve into
the semiotics of the two concepts of identity and etiquette. The results indicate that various
characteristics of the semiotics of etiquette and identity in Nahj al-Balagha are manifested in forms
such as food, tone of voice, manners and behaviors, titles, clothing, and uniforms, indicating the
diversity of signs and the Imam's special attention to social content, culture, and beliefs. Mahsos and

Zilabi (2020) in an article titled "Representing Muawiyah's identity in the letters of Nahj al-Balagha
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with a social semiotic approach" employ social semiotics to engage in hadith studies and historical
research. Among the findings of this research, we can mention the Imam's purposeful selection of
religious signs, signs of Arab culture, and literary signs in the letters of Nahj al-Balagha. Qurbani
(2021) in his doctoral dissertation titled "Examining the social semiotics of characters in Nahj al-
Balagha based on Pierre Bourdieu's theory" offers a critique of the semiotic analysis of Nahj al-
Balagha. According to the findings of this work, signs of identity in social semiotics include religious,
political, historical, economic, and cultural identity, along with components such as clothing, names
and titles, food, occupation, and place, and signs of customs are expressed in forms such as spoken
and written tone (calm and humble, harsh and violent), insults, manners, and behaviors, which are
examined to gain a proper understanding of the characters.

The aforementioned studies are among the research conducted in the field of semiotics in Nahj al-
Balagha. From these explorations, it becomes evident that while analyses of the semiotic critique of
Nahj al-Balagha have been conducted, despite the linguistic characteristics of Sermon 35, no
researcher has yet undertaken a semiotic reading of the system of signs in Nahj al-Balagha,
particularly a semiotic analysis of Sermon 35 of Nahj al-Balagha and its reinterpretation. Thus, this
research is a novel contribution in this field."

3.Theoretical framework
Roland Barthes categorizes the presence of codes, which are purposeful systems of signs within a
textual fabric, into five main groups. Identifying these codes essentially re-creates the text and can
be seen as a shift from meaning-giving to meaning-enhancing. Among these codes, the hermeneutic
and proairetic codes are particularly related to the ways in which the narrative itself is created. The
other three codes transcend the events and logic of the narrative and refer to chains of meaning (Alan,
2012: 136-137). To identify the hermeneutic and proairetic codes, the entire text must be examined,
but the other three codes can be examined at a specific point in the narrative, allowing for a reading
of the text using these codes. The 'hermeneutic code' refers to the enigmas within the text that, through
a certain level of concealment of details, enhance the effect of revelation. The 'proairetic code'
expresses actions and their effects, and while examining the structural units of the text, it acts as a
'catalyst for action'. The 'semantic code' goes beyond the superficial layers and looks at the underlying
layers, which is also called implicit connotation. These signs, which aim to deepen the fabric in a
non-explicit manner, allude to the author's intention. 'This code examines small units of meaning in
the text and answers the question of how the text produces meaning?' (Barthes, 1976: 46).
Contradiction in all areas is somehow explained through a dualistic approach. These oppositions and
contradictions within the text are the 'symbolic code'. 'The symbolic code is a system of binary
oppositions that allows for the segmentation of the connotations of the semantic code' (Barthes, 1974:
56).Any phenomenon that refers to a science or a body of knowledge is a cultural code. The cultural
code 'opens up cultural connotations that express a kind of general understanding of the cultural and

ideological space of the story (text)' (ibid: 18).
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4. Research methodology
This research aims to employ Roland Barthes' semiotic code model in the aesthetic reading of Sermon
35 of Nahj al-Balagha, using a descriptive-analytical method and library-based information
gathering. The objective of this study is to provide a semiotic reading and introduce Roland Barthes'
code model, as well as to explain his systematic approach to the semiotic analysis of texts as a
collective understanding of the text."
5. Conclusion

Hermeneutic code: By introducing ambiguity and questions, this code encourages the reader to
ponder and reflect, positioning Imam Ali (peace be upon him).and his opponents as central figures
that intensify the reader's sense of enigma. Employing narrative techniques such as irony and
ambiguity, this code arouses the reader's curiosity and directs them towards uncovering the text's
hidden layers of meaning. The analysis of the proairetic code, by inducing action and reaction in the
audience, reveals an agency that aligns with Imam Ali 's expression of regret regarding the
opposition's disregard for his benevolence. This fosters a sense of edification in the reader and
deepens their understanding of the sermon's ethical themes. Implicit code: The signifieds within this
code represent the consequences of defying Imam Ali 's guidance and emphasize the importance of
following him as a knowledgeable individual.Symbolic code: By creating a multi-layered semantic
structure and deepening the reader's comprehension of ethical and social concepts through
contrasting elements such as hope and despair, light and darkness, benevolence and defiance, and
establishing a form of parallelism within the text, the symbolic code reinforces the sermon's ethical
and social messages. Cultural code: One of the key findings of this study is the role of the cultural
code in shaping other codes. The culture of advice, as a social norm, forms the underlying framework
of this sermon, and many other codes can be interpreted within the context of this culture. The
expression of the ethical and social characteristics of the era in which the sermon was delivered,
along with the speaker's efforts to rectify matters and the various social groups' disregard for the
benevolent advice of others, can be observed through this code. It can be concluded that this research
represents a step towards a better understanding of the literary potential of religious texts and
confirms the effectiveness of the semiotic approach in analyzing such texts. Moreover, semiotic
analysis not only contributes to a deeper understanding of religious texts but also enables the

utilization of these texts in various fields such as literature, philosophy, and sociology.
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