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Abstract

This study aims to explore the similarities and differences between moral virtues and
vices in Nahj al-Balaghah with respect to conceptual metonymy, grounded in the
image schema model proposed by Evans and Green. Research data were obtained
from library sources and software assisted tools. To analyze the data, moral teachings
were first selected on the basis of image schemas and subsequently examined.
Accordingly, piety, perseverance, and expenditure were identified as the conceptual
domains of moral virtues, whereas love of the world, greed, and envy were designated
as moral vices. Owing to certain limitations of the article, two criteria governed the
selection of these concepts: the high frequency of the selected moral virtues in Nahj al-
Balaghah, and the contrast of the selected moral vices with the chosen moral virtues.
Moreover, the cognitive semantics of moral virtues and vices as discussed in the
sermons and hikam were examined and compared within the theoretical framework of
image schemas. The number of schemas in each sample was determined, and the
results were clarified according to frequency. The findings indicate that, in comparison
with other schema types, force schemas exhibit the highest percentage frequency
among both virtues and vices, followed by balance schemas in second position. The
similarity between virtues and vices in their deployment of various image schemas in
Nahj al-Baldaghah sheds light on the humble and intellectual character of Imam Ali(a).
Their principal difference, however, resides in the manner in which subsets of the
general schema categories are employed.
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moral vices.

! Ph.D Candidate of Quranic Science and Hadith, Department of Quranic Studies and Hadith,
Faculty of Theology, Alzahra University/Tehran, Iran.

ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0009-0003-4298-3666

2 Corresponding Auther, Professor, Department Of Quranic Science and Hadith, Alzahra
University, Tehran,Iran. ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1633-0955;

E-mail: f fattahizadeh@alzahra.ac.irv

3 Associate professor, department of Linguistics. Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran.
ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/000-0002-2627-3862

Vol. 17, No. 4, Tome 94
pp- 103- 137
Winter 2027


https://doi.org/10.48311/lrr.2025.7103
mailto:f_fattahizadeh@alzahra.ac.ir

104

A Reflection on The Moral ... Arefeh Davoodi et al.

1. Introduction

Image schemas constitute one of the central concepts in cognitive semantics
and cognitive linguistics. They are recurring dynamic patterns derived from
embodied experience that structure human cognition and facilitate the
understanding of abstract concepts. Cognitive linguistics is generally divided
into two major branches: cognitive semantics and cognitive approaches to
grammar. Research in the field has predominantly focused on cognitive
semantics, within which image schemas serve as a fundamental mechanism
for conceptual organization. By linking sensory and bodily experiences to
abstract domains of thought, image schemas provide an important foundation
for linguistic meaning and conceptualization.

The concept of the image schema was introduced independently by George
Lakoff in Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things and by Mark Johnson in The
Body in the Mind. Since then, numerous scholars have expanded and refined
the theory, resulting in a variety of image-schema classifications and analytical
frameworks.

Among these frameworks, the taxonomy proposed by Vyvyan Evans and
Melanie Green in Cognitive Linguistics: An Introduction provides one of the
most comprehensive accounts of image schemas and their subcategories.
Accordingly, the present study adopts the Evans and Green model as its
analytical framework.

Religious texts frequently employ abstract concepts to convey spiritual,
ethical, and philosophical meanings. Consequently, various cognitive
approaches have been applied to facilitate their interpretation. In recent years,
cognitive linguistic theories have attracted increasing attention in the analysis
of religious and ethical discourse because they offer valuable insights into the
conceptual structures underlying such texts. As one of the most influential
works in Islamic intellectual and ethical tradition, Nahj al-Balagha presents
spiritual truths and moral teachings through conceptualizations grounded in
human experience. In many instances, abstract ethical concepts are understood
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through reference to concrete sensory experiences and embodied cognitive
patterns.

Despite the growing application of cognitive linguistics to religious
discourse, relatively few studies have examined Nahj al-Balaghah from this
perspective, and comparative investigations of moral virtues and moral vices
remain particularly scarce. Therefore, an examination of image schemas in
Nah;j al-Balaghah may provide a systematic framework for understanding the
conceptual foundations of its ethical teachings. Such an approach can reveal
subtle layers of meaning, assist scholars of hadith and Islamic studies in
interpreting the intended message of the text, and contribute to a deeper
understanding of its implicit conceptual structures. Furthermore, insights
gained from image-schema analysis may facilitate more accurate translations
of Nahj al-Balaghah and enhance the accessibility of its ethical and
educational teachings for contemporary readers.

Since ethical discourse encompasses both moral virtues and moral vices,
the present study adopts a comparative perspective to investigate their
conceptualization in Nahj al-Balaghah. By examining the image schemas
underlying these concepts, the study seeks to provide a clearer understanding
of abstract ethical meanings and to identify the cognitive similarities and
differences between virtues and vices.

Research Questions
The study addresses the following research questions:

1. Which image-schema category exhibits the highest frequency in the
conceptualization of moral virtues in Nahj al-Balaghah according to the Evans
and Green model?

2. Which image-schema category exhibits the highest frequency in the
conceptualization of moral vices in Nahj al-Balaghah according to the Evans
and Green model?

3. What cognitive similarities and differences can be identified between
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moral virtues and moral vices in Nahj al-Balaghah based on their dominant
image schemas?

2. Literature Review

The present study engages with a substantial body of research in cognitive
semantics. Representative studies from relevant subfields are reviewed below.
No quotations exceeding 40 words are included in this section; therefore,
block quotations are not provided.

2.1. Studies on Literary Texts

In the domain of theoretical monographs, Philosophy in the Flesh examine the
philosophical implications of cognitive linguistics, with particular emphasis on
image schemas as emergent structures of embodied cognition. Similarly,
Cognitive Linguistics: An Introduction introduce image schemas as key
components of conceptual structure, drawing on Johnson’s theory of embodied
cognition and Talmy’s account of conceptual structuring. Afrashi (2016), in
Foundations of Cognitive Semantics, provides a systematic overview of
cognitive science as an interdisciplinary field, with particular attention to
cognitive linguistics, image schemas, and conceptual metaphor theory.

2.1.1. Theses and Articles

Sha’banian (2012), in a master’s thesis based on the Evans and Green model,
analyzes image schemas in proverbs from eastern Gilan. The study identifies
multiple schema types, including motion, force, continuity, space, volume,
balance, uniformity, and existence.

In an article on politeness in Chinese, Thomas Fuyin Li (2009) applies four
spatial schemas (up—down, front-back, left-right, and in—out) to demonstrate
how honorific and modesty expressions encode politeness and social norms.
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Ameri et al. (2019), using Johnson’s framework, conduct a comparative
analysis of classical and modern Persian poetry, showing systematic
differences in image-schema deployment between Hafez and Sepehri.

2.1.2. Studies on Religious Texts (Excluding Nahj al-Balaghah)

Karimi Boroujeni et al. (2017) examine force schemas in the conceptualization
of moral meanings in the Holy Qur’an. Their findings show that moral virtues
and vices are frequently expressed through metaphors involving schemas such
as blockage, removal of restraint, compulsion, counterforce, attraction—
repulsion, enablement, and diversion.

Fattahizadeh and Davoudi (2019), applying the Evans and Green model,
analyze image schemas in Prophetic traditions. Their results indicate the
presence of schemas including force, containment, motion, space, unity,
balance, and existence across the hadith corpus.

2.1.3. Studies on Nahj al-Balaghah

Davoudi and Baharzadeh (2020) examine image schemas associated with
dunya (the material world) in the sermons and aphorisms of Nahj al-Balagha.
They identify schemas such as motion, containment, force, unity, space,
balance, uniformity, and existence, with force-related schemas being the most
frequent.

Davoudi and Jalali Kondori (2020) investigate image schemas associated with
tagwad (piety) in the same text, demonstrating the presence of all major schema
categories proposed by Evans and Green, often grounded in embodied
conceptual domains such as the human body, animals, plants, and physical
objects.
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2.2. Synthesis and Research Gap

The reviewed literature indicates that image-schema theory has been widely
applied to literary texts, religious discourse, and general linguistic data.
However, previous studies have primarily focused on individual conceptual
domains (e.g., dunya, tagwa, or isolated moral concepts) rather than
systematic comparisons between opposing moral categories.

Accordingly, the present study contributes to the literature by offering a
comparative and systematic analysis of image schemas in moral virtues and
moral vices in Nahj al-Balagha. In addition, the study applies quantitative
frequency analysis and visual representation of schema distribution to enhance
analytical precision.

From a methodological perspective, this approach enables a more fine-grained
account of the cognitive structuring of ethical concepts in the text and may
support more consistent interpretive and translational analyses. The study
therefore extends previous research by integrating comparative cognitive-
semantic analysis with quantitative modeling of schema frequency in a single
corpus-based framework.

3. Methodology

The research method employed in this study comprises data collection through
note-taking, library research, and software-assisted tools. The procedural
stages of the investigation are delineated as follows.

To compare the similarities and differences between moral virtues and moral
vices on the basis of the schema typology proposed by Evans and Green,
specific concepts from the Arabic text of the sermons and hikam of Nakj al-
Balaghah were selected for analysis. The conceptual domains of moral virtues
include: piety (taqwa); perseverance (istigdmah), encompassing patience,
forbearance, and deliberation; and expenditure (infaq), including alms,
generosity, and munificence. Conversely, the conceptual domains of moral vices
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include: love of the material world (hubb al dunya), i.e., worldliness and world-
centeredness; greed and cupidity (tama“ and hirs), denoting intense avarice; and
envy (hasad), understood as a lack of benevolence.

Where necessary for the analysis of image schemas, the relevant traditions
were segmented. Subsequently, linguistic expressions containing the
aforementioned schemas, at both the lexical and grammatical levels, were
extracted, and the meanings of individual lexical items were examined.
Thereafter, the number of schemas present in the attested ethical evidence
from Nahj al-Balaghah was identified and analyzed. Following the
completion of frequency counts, the results were presented in tabular form and
visualized using charts.

4. Results
The results indicate the following:

Force schemas exhibited the highest frequency percentage within the ethical
textual context (encompassing both moral virtues and vices), followed
considerably by balance schemas in second position. The prevalence of these
schemas in the conceptualization of moral virtues and vices in Nakj al-
Balaghah, and the similarity of this conceptualization across both categories,
admits of a cognitive justification. Both force and balance schemas derive
from embodied human experience. To survive, humans must interact with
their environment; as a consequence, force is experienced. These forces
constitute meaningful and coherent human experiences, experiences that can
be utilized for self-awareness and reasoned analysis. Balance is a pre
conceptual bodily activity that humans acquire through corporeal engagement
rather than through a set of formal rules. The themes of force and balance are
extendable from the tangible domain of the body to abstract domains. The
high frequency of force schemas in the present study originates from the
rationalist orientation of Imam Ali (a) and the central, foundational role he
assigns to thought in the selection of dispositions, methods, and actions
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throughout human life. Consequently, in most cases, he tends to articulate
abstract religious ethical teachings through rational criteria and via causal
interactions through which actual and potential forces are perceived. Under the
aegis of reason, moderation is attained, and justice is understood as the
restoration of true balance. It appears that the balance schema can be justified
by the moderate and equilibrium seeking disposition of Imam Ali (a), who
endeavors to establish a balance between an act and its recompense, and to
depict the world in the minds of his audience as lacking equilibrium and
teetering on the verge of collapse.

The predominant shared source domains that played a major role in
shaping the schemas of moral virtues and vices are: animals, the human body,
plants, foodstuffs, objects, places, and natural elements.

The principal differences in the conceptualization of moral virtues and vices
in Nahj al-Balaghah based on image schemas reside in the deployment of
certain subcategories proposed for these general schema types. For example:

e The force schema of removal of restraint highlights the role of moral
virtues in eliminating obstacles to attaining salvation and facilitates the path of
guidance for spiritual wayfarers. Conversely, the force schema of blockage is
prominently employed by moral vices, which has a significant impact on the
recognition of moral prohibitions; in some instances, it also refers to the
restraining force of moral virtues against sins and the prevention of falling into
the trap of carnal desires.

e Compulsion schemas, as a form of binding force, are realized in moral
virtues for the purpose of performing an action and in moral vices for the
purpose of abandoning an action. They play a major role in urging the
audience to fulfill their obligations.

e Force schemas of Perseverance have been observed solely in moral
virtues. They offer glad tidings to human beings of success and the attainment
of divine blessings, among other positive outcomes.
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Table 1: The various image schemas of the virtues and vices in Nakj al-Balaghah
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Diagram 1: The percentage of image Schemas of virtues in Nahj al-Balaghah
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Diagram 3: The comparison between the image schemas of the virtues and vices
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