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Abstract

Education as a basic human need plays a crucial role in fulfillment of potentials,
moral excellence and achieving a virtuous life. Despite the central position of the
concept of education in the Islamic thought, there has not been separate research on
semantic relations of the term education in Imam Ali (PBUH)’s speech. Using
qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis, the present study has systemically
examined terms and concepts related to education in two main sources Nahj al-
Balagha (The Path of Eloquence) and Ghurar al-Hikam wa-Durar al-Kalim (Exalted
Aphorisms and Pearls of Speech). The analysis was conducted on the level of terms,
themes and semantic network in order to draw up a more precise conceptual
structure of education in Imam Ali (PBUH)’s speech. Research findings show that
education in Imam Ali (PBUH)’s intellectual constellation is a multifaceted,
dynamic, and network-based concept encompassing all existential aspects of human
being. In addition to terms and themes which are directly concerned with the subject

of education, such fundamental concepts as purification of the soul, teaching the
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scripture, guidance, growing up, salutary lessons, order, and role model are
connected to the semantic system of education in Imam Ali (PBUH)’s speech and
placed in its conceptual framework. Thus, education is not only a matter of moral or
behavioral development of individuals, but also a process targeting human beings’
demeanor, action and views. Recognizing the semantic relations can lay the ground
for reforming the structure of education and designing educational models drawing
upon Imam Ali (PBUH)’s wisdom.

Keywords: education, semantic relations, semantic network, Imam Ali (PBUH),
Nahj al-Balagha.

Introduction

Islam is a religion of guidance and education, and God Almighty has stated in
numerous verses that the primary purpose of sending the prophets is the teaching
and cultivation of human beings. Accordingly, education constitutes one of the most
fundamental aspects of human life, as it situates individuals within the purpose of
creation and provides the foundation for the formation of human character and the
actualization of deeply rooted religious behaviors. The ultimate aim of education is
to realize the inherent potentialities within human beings, namely, the development
of a complete, blissful, just, and faithful person, worthy of the status of the noblest
of creation and deserving of the Creator’s honor. Within this framework, Islam
presents a comprehensive educational system, whose principles and methods are
derived from divine revelation and actualized through the guidance of the Infallible
Imams (peace be upon them).

In this regard, one of the most effective approaches to understanding this
comprehensive educational system is the examination of the teachings and thoughts
of Imam Ali (peace be upon him). A meticulous analysis of his statements not only
enables the extraction of the fundamental concepts of education but also facilitates
the elucidation of their internal relationships and the identification of their semantic
networks. In this approach, attention to the textual context and discursive structure is
essential, as “education” in religious texts does not appear solely as an independent
concept but rather manifests through networked connections with other themes and
through extensive semantic relationships.

While previous research has largely focused on the analysis of educational
concepts in the Qur’an, the study of Imam Ali’s statements has received

comparatively little attention. Accordingly, the central aim of the present research is
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to uncover and analyze the educational concepts in his teachings and to delineate a

comprehensive semantic network of the concept of “education”.

Materials & Methods

This study was conducted using a content analysis approach grounded in thematic
analysis to uncover the semantic relationships and conceptual networks of the term
“education” in the statements of Imam Ali (peace be upon him). Data were extracted
from two primary sources: Nahj al-Balagha and Ghurar al-Hikam. The research
process comprised several stages, including the identification and classification of
educational concepts across three levels—lexical items, themes, and semantic
networks—analysis of the internal and external relationships among these concepts,
construction of a semantic network of education, and, finally, interpretation of the
findings with respect to the context and discursive structure of the texts. This
method enables a deep, multidimensional, and systematic examination of the

concept of education in the thought of Imam Ali (peace be upon him).

Discussion & Results

“Education” (tarbiya) is one of the most fundamental existential needs of the human
being. It nurtures individual personality, organizes social life, opens the path toward
a virtuous life (hayat tayyiba), and ensures both worldly and eternal felicity.
Accordingly, the present study, employing qualitative content analysis and a three-
layered thematic approach (words, themes, and semantic network), examines the
sayings of Imam ‘Al (peace be upon him) in Nahj al-Balagha and Ghurar al-Hikam.
The aim has been to identify and explicate the lexical concepts and conceptual
structures associated with education, and to construct a comprehensive semantic
network of this key notion.

In the first stage, through a close analysis of Nahj al-Balagha and Ghurar al-
Hikam, lexical items derived from the roots r-b-b and r-b-w—recognized as the
principal origins of the word tarbiya—were extracted and categorized. The analysis
revealed that terms such as ‘alim rabbani (the divine scholar), rabib (the nurtured),
marbib (the one nurtured), and verbs like rabbawa and yurabbi occur in contexts
directly related to the education of the individual, the self, and society.

In the second stage, themes with explicit educational significance in the Imam’s
sayings were identified through a comprehensive review of authoritative translations

and commentaries on these works. Lexical items such as sana’i‘, hadanat, artiduha,
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stisil, ta’dib, and yudarrab, although etymologically distinct from tarbiya, in context
signify processes of education, refinement, discipline, or preparation.

In the third stage, closely related and parallel concepts such as tazkiya
(purification), hudaya (guidance), rushd (growth), ‘ibra (lesson-taking), uswa
(exemplar), ta‘lim al-kitab (teaching of the Book), and nizam (order) were identified as
core elements of the semantic network of education. The analysis demonstrates that
the structure of education in Alawi thought rests upon three foundational levels:
education of character (purification and refinement of the soul), education of conduct
(moral behavioral practices such as discipline, emulation, and taking lessons), and
education of insight (teaching Qur’anic knowledge and divine guidance).

Moreover, Imam ‘Al (peace be upon him) emphasizes the multifaceted role of
the “educator”, ranging from God and the Prophet to the Imam, the divine scholar,
parents, and even the individual in relation to the self. Within this framework,
education is conceived not only as instructional but also devotional, interactive, and
community-oriented. The scope of its addressees is equally expansive: from the
individual to society and even to nature, all fall within the domain of education and

are shaped by its effects.

Conclusion

This study indicates that in the thought of Imam Ali (peace be upon him),
“education” constitutes a coherent and holistic system based on three fundamental
dimensions: inner identity, outward conduct, and cognitive outlook, concurrently
fostering individual development, social interaction, and the embodiment of noble
human values. This three-dimensional framework elevates education beyond a linear
and purely instructional process, transforming it into a continuous, self-aware, and
interactive mechanism in which the individual acts simultaneously as both learner
and educator. The broad spectrum of actors and “educators”, ranging from God and
the Divine Saints to parents and the individual, and the scope of “learners”, spanning
from the self to society and nature, reflect Imam Ali’s comprehensive, macro-level
approach, realizing education as a strategic and transformative structure rather than
merely an institutional or instructional function.

Based on these findings, the semantic network of education in his sayings can
serve as a major theoretical construct for designing and revising contemporary
indigenous educational programs and models—programs that attend to both

individual and collective capacities while addressing the identity, cultural, and
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ethical challenges of Islamic societies. This perspective presents “education” not as
a tool for control or conformity, but as a path toward existential balance, the
cultivation of intrinsic virtues, and a meaningful life, thereby opening new horizons

for redefining education in the present era.
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