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Abstract

In Nahj al-Balaghah, certain words appear only once in the text; therefore, they
can be considered unique lexical items. Some of these words may share meanings
with synonyms, yet no synonym can fully replace the unique word in context.
This is because the unique word often carries broader connotations and subtler
nuances that other words within the same semantic field lack. Such distinctive
features become evident especially when the words are employed in rhetorical
arrays, where devices like rhyme, metaphor, and metonymy are frequently used.
In this study, we aim to identify and analyze these unique words, focusing on
their semantic and literary dimensions. Their meanings are examined through
classical dictionaries, exegetical works, and commentaries, while also comparing
them with their synonyms to highlight semantic differences. Particular attention
is given to the contextual implications of these words, which reveal their unique
contribution to the rhetorical and aesthetic texture of the text. To achieve this, we
adopt a descriptive-analytical approach, seeking to demonstrate how the use of
unique lexical items in Nahj al-Balaghah enriches its semantic depth and literary
artistry.

Keyword: Nahj al-Balaghah, semantics, semantic relations, lexical texture,
unigue words, synonymy

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Nahj al-Balaghah—second only to the Qur’an in prestige for many Arabic
scholars—exhibits a density of meaning whose recovery depends on close
attention to wording and context. This study focuses on a distinctive stylistic
phenomenon in Imam ‘Ali’s discourse: single-occurrence lexical choices within
the semantic field of states and qualities. By “semantic field” we mean a network
of words united by related referents and organized through relations such as
synonymy, inclusion/hyponymy, part-whole, opposition, and incompatibility.
The research problem is to explain why and how Imam ‘Ali selects a unique item
from among many near-synonyms in a given field and how that choice modifies
meaning in its local context. The target set comprises ten items, each occurring
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once in this field within Nahj al-Balaghah: al-shadkh, al-wags, al-dafiq, al-fashi,
takshir (al-kashr), al-lajalaj, mutamarrig, jadaha, bu‘thirat, al-baqr, and nahif.
Prior work has treated “unique” vocabulary in the field of nature; to our
knowledge, there is no semantic-field study of unique items in the states/qualities
domain. The guiding question is: Why and in what ways does Imam ‘Ali favor
these unique lexemes over their near-synonyms, and what does each selection
accomplish semantically, pragmatically, and rhetorically?

Methodology

The study adopts a multi-step qualitative approach. (1) It defines "unique lexeme"
operationally as a word that occurs once within the Nahj al-Balaghah corpus in
the target semantic field of states/qualities. The initial inventory was assembled
from concordance readings of sermons, letters, and aphorisms. (2) For each item,
we reconstruct primary senses, derivatives, and figurative extensions using major
lexica (e.g., al-Khalil, Ibn Manzur, al-Fayyumi, al-Raghib, al-Zabidi, al-Mu'jam
al-Wasit). (3) We locate the item in its immediate clause, sentence, and genre
context and map collocations, morphological patterning, and sound shape
(phonotactics, rhyme, cadence). (4) We build a local synonym set from classical
dictionaries and rhetorical commentaries, then contrast the focal item with its
near-synonyms by denotation, connotation, selectional restrictions, and discourse
fit. Special attention is given to hyponymy/inclusion (e.g., "horse" is a kind of
"animal™) and to constraints that block interchangeability in context. (5) We
consult classical commentaries on Nahj al-Balaghah to cross-check semantic
inferences and recover implied figurative readings (metaphor, metonymy,
kinayah). (6) Finally, we synthesize findings to propose functional motives for
each choice (precision of reference, rhetorical force, ethical evaluation, sonic
patterning), and to generalize about Imam Ali's semantic craftsmanship.

Results

Imam Ali’s diction in Nahj al-Balaghah shows surgical precision in “force” and
“rupture” fields. He chooses shadkh (cracking a hollow object) over generic
kasr/hashm to evoke skulls at Badr and, by kinayah, intellectual emptiness.
Likewise, waqs targets “neck-breaking,” completing the arc from “stretching
necks” in presumption to a snapped claim—nuance kasr/qasr/shaqq cannot
deliver. In unveiling falsehood, baqr (splitting a belly) paired with khasira
(“flank™) frames batil as a beast to be eviscerated so the concealed haqq can
emerge—far more pointed than fath, was®, shaqq, or sad".

Where motion and appearance matter, the lexemes compress manner and scale.
Dafig names high-energy outpouring (not just “pour/run/decant”) and, on the fa‘il
pattern, functions adjectivally; its sonic pairing with fatiq for “rent air” binds
cadence to meaning. Fashi marks praise as widely prevalent, not merely “visible”
or “spread,” fitting a doxology that saturates creation. Kashr (baring teeth)
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personifies the night’s yielding to dawn better than laughter-bound angala,
sharpening the hinge between epochs.

For inner states, sound and sense align. Lajalaj iconically rattles—its repeated /1/
and /j/ enact oscillation—capturing wisdom shuttling in a hypocrite’s chest until
expelled, where haraka, qalaq/iz‘aj, or episodic ikhtilaj fall short. Mutamarrigh
(animal wallowing) rebukes Ziyad’s heedless luxury more pungently than neutral
tagallub or broader tamakka“. In the piety portrait, nahif threads moral economy
without pejorative weakness or animal register, unlike gadif, shakht, damir, or
hazil; it also meshes with the passage’s rhyme.

Concrete domestic and eschatological scenes gain force from narrow lexemes.
Jadaha (stir-mixing sawiq or milk with water) turns a “foul compact” into a tactile
act—stirring, thickening—beyond broad khalata/mazaja or color-leaning
mashaja. Bu'thirat fuses ba‘atha (raising) and athara (stirring up) to stage divine
upheaval of graves, where human nabasha or purely scattering bahthara would
miss the resurrection charge.

Across items, five patterns recur: micro-precision inside dense synonym zones
(site, manner, degree); tight collocational fit with nearby cues and genre (a‘naq
— wags; doxology — fashi); built-in evaluative imagery (mutamarrigh, jadaha,
bagr); sound patterning that carries meaning (dafig/fatiqg, the iterative phonetics
of lajalaj, the emphatic ° in bu‘thirat); and semantic inclusion whereby a single
choice dominates part of its synonym set, compressing nuance into one word.

Conclusion

The single-occurrence lexemes in Nahj al-Balaghah’s field of states/qualities are
not ornamental rarities but carefully targeted tools. Imam Ali’s selections are
principled: each unique word delivers (1) heightened referential precision inside
a crowded synonym zone, (2) collocational and genre-specific appropriateness,
(3) rhetorical/ethical coloration suited to his argumentative aims, and (4) sonic
form that supports memory and force. In many cases the chosen item functions
as a semantic hypernym capturing several neighboring senses (e.g., dafig) or as a
pointed hyponym that activates a crucial facet (e.g., wags at "'necks"). Figurative
operations (metaphor, kinayah, personification) frequently hinge on these
choices, turning lexical nuance into moral and political leverage. The broader
implication is methodological: synonymy in classical Arabic is rarely flat;
distributional constraints, collocational affinities, and scalar meanings delimit
interchangeability. For exegesis, legal-ethical inference, and stylistic criticism,
attending to such "unique" selections prevents over-generalization and reveals
how Imam Ali fuses semantics, rhetoric, and theology. This explains, in part, why
Nahj al-Balaghah is repeatedly characterized as "above human speech and short
of the divine"; its diction is neither arbitrary nor merely eloquent - it is
semantically engineered.



