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A Review of the Latest English Translation of Nahj al-Balagha

Critique of the Translation by Tahera Qutbuddin, Professor at the Department of Asian and Middle Eastern
Studies, St. John's College, University of Oxford

Habib Rathi Tehrani

Abstract: The new English translation of Naby al-Balagha, undertaken by Dr. Tahera Qutbuddin, a renowned
scholar of Arabic rhetoric and former professor at the University of Chicago, currently a professor at the
University of Oxford, was published by Brill in 2024. The book is titled Nabj al-Balagha: Wisdom and Eloquence
of Ali. Dr. Qutbuddin’s critical edition and research are based on the earliest manuscript versions from the 5th
century (11th century CE), with facing-page translations. This provides readers with a solid version of this
valuable text. While acknowledging and respecting the efforts and scholarly contributions of Professor
Qutbuddin, this article briefly examines certain sentences, equivalencies, and vocabulary choices in the translation
that could be revised for greater accuracy. The critiques are divided into three sections: ambiguities, omissions,
and suggestions for improvement in translation.
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1. Tahera Qutbuddin.

2. Nahj Al-baaghah - the Wisdom and Eloguence of Ali. A Parallel English-Arabic Text.
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1. Arabic Oration: Art and Function. 644 pages, in the series Handbook of Oriental Studies,
Section 1: Near and Middle East, series ed. Maribel Fierro, M. Sikrii Hanioglu, Renata
Holod, and Florian Schwarz. Leiden: Brill Academic Publishers. Winner of 2021 Sheikh
Zayed Book Award in thecategory: Arab Culture in Other Languages LINK. Paperback
edition: Leiden: Brill, 2022. Arabictranslation: Abu Dhabi: Kalima Publishers, trans. Sane
Y agi, ed. Bilal Orfali, forthcoming 2024.

2. Al-Mu’ayyad al-Shirazi and Fatimid Da ‘wa Poetry: A Case of Commitment in Classical
Arabic Literature. 412 pages, in the series Islamic History and Civilization, series ed. Wadad
Kadi and Rotraud Wielandt. Leiden: Brill. (2005)

3. Nahj al-Balaghah: The Wisdom and Eloquence of ‘Ali, facing-page critical edition,
translation, and introduction of al-Sharif al-Rad1’s (d. 406/1015) celebrated compilation of the
orations, letters, and sayings of ‘Ali, 1010 pages in the Islamic Translation Series, series ed.
Ayman Shihadeh. Leiden: Brill. (2024)

4. Kitab al-Shihab and Dustar ma‘alim al-hikam compiled by al-Qadi 1-QudaT (d.
454/1062), Arabic edition reprint in one volume. Designed by Stuart Brown. Groningen:
Matbuat Groningen. 2019

5. Light in the Heavens: Sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, (2016) facing-page critical edition and
trandation of Kitab a-Shihab compiled by a-Qadi I-Quda‘ (d. 454/1062). 232 pages, in the series
Library of Arabic Literature, volume ed. Shawkat Toorawa, series ed. Philip Kennedy et d. New
York: New York University Press. Arabic-only PDF version, 2016. English-only paperback ed.,
with Foreword by Paul Hinder, Bishop of Arabia, 2019. Thematic sdlections in an illuminated
bilingual edition titled Wisdom of the Prophet Muhammead: Lessons for the Twenty-First Century,
428 pages, print and online LINK, Mumbai, Zahra Hasanaat Publications, 2023.

6. A Treasury of Virtues: Sayings, Sermons, and Teachings of ‘Ali, facing-page critical edition
and translation of Dustiir ma‘alim al-hikam wa-ma’thir makarim al-shiyam comp. by al-Qad1
I-Quda‘ (d. 454/1062), with the One Hundred Proverbs (Mi’at kalimah) of ‘Al attributed to
compilation of Jahiz. 272 pages, in the series Library of Arabic Literature, volume ed.
Shawkat Toorawa, series ed. Philip Kennedy et a. Arabic-only PDF version, 2013. Bilingual
paperback ed. 2014. English-only paperback, 174 pages, with Foreword by Rowan Williams,
Archbishop of Canterbury, 2016.
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1. Selections from the Sayings by Thomas Cleary (1996)
2. Testament of al-Ashtar, by William Chittick (1981)
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Until the third stood up, bosom swelling with pride, amid his dung and fodder.
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.. It was his gluttony that brought him down / to the ground.
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Trampling Hasan and Husayn and rending my own shirt
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Hasan and Husayn weretrampled and my robe/ cloak was rent.
My big toes weretrampled and my robe/ cloak was rent.
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Losers, every one of them, the issuers of this call! Who isit, pray, who calls, and to

what pur pose do they expect me to answer ?
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Losers, every one of them, the issuers of thiscall! Who isit, pray, who calls, and by

which answer (reaction) the caller wasresponded?
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Those who perform deeds during their days of hope, before the arrival of death, will
benefit from their days of hope.
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Those who perform deeds during their days of hope, before the arrival of death, will
benefit from their deeds.

.JJL»)GA )).w)\ @ &lﬁ.ﬁ il

T2 ooz L oF 2 oTE o F ok L gz,
(Y).%}}}wcﬁé?|J}~.ﬁ$J:?cﬂﬂ‘f“hjw&dj.q

Those who fall short in performing deeds duringtheir days of hope, before the
arrival of death, will have squandered their days of hope.
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Those who fall short in performing deeds duringtheir days of hope, before the
arrival of death, will have squandered their deeds.
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They left the world asthey had come, barefoot and naked.
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They entered the hereafter asthe day had left thisworld, barefoot and naked.
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| did so in order that the ignorant might see the light and the informed might gain
strength.
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| did so in order that the ignorant might see the lightand the informed might

investigate more.
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But you are also not a sturdy rope to cling to, or mighty lions who defend!
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But you are also not a sturdy rope to cling to, or mighty companions who can
rely upon!

D5 45 At (5209, BHL 5 33 Sz O @ 0l 45 s 1 Somi Lo tlins

5SS 0T[5, 5 KaST

oA Ol sy 0 o s 2 0Ly SLaKins )3 S SS0Les g 5 b
ot 5 )Ll (b, b sl 5 bl loms a0 (330 aamr (3ls5) e
Slas¥l s gw@\&gi_puédl:%_égj\jjfajj})-mjsw”bw! AT
4_.,‘«8}?95.3\»L3«8}25J‘» o}\jb\)Jrfw (T ij rA)Lm\ pﬂ.ﬂ 873039 <8 ially

ol a3 8 oLzl Pl 34 d\cgaswﬂéw

glem 18 Y ol gl Yoo s ¥ G351 all sy JsS oSS o £91: Y (Sgly lad) 2l lgia )
AVe: A del I

Y Jgslin] e e 5 YT (Ggd ia s do i LS oS5LY

XY o VY A das Y

MY (hs ol b 1A A NURE P pe T YAY : o SOLLI B EAARR SYEIRAIR

XYY Oyl gl

YF Y Ol ol g

Y55

Yol | Gragys dul
o)l | YO Ul

Vet LT 5 0



Y5y

YoA | Giuangjy il

o)l | YO Ul

Vet LT 5 0

Mg iyt DS el ez oty S03 | S g 5 A5

Vsl o) A Dl ETY5 ¥

And if you do, may God seeto you!
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May God have no mercy on you, if you have mercy on me.
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forget about the looting that caused screams in the neighborhood.
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forget about those loots that wer e plundered in the neighborhood.
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Imagine that you are already trying to ward off its claw.
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Asif you are already entangled in its claws, deep into you [your body and soul].
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That illuminated the road for him and showed the way.
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That illuminated the road for him and took him to the way.
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And the Emigrants each took their stand. | tried hard to reconcile and lower the heat.
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And | was one of Emigrants who most urged him to gain public satisfaction, and less
censured him.
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Itisfar better to taste the bitterness of resignation than to importune people.
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It is better to taste the bitterness of hopelessness/ despair than to importune people.
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It is far better for you to combine restraint with employment than to pair wealth

with dissolution.
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It is better for you to combine restraint with poverty than to pair wealth with

dissoluteness.,
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Y ou are only coming forward to defend ‘Uthman now in order to help yourself. You

abandoned him earlier, when you could have helped him.
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Y ou are only coming forward to defend ‘Uthman now in order to help yourself. You

abandoned him earlier, when your help wasin hisfavor / for his benefit.
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People hate the unfamiliar.
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People are enemy with whatever they areignorant about.
People ar e enemy with whatever they know nothing about.
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Repay malice with kindness and you will have rebuked.
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Prevent the evildoer by rewarding the benefactor.
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Then suddenly, people were flocking to me.

391 EIR 0 o & £y olgSL b :las

105l L Caund ez 3

Then nothing made me wonder, save when people were flocking to me ...
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Jihad is adoor to heaven.
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Jihad isone door of heaven’s doors.
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Is there anyone more familiar with its harshness?
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Is there anyone of them more familiar than me with its harshness?
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From words uttered by ‘Ali just after he had buried the queen of al women,
Fatimah, at the graveside of God’s Messenger.
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From words uttered by ‘Al whispered as if addressing Prophet just after he had buried
the queen of al women, Fatimah (A.S), a the graveside of God's Messenger (PBUH)
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Salutations to you, Messenger of God, from me and from your daughter who has

come to stay with you.
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Salutations to you, Messenger of God, from me and from your daughter who has
come to stay with you and has reached / joined you very fast.
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Death homesin on you.
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Death stares closely on you consistently / continually.
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While Talhah and Zubayr galloped to escalatethe affair, harshly driving the camels
of castigation toward their destination.
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while Talhah and Zubayr, as the least pressure, galoped to escalatethe affair,

and as the most toleration, were harshly driving the camels of castigation toward

their destination.
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Struck down their beacons of guidance.
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Made them blind to see the beacons of guidance.
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How different my days today, always in the saddle, and the days spent in the

company of Jabir’s brother, Hayyan!
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How different my days today, always in the saddle, [in hot weather, deserts] and
the days of Jabir’ s brother, Hayyan [in his palace]!
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Even so, one of them turned away from me because of an old grudge, another
inclined toward someone el se because he was related to him by marriage, along with

thisone and that one.
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Even so, one of them turned away from me because of an old grudge, another inclined
toward someone esebecause he was related to him by marriage, dong with this one and

that one, which to namethem isindecent! / and other grudges, not suitableto mention.
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| swear by him who split open the seed, the onewho created living beings.
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| swear by him who split open the seed, the one who created human beings.
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Y ouwould have seen that your world means less to me than the sneeze of a goat.
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Youwould have seen that your world means less to methan the snot / mucus

of agoat.
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Not sinning is easier than seeking pardon.
ol /}4.9/)-&9 K_A-lb)‘fdbﬂ‘ OL\S&SJJ
Solgin Aoy

Not sinning is easier than seeking repentance.
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May God attack you!
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May God destroy / kill youl!
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| place my trustin him - he suffices and sustains.
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| place my trust in him - he suffices and helps.
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They have been carried to their graves but cannot be called wayfarers.
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They have been carried to their graves but cannot be calledriders.
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Or see him when he takes someone away?
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They pour pestilence into the water between them and us.
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They pour cholera into the water between themselves and me.

They infected the water between themselves and me with cholera.
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her step causes earthquakes.
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her step is shaky.
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By God, Mu‘awiyah is not more astute than |, but he deceives and lies.
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By God, Mu‘awiyah is not more astute than |, but he deceives and commitssin.
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If | did not abhor deception, | would be the most cunning of people.
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If deception was not hideous, | would be the most cunning of people.
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But every act of deceptionisalie, every lieisan act of unbelief.
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But every act of deceptionisasin, every sin isan act of unbelief.
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We are beholden only to our Lord and all people are beholden to us.
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We are protégé only to our Lord and all people are protégé to us.
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Know thiswith full certainty: Y our path is the path of those before you, and you will

not achieve your long hopes and surpass your allotted lifespan.
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Know this with full certainty: You will not achieve your long hopes and surpass
your alotted lifespan because your path is the path of those before you.
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Hostility robs one of judgment.
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Obstinacy robs/destr oys one of judgment.
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