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Abstract

Critical discourse analysis is a new and emerging branch of human knowledge
that examines texts with a critical eye. Critical discourse analysis is a deep look
and purposeful analysis that is done in order to recognize and create knowledge,
and it is brought up in the discourse analysis of power relations and the
investigation of discourse-oriented constructions. One of the areas of critical
discourse analysis is Lacla and Chantal Mouffe's theory. Lacla and Mouffe's
criticism examines the discourse structures of evidence and different discourse
chains and examines prominent theorizing. The research is based on the
descriptive and analytical method, and based on this method and within the
framework of the critical theory of Lacla and Moff, it examines the letters of
Imam Ali to Muawiyah. The present results indicate the fact that proving the
legitimacy of the caliphate as well as proving the incompetence and
incompetence of Muawiyah in office is against the central and central signs of
his letters. There are other scattered and floating signs in the text of these letters
that strengthen the central sign. The discourse constructions in these letters seek
to legitimize the caliphate of Imam Ali and exclude and marginalize the rival
discourse

Keywords: critical discourse analysis, circular discourse constructions, Laklau
and Mouffe, Nahj al-Balagha's letters

Extended Abstract (ChatGPT, OpenAl, 2026)

Introduction

Critical discourse analysis has become an important interdisciplinary approach
for interpreting religious and historical texts because it reveals the relationship
between language, ideology, and power. Sacred texts are closely connected to
political and social realities, and discourse analysis helps uncover the hidden
meanings and ideological structures embedded within them. Among the major
approaches in this field is the theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe,
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which focuses on concepts such as central signifiers, hegemony, antagonism,
and articulation. Their theory examines how discourse constructs authority and
marginalizes competing ideologies through linguistic and symbolic strategies.
The present study analyzes the letters of Imam Ali to Muawiya ibn Abi Sufyan
in Nahj al-Balagha using the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe. The
research investigates how Imam Ali constructs a discourse of legitimacy,
justice, and moral authority while simultaneously challenging the political
discourse of Muawiya. Since discourse is inseparable from its historical and
social context, the study also considers the political tensions of the early Islamic
period and the struggle over leadership within the Muslim community.

Previous studies have examined Nahj al-Balagha through various discourse-
oriented approaches, especially those influenced by Halliday and Fairclough.
However, few studies have applied the discourse model of Laclau and Mouffe
to Imam Ali’s letters. The present research therefore seeks to fill this gap by
examining how discursive structures, linguistic strategies, and ideological
oppositions are employed to establish Imam Ali’s legitimacy and undermine the
rival Umayyad discourse.

Methodology

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical method based on the critical discourse
theory of Laclau and Mouffe. Selected letters addressed by Imam Ali to
Muawiya are analyzed as political and ideological texts in which language
serves not only as communication but also as a means of exercising power and
shaping public consciousness. The research focuses on the interaction between
linguistic structures and sociopolitical realities in order to uncover the hidden
ideological dimensions of the discourse.

Several key concepts from Laclau and Mouffe’s theory guide the analysis. The
first is the central signifier, which functions as the organizing core of discourse.
In Imam Ali’s letters, legitimacy, justice, and rightful leadership represent the
dominant signifiers around which other concepts are organized. The analysis
also examines floating signifiers, whose meanings remain contested between
competing discourses. Terms such as Islam, leadership, peace, and authority are
interpreted differently within the discourses of Imam Ali and Muawiya.

The study further investigates antagonism, otherness, foregrounding, and
marginalization. Imam Ali constructs his discourse through opposition to
Muawiya’s political claims and moral character. Chains of equivalence and
difference are also analyzed to determine how concepts such as faith, truth, and
justice are connected to Imam Ali’s discourse, while tyranny, deception, and
worldly ambition are associated with the rival discourse. Finally, the concepts
of hegemony and deconstruction are examined to show how Imam Ali seeks to
dismantle the ideological foundations of Muawiya’s authority.
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Results

The analysis reveals that the dominant central signifier in Imam Ali’s discourse
is legitimate leadership based on justice, faith, and moral superiority. All other
signifiers reinforce this central meaning. Imam Ali repeatedly emphasizes his
early acceptance of Islam, closeness to the Prophet, and commitment to
religious values, while portraying Muawiya as driven by worldly ambition and
political manipulation. Through this contrast, the discourse establishes a clear
moral and ideological distinction between the two sides.

Floating signifiers such as Islam and leadership acquire different meanings
depending on the discourse in which they are articulated. Imam Ali redefines
leadership as a moral and religious responsibility rooted in justice and truth,
whereas Muawiya’s discourse associates authority with political control and
tribal influence. Similarly, the concept of peace is presented by Imam Ali not as
compromise for political gain, but as a principle inseparable from justice and
ethical conduct. These reinterpretations allow Imam Ali to challenge the
meanings promoted by the rival discourse.

The study also demonstrates that antagonism and otherness play a central role in
constructing discursive identity. Imam Ali portrays Muawiya as representing
deception, sedition, and deviation from authentic Islamic principles. References
to falsehood, greed, and resemblance to unbelieving ancestors function as
rhetorical strategies for delegitimizing Muawiya’s claims to authority. In
contrast, Imam Ali’s discourse foregrounds values such as sincerity, justice, and
devotion to Islam.

Foregrounding and marginalization appear as important discursive mechanisms
throughout the letters. Imam Ali highlights his own legitimacy and moral
authority while marginalizing Muawiya’s political ambitions. Through
metaphors of blindness, confusion, and moral deviation, Muawiya is depicted as
unfit for leadership. The discourse therefore weakens the rival ideological
system and prevents it from achieving hegemony within the Muslim
community.

The analysis further shows that Imam Ali constructs chains of equivalence
linking justice, piety, truthfulness, and legitimate succession. Opposed to these
are chains associated with tyranny, deception, and innovation. These
interconnected signifiers simplify the political conflict into a moral opposition
between truth and falsehood. Imam Ali’s discourse thus seeks to stabilize its
ideological framework while dismantling the foundations of the Umayyad
discourse.

Conclusion

The study concludes that Imam Ali’s letters to Muawiya represent a highly
sophisticated political and religious discourse shaped by ideological conflict and
historical circumstances. Through the framework of Laclau and Moulffe, it
becomes clear that Imam Ali constructs a discourse centered on justice,
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legitimacy, and faith while simultaneously undermining the rival discourse
through antagonism, marginalization, and deconstruction. Language in these
letters functions as a strategic tool for shaping political awareness and
defending moral authority.

The findings demonstrate that the central signifier of legitimate leadership
organizes the entire discourse and determines the meanings of surrounding
signifiers. Floating signifiers such as Islam and authority are strategically
redefined to support Imam Ali’s ideological vision. The discourse also relies
heavily on oppositional binaries such as truth versus falsehood and justice
versus tyranny in order to reinforce ideological boundaries and strengthen
persuasive power.

The research further highlights the effectiveness of critical discourse analysis in
interpreting classical Islamic texts. The theory of Laclau and Mouffe provides a
valuable framework for understanding how political legitimacy is constructed
through discourse and how competing ideologies struggle for dominance. Imam
Ali’s discourse emerges as a model of ethical and political resistance against
manipulation and authoritarianism.

Ultimately, the study emphasizes the enduring intellectual and rhetorical value
of Nahj al-Balagha. Imam Ali’s letters reveal how discourse can function
simultaneously as political resistance, moral instruction, and ideological
critique. By exposing the contradictions of the rival discourse and affirming
principles of justice and truth, Imam Ali presents a vision of leadership
grounded in ethical responsibility and social guidance.



