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Abstract

The Masnavi Makhzan al-Muttagin, composed by Ahmad Jan Khan Baralkadi (alive in 1328 AH), a member of the
Yusufzai lineage and a learned figure, physician, and court poet in Kabul during the reign of Amir Habibullah Khan
(1901-1919), is considered one of the lesser-known works of Persian literature within the corpus of didactic—
mystical texts. The work is structured around a verse exposition of the Sermon of the Pious (Khutbat al-Muttaqin)
attributed to Imam ‘Ali (peace be upon him). Despite its literary and intellectual significance, the work has not yet
been the subject of an independent scholarly study, and existing references are mostly limited to brief
bibliographical notices. This study employs a descriptive—analytical approach based on textual analysis to examine
the structure of the poem, the poet’s method of commentary, the role of the Qur’an and Hadith in shaping the text,
its mystical and didactic themes, and the principal rhetorical devices used in the work. The findings show that
Makhzan al-Muttagin follows a relatively systematic pattern in explaining the sermon. The poet first quotes
passages from the original Arabic text, then presents their Persian translation, and finally offers a poetic
commentary that interprets their ethical and mystical meanings. Qur’anic verses and Prophetic and Alid traditions
play a central role in forming the semantic framework of the poem and provide a hadith-based interpretive
foundation for the commentary. In addition, the use of anecdotes, allegories, and rhetorical devices enables the poet
to convey abstract concepts such as piety, spiritual wayfaring, sincerity, and divine love in an artistic and influential
manner. The text also reflects aspects of the cultural and social context of early fourteenth-century Afghanistan,
placing the work at the intersection of religious commentary, didactic literature, and Islamic mysticism.
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Introduction

Persian literature has long served as an important medium for transmitting religious, ethical, and
mystical teachings within Islamic culture. Many poets and scholars have sought to reinterpret Islamic
doctrines through literary forms, transforming theological and moral concepts into aesthetically
compelling poetic discourse. One prominent manifestation of this interaction is the poetic
interpretation and commentary on sacred texts, through which complex ethical and spiritual teachings
become accessible and emotionally persuasive for wider audiences. Among Islamic texts, the Sermon
of the Pious (Khutbat al-Muttagin), attributed to Imam ‘Al1 (peace be upon him) in Nahj al-Balagha,
holds a distinctive position due to its profound ethical and mystical dimensions. Throughout history,
this sermon has inspired numerous prose and poetic interpretations. One lesser-known example of
such versified commentary is the Masnavi Makhzan al-Muttagin by Ahmad Jan Khan Baralakdi, an
Afghan poet and sage of the early fourteenth century AH. Completed in 1328 AH, this didactic—
mystical poem elaborates on the qualities of the pious inspired by the aforementioned sermon. Despite
its intellectual and literary significance, the work has not yet been the subject of an independent
analytical study, and references to it have largely remained limited to bibliographical mentions.

Review of Literature

Although the Sermon of the Pious has received considerable attention in Islamic scholarship and
Persian literary tradition, studies have primarily focused on its theological interpretation, ethical
themes, and prose commentaries. Within Persian literature, numerous works have drawn inspiration
from Nahj al-Balagha, yet systematic research on poetic adaptations of its sermons remains limited. In
particular, the Masnavi Makhzan al-Muttaqin has received little scholarly attention, and existing
knowledge about the text is confined mostly to catalog descriptions and brief references in
bibliographic sources.

Consequently, a comprehensive literary and analytical examination of this poem—especially regarding
its structure, sources, and rhetorical features—has been largely absent from academic discourse. The
present study seeks to fill this gap by examining the poem within the broader context of Persian religious
and mystical literature.

Methodology

This study employs a descriptive—analytical and text-oriented approach to examine the structure,
interpretive method, intellectual sources, and stylistic features of Makhzan al-Muttagin. The research
is based primarily on close reading and qualitative content analysis of selected sections of the poem.
Particular attention is devoted to identifying the poet’s use of Qur’anic citations, hadith references,
mystical concepts, and rhetorical devices. In addition to literary analysis, the study considers historical
and cultural elements reflected in the poem in order to contextualize the work within the intellectual
and social environment of early fourteenth-century Afghanistan. Through this approach, the research
aims to clarify the poem’s interpretive strategies and its place within the Persian religio-literary
tradition.

Results
The findings demonstrate that the overall structure of Makhzan al-Muttagin follows a systematic
tripartite pattern. In each section, the poet first presents a passage from the Sermon of the Pious in
Arabic, then offers a Persian translation, and subsequently develops an extended poetic commentary
elaborating on its ethical and mystical implications. This structure indicates that the poet’s objective
extends beyond translation; rather, he reconstructs the sermon as a didactic and spiritually instructive
poetic text. The analysis further reveals that the Qur’an and hadith constitute the principal intellectual
sources of the poem. Qur’anic phrases, themes, and allusions appear frequently, and in some cases
Qur’anic verses are interpreted through a mystical lens within the poetic narrative. Likewise, Prophetic
and ‘Alid traditions are invoked to reinforce the ethical and spiritual framework of the work.
Thematically, the poem is characterized by a strong didactic and mystical orientation. Concepts
such as piety (tagwa), sincerity (ikhlas), patience (sabr), spiritual awareness in worship, divine love,
and the path of spiritual wayfaring form the core of its discourse. Through exhortative language,
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narrative exempla, and allegorical reflection, the poet encourages moral purification and spiritual
discipline. The work also includes devotional praise of the Prophet Muhammad and Imam °Alj,
reflecting the poet’s deep reverence for sacred figures. Notably, despite his Sunni background, the
poet expresses profound admiration for Imam ‘Alr and devotes the poem to interpreting his sermon, a
feature that reflects elements of sectarian coexistence within the cultural context of the period.

In addition, the poem contains valuable references to the religious and social life of early
fourteenth-century Afghanistan, including depictions of communal religious practices, the role of
mosques, and critiques of certain extremist tendencies. From a stylistic perspective, the poet employs a
variety of classical Persian rhetorical devices such as allegory (tamthil), narrative exemplification,
poetic incorporation (tadmin), aesthetic causation (husn al-ta ‘lil), and especially repetition, which
functions both as a structural and semantic device enhancing rhythmic emphasis. Overall, Makhzan
al-Muttaqgin can be regarded as a noteworthy example of the intersection between Islamic exegetical
tradition, didactic Persian poetry, and mystical thought, and the present study provides an initial step
toward its systematic scholarly evaluation.
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