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This study examines the conceptual parallels between worldly images condemned in Nahj
al-Balaghah and those presented in Attar Nishaburi's mystical works. One's positive or
negative perception of the world stems from one's mental imagery of it. Persian-speaking
orators often derive their imagery from narrative texts and the discourse of prominent
figures, which not only strengthens their rhetoric but also enhances the aesthetic quality of
their works. Among these sources, Imam Ali's collected speeches in Nahj al-Balaghah has
served as an unparalleled resource for Persian poets and orators since the earliest periods
of Persian poetry. Over time, as sectarian prejudices diminished, literary and mystical
figures increasingly engaged with the sermons of Nahj al-Balaghah, contemplating Imam
Ali's words and adopting elements of his rhetorical style. Indeed, following the advent of
Islam in Iran, few morally-oriented poets can be found whose works do not bear the
imprint of Nahj al-Balaghah's imagery and expressions. Using a descriptive methodology
and content analysis, this paper demonstrates that Attar Nishaburi (540-618 AH) was
significantly influenced by Nahj al-Balaghah's imagery regarding the condemnation of
worldly attachments. Attar, as a mystical poet, incorporated Nahj al-Balaghah's themes in
his works, particularly in three areas: the imagery of worldly condemnation, similar

metaphors for the world, and portrayals of worldly people.

Cite this article: Makarem Nejad, Habib, Hosseini, Zeinab, Fathollahi, Yasin (2025). Comparative Analysis of Condemned
Worldly Images in Nahj al-Balaghah and Attar Nishaburi's Perspective. Journal of Islamic Mysticism, 16 (2),

© The Author(s).

277-294. DOI: http//doi.org/10.22034/16.2.15

Publisher: Scientific Association of Islamic Mysticism of Iran.

DOLI: http//doi.org/10.22034/16.2.15



http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8343-1102
http://orcid.org/0009-0000-5154-345X
http://dx.doi.org/10.22034/16.2.15
http://erfanmag.ir/article-1-1579-en.html

[ Downloaded from erfanmag.ir on 2026-06-24 |

[ DOI: 10.22034/16.2.15]

Journal of Islamic Mysticism, Volume 16, Issue 2, 2025 278

Extended Abstract
Introduction

The concept of worldly imagery (imaj) plays a significant role in shaping human perception and
attitude toward existence. One's positive or negative view of the world is fundamentally derived from
one's mental imagery of it. Throughout the history of Persian literature, many orators and poets have
developed their imagery from religious narrative texts and the words of prominent spiritual figures.
The utilization of such imagery has both strengthened their rhetorical effectiveness and enhanced the

aesthetic quality of their literary works.

Among these influential sources, the collection of Imam Ali's speeches and writings in Nah;j al-
Balaghah has served as an unparalleled resource for Persian-speaking poets and orators since the
earliest periods of Persian poetry. This collection represents a distinctive and illuminating source of
wisdom that has guided countless individuals through the centuries. Over time, as sectarian prejudices
diminished, literary figures and mystics increasingly gained access to the sermons of Nahj al-

Balaghah, contemplating Imam Ali's words and adopting elements of his rhetorical style and imagery.

Indeed, following the advent of Islam in Iran, few morally-oriented poets can be found whose works
do not bear the imprint of Nahj al-Balaghah's imagery and expressions. This influence is particularly
evident in the works of Farid al-Din Attar Nishaburi (540-618 AH), a prominent Sufi poet and
theoretician of Persian mystical literature. Despite the common assumption by many scholars that
Attar adhered to Sunni doctrines, this research demonstrates his direct conceptual borrowing from

Alawite imagery, particularly regarding the condemnation of worldly attachments.

This study employs a descriptive methodology with content analysis to examine the intellectual
similarities between Imam Ali's and Attar's perspectives on worldly condemnation. By analyzing
Attar's works alongside Nahj al-Balaghah, we identify parallel motifs, similar metaphors, and
conceptual frameworks that reveal Attar's significant indebtedness to Imam Ali's worldview, despite
the political, historical, and social barriers that characterized the scholarly-literary atmosphere of

Islamic society.
2. Research Findings

This study identifies numerous parallel images and metaphors regarding worldly condemnation in both
Nahj al-Balaghah and Attar's works. These shared motifs demonstrate Attar's profound influence by
Imam Ali's perspective, manifested across several thematic categories:

2.1. The Instrumental View of the World

Both Imam Ali and Attar present an instrumental view of the world (im3j-e abzar angarane), wherein
worldly existence serves as a vehicle for spiritual transcendence and soul development. While
condemning excessive worldly attachment, both figures acknowledge the world's potential utility as a

means toward higher spiritual goals.
2.2. Shared Imagery of Worldly Condemnation

Several common metaphorical frameworks emerge in both Nahj al-Balaghah and Attar's writings:
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Impermanence of the World (imaj-e napaydari): Both describe the world as a transient passage rather

than a place of rest, using similar terminology such as "dar-e majaz" (house of passage) versus "dar-e

qarar" (house of permanence).

World as a Place of Suffering (ranj-amizi): Both characterize the world as a house of
annihilation and suffering ("dar-e fana wa 'ana"), emphasizing its inevitable connection to
pain.

World as Satan's Domain: Both depict the world as Satan's marketplace or property, warning
against the dangers of being trapped in its deceptions.

Sorrowful Nature of Worldly Pleasures: Both emphasize that every worldly pleasure is
invariably followed by sorrow, with no joy free from subsequent grief.

World as Harmful (ziyan-resani): Both describe the world using a concise tripartite
characterization: it deceives, harms, and swiftly passes ("taghurru wa tadurru wa tamurru").

World as Shadow (sayeh-angarane): Both compare the world to a shadow that contracts
even as it appears to extend, emphasizing its illusory nature.

World as a Temporary Banquet (ziyafat-pendarane): Both liken worldly life to a temporary
feast where guests should not become attached to the host's possessions.

World as a Seductress (‘ashveh-garane): Both depict the world as a deceptive, seductive
woman who entraps the unwary with her charms.

World as a Poisonous Snake: Both compare the world to a snake with a soft, beautiful
exterior but deadly venom within.

World as a Carcass (jifeh-pendari): Both characterize the world as a carcass around which
only dogs gather, with worldly people likened to scavenging animals.

World as a Garbage Dump (mazbaleh-pendarane): Both compare the world to a refuse heap
that only the basest creatures frequent.

World as Animal Fodder (charpa va marta' angari): Both liken excessive worldly indulgence to
animal grazing, with humans reduced to beasts concerned only with consumption.

World as a Choking Morsel (lugmeh-ye galu-gir): Both describe worldly possessions as a
choking morsel that brings harm rather than nourishment.

World as a Losing Trade (tijarat-e ziyan-bar): Both characterize worldly pursuits as a
disadvantageous transaction where one trades eternal life for temporary gain.

World as a Withered Leaf (barg-e khoshkideh angari): Both diminish the world's value by
comparing it to withered vegetation of negligible worth.
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World as Malicious (tabahkarane): Both attribute active malevolence to the world, describing
it as deliberately nurturing humans only to destroy them.

e World as a Caravanserai (karvansara engarane): Both compare life to a brief stay at an inn,
where travelers should be ready to depart at any moment.

e World as a Mirage (sarab pendari): Both describe the world as a deceptive mirage that
promises but never delivers satisfaction.

e 2.3. Reasons for Condemning Worldly People

Both Imam Ali and Attar identify similar reasons for condemning those excessively attached to

worldly concerns:

e Blindness and Lack of Insight: Both characterize worldly individuals as spiritually blind, unable
to see beyond material existence.

e Wastefulness and Excess: Both criticize extravagant consumption and the pendulum
between indulgence and regret.

e Acquisitiveness: Both warn against insatiable desire for worldly possessions.

e Failure to Learn from the Past: Both emphasize the importance of drawing lessons from the
fate of previous generations.

e Disregard for Sufficiency (balagh): Both promote the concept of taking only what is needed
from the world rather than excessive accumulation.

3. Conclusion

This comparative analysis reveals striking similarities between the imagery used by Imam Ali in Nahj
al-Balaghah and Attar Nishaburi in his poetic works to condemn worldly attachments. Despite the
historical, political, and sectarian barriers that characterized Islamic scholarly circles, Attar's works

demonstrate clear conceptual borrowing from Alawite imagery regarding worldly condemnation.

The textual evidence suggests that Attar's negative imagery of the world closely parallels that found in
Nahj al-Balaghah, with similar metaphorical frameworks and conceptual approaches. Both figures
employ vivid, often harsh imagery to discourage excessive worldly attachment while simultaneously

acknowledging the world's potential utility when approached with proper spiritual insight.

Importantly, neither Imam Ali nor Attar advocates complete withdrawal from worldly affairs
(rahbaniyyat). Instead, their condemnation of worldly attachment serves as a strategic approach to
counteract the detrimental effects of worldliness while encouraging purposeful engagement with
material existence as a means toward spiritual development. This shared perspective reflects not only
Attar's indebtedness to Alawite thought but also the common religious and ethical concerns that

transcended sectarian boundaries in the Islamic intellectual tradition.
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