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Abstract

The book Ma ‘arif by Baha’ al-Walad, as a prominent mystical work, possesses distinctive structural and content-related features that set
it apart from other similar texts due to its specific literary genre. This work, employing the language and rhetorical style of religious
preachers, expounds upon intellectual, theological, and mystical doctrines, and in doing so, maintains a profound connection with Qur'anic
teachings and the Islamic law of Muhammad. In the critical discourse analysis of this work using Norman Fairclough’s approach—at the
three levels of analysis (description, interpretation, and explanation)—various layers of language and power in the text can be examined.
The main objective of this research is to conduct a critical discourse analysis of Ma ‘arif by Baha’ al-Walad through the lens of Norman
Fairclough's framework. The research method employed in this study is descriptive—analytical. The results of the analysis indicated that
the critical discourse analysis of Ma ‘arif using Fairclough's model demonstrates that this mystical text not only conveys religious and
mystical teachings but also interacts with the sociocultural and ideological contexts of its time. Baha™ al-Walad, by employing a distinctive
language and a discourse rooted in spiritual and divine authority, forges a deep connection between mysticism and Islamic law. At the
descriptive level, the use of religious and mystical vocabulary and terminology, emphasis on the definitiveness of verb forms, and the
influence of Ash‘arite theology in his expression are evident. At the interpretive level, the relationship between the text and the historical-
cultural context of the period is analyzed, reflecting the intellectual and social perspectives of the era. Finally, at the explanatory level,
Baha’ al-Walad’s discourse is introduced as a social practice shaped by spiritual and ideological power, emphasizing individual spirituality
and the Islamic identity of the community.

Keywords: Mystical texts, Baha’ al-Walad, Ma ‘arif, critical discourse analysis, Norman Fairclough.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The mystical text Ma ‘arif by Baha' al-Walad,
father of Jalal al-Din Rami, holds a unique
position in Persian Sufi literature, not only for
its deep spiritual reflections but also for its rich
linguistic texture and social embeddedness.
The present study employs Norman
Fairclough's critical discourse analysis (CDA)
framework to deconstruct the text at three
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analytical levels: description, interpretation,
and explanation. As a foundational mystical
text, Ma ‘arif reflects a fusion of Islamic law and
Sufi spirituality, interlaced with a style
characteristic of didactic oral preaching.
Drawing upon religious and mystical
terminology as well as colloquial expressions

influenced by the dialect of Vakhsh, Baha' al-
Walad’s discourse reveals a nuanced
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deployment of language designed to make
complex theological and mystical concepts
accessible to a lay audience. The descriptive
analysis focuses on linguistic features such as
lexical selection, sentence structure, modality,
and marked vocabulary. Of particular interest
is the way Baha' al-Walad uses words like
"madh,” "Allah,” and "taste" (mazzeh) not
merely as lexical items but as bearers of deep
spiritual significance. For instance, the term
mazzeh denotes not only sensory perception
but also metaphysical delight derived from
divine union (10). Furthermore, the prevalent
use of short, paratactic sentences and
conjunctions (e.g., wa) imparts a rhythmic,
emotionally charged tone that resonates with
the oral sermonic tradition. This stylistic choice
mirrors his identity as a preacher aiming to
sustain audience engagement. These textual
properties, interpreted through Fairclough’s
descriptive lens, underscore the
embeddedness of language in cultural
practices and personal spiritual experiences.

The interpretive level of analysis examines the
interplay  between the text and its
sociocultural-historical ~ context,  situating
Ma ‘arif within the broader landscape of Islamic
mysticism and medieval Islamic society. The
linguistic form is not autonomous; rather, it
reflects the dominant theological and social
ideologies of its time, particularly Ash‘arite
theology. The high frequency of declarative
and assertive verb forms (ikhbari mode)
emphasizes  determinism and  divine

omnipotence, both hallmarks of Ash‘arism.

This is evident in numerous passages that
convey theological certainties through modal
absolutes, effectively reducing ambiguity and
reinforcing doctrinal authority (11, 17).
Additionally, Baha" al-Walad’s insistence on
the compatibility of mysticism with Islamic
jurisprudence reflects a strategic ideological
alignment. His discourse suggests that
genuine mystical insight can only emerge
within the framework of prophetic tradition and
Sharia. The textual universe of Ma arif is
populated with metaphysical figures and divine
epiphanies, but all these experiences are
consistently grounded in Quranic principles
and Sunni orthodoxy. Thus, Baha' al-Walad
constructs a Sufi subjectivity that is both
individualistic and communally situated—an
embodiment of divine love, but also a
custodian of communal norms. This
interrelation of text and context supports
Fairclough’s notion of discourse as both
socially shaped and socially shaping (8).

At the explanatory level, Ma‘arif is read as a
social practice embedded in and contributing
to broader ideological formations. Baha al-
Walad’s discourse does not merely transmit
mystical teachings; it enacts and performs
them within a framework of spiritual authority.
His use of marked vocabulary, performative
syntax, and modality not only reflects but also
constitutes power relations. By speaking with
theological certainty and presenting his
insights as revelations, he positions himself as
a conduit of divine wisdom. This form of

discursive authority—what Foucault might
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describe as a confluence of knowledge and
power (3)—functions both to guide adherents
and to delimit alternative spiritualities.
Fairclough's model allows us to interpret these
textual strategies not just as stylistic choices
but as mechanisms of ideological control,
embedded in the act of writing itself. Indeed,
Baha al-Walad’s text offers a counter-
narrative to contemporaneous discourses of
religious orthodoxy that were perhaps more
jurisprudential than experiential. In this sense,
the work exemplifies what Pennycook calls the
ideological function of discourse: its ability to
render some ideas "sayable" while excluding
others (4). His discourse sanctifies spiritual joy
and sensual religious experience—often
through metaphors of taste, beauty, and union
with the divine—thus articulating a model of
religiosity that is affective, embodied, and
distinctly Sufi.

A particularly salient feature of Baha' al-
Walad’s mystical discourse is its lexical and
syntactic style, which reinforces the ideological
and emotional functions of the text. His
extensive use of vernacular terms and regional
idioms, such as soklidan, farghardeh, and
kazhpayek, exemplifies a democratization of
spiritual knowledge (10). Rather than adopting
the elite, abstruse diction of courtly prose or
scholastic theology, he crafts a linguistic
register that is both accessible and affectively
potent. This strategy reflects a deliberate
alignment with ordinary believers rather than
scholarly elites. His idiomatic usage, layered

with metaphysical resonance, ensures that

abstract concepts become emotionally
intelligible. Moreover, the presence of
syntactic disruptions—such as non-standard
word order and elided subjects—highlights a
spontaneous, emotionally charged mode of
enunciation. These features not only signal the
oral origins of the text but also serve to
underscore its performative dimension. In
Faircloughian terms, such syntactic flexibility
reflects the speaker’s social position and
ideological investments. It also aligns with the
Sufi emphasis on experiential over discursive
knowledge, where spiritual states (hal) often
exceed the capacity of conventional language.
Thematically, Ma ‘arif celebrates divine beauty
(jamal) and joy (farab) as central to spiritual
life. Baha al-Walad constructs a mystical
epistemology grounded not in fear or
asceticism but in love, sensory delight, and
aesthetic awe. His frequent invocation of
divine names—particularly Rahman and
Rahim—emphasizes God’s merciful attributes
over His wrathful ones. For Baha’ al-Walad,
divine remembrance (dhikr) is not only a
cognitive act but a sensory-emotional
immersion that leads to ecstasy. In contrast to
theological discourses centered on command
and prohibition, Ma‘arif foregrounds the
affective dimension of religious practice. This
approach offers a theologically grounded but
emotionally expansive vision of spirituality.
Indeed, he argues that worldly happiness is
not antithetical to divine proximity; rather, it is
a foretaste of the beatific vision. In this sense,

Ma ‘arif challenges ascetic readings of Islamic
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piety and offers an alternative model where
divine love is pursued through aesthetic
experience and embodied joy. This
conceptualization is echoed in Mayer’s view
that Baha' al-Walad's mysticism is based on
loving intimacy with God and the spiritual
pleasure derived from it (19). His emphasis on
‘joy as theology” aligns with broader Sufi
traditions but is uniquely articulated through
personal metaphor and local idiom.

Ultimately, the study reveals Ma‘arif as a
discursive artifact that bridges individual
experience and collective ideology, private
ecstasy and public theology. Fairclough’s
tripartite  model—description, interpretation,
and  explanation—provides a  robust
framework for unpacking the layered
meanings in Baha al-Walad’s text. His
discourse, rooted in mystical affect and
anchored in Islamic orthodoxy, functions as
both a spiritual guidebook and a subtle critique
of prevailing religious hierarchies. The text’s
linguistic  features—marked  vocabulary,
paratactic syntax, assertive modality—are not
stylistic accidents but intentional devices
deployed to enact spiritual authority and foster
communal belonging. In this regard, Ma ‘arif
becomes not just a reflection of Baha' al-
Walad’s mystical states but also a
performative construction of a Sufi self that is
socially responsive, theologically orthodox,
and emotionally saturated. It is this
multidimensional character that makes the text

a compelling object of critical discourse

analysis, especially when read through

Fairclough’s integrative approach.
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