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Abstract

An Analysis of the Themes of Expectation in Contemporary
Afghan Poetry

Meysam Hanifi,' Moslem Nadali-Zadeh,” Roghayeh Panahi’
Extended Abstract

Introduction and Objectives

Expectation for the advent of Imam al-Mahdi, the Twelfth Imam in Twelver Shi‘ism, is
acentral conceptinMahdistthoughtandarecurringthemein Persianreligious literature.
Within this tradition, expectation signifies not merely longing for the appearance of a
messianic figure but also hope for the establishment of universal justice, the restoration
of religious integrity, and the transformation of human and social conditions. In
contemporary Afghan poetry, this concept has acquired distinctive dimensions shaped
by religious convictions and the historical and social circumstances of Afghan society.
Experiences of oppression, conflict, poverty, and social inequality have provided an
important context in which poets articulate their understanding of the awaited Imam
and the anticipated transformation of the world. Despite the prominence of Mahdist
poetry in Afghanistan’s contemporary religious literature, its thematic structure has
received limited systematic scholarly attention. The present study addresses this gap
by examining the principal themes of expectation in the poetry of five contemporary
Afghan poets: Seyyed Esma‘il Balkhi, Mowahhed Balkhi, Zakaria Rahel, Qanbar Ali
Tabesh, and Mohammad Kazem Kazemi. Its central research question concerns the
thematic foundations of expectation in contemporary Afghan poetry and the ways in
which individual poets interpret this concept.

Research Methodolo gy and Theoretical Framework

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach and relies on library-based
research. Its corpus consists of Mahdist poems by the five selected poets. Drawing
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on concepts and themes identified in Shi‘i Mahdist sources, the researchers
classified the poems according to recurring motifs and examined their distribution
within each poet’s work. The analysis considers the frequency of individual themes
alongside their literary and conceptual significance, using these patterns to identify
the distinctive configurations of expectation in the selected corpus. The thematic
framework encompasses the motivations underlying expectation, the difficulties
associated with the period of occultation, and the constructive or detrimental
responses of believers during this period. Major themes include separation from
the Imam, anticipation of his advent, the reform of the world, the articulation of
his virtues, religious and human suffering, faith in his appearance, perseverance,
and struggle against injustice. The comparative approach makes it possible to
distinguish shared elements of Mahdist thought from the different emotional,
religious, humanistic, social, and activist orientations expressed by the poets.

Findings and Discussion

The analysis reveals that expectation in contemporary Afghan poetry is a
multidimensional concept whose principal themes appear with varying degrees of
prominence across the selected works. Although all five poets share a fundamental
belief'in the advent of Imam al-Mahdi, they differ in the aspects of expectation they
emphasize and in the relationship they establish between religious conviction and
contemporary experience.

In the poetry of Seyyed Esma‘il Balkhi, expectation is predominantly emotional
and inward-looking. Separation from the Imam is the most frequent theme,
appearing sixteen times in the corpus examined, followed by the articulation of
the Imam’s virtues, which occurs twelve times, and concern about the erosion of
religious integrity, represented in ten instances. Longing for the Imam’s presence
and expressions of devotion further reinforce this emotional orientation. For Balkhi,
occultation is experienced primarily as a painful absence that intensifies spiritual
attachment and generates concern about the condition of religion. His poetry also
addresses injustice, the scarcity of faithful believers, and the corruption of religious
practice. Nevertheless, these social and religious

concerns generally remain secondary to the personal and devotional experience of
separation. His conception of expectation thus emerges from the interaction between
spiritual longing, religious anxiety, and hope for restoration.

Mowahhed Balkhi, by contrast, presents expectation primarily as a religious and reform-
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oriented aspiration. The reform of the world is his most prominent theme, appearing
in seventeen instances, followed by the articulation of the Imam’s virtues in ten and
historical remembrance in eight. His poetry envisions the advent of Imam al-Mahdi as
a transformative event capable of overcoming injustice, restoring religious integrity,
and correcting historical wrongs inflicted upon the Prophet’s family. The deterioration
of religion constitutes a significant problem within this vision, while references to the
past connect contemporary expectation with the historical suffering of the Ahl al-Bayt.
Although emotional devotion remains present, the principal emphasis falls on religious
renewal and the restoration of a just and morally ordered world.

In Zakaria Rahel’s poetry, expectation assumes a distinctly humanistic and, in part,
cosmic dimension. Separation from the Imam appears in thirty poetic lines, while
the reform of the world occurs in twenty-nine and universal expectation in twenty-
three. Human suffering is another prominent concern, represented in eighteen lines,
followed by longing for the advent and belief in its realization. Rahel portrays the
Imam’s absence as a condition that disrupts not only human relationships but also
the symbolic order of nature. Images of barren landscapes, grieving trees, desolate
waters, and disordered natural processes express the pervasive consequences of
this absence. The Imam’s return consequently signifies the restoration of harmony
and the alleviation of human suffering. Unlike a primarily personal interpretation
of separation, Rahel’s poetry presents it as a fundamental disturbance affecting
humanity and its surrounding world.

Qanbar Ali Tabesh places social reform at the center ofhis conception of expectation.
The reform of the world is his most frequent theme, appearing in twenty-four
instances, followed by social hardships in fifteen and beliefin the advent in fourteen.
Longing for the Imam’s arrival is also prominent. Tabesh connects the anticipated
Mabhdist order with the elimination of poverty, inequality, violence, and other
forms of social deprivation. His poetic vision of the future is therefore not confined
to an abstract ideal of justice; it is grounded in concrete aspirations for improved
living conditions and a more humane social order. Faith in the advent and longing
for its realization sustain hope amid present hardships. Expectation in his poetry
consequently assumes a social and reformist orientation, linking eschatological
hope with the transformation of contemporary society.

Mohammad Kazem Kazemi offers the most explicitly activist and confrontational
interpretation among the five poets. His most prominent theme is the inability of
people to persevere in the path of expectation, appearing in nineteen instances,
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followed by struggle in thirteen and the difficulties of expectation in nine. His
poetry criticizes the passivity and lack of commitment of those who profess to await
the Imam while failing to act against injustice. Expectation is presented not simply
as prayer, emotional attachment, or confidence in a future transformation, but as
an active commitment requiring perseverance and confrontation with falsehood.
Kazemi also emphasizes attempts to obstruct the advent and the responsibility of
believers to overcome the obstacles that delay the realization of justice. His approach
thus foregrounds agency, collective responsibility, and practical engagement with
the conditions of the present.

Conclusion

The comparative findings demonstrate that expectation in contemporary Afghan
poetry cannot be reduced to a single emotional or theological formulation. Rather,
it encompasses a spectrum extending from personal longing and devotional attach

ment to religious reform, humanistic concern, social transformation, and active
struggle. Balkhi emphasizes separation and spiritual devotion; Mowahhed Balkhi
foregrounds religious renewal and the restoration of justice; Rahel interprets the
Imam’s absence through the suffering of humanity and the disruption of the natural
world; Tabesh connects expectation with the resolution of concrete social problems;
and Kazemi stresses perseverance, resistance, and active commitment.

Despite these differences, the poets share a foundational belief in the advent of
Imam al-Mahdi and the establishment of a more just world. Their distinctive
interpretations reflect the ways in which this common religious framework
interacts with individual sensibilities and historical and social experiences.
The study concludes that expectation in contemporary Afghan poetry functions
simultaneously as an emotional and spiritual state and as an ethical orientation
toward the present. It encompasses longing for the awaited Imam, hope for the
reform of religion and society, and, in its more activist expressions, a demand for
human responsibility and engagement. The defining feature of this poetic tradition
is therefore the connection it establishes between awaiting the advent and aspiring
to transform existing conditions. In this way, contemporary Afghan Mahdist poetry
preserves its theological foundations while extending the meaning of expectation
into humanistic, social, and activist domains.

Keywords: Expectation; Mahdism; Afghanistan; Imam al-Mahdi; Mahdist poetry;
religious poetry.
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