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A Cognitive Analysis of the Metaphors of “Self” in Majma“ al-Bahrayn by Abrquhi
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Abstract

Following the developments of cognitive sciences in the second half of the 20th century, Lakoff, the linguist, and Johnson, the American
philosopher, by proposing the contemporary theory of metaphor, demonstrated that the human perceptual system is essentially
metaphorical (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). They argued that metaphor is a cognitive tool beyond a literary device and that the human mind
and thought construct metaphors to better recognize and understand abstract concepts. Lakoff and Johnson classified conceptual metaphors
into three categories: ontological, orientational, and structural. Since mystical concepts are intangible, the mystic tends to employ metaphor
to express his revelations and spiritual experiences. The self, as a human reality, is among the significant topics in the works of mystics.
Majma“ al-Bahrayn is a mystical prose text authored by Shams al-Din Ibrahim Abrquht between 1311-1314 AD. This research, using a
descriptive—analytical method, extracted and examined the conceptual metaphors of the self in Abrquhi’s Majma‘ al-Bahrayn based on
Lakoff and Johnson’s theory. The study found that the conceptual metaphors of'the self in Majma“ al-Bahrayn are of two types: ontological
and orientational. The findings indicate that most metaphors are ontological, among which the metaphor of the self as a “human” occurs
with the highest frequency. Within anthropomorphic metaphors, the self as a “woman” draws particular attention. In Majma“ al-Bahrayn,
the self displays different and contradictory cognitive functions such as strength, purity, rebelliousness, and more.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study of mystical literature in Persian,

particularly works from the 7th and 8th
centuries AH, reveals the centrality of
metaphor as a cognitive and communicative
tool through which ineffable experiences of the
divine are conveyed. Mystical experiences are
often described as inexpressible, beyond the
capacity of ordinary language, and therefore
require symbolic, metaphorical, and allegorical

frameworks for expression. As noted in
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comparative  mystical traditions, unitary

awareness is said to transcend verbal
articulation, with figures such as Plotinus
emphasizing that mystical vision closes the
path to speech, and Eckhart highlighting the
silence imposed upon prophets when
confronted with divine illumination (1). Within
the Islamic mystical tradition, AbrquhTs
Majma“ al-Bahrayn stands as an important yet
understudied text where metaphor, particularly

conceptual metaphor, is employed to articulate
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the nature of the self (nafs). The self emerges
in this treatise as both a battleground of
conflicting forces and as a reflective medium
through which divine truths are disclosed. By
applying the cognitive theory of metaphor to
Abrquhrs text, the study demonstrates that the
nafs is represented through a wide array of
ontological and orientational metaphors,
providing profound insight into the author’s
mystical worldview.

Abrquht himself was a figure shaped by the
upheavals of the 7th century AH, a time of
Mongol invasions and the expansion of
Sufism. His life trajectory included service as a
muhtasib and later withdrawal into the mystical
path, a shift catalyzed by a transformative
journey to Shushtar where he underwent a
form of spiritual rebirth (2). His account of
retreat in the khangah of Shaykh Sadr al-Din
al-LarT and subsequent visionary experiences
situates his text firmly within the Sufi tradition
of experiential spirituality. Ibn Battuta’s travel
account of the region around the same period
corroborates the flourishing of khangahs in
Shushtar, highlighting the presence of
hundreds of such institutions (3). The
intellectual context of Abrquhrs work also
reflects his indebtedness to major mystical and
philosophical sources such as lbn Khaff,
Ghazali, Avicenna, and Qunaw1. In naming his
work Majma“ al-Bahrayn (“The Confluence of
the Two Seas”), he explicitly identified its
purpose as uniting rational and transmitted
knowledge while awakening the self from

heedlessness (2). This dual orientation—

toward philosophy and toward revelation—
sets the stage for his elaborate metaphorical
portrayals of the self as simultaneously worldly
and divine, rebellious and obedient, polluted
and pure.

The conceptualization of the self in AbrquhT's
treatise is deeply rooted in Islamic theological
and mystical discourse, where the nafs is a
multilayered reality. The Qur’an itself employs
the term in diverse senses, ranging from
biological life to moral conscience. Sufi
thinkers further differentiated types of selves
such as the nafs ammara (commanding self),
nafs lawwama (self-reproaching self), and nafs
mutma’inna (tranquil self). Figures such as
Qutb al-Din Shirazi defined the self as an
immaterial substance with a directive relation
to the body (4), while Khwaja ‘Abdullah Ansart
described gradations of the self’s lament,
passion, and ecstasy (5). Other thinkers such
as Suhrawardl characterized the self as the
locus of evil inclinations from which even
prophets sought refuge (6). By contrast,
Kashant depicted the self as a subtle essence
mediating between body and soul, likening it to
a blessed olive tree that transcends binaries of
East and West (7). Later perspectives, such as
that of ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani, emphasized
the companionship of reason with the self in
the seeker’s journey (8). Collectively, these
perspectives underscore the polyvalent nature
of the nafs in Islamic thought, a multiplicity that
Abrquhi captures through a vast network of

metaphors in Majma“ al-Bahrayn.
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Abrquht draws extensively upon
anthropomorphic metaphors, especially those
which personify the self as rulers, soldiers,
shepherds, sinners, or women.
Conceptualizing the nafs as king, commander,
or army general underscores its authority and
power over the faculties of nature, but also
signals the constant battle waged between the
soul's higher and lower inclinations (15).
Similarly, in some metaphors the self is the
shepherd guiding its flock, while in others it
appears as a rebellious sinner, highlighting its
duplicity. Particularly  striking is the
feminization of the nafs: it is portrayed as
mother, Eve, queen, Mary, and Bilgs,
revealing a strong symbolic link between the
self and female archetypes (2, 18). These
metaphors simultaneously affirm  the
generative, nurturing dimension of the self and
its susceptibility to deception, worldliness, and
idolatry. Moreover, mystical portrayals such as
the nafs as Mary emphasize purity and
devotion, while as Bilgis it embodies political
authority and attachment to solar worship.
Such gendered metaphors underscore the
tension between sanctification and corruption
inherent in the mystical psychology of the self.
Equally prominent in the text are metaphors
that map the self onto natural and
cosmological domains. The self is likened to
the moon, Saturn’s sphere, and the wind,
thereby embedding human psychology within
a broader cosmic structure (2). Orientational
metaphors mark the self’s trajectory either

upward—toward wisdom, sainthood, and

prophethood—or downward—toward
materiality and corruption. In one instance,
Abrquhi depicts the self’'s ascent through the
ranks of philosophers, saints, and prophets
until it becomes the “sacred self” (nafs qudsi),
echoing other mystical frameworks that
distinguished between prophecy and
apostleship (20). Conversely, metaphors of
descent position the nafs among worldly rulers
and kings, highlighting its immersion in power
and material attachment. These spatial
metaphors resonate with the broader cognitive
linguistic view that orientational schemas
structure human thought (11, 12). By grounding
spiritual progress and regression in familiar
spatial movements, Abrquhrs metaphors
transform  abstract mystical stages into
embodied experiences that guide the seeker’s
path.

The text also introduces metaphors of the self
as mirror, tablet, jewel, and disease, further
demonstrating the breadth of conceptual
mappings. The mirror metaphor suggests that
a purified self reflects divine truths when
polished by adherence to reason and law (2).
The jewel metaphor conveys the inherent
preciousness of the self, though one easily
tarnished by sin and error. The metaphor of the
tablet highlights the self’s receptivity to divine
inscription, paralleling its cosmological role as
analogous to the celestial throne and footstool.
By contrast, the disease metaphor exposes
the obstructive dimension of the nafs, capable
of blinding the seeker's inner vision. Other

metaphors situate the self within the domain of
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animals—such as the nafs ammara as a dog,
symbolizing disobedience and lust—
resonating with a long Sufi tradition of animal
metaphors (7). Still others cast the self as
Satan, embodying rebellion and deception,
echoing Qur’anic imagery and exegetical
traditions (2, 19). Taken together, these
metaphors reveal the multidimensionality of
the nafs: a site of reflection, corruption,
command, obedience, and transformation.

In conclusion, the extended analysis of
metaphors of the self in Majma“ al-Bahrayn
shows how Abrquhi harnessed the cognitive
power of metaphor to articulate complex
mystical ideas. By portraying the nafs through
objects, natural phenomena, animals, rulers,
and women, he transformed abstract
psychological and spiritual concepts into
tangible forms accessible to the seeker. The
prevalence of ontological metaphors, coupled
with orientational schemas of ascent and
descent, demonstrates the centrality of
metaphor to the structure of mystical thought.
The contradictory depictions of the self—as
rebellious and pure, worldly and divine, corrupt
and sanctified—mirror the paradoxical role of
the nafs in the Sufi path. Ultimately, AbrquhT's
metaphoric imagination situates the self as
both obstacle and vehicle of spiritual
realization, underscoring its pivotal role in the

human quest for proximity to God.
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