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Abstract

In Islamic mysticism, the apprehension of the truth of existence is attained neither through sensory perception nor through rational
argumentation, but rather through an inner, immediate, and unmediated experience known as the gnostic experience or mystical unveiling
(kashf wa shuhtid). This form of knowledge arises from the unveiling of the heart and the awakening of the inner self, elevating the
spiritual seeker beyond the level of outward appearances toward the realm of existential truth. Within this perspective, knowledge is
understood as existential and experiential; it represents a transformative event that reconfigures the individual’s relationship with the self,
the world, and the Divine, influencing all dimensions of human life. The attainment of such knowledge constitutes a gradual process
grounded in spiritual wayfaring (suliik). Along this path, the seeker traverses multiple stages referred to in mystical literature as states
(ahwal) and stations (magamat). States are transient and involuntary spiritual conditions that emerge through divine attraction, giving rise
to experiences such as fear, hope, longing, ecstasy, intimacy, or awe. Stations, by contrast, are more stable spiritual ranks achieved through
disciplined striving, ascetic practice, vigilance, and practical adherence to religious law. Purification of the self, continuous remembrance
(dhikr), retreat, and the restraint of egoistic desires are considered essential prerequisites of this spiritual journey. At the culmination of
this path, the mystical experience occurs—an event marked by profound transformation in ordinary structures of perception, leading the
mystic toward ecstasy, bewilderment, and at times a sense of annihilation (fana’) within Absolute Reality. In such moments, ordinary
language proves inadequate to articulate the experience, and impassioned utterances known as shathiyyat—symbolic or paradoxical
expressions conveyed through metaphor and allusion—may emerge. Following the subsiding of spiritual attraction, the mystic may enter
a period of silence and contemplation; if the experienced states become stabilized, the individual attains a lasting spiritual station
characterized by tranquility, equilibrium, and a worldview imbued with love and compassion. Nevertheless, a fundamental question arises:
how are the mystic’s conditions and states described in the stages preceding the experience, during its occurrence, and after its completion?
Furthermore, how are these states expressed and represented across different mystical texts? Are such experiences presented within a
unified conceptual framework, or does each work articulate them through distinct linguistic and interpretive approaches? The present
study addresses these questions through a comparative analysis of three major works of Persian Sufi prose: Tabaqat al-Siifiyya by Khwaja
‘Abdullah Ansari, Asrar al-Tawhid by Muhammad ibn Munawwar, and Sharh-e Shathiyyat by Ruzbihan Baqlt Shirazi. The findings
indicate that each text presents the mystic’s states through a distinct structural and linguistic framework—ranging from law-oriented
moderation to love-centered and ecstasy-driven modes of expression. This diversity reflects the plurality of mystical discourses in
interpreting the gnostic experience and demonstrates the varied stylistic and conceptual strategies through which Sufi prose articulates
mystical consciousness.

Keywords: states (ahwal), mystic, mystical experiences, signs of gnostic experience, unveiling and witnessing (kashf wa shuhiid), spiritual
wayfaring, Tabaqat al-Sitfiyya, Asrar al-Tawhid, Sharh-e Shathiyyat.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Mystical experience occupies a central

position within Islamic spirituality as a mode of
knowing that transcends sensory perception
and rational deduction, grounding knowledge
instead in immediate, existential awareness. In

classical Sufi thought, truth is not
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apprehended through discursive reasoning but
through an inner unveiling (kashf wa shuhtd)
that transforms the seeker's ontological
relation to existence. The mystic’'s knowledge
emerges from the purification of the heart and

the awakening of inward consciousness,

enabling direct encounter with divine reality.
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As emphasized in early Sufi manuals, the
experiential nature of mystical states cannot
be fully communicated through language,
because authentic understanding depends
upon lived realization rather than conceptual
explanation (1). Islamic mysticism thus
conceives knowledge as existential rather than
theoretical: a dynamic process that reshapes
perception, ethical orientation, and spiritual
identity. Within this framework, the mystical
journey unfolds gradually through spiritual
wayfaring (sulik), where disciplined practice
and divine attraction interact continuously. The
seeker advances through spiritual “states”
(ahwal), which arise involuntarily through
divine grace, and “stations” (magamat), which
are achieved through ascetic effort,
remembrance, vigilance, and adherence to
religious law. Mystical experience therefore
represents neither irrational ecstasy nor
subjective emotion alone but an integrated
transformation rooted in spiritual discipline and
theological legitimacy. Contemporary scholars
stress that authentic mystical experience must
remain compatible with revelation and rational
principles, thereby distinguishing Islamic
mysticism  from purely experiential or
antinomian interpretations (2, 3).
Consequently, the study of mystical states
requires attention not only to experiential
phenomena but also to epistemological
validation within Islamic tradition.

The article conceptualizes mystical experience
through a systematic typology of experiential

categories that clarify the relationship between

inner perception, religious awareness, and
spiritual realization. Human experience may
be sensory, aesthetic, ethical, inward,
religious, or mystical, yet mystical experience
represents the most comprehensive form
because it unites existential awareness with
transcendental encounter. Aesthetic
experience produces emotional admiration
without sacred commitment, while ethical
experience generates moral elevation without
necessarily conveying metaphysical
knowledge (4, 5). In contrast, religious
experience involves conscious awareness of a
transcendent  reality accompanied by

reverence, obligation, and spiritual

transformation  (6). Mystical experience
constitutes a specialized form of religious
experience characterized by immediacy,
sacred intimacy, and transformative
knowledge culminating in annihilation (fana’)
and subsistence (baqga’) in divine presence
(7). Classical Sufi discourse further
distinguishes  mystical experience from
prophetic revelation: revelation possesses
absolute authority and infallibility, whereas
mystical experience remains personal,
interpretive, and potentially influenced by
psychological conditions (8). This distinction
safeguards theological coherence while
preserving the legitimacy of mystical insight.
By situating mystical experience within a
hierarchy of experiential forms, the study
demonstrates that the Sufi path integrates

emotional, ethical, and metaphysical
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dimensions into a unified structure of spiritual
cognition.

A central analytical contribution of the study
lies in its tripartite model of mystical
experience, examining the mystic’s states
before, during, and after the occurrence of the
gnostic event. Prior to the experience, the
seeker undergoes a preparatory phase
marked by ascetic discipline, ethical
purification, withdrawal ~ from  worldly
attachments, and intensified longing for divine
knowledge. Spiritual practices such as
remembrance, solitude, self-restraint, and
devotional concentration cultivate receptivity
to divine attraction. Classical Sufi literature
portrays this phase through concepts such as

quest (talab), love (‘ishq), gnosis (ma‘rifa),

detachment  (istighna’), unity (tawhid),
bewilderment (hayra), and ultimately
annihilation.  These  stages represent

progressive refinement of consciousness
whereby ordinary cognition gradually yields to
intuitive awareness. During the mystical event
itself, ordinary perceptual structures collapse,
producing states of ecstasy, bewilderment,
loss of selfhood, and intense spiritual
absorption. Language becomes inadequate,
and symbolic or paradoxical utterances known
as shathiyyat emerge as attempts to express
ineffable experience. Comparative analysis
reveals that different Sufi texts portray this
moment with varying emphases: some
highlight disciplined sobriety aligned with
religious law, others emphasize love-centered

emotional immersion, while still others depict

overwhelming ecstatic attraction. These
differences indicate that mystical experience is
mediated by linguistic tradition, intellectual
environment, and spiritual worldview rather
than representing a uniform psychological
phenomenon.

The study proceeds through a comparative
examination of three major Persian Sufi prose
works—Tabagat al-Sufiyya by  Khwaja
‘Abdullah  Ansart, Asrar al-Tawhid by
Muhammad ibn Munawwar, and Sharh-e
Shathiyyat by Rdzbihan Bagqlt Shirazi—each
representing a distinctive discourse of mystical
consciousness. In Tabaqat al-Sdfiyya, Ansart
presents mystical states within a framework
grounded firmly in religious law and spiritual
moderation. His approach privileges humility,
ethical discipline, and obedience to Qur’an
and Sunnah as the foundation of authentic
mystical realization, rejecting excessive
reliance on speculative theology and
emphasizing experiential knowledge rooted in
revelation (9). Mystical insight manifests as
inward certainty, self-negation, detachment
from worldly status, and transformative
influence upon others. By contrast, Asrar al-
Tawhid centers mystical experience upon
love, neediness  before  God, and
compassionate engagement with humanity.
Abl Sa‘ld Abd’l-Khayr portrays the spiritual
path as simplicity of living and unity of
perception, where service to others becomes
the most direct path to divine proximity.
Mystical realization appears not as withdrawal

from society but as loving presence within it.
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Sharh-e Shathiyyat represents yet another
interpretive  model, focusing on ecstatic
expressions and symbolic language. Razbihan
Baqli interprets paradoxical utterances as
manifestations of intense divine attraction
rather than doctrinal deviation, emphasizing
inward interpretation over literal judgment.
Together, these texts demonstrate how
differing spiritual temperaments—Ilegal
sobriety, love-centered devotion, and ecstatic
attraction—shape both the experience and
narration of mystical states.

The post-experiential phase constitutes the
final analytical dimension explored in the
study. Following the subsiding of ecstatic
attraction, the mystic enters a period of
stabilization in which temporary states either
fade or crystallize into enduring stations. When
integration occurs successfully, profound
psychological and ethical transformation
becomes visible. The mystic attains tranquility,
contentment with divine decree, detachment
from worldly ambitions, compassion toward
creation, and balanced spiritual awareness.
Comparative textual analysis indicates that
this stage receives varied emphasis across
Sufi writings: some authors stress ethical
discipline and renewed adherence to religious
norms, others highlight universal love and
expanded consciousness, while ecstatic
traditions continue to emphasize ongoing
attraction and symbolic expression. These
divergences reveal that mystical experience
cannot be understood solely as a momentary

event; rather, it is a developmental process

extending into ethical character formation and
social behavior. The mystic’s transformation
reshapes interpersonal relationships and
worldview, illustrating how inward realization
produces outward moral consequences.
Cultural context, historical environment, and
literary style significantly influence how
authors  describe  this  transformation,
demonstrating that mystical discourse reflects
both universal spiritual structures and
localized interpretive traditions.

In conclusion, the comparative investigation
shows that mystical experience in Islamic
Sufism  constitutes a  multidimensional
phenomenon encompassing preparation,
ecstatic realization, and post-experiential
integration. Although the essential structure of
the experience remains consistent across
texts, its expression varies according to
theological orientation, literary strategy, and
spiritual emphasis. The diversity observed
among the analyzed works does not indicate
contradiction but rather illustrates the richness
of the Sufi intellectual tradition and the plurality
of approaches through which mystical
consciousness has been articulated. Mystical
experience emerges as a transformative
process that reshapes perception, identity,
ethics, and social engagement, revealing the
enduring capacity of classical Sufi prose to
convey profound insights into human spiritual
development and the quest for existential

meaning.
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