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Abstract

The present study aims to provide a precise analysis of narrative structure and temporal dimensions in the Masnavi-ye
Ma‘navi. The research examines key concepts separately, including story time, narrative time, and the order of events.
Through this approach, the study seeks to clarify the representation of time in Rumi’s text and its influence on the semantic,
literary, and mystical structure of the Masnavi. The research adopts a descriptive—analytical method, and data were collected
through close reading of the Masnavi-ye Ma‘navi, analysis of narrative structures, and examination of relevant scholarly
sources. The analytical framework includes the investigation of temporal components, analysis of narrative structure,
identification of multilayered narrative techniques, and stylistic evaluation of narration in order to reveal the relationships
among temporality, event sequencing, narrative presentation, and reader experience. The findings indicate that time in the
Masnavi-ye Ma‘navi is not experienced merely in a linear and sequential manner; rather, Rumi constructs a multilayered
and nonlinear temporal structure through techniques such as flashback, foreshadowing, embedded narratives, temporal
overlap of events, and narrative suspension. These techniques enable the representation of mystical experiences,
philosophical reflections, and multiple layers of meaning, transforming the reader’s engagement with the text from a purely
chronological experience into a trans-temporal, mental, and symbolic one. By shifting narrative perspective and employing
temporal displacements, Rumi establishes a complex relationship among time, space, characters, and spiritual themes. This
characteristic distinguishes the Masnavi from purely linear narratives and facilitates the emergence of multiple semantic
layers as well as philosophical and mystical contemplation. The present study can contribute significantly to the development
of narratological studies and narrative analysis of classical Persian texts, particularly within the field of mystical and spiritual
literature.

Keywords: narratology, Masnavi-ye Ma ‘navi; story time, narrative structure; Rumi.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Masnavi-ye Ma'navi of Jalal al-Din
Muhammad Rumi represents one of the most
sophisticated narrative constructions in
classical Persian literature, distinguished not

only by its mystical content but also by the
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complex organization of narrative temporality.
The present study investigates the structure of
Masnavi narratives through the analytical lens

of narratology, focusing specifically on the role

of time as a formative structural principle.
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Classical Persian narrative traditions typically
privilege sequential storytelling, yet the
Masnavi  transcends linear  narrative
conventions by constructing a dynamic
relationship between story time, discourse
time, and readerly experience. Narratology
provides the theoretical framework necessary
for examining these temporal dimensions,
particularly through distinctions between
chronological events and narrative
presentation. In simultaneous narration, the
narrator remains bound to the unfolding of
events and cannot omit experiential moments;
however, retrospective narration grants the
narrator telescopic authority to reorganize
events according to structural coherence
rather than chronology (1). The Masnavi
exemplifies this retrospective flexibility, as
Rumi continuously rearranges narrative order
to serve ethical, mystical, and pedagogical
purposes. Narrative temporality thus becomes
an interpretive mechanism rather than a
chronological container. The study argues that
Rumi’s manipulation of temporal structures
transforms storytelling into an experiential
mode of spiritual cognition in which narration
itself becomes an epistemological act.

The theoretical discussion begins with a
clarification of narrative time categories,
including grammatical time, experiential or
perceptual time, and narrative time proper.
Grammatical tense functions as an expressive
device shaping narrative atmosphere, whether
through past narration that conveys closure,

present narration that produces immediacy, or

rare anticipatory future narration suggesting
prophetic awareness (2). Beyond grammatical
structures lies perceptual or sensory time, an
inward temporal dimension measured not by
external chronology but by psychological
experience. Sensory time expands or
contracts according to memory, emotion, and
consciousness, producing nonlinear
experiential duration comparable to layered
reflections within mirrors or shifting memory
spaces (3). Such temporal multiplicity
distinguishes modern narrative forms from
traditional chronological storytelling, yet the
Masnavi uniquely integrates both systems.
Narrative organization therefore reflects a
reciprocal relationship between plot formation
and temporal selection, since each event
acquires meaning through its narrative
duration and placement (4). Through this
synthesis, Rumi constructs a hybrid temporal
system that simultaneously preserves
storytelling continuity and opens interpretive
space for metaphysical reflection. The
Masnavi  thereby  anticipates  modern
narratological insights centuries before their
theoretical articulation.

A central component of the study concerns
linear time and narrative disruption. Linear
time, understood as irreversible chronological
progression governed by measurable
succession, replaces symbolic qualitative
relations with quantitative ordering (2).
However, Rumi repeatedly destabilizes this
linearity through temporal dislocations such as

flashback, anticipation, embedded narration,
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and narrative interruption. Temporal disorder
often emerges when simultaneous events
must be narrated sequentially, forcing the
narrator to privilege narrative logic over
chronological simultaneity. Such temporal
rearrangement corresponds to narratological
concepts of order, duration, and frequency.
Future-oriented narration appears less
frequently than retrospective narration but
becomes particularly prominent in first-person
storytelling traditions (5). Narrative speed
likewise depends on the ratio between
narrated time and textual length, allowing long
historical processes to be condensed into brief
passages or momentary experiences to be
expanded extensively (6). The Masnavi
exploits these mechanisms extensively,
generating a multilayered temporal rhythm that
mirrors spiritual progression rather than
historical continuity. Rumi’s narrative system
thus transforms temporal manipulation into a
poetic strategy that guides readers from
external chronology toward contemplative
awareness.

The biographical and intellectual background
of Rumi further illuminates his narrative
temporality. Born in Balkh and shaped by
recollection, migration, spiritual mentorship,
and transformative encounters—most notably
with  Shams-e Tabrizi—Rumi’'s intellectual
development reflects a life structured by
discontinuity and renewal (8-11). These
experiential ruptures resonate within the
Masnavi’'s narrative organization, where

stories unfold through associative transitions

rather than systematic composition. The
Masnavi functions as a vast dramatic
continuum presenting the spiritual evolution of
the human soul across six books unified by
thematic progression rather than chronological
sequence. Its  pedagogical structure
resembles scriptural narrative traditions in
which storytelling serves as a vehicle for
ethical and metaphysical instruction. Scholars
emphasize that the Masnavi's enduring
authority derives from its integration of
philosophical reflection, mystical symbolism,
and narrative artistry (12). Composed through
oral dictation and collaborative transcription
with Husam al-Din Chalabi, the text preserves
spontaneity and immediacy within its narrative
form (13). Readers therefore encounter not a
pre-planned epic but an evolving narrative
consciousness shaped by associative thinking
and spiritual insight, confirming the interpretive
openness noted by later commentators (14).

The analytical core of the research examines
temporal techniques specific to Masnavi
storytelling. Rumi frequently centers narration
in the present moment, reflecting his
philosophical orientation toward “here and
now” awareness. Embedded  stories,
associative transitions, and sudden narrative
digressions create temporal suspension,
interrupting chronological flow and generating
reflective pauses. Meaning arises through
associative chains whereby one concept
evokes another, revealing conscious and
unconscious layers of poetic cognition (17).

Scene construction and scene cutting function
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as additional temporal devices, allowing rapid
shifts between narrative spaces while
preserving continuity of action (18). Narrative
compression eliminates peripheral events,
sustaining thematic focus and accelerating
spiritual progression. Temporal disorder is
therefore not structural weakness but
deliberate artistic strategy; the narrator
actively selects and reorganizes events,
producing  narrative  discontinuity  that
enhances interpretive engagement (19).
Scholars observe that despite extensive
commentary traditions, the deep structural
principles organizing the Masnavi remain
insufficiently  explored, suggesting the
presence of an overarching narrative design
connecting the six books through thematic
unity (15, 16). Through these techniques, Rumi
transforms narrative time into a dynamic
framework that integrates storytelling, ethical
instruction, and mystical contemplation.

The findings of the study demonstrate that
temporality constitutes the primary organizing
principle of Masnavi narration. Narrative time
operates simultaneously as a structural
mechanism, interpretive guide, and spiritual
metaphor. Rumi’s storytelling abandons strict
chronological linearity in favor of circular,
recursive, and multilayered temporal patterns
shaped by repetition, interruption,
condensation, and associative expansion.
Stories rarely function as autonomous
narratives; instead, they operate as
interconnected nodes within a broader

symbolic network that continuously redirects

the reader toward ethical and metaphysical
reflection. The narrator’'s dominant authority
allows temporal shifts to occur fluidly, enabling
transitions between past narration, present

ethical commentary, and symbolic

timelessness. Ultimately, Masnavi narration
produces a trans-temporal literary experience
in which chronological time dissolves into

contemplative  awareness. The  work

demonstrates that narrative time can serve not
merely as a storytelling framework but as a
philosophical medium capable of expressing
spiritual transformation, revealing Rumi’s
exceptional mastery in converting narrative
form into a timeless aesthetic and intellectual

experience.
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