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Abstract

A substantial body of written and unwritten works, including mystical texts, narrates in various forms and modes of
expression humanity’s innate, unconscious, and conscious inclination toward perfection. Mi‘raj-namas, or ascension
narratives, including Al-Tawahhum, written by Harith al-Muhasibi, are among the most prominent examples of this rich and
dynamic corpus. This work narrates the author’s path of spiritual perfection along the ascending arc of perfection through
symbolic and allegorical language, the understanding and decoding of which is highly important—and indeed necessary—
for grasping the author’s message. Accordingly, the aim of this study is to examine this work from the perspective of mystical
symbolism. The present article analyzes the treatise Al-Tawahhum in light of the articulated stages of the journey from
creation to the Real (sir min al-khalq ila al-Haqq) and concludes that three distinct and prominent mystical stages can be
identified in this work: awakening and attentiveness, purification of the soul, and encounter with God. Each of these three
stages is described through symbolic and recurring concepts and motifs that are directly related to the central theme of the
work.

Keywords: mystical symbol, Al-Tawahhum treatise, journey from creation to the Real, awakening and attentiveness,
purification of the soul.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Mystical literature, in both its written and oral
forms, may be understood as one of the most
enduring narrative fields through which human
innate,

beings have articulated their
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conscious, and unconscious orientation
toward perfection, transcendence, and return

to the origin. Within Islamic mysticism, this
orientation is not merely a psychological
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tendency but a structured spiritual movement
that is frequently expressed through the
language of journey, ascension, death,
purification, unveiling, and union. The treatise
Al-Tawahhum by Harith al-MuhasibT occupies
a significant position in this tradition because it
presents the soul's passage from worldly
existence to the hereafter in a symbolic and
visionary mode. Although the apparent
narrative framework of the treatise concerns
death, resurrection, judgment, paradise, and
the encounter with God, its deeper structure
may be read as an allegorical representation
of the first journey among the four mystical
journeys, namely the journey from creation to
the Real (sir min al-khalq ila al-Haqq) (1, 2). In
this regard, the work belongs to the broader
genre of ascension narratives and
eschatological visions, yet it differs from
merely doctrinal or theological accounts
because its narrative details function as
symbolic signs of inner transformation.
Previous studies have shown that Al-
Tawahhum is closely connected with patterns
of return to the center, postmortem
imagination, and sacred geography (6, 7).
However, the present study approaches the
treatise specifically from the perspective of
mystical symbolism and seeks to clarify how
its narrative images encode the stages of
spiritual awakening, purification, and final
encounter with the divine.

The theoretical foundation of this study rests
on the distinction between theoretical and

practical mysticism in the lIslamic tradition.

Practical mysticism concerns the disciplined
movement of the seeker through stations,
states, trials, and unveilings, whereas
theoretical mysticism conceptualizes the
ontological and epistemological meanings of
that movement. Although these two branches
can be analytically distinguished, they remain
inseparable in the lived experience of the
mystic, because knowledge  without
purification remains external, while purification
without insight lacks metaphysical orientation
(8). In this framework, Al-Tawahhum may be
interpreted not only as a text about death and
resurrection but also as a symbolic map of the
soul’'s ascent from dispersion to unity. The
notion of sir min al-khalq ila al-Haqq is
especially relevant because it begins with
separation from the ordinary world and ends in
the annihilation of otherness before divine
presence (3). Harith al-MuhasibT’s intellectual
and spiritual profile also supports such a
reading. As one of the formative figures of
early Islamic mysticism, he is remembered for
his emphasis on self-accounting, vigilance,
ascetic discipline, and inward sincerity (9, 10).
His other works, including Al-Ri‘ayah li-Huqudq
Allah, Adab al-Nufis, and Al-Ba‘th wa al-
Nushar, demonstrate the same concern with
moral purification, eschatological
consciousness, and the refinement of the inner
self (15, 18, 22). Thus, the symbolic structure of
Al-Tawahhum is consistent with Muhasibr's
broader ethical-mystical worldview.

Methodologically, this research is applied in

purpose and library-based in method, using a
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descriptive-analytical approach to identify,
classify, and interpret the dominant symbolic
motifs in Al-Tawahhum. The study first
examines the textual sequence of the treatise
and then reads its major narrative moments in
relation to the stages of mystical wayfaring.
Symbolic interpretation is necessary here
because the images of death, grave,
resurrection, nakedness, darkness, fire,
bridge, water, paradise, celestial beings, and
divine vision are not merely ornamental
elements; rather, they form a coherent
semantic network that expresses the inner
transformation of the seeker. The interpretive
logic of the study is supported by theories of
symbol and symbolic narrative, according to
which symbols condense multiple layers of
meaning and allow metaphysical,
psychological, and experiential realities to be
represented through sensory forms (13, 32).
The research also draws upon traditional and
comparative symbol dictionaries where
necessary, especially in relation to the
symbolic meanings of earth, grave, water,
bridge, number, pearl, tree, perfume, and
animal imagery (14, 21, 25). Through this
method, the study identifies three major
mystical stages in the treatise: awakening and
attentiveness, purification of the soul, and
encounter with God. Each of these stages
contains recurring motifs whose meaning is
directly connected to the central theme of
return, rebirth, and spiritual completion.

The first major stage in Al-Tawahhum is

awakening and  attentiveness,  which

corresponds to the beginning of mystical
wayfaring. In mystical terminology, awakening
is the moment in which the seeker is removed
from heedlessness and becomes conscious of
the necessity of movement toward God. In
MuhasibT’s treatise, this stage is symbolically
represented through death, burial in the grave,
and emergence from the grave after the
blowing of Israfil’s trumpet. Death is therefore
not limited to physical extinction; it functions as
a symbolic suspension of ordinary perception
and a call to enter the path of inner
transformation. The motif of death in symbolic
literature often indicates the end of a former
mode of being and the possibility of a new birth
(13). Burial in the grave intensifies this
symbolism, because the grave operates like
the womb: a dark, enclosed, and transitional
space in which the seeker must be separated
from former identity before being reborn.
Symbolically, the earth is linked to maternal
functions, fertility, burial, and regeneration
(14). In this sense, the grave in Al-Tawahhum
resembles other symbolic spaces of descent
and renewal, such as the cave, the whale’s
belly, the well, and the retreat chamber. The
blowing of the trumpet and the subsequent
emergence from the grave complete this first
stage by transforming death into awakening.
What appears outwardly as resurrection is
inwardly the beginning of self-recognition and
spiritual individuation (16).

The second and most extensive stage is
purification of the soul, which is represented

through the terrifying scenes of resurrection
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and judgment. After emerging from the grave,
the seeker is placed in a condition of exposure,
vulnerability, and confrontation. Nakedness in
the plain of resurrection symbolizes the
removal of all masks and veils, forcing the soul
to encounter its own reality without mediation.
The appearance of wild beasts, predatory
animals, demons, and terrifying creatures may
be interpreted as the manifestation of the
lower and animal dimensions of the psyche,
similar to traditional accounts in which the
vices of the soul are represented through
bestial forms (17). Darkness on the Day of
Resurrection further signifies the unconscious
and obscure dimensions of the self, while the
tearing of the sky represents the rupture of
false aspirations, illusions, and obstructive
mental constructs (16). The encounter with the
accounting angels may be read as the
symbolic activation of conscience, and the
burning heat of the sun functions as a purifying
force that burns away impurity and prepares
the soul for a higher stage (18, 20). Finally,
crossing the bridge of S$irat marks the
completion of this purifying ordeal. In symbolic
terms, the bridge is a passage from the
sensible world to the suprasensible, from
danger to salvation, and from fragmentation to
integration  (14). This stage therefore
dramatizes the painful but necessary process
through which the seeker is stripped, judged,
refined, and prepared for divine encounter.

The final stage of the treatise is the encounter
with God, which follows the soul’s passage

through purification and symbolic rebirth. This

stage begins with washing in and drinking from
a spring before entering paradise. Water here
signifies purification, inner knowledge, fertility,
and renewal; it cleanses both body and soul
and prepares the seeker for the divine realm
(20, 21). The opening of the gates of paradise
represents transition from one ontological
state to another, while the symbolic use of the
number forty points to waiting, completion, and
preparation (23). The encounter with heavenly
servants, houris, pearl palaces, ruby camels,
and the lote tree of the utmost boundary further
expands the symbolic architecture of the text.
The seventy thousand heavenly servants may
be linked to the symbolic meanings of the
number seven and to the figure of the wise old
guide, who appears at decisive moments of
transformation (24-26). The houris may be
interpreted as manifestations of the positive
feminine dimension of the seeker’s own being,
while the pearl palace signifies rebirth,
completion, and circular wholeness (27-29).
The ruby camels serve as vehicles toward the
divine center, and the arrival at Sidrat al-
Muntahad marks the threshold of ultimate
proximity (30, 31). Thus, the final vision is
prepared through a series of symbolic acts of
nourishment, drinking, clothing, perfuming,
and illumination (14).

In conclusion, the findings of this study show
that Al-Tawahhum is not only an
eschatological text describing death,
resurrection, judgment, paradise, and divine
vision, but also a deeply symbolic mystical

narrative that encodes the stages of the soul’s
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journey from creation to the Real. The treatise
organizes the path of transformation into three
major stages: awakening and attentiveness,
purification of the soul, and encounter with
God. In the first stage, death, burial, and
emergence from the grave represent the
seeker’s separation from ordinary existence
and rebirth into the path of self-knowledge. In
the second stage, the scenes of resurrection
symbolize the exposure of the soul,
confrontation with its lower dimensions,
purification through fear, heat, judgment, and
passage across the bridge. In the third stage,
paradise and its symbolic elements represent
the completion of purification, entry into the
divine realm, and preparation for union with
the source of existence. The symbolic
coherence of these stages demonstrates that
Muhasibr’'s narrative should be read as an
inner journey rather than a merely external
description of the afterlife. Through sensory
and imaginal images, the author gives form to
invisible spiritual realities and transforms
theological eschatology into a language of
mystical experience. Accordingly, the central
achievement of Al-Tawahhum lies in its
capacity to convert death into awakening,
judgment into self-recognition, paradise into
the realm of perfected being, and the
encounter with God into the ultimate fulfillment

of the seeker’s return to origin.
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