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Abstract

Employing a descriptive-analytical approach and drawing on classical mystical texts, this study examines the complex
dialectic of body and soul in the Islamic-Iranian mystical tradition and analyzes the imagery through which this relationship
is represented from the perspective of mystical rhetoric and figurative expression. The findings indicate that the mystics’
conception of the body was not static but followed a developmental trajectory from opposition toward unity. In the initial
stage, within the ascetic paradigm, the body is represented through such metaphors as the “cage,” “prison,” and “sacrificial
altar” and is regarded as an impediment to spiritual elevation that must be disciplined through ascetic practice. At the higher
stages of love-centered mysticism, however, this approach undergoes a transformation: the image of the body as the “mount
of the spiritual journey” and the simile “the body is like Mary, and the soul is like Jesus” replace the earlier view with an
acceptance of the body as a necessary passageway for sensory perception. The culmination of this dialectical process is the
“alchemical transmutation” of the body, through which the opposition between matter and meaning is transcended in
paradoxical formulations such as “suffering became treasure” and “our form became soul,” and the body is transformed into
an “imaginal and luminous body.” Furthermore, the study demonstrates that the body acquires profound symbolic functions
in several domains: in the ritual sphere, through the symbolism of overcoming gravity in sama‘; in the cosmological sphere,
through its representation as the microcosm and the axis of existence; and in the trans-gender sphere, through metaphors of
spiritual birth. Ultimately, the body within this conceptual system emerges not as a passive object but as a dynamic field for
the manifestation of the spirit and the transcendence of being.

Keywords: body, Islamic-Iranian mysticism, dialectic of body and soul, mystical transmutation, imagery.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The relationship between body and soul has
long constituted a central problem in
philosophy, theology, and mystical
anthropology; however, within the Islamic-

Iranian mystical tradition, this relationship is
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not configured as a rigid and static dualism.
Rather, it develops through a dynamic
dialectical process in which the meaning,

value, and function of the body change
according to the spiritual station of the
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wayfarer and the internal logic of the mystical
path. In early ascetic discourse, the body is
predominantly represented as the “prison of
the soul,” the locus of the commanding self,
and an impediment to spiritual ascent. Images
such as the cage, prison, well, and dark
enclosure are therefore employed to express
the existential confinement of the soul within
the corporeal world. In this framework, the
body is associated with heaviness, instinct,
appetite, and attachment, whereas the soul is
linked to Iluminosity, transcendence, and
freedom. The resulting opposition produces an
ascetic logic according to which bodily
weakness corresponds to spiritual strength,
and the systematic restriction of physical
desires becomes a necessary condition for
liberating the soul from domination by the
lower self (1, 9, 19). Nevertheless, the mystical
tradition does not remain confined to this
negative anthropology. In the works of Rumi,
al-Ghazali, Shams of Tabriz, Suhrawardi, and
other major figures, the body gradually
assumes constructive, symbolic, ritual, and
cosmological functions. It becomes the mount
of the spiritual journey, the mirror of divine
beauty, the vessel of spiritual transformation,
the stage of sacred movement, and ultimately
a luminous or imaginal form capable of
mediating between material and immaterial
worlds. This transformation reveals that the
body in Islamic-Iranian mysticism has no
single, fixed essence; instead, it is a relational

and developmental reality whose significance

depends on the level of consciousness
attained by the wayfarer (3, 4, 17, 21).

The present study aimed to analyze this
evolving conception of the body by examining
both its dialectical structure and its system of
mystical imagery in classical Islamic-Iranian
texts. Its principal objective was to
demonstrate that the body moves through
several interconnected stages: opposition,
instrumental acceptance, alchemical
transmutation, symbolic sacralization, ritual
activation, trans-gender transcendence, and
cosmic centrality. A second objective was to
investigate how rhetorical devices—including
metaphor, simile, paradox, antithesis, and
symbol—do not merely ornament mystical
discourse but actively generate its ontological
meanings. Thus, the metaphor of the body as
a “cage” establishes an initial opposition
between confinement and transcendence,
while the metaphor of the “mount” replaces
conflict with functional cooperation. Similarly,
the simile “the body is like Mary and the soul is
like Jesus” represents the body as a site of
spiritual gestation, and paradoxical
expressions such as “suffering became
treasure” or “our form became soul” condense
the dialectical logic of mystical transformation
into highly compressed poetic structures (9,
13, 17). The study also sought to address two
important gaps in the existing scholarship.
First, previous investigations have frequently
isolated philosophical, theological, literary, or
ascetic aspects of embodiment without tracing

the full developmental trajectory of the body
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across different stages of mystical experience.
Second, the relationship between the
transformation of the body and the figurative
language used to represent that
transformation has rarely been analyzed in an
integrated manner.  Studies on the
incorporeality or corporeality of the soul, the
relation between body and spirit in the thought
of al-Ghazali, and the representation of the
body in Rumi’s Masnavi have provided
important foundations, yet they have generally
examined particular dimensions rather than
the entire dialectical and rhetorical system (5-
7). Accordingly, the present research
approaches mystical imagery as a cognitive
and meaning-producing structure through
which transformations in the ontological status
of the body are expressed and made
intelligible.

Methodologically, the study employed a
gualitative descriptive-analytical design based
on documentary and library research. The
primary corpus consisted of major classical
works of Islamic-lIranian mysticism, including
texts associated with Rumi, Attar of Nishapur,
al-Ghazali, Suhrawardi, Hujwiri, Najm al-Din
Razi, Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani, Shabestari,
Jami, and Nasafi. These sources were
examined alongside relevant theoretical and
interpretive studies on mystical anthropology,
symbolism, illuminationist philosophy, the
imaginal world, and Persian mystical poetics
(14, 22, 30, 33, 38). The analytical procedure
was conducted through two parallel but

interconnected stages. In the first stage,

passages concerning the body, soul, sensory
perception, ascetic discipline, illness, ritual
movement, gender, and cosmic symbolism
were identified and classified according to a
dialectical framework of opposition, mediation,
transformation, and transcendence. This stage
allowed the study to reconstruct the
developmental sequence through which the
body changes from obstacle to instrument,
from instrument to transformed substance,
and from transformed substance to sacred and
cosmic form. In the second stage, the same
passages were examined from the perspective
of rhetoric and imagery. Recurrent metaphors
such as cage, prison, mount, mirror, fire,
alchemy, womb, column, and light were
identified, categorized, and interpreted in
relation to the dialectical stage they
expressed. Antithetical pairs such as
earth/heaven, darkness/light,  body/soul,
pain/treasure, and form/spirit were also
analyzed as structural devices through which
mystical discourse stages and resolves
ontological conflict. The interpretive process
was comparative rather than merely
descriptive, because images from different
authors and schools were read in relation to
one another. In this way, the study connected
the ascetic discourse of bodily discipline, the
love-centered discourse of transformation, the
illuminationist doctrine of the luminous body,
and the Akbarian and post-Akbarian
conception of the Perfect Human as the

microcosm and axis of the universe (4, 29, 35,

41).

NY.N
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The findings demonstrate that the first
dialectical stage is characterized by a severe
opposition between body and soul. In this
ascetic configuration, the body is imagined as
a dark prison or cage that confines the celestial
bird of the soul, and bodily appetites are
interpreted as instruments of the commanding
self. The rhetorical power of this stage derives
from spatial metaphors of enclosure and
downward movement: the soul belongs to the
garden of the celestial kingdom, whereas the
body is associated with dust, darkness,
narrowness, and captivity. The metaphor of
the “house” that collapses around its departing
inhabitant similarly depicts the relation
between body and soul as temporary and
mechanical rather than essential. Such
images legitimate practices of hunger,
wakefulness, abstinence, and voluntary
hardship by establishing an inverse
relationship between corporeal strength and
spiritual power (12, 14, 15). Yet the second
stage reverses this initial valuation. In the
functionalist discourse of mystical wayfaring,
the body becomes the “mount” or “kingdom” of
the heart. Because the soul must travel
through the material world in order to attain
knowledge and purification, preservation of
bodily health is interpreted as a spiritual
obligation. The same body that was previously
represented as an obstacle becomes a
necessary means of movement, and
excessive mortification is criticized as the
destruction of the very instrument required for

attaining the destination (18, 21, 22). Sensory

perception likewise undergoes rehabilitation.
According to the principle that the
metaphorical is a bridge to the real, physical
beauty and human love can awaken the
wayfarer to divine beauty. The body thus
becomes an epistemological threshold rather
than a barrier, and the image of the mirror
replaces that of the prison. The mirror is not
identical with the sun, yet it makes the sun
visible; similarly, the corporeal form is not
identical with divine reality, yet it can disclose
its radiance (23, 24, 26).

At the highest level of the dialectical process,
the body is neither rejected nor merely used; it
is transformed. In the love-centered tradition,
divine love functions as an alchemical force
that converts the “copper” of material
existence into spiritual gold. Rumi’s
paradoxical assertion that the form itself
becomes soul signifies a radical ontological
reversal: spirit does not merely inhabit the
body but penetrates and transfigures it. The
body loses its heaviness, becomes subtle, and
participates in the qualities of the soul.
Expressions such as the ascent of the earthen
body to the heavens and the dancing of the
mountain dramatize the overcoming of
corporeal gravity through love (9, 17, 18). In
llluminationist philosophy, this transmutation is
articulated through the distinction between the
dark bodily form and the luminous imaginal
body. Through spiritual discipline and
illumination, the rational soul may temporarily
disengage from the material body and acquire

a subtle form capable of perceiving realities of
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the imaginal world. Images such as the
luminous garment, the dark fortress, and the
joining of light with light represent this
transition from material opacity to imaginal
transparency (27-30). This sanctification is
further extended through symbolic anatomy.
The face, hair, mole, eyebrow, heart, and even
individual hairs become signs of divine beauty,
unity, multiplicity, prayer, remembrance, and
manifestation. In ritual practice, especially
sama’, the body becomes not simply a bearer
of meaning but an enacted sacred sign.
Turning, hand movements, foot-stamping,
shouting, trembling, and loss of consciousness
translate inward states into corporeal
expression. Likewise, physical suffering and
illness assume purificatory functions; pain
becomes treasure, bodily weakness becomes
spiritual strength, and emaciation becomes a
mark of the domination of love over material
form (19, 31, 34). The same logic also governs
gender and cosmology. Mysticism transcends
corporeal gender by redefining “manliness” as
spiritual courage rather than male anatomy,
while feminine embodiment becomes a
privileged metaphor for receptivity, pregnancy,
and spiritual birth (33, 37, 39). Finally, the body
of the Perfect Human is elevated from
microcosmic mirror to cosmic axis: it becomes
the locus of divine names, the spirit of the
world, the pillar of heaven and earth, and the
means through which cosmic balance is
preserved (4, 20, 41).

In conclusion, the study establishes that the

body in Islamic-lranian mysticism is a fluid,

multilayered, and stage-dependent reality
rather than a permanently devalued material
object. Its movement from cage to mount, from
mount to alchemical substance, from
transformed substance to sacred symbol, and
from symbolic form to cosmic axis reveals a
coherent dialectical anthropology. The initial
negation of the body is therefore not the final
position of the mystical tradition but the first
moment in a broader movement toward
reconciliation and unity. Ascetic discipline
breaks the domination of instinct, functional
acceptance restores the body as a necessary
means of spiritual travel, mystical love
transforms its material qualities, symbolic
imagination inscribes sacred meanings upon
its organs, ritual movement turns it into
embodied prayer, suffering purifies it, spiritual
birth transcends gender, and the doctrine of
the Perfect Human assigns it a cosmic
function. The imagery of cage, mount, mirror,
fire, womb, light, and pillar is indispensable to
this process because it does not merely
describe mystical experience from the outside;
it provides the conceptual form through which
such experience becomes thinkable. The body
is thus neither wholly rejected nor simply
affirmed. It is negated in its self-enclosed
materiality so that it may be recovered as a
transparent medium of spirit. In its most
complete form, the mystical body is neither
prison nor palace, neither inert matter nor
disembodied spirit, but a dynamic field in

which  corporeality and transcendence
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encounter one another and reach a

paradoxical unity.
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