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Abstract

Women constitute one of the most significant human elements in classical Persian literature, and their representation in the
works of major literary figures, particularly Rumi’s Masnavi-ye Ma'navi and Sa'di’s Bustan, has consistently attracted
scholarly attention. This study aims to provide a hermeneutic examination of the origins of misogyny and the praise of
women in these two works and seeks to explain the intellectual, cultural, and social factors influencing the representation of
women. The study employs a descriptive-analytical method, drawing on a hermeneutic approach and content analysis to
collect and examine the relevant textual material. The findings indicate that Rumi’s and Sa'di’s attitudes toward women are
neither unilateral nor absolute; rather, within the historical and cultural context of the thirteenth century CE, they present a
dual image of women. In passages characterized by the praise of women, women are commended in their roles as mothers
and virtuous wives and are portrayed as embodiments of loyalty, compassion, love, moral upbringing, and familial
tranquility. At times, particularly in Rumi’s mystical thought, woman is transformed into a symbol of truth, divine love, and
spiritual perfection. Conversely, certain verses and narratives, influenced by the patriarchal discourse of the poets’
contemporary society, associate women with characteristics such as deceit, weakness, intellectual deficiency, or being a
source of discord and temptation. A hermeneutic analysis of these two works demonstrates that many such judgments
originate in the cultural horizon and social presuppositions of the period and do not necessarily represent the poets’ final or
absolute views of women. Accordingly, misogyny and the praise of women in the Masnavi and the Bustan should be
understood as the product of an interaction between the authors’ mystical and ethical worldviews and the cultural and social
conditions of their time.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The representation of women in classical
Persian literature constitutes a complex field in
which literary, ethical, mystical, religious, and
socio-cultural discourses intersect. Rather
than presenting a uniform conception of
femininity, major classical works often
construct women  through  apparently
contradictory images: woman may be
portrayed as mother, beloved, faithful spouse,
source of compassion, and embodiment of
love, while elsewhere she may be associated
with  deception, weakness, instability,
temptation, or intellectual deficiency. Such

contradictions  cannot be  adequately
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understood through decontextualized
readings or by imposing contemporary gender
norms directly upon premodern texts. The
present study therefore examines the
intellectual and cultural origins of both
misogyny and the praise of women in Rumi’s
Masnavi-ye Ma'navi and Saadi’s Bustan, two
canonical works of thirteenth-century Persian
mystical and didactic literature. Previous
scholarship has demonstrated that the
representation of women in Rumi’s works is
deeply multidimensional. Some studies have
emphasized negative symbolic
representations of women, particularly their

association with the lower self, greed,
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temptation, and worldly attachment, while
simultaneously warning against equating such
literary symbolism with Rumi’s personal and
comprehensive view of women (1, 2). Other
researchers have stressed the spiritual
dimensions of femininity in Rumi’s thought,
arguing that woman can function as a mirror of
divine beauty, a mediator of love, and a
symbolic means of approaching transcendent
reality (3, 4). Similar complexity is observable
in Saadi’s works, where women may be
praised for virtue, loyalty, wisdom in domestic
life, and their contribution to familial stability,
while some passages reproduce conventional
patriarchal assumptions of medieval Persian
society (5, 6). Accordingly, the central problem
addressed in this study is not whether Rumi
and Saadi should simply be categorized as
misogynistic or woman-praising authors, but
rather how these conflicting representations
emerged from the interaction between
individual intellectual worldviews and the
cultural, social, religious, and literary horizons
of their historical period.

The study is grounded in a hermeneutic
understanding of literary meaning according to
which individual statements, metaphors,
stories, and images must be interpreted in
relation to the larger textual structure as well
as the historical horizon within which they were
produced. From this perspective, negative and
positive descriptions of women cannot be
detached from the narrative situation, didactic
purpose,

mystical ~ symbolism, social

conventions, and rhetorical strategies of the

texts in which they occur. This approach is
particularly important in the case of Rumi
because women appearing in the Masnavi
frequently perform symbolic functions that
extend beyond their literal gender identity.
Rumi’s treatment of women must therefore be
distinguished between passages concerned
with actual social relations and passages in
which female figures function as metaphors for
psychological, moral, or mystical concepts (7,
9). Similarly, Saadi’'s treatment of women
reflects the fundamentally ethical and didactic
structure of the Bustan, where characters
frequently serve as instruments for
communicating moral lessons rather than as
sociological portraits of particular social
groups. Studies of Saadi have shown that his
representation of women is closely related to
the ethical norms and social realities of his
period and cannot be reduced to either
unqualified admiration or straightforward
hostility (5, 6). More broadly, research on
women in Persian lyrical, didactic, and
mystical narratives has identified the
persistent influence of male guardianship,
patriarchal social structures, and inherited
literary conventions on female characterization
(8). The present research consequently seeks
to clarify three interconnected issues: the
existential and social status attributed to
women in the intellectual systems of Rumi and
Saadi; the intellectual, cultural, and social
origins of misogynistic and woman-praising
representations; and the extent to which a

hermeneutic reading can reconcile apparent
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contradictions by differentiating between
symbolic discourse, ethical instruction,
mystical anthropology, and historically
conditioned social assumptions. In this
framework, the study treats both praise and
disparagement as interpretive phenomena
whose meaning depends upon textual function
and historical context rather than as isolated
propositions.

Methodologically, this research is fundamental
in purpose and descriptive-analytical in
design, employing a qualitative and
hermeneutic approach to textual
interpretation. The primary sources consist of
authoritative editions of Rumi’s Masnavi-ye
Ma'navi and Saadi’s Bustan (11, 12), while
supplementary scholarship on the literary,
social, ethical, and mystical representation of
women was used to establish the interpretive
framework (3, 7, 8, 10). Data were collected
through systematic library research and close
reading of verses, narratives, and didactic
passages related to women. In the first stage,
relevant textual units were identified and
extracted from the two primary works. In the
second stage, these passages were classified
according to two broad conceptual categories:
woman-praising representations and
misogynistic  representations. The  first
category included depictions of woman as
mother, virtuous spouse, beloved, source of
emotional security, embodiment of loyalty,
agent of moral education, and symbol of love
or spiritual perfection. The second category

included representations associating women

with  deception, instability, intellectual
weakness, temptation, or moral danger. In the
third stage, each passage was interpreted in
relation to its immediate narrative context, the
broader structure of the work, its rhetorical or
didactic function, and the socio-cultural
conditions of the thirteenth century CE.
Particular attention was paid to the distinction
between literal descriptions of women and
symbolic uses of femininity in mystical
discourse. Comparative analysis was then
used to identify similarities and differences
between Rumi and Saadi. The analysis was
also informed by previous findings indicating
that Rumi’'s discourse frequently transcends
biological gender through the ideal of the
perfected human being (4), whereas Saadi’s
representations are often more closely tied to
family organization, ethical conduct, and
concrete social roles (6). This procedure
enabled the study to avoid both presentism,
which would judge medieval texts solely
according to contemporary gender

expectations, and excessive historical
relativism, which would excuse all gendered
representations merely because they
originated in a premodern context.

The findings concerning the praise of women
demonstrate that both poets attribute
significant moral, emotional, and spiritual
value to female figures, although the forms of
that valuation differ. In Saadi’s Bustan, the
mother occupies a highly respected position
as a source of upbringing, ethical memory,

emotional attachment, and continuity between
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generations. Saadi’'s depiction of maternal
suffering and the ingratitude of children
emphasizes the mother’s moral authority and
the ethical obligations owed to her. The mother
is therefore not merely the biological origin of
the child but also the custodian of familial and
moral values. Likewise, Saadi’s representation
of the virtuous wife associates female
goodness with piety, compatibility, loyalty,
good character, and the creation of domestic
peace. Although these qualities are articulated
within the traditional family structure of the
period, they nevertheless assign women a
consequential role in determining the quality,
stability, and happiness of family life (6, 11).
Previous research has similarly emphasized
that women in Saadi’s works should not simply
be considered marginal figures, since they
frequently possess substantial ethical and
affective importance (5). Rumi’s woman-
praising representations, by contrast, often
develop through mystical symbolism. His use
of maternal affection as an analogy for
unconditional compassion presents
motherhood as one of the most elevated forms
of human loyalty and selfless love. Female
figures may also embody the transformative
power of love. The figure of Zuleikha, for
example, can be interpreted beyond the literal
narrative of earthly desire as representing a
soul whose entire world becomes oriented
toward the beloved, thereby transforming
feminine love into a symbol of spiritual
concentration and self-transcendence (12).

Such interpretations correspond with scholarly

arguments that femininity in Rumi’s intellectual
universe may function as a mirror through
which divine beauty and transcendent love are
perceived (3)- Thus, the positive
representation of women in both works
extends beyond superficial praise: in Saadi,
woman becomes integral to ethical and familial
order, whereas in Rumi, she may rise from a
social character to a symbolic embodiment of
love, mercy, spiritual devotion, and human
perfection.

At the same time, the analysis identifies a
substantial body of passages in which women
are associated with negative qualities,
including deceit, weakness, fickleness,
intellectual deficiency, and the capacity to
mislead men. In the Bustan, some statements
employ femininity rhetorically as a symbol of
weakness or use comparison with women to
humiliate men who lack courage. Other
passages condemn women regarded as
unfaithful, quarrelsome, disobedient, or
socially uncontrolled, thereby revealing a
model of ideal femininity strongly conditioned
by the patriarchal organization of medieval
family life (11). Such representations are
consistent with analyses showing that Saadi’s
conception of women contains both positive
and negative elements whose formation is
inseparable from the cultural conditions of his
era (5). In the Masnavi, certain verses similarly
associate women with cunning or intellectual
weakness, and isolated statements may
appear strongly misogynistic when removed

from their textual and historical context (12).
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However, prior studies caution that these
passages should not automatically be treated
as direct expressions of Rumi’s final
anthropological position. Some derive from
inherited  stories, proverbial discourse,

religious narratives, or widespread
assumptions embedded in the collective
culture of the period (1, 2). Others participate
in symbolic structures in which the feminine
image represents the lower self, attachment,
desire, or a particular psychological quality
rather than women as an ontological category.
The broader history of classical Persian
literature also demonstrates that misogynistic
motifs were supported by entrenched patterns
of male guardianship, traditional
interpretations of gender hierarchy, and
recurring literary conventions (8, 10). The
hermeneutic reading therefore reveals that
misogyny in these texts emerges from multiple
sources rather than a single coherent doctrine:
patriarchal social structures, inherited religious
and literary narratives, conventional rhetorical
language, didactic objectives, and the
symbolic demands of mystical discourse all
contribute to negative depictions.
Consequently, the same poet may praise
women in one conceptual register while
reproducing culturally inherited negative
stereotypes in another without necessarily
constructing a logically unified theory of female
inferiority.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the
representation of women in Rumi’'s Masnavi-

ye Manavi and Saadi's Bustan is

fundamentally multidimensional and can be
understood only through careful attention to
textual function, historical context, literary
convention, and the intellectual orientation of
each poet. The apparent opposition between
misogyny and the praise of women does not
constitute a simple contradiction that can be
resolved by labeling either poet as wholly
hostile or wholly favorable toward women.
Rather, the two tendencies coexist because
different layers of discourse operate
simultaneously within the texts. At the social
and didactic level, both works reflect
assumptions inherited from a patriarchal
historical environment in which women’s roles
were commonly defined in relation to family,
marriage, obedience, sexuality, and male
authority. At the ethical and emotional level,
however, women may be recognized as
indispensable agents of loyalty, compassion,
education, domestic stability, and human
flourishing. At the mystical level, particularly in
Rumi, femininity may transcend social gender
and become a symbolic language for love,
beauty, the soul's longing, divine mercy, and
spiritual transformation. Saadi’'s approach
remains more closely connected to practical
ethics and social order, while Rumi more
frequently transforms female figures into
metaphysical and psychological symbols. A
hermeneutic interpretation makes it possible to
distinguish these levels without denying the
genuinely negative gender stereotypes that
remain present in the texts. The principal

contribution of the study is therefore its
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demonstration that woman-praising and
misogynistic representations are products of
an ongoing interaction between the poets’
ethical and mystical worldviews and the
cultural structures of their age. Understanding
this interaction provides a more historically
responsible and conceptually coherent
interpretation of gender in classical Persian
literature and prevents both anachronistic
condemnation and uncritical idealization of

these canonical authors.
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