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Abstract

Love is one of the most fundamental concepts in mystical thought and psychology, and in each of these domains it has been
interpreted on the basis of distinct anthropological and ontological foundations. Employing a descriptive-analytical approach
and drawing on Rumi’s poetry, this study critically reexamines Erich Fromm’s theory of love and demonstrates that, although
both thinkers regard love as a means of liberating the human being from the condition of separateness and attaining a form
of unity, a fundamental difference exists between them in their conceptualization of the nature of this unity. Fromm,
grounded in the principles of modern humanism, understands love as an art founded upon maturity of personality,
responsibility, and the preservation of individuality; Rumi, by contrast, views love as a transcendent reality and a
transformative force that liberates the human being from egocentrism and attachments and leads the individual toward the
state of annihilation (fan@) and union with the Beloved. The findings indicate that the concept of fana in Rumi’s thought
does not signify alienation from the self; rather, it represents a stage of spiritual transcendence and liberation from self-
centeredness and, therefore, cannot easily be accounted for within Fromm’s theoretical framework. It is concluded that,
despite its capacity to explain the psychological and interpersonal dimensions of love, Fromm’s theory encounters certain
limitations when applied to the mystical experience of love in Rumi’s thought. Rumi’s poetry thus opens a horizon that
extends beyond a purely psychological explanation of love.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Love is one of the most fundamental and

enduring concepts in mystical thought,
philosophy, psychology, and the humanities,
yet its meaning varies substantially according
to the anthropological, ontological, and
epistemological assumptions of different
intellectual traditions. In modern humanistic
psychology, Erich Fromm interprets love
primarily as a mature human capacity through
which individuals overcome existential
separateness  while preserving their
autonomy, integrity, and individuality. In
contrast, Jalal al-Din Rumi situates love within
a mystical and ontological framework in which
love is not merely an interpersonal emotion or
psychological disposition but a transformative

and universal force that guides the human
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being toward transcendence, self-purification,
annihilation of the limited ego, and union with
the Beloved. The present study adopts a
descriptive-analytical and comparative-critical
approach to reconsider Fromm’s theory of love
in light of Rumi’s poetry and mystical
anthropology. Its central problem concerns the
extent to which Fromm’s insistence on the
preservation of individuality can adequately
account for a mystical experience in which the
culmination of love is described as fana, or
annihilation of the separate self in the Beloved.
Fromm regards love as an art requiring
maturity, responsibility, respect, knowledge,
discipline, and the ability to transcend
narcissism without dissolving the self into
another person; consequently, mature love is

characterized by unity without the destruction
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of individual identity (1). Rumi, however,
conceives of love as a force that loosens
attachment to the ego, worldly possessions,
self-centeredness, and the illusion of
independent existence, leading the lover
toward a higher form of unity in which the

opposition between and “Thou” is
progressively overcome (6, 9). This difference
constitutes the main theoretical tension
examined in the study and provides the basis
for reassessing both the explanatory power
and the limitations of Fromm’s psychological
model when applied to mystical love.

Fromm’s theory of love emerges from his
broader analysis of the existential condition of
the human being. In his account, self-
consciousness separates human beings from
the instinctive unity characteristic  of
nonhuman existence and produces an
awareness  of individuality, isolation,
vulnerability, and mortality. The fundamental
problem of human existence is therefore the
experience of separateness, and the search
for union becomes a central psychological and
existential need. Human beings attempt to
overcome this condition through various
means, including conformity, submission,
temporary pleasures, and fusion with
collective identities, yet such strategies fail to
resolve separateness in a mature and lasting
manner. For Fromm, genuine love provides
the most complete response because it allows
individuals to achieve union while retaining
their integrity and independence (1). Love is

consequently not a passive emotional state

but an active orientation of character
expressed through care, responsibility,
respect, and knowledge. Its essence lies in
giving rather than possessing, controlling, or
consuming the other, and such giving is
interpreted not as deprivation but as an
expression of vitality and productive power.
Fromm also rejects the assumption that love of
self is equivalent to selfishness; rather, he
considers healthy self-love a necessary
condition for loving others, because the person
who genuinely respects and accepts the self is
capable of extending the same respect toward
another person (1, 10). This framework makes
preservation of individuality indispensable to
mature love. A relationship in which one
partner loses identity, autonomy, or
psychological boundaries may therefore
appear, from a Frommian perspective, as
dependency, symbiotic fusion, or emotional
immaturity rather than as the culmination of
love. The theory is thus deeply rooted in
modern humanistic anthropology, in which the
flourishing of personality, autonomy, and
productive relatedness represents a principal
criterion of psychological health (2).

Rumi’s understanding of love begins from
radically different ontological premises. Love
in his thought is neither reducible to an
interpersonal bond nor confined to the
psychological needs of the individual; rather, it
functions as a universal principle underlying
creation, movement, spiritual aspiration, and
the return of multiplicity to unity. Rumi

repeatedly portrays love as a cosmic force
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through which existence becomes meaningful
and dynamic, and his poetry treats the lover’s
journey not simply as the achievement of
emotional fulfilment but as a movement
toward the source of being itself (3, 4). Love is
therefore simultaneously ontological,
epistemological, and transformative. It is
ontological because it structures the relation
between Creature and Creator,;
epistemological because it provides access to
truths beyond the reach of ordinary conceptual
reason; and transformative because it purifies
the lover from greed, pride, egocentrism,
attachment, and the illusion of self-sufficiency
(11, 12). The language of burning, dying,
madness, longing, separation, and rebirth that
pervades Rumi’'s poetry should thus not be
interpreted merely as rhetorical exaggeration.
It reflects a mystical anthropology in which the
limited ego must undergo a profound
transformation before the human being can
realize a higher mode of existence. Love
functions as an alchemical power that turns
the ordinary self into a spiritually awakened
being, and the pain of love is not necessarily
pathological because it may serve as a
condition of purification and transcendence
(6). Rumi’s distinction between superficial
attachment and true love further confirms that
not every intense emotion deserves to be
called love. Sensual or formal love may remain
unstable as long as it is attached to transient
appearances, yet it can also become a bridge
toward higher love when it directs the

individual beyond external form toward

spiritual meaning (3, 5). Thus, whereas Fromm
largely asks how love can enable
psychologically  healthy union  among
differentiated persons, Rumi asks how love
can transform the very structure of the self and
lead the seeker beyond the illusion of
separateness.

Despite these differences, substantial points of
convergence exist between the two
perspectives. Both Fromm and Rumi
understand love as an answer to separation,
reject egocentric forms of attachment, and
regard authentic love as a disciplined and
transformative condition rather than a fleeting
emotional experience. Fromm’s conception of
love as an active capacity requiring effort,
patience, responsibility, and the overcoming of
narcissism finds an important analogue in
Rumi’s insistence that love must free the
human being from self-centeredness and
possessiveness (1, 6). Both thinkers also
regard love as a force capable of transforming
human life. In Fromm, love awakens
productive capacities, strengthens
responsibility, and allows the individual to
move from isolation toward meaningful
relatedness; in Rumi, love breaks the
enclosure of the ego and brings about an
existential rebirth in which the lover acquires a
new orientation toward self, world, and the
divine (9). Moreover, both distinguish love
from superficial desire and transient
excitement. Fromm criticizes forms of
attachment that are based on dependency,

possession, or the mere experience of “falling
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in love,” whereas Rumi distinguishes enduring
spiritual love from unstable attraction to form
and appearance (1, 5). Pain and struggle also
occupy an important place in both
perspectives. For Fromm, love requires
discipline and the willingness to endure the
difficulty of sustained care, responsibility, and
moral growth; for Rumi, suffering becomes
inseparable from longing, spiritual purification,
and the destruction of egocentric identity (1, 7).
Nevertheless, the similarity should not conceal
a  decisive distinction: in Fromm,
transformation ultimately strengthens the
mature self, whereas in Rumi it may culminate
in the transcendence of that very self. Thus,
convergence exists primarily at the level of
love as an antidote to isolation, narcissism,
superficiality, and passivity, while divergence
appears when the ultimate goal of this
transformation is considered.

The principal differences become clearer in
three interconnected domains: the nature of
love, the relation between love and reason,
and the paradox of individuality and
annihilation. First, Fromm interprets love as a
human psychological capacity, whereas Rumi
considers it a fundamental reality of existence.
In the Frommian framework, love is primarily a
mode of mature relatedness between human
subjects, even when it extends into religious
discourse; the emphasis remains on
psychological development, autonomy, and
productive orientation (2, 10). Rumi, in
contrast, expands the scope of love beyond

human relationships and treats it as the

dynamic principle through which the lover is
drawn toward absolute reality (4, 8). Second,
Fromm treats reason and love as
complementary dimensions of mature
personality. Healthy love presupposes realistic
knowledge of the other, self-awareness, and
freedom from illusion. Rumi’s treatment of
reason is more complex: he criticizes limited,
calculating, discursive reason when it claims
competence over the mystical domain, while
still recognizing a higher intellect capable of
illumination and divine understanding (3).
Thus, the conflict in Rumi is not between all
forms of reason and love but between partial
reason and the higher knowledge disclosed
through mystical experience. Third, and most
importantly, the two thinkers diverge sharply
over individuality. Fromm’s mature love
depends on the maintenance of differentiated
identity, because genuine union must occur
between autonomous persons. Rumi’s
mystical love, by contrast, reaches its climax in
fana, understood as the dissolution of the
separate and self-sufficient ego in the Beloved
(13, 14). In mystical literature, however,
annihilation does not necessarily imply
ontological destruction or psychological
disintegration. It can signify liberation from the
illusory ego and transition to baqa, a higher
mode of subsistence in and through divine
reality (15, 16). Consequently, what Fromm
may interpret as an unhealthy loss of self can,
within Rumi’'s mystical ontology, signify the
highest realization of the self's true relation to

absolute being.
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The findings of this comparative analysis
indicate that Fromm’s theory remains highly
valuable for explaining the psychological,
ethical, and interpersonal dimensions of love,
especially its emphasis on responsibility, care,
respect, knowledge, freedom from narcissism,
and mature relatedness. Nevertheless, its
explanatory reach becomes more limited when
confronted with a muystical anthropology in
which the separate self is not regarded as the
final horizon of human fulfilment. Rumi’s
poetry reveals a conception of love in which
the lover does not merely establish a healthier
relation with another independent subject but
undergoes a radical transformation of identity,
perception, and existence. The concept of
fana therefore exposes the deepest boundary
between the two frameworks. Fromm
evaluates love through the preservation and
maturation of individuality, whereas Rumi
interprets the transcendence of limited
individuality as a necessary stage in the
movement toward unity. This difference should
not be reduced to a simple opposition between
healthy individuality and pathological self-loss,
because the two thinkers are operating within
distinct conceptual worlds and assign different
meanings to the self, the beloved, and the goal
of love. The comparison therefore suggests
that Fromm’s theory can illuminate important
dimensions of Rumi’s treatment of separation,
narcissism, responsibility, transformation, and
the need for union, but it cannot fully
encompass the metaphysical and mystical

significance of annihilation. Rumi’s conception

extends beyond the psychological model by
presenting love as a mode of spiritual
knowledge, existential transformation, and
participation in a reality greater than the
individual self. The study consequently
concludes that a comprehensive interpretation
of mystical love requires a framework capable
of recognizing both the psychological value of
individuality and the ontological significance of
self-transcendence, rather than reducing one

to the conceptual categories of the other.
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