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Abstract

The aim of the present study is to examine the image of women in Persian mystical verse literature up to the 15th century CE. The research
method is descriptive-analytical and is based on library sources. The findings indicate that throughout a woman's life, she embodies
symbols of delicacy and beauty. In girlhood, she represents purity, emotion, and sentiment. Upon marriage, she becomes a symbol of
affection, love, and compassion; and when she becomes a mother, she turns into an icon of sacrifice, selflessness, and devotion. Referring
to mystical literature, beauty in women is sometimes depicted as external and at other times as internal. Woman is a symbol of light. From
the perspective of the Sufis and mystics, the woman is at times introduced as a symbol of human attributes and even characterized by
divine-like qualities, while at other times she is assigned a demonic position or status. Sometimes she embodies virtuous traits, and
sometimes she is marked by reprehensible and undesirable attributes. Women in mystical narrative poems occupy the highest ranks. After
these mystical works, women in Bustan by Saadi are portrayed in a way that only acknowledges the guardianship and unquestioned
dominance of men.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The present study offers an in-depth
exploration of the representation of women in
Persian mystical verse literature up to the 15th
century CE, an area where religious, social,
and literary dynamics converge to shape a
complex portrayal of femininity. At the heart of
this investigation lies the recognition that Sufi
literature has historically vacillated between
elevating women as divine symbols and
marginalizing them as agents of temptation or
embodiments of worldly desires. From the
early Islamic centuries, mystics such as Ibn
Arabi upheld the feminine form as the highest
manifestation of divine creativity, portraying
the woman as a reflection of God’s beauty and
source of spiritual inspiration (1). This exalted
status contrasts sharply with the more
ambivalent or even hostile perceptions that
surface in the works of other mystics, where
the woman becomes synonymous with base
desires or is relegated to a metaphoric

representation of the ego, or nafs. Despite this
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dichotomy, female figures such as Rabia al-
Adawiyya and Safiyeh Khatun emerge as
emblematic of spiritual autonomy,
demonstrating that Sufi tradition could, at
times, recognize and valorize women's
spiritual agency. Moreover, poetry from Attar
and Rumi articulates a vision of the feminine
as both aesthetically transcendent and
metaphysically illuminating, wherein physical
beauty is viewed as a bridge to divine love,
rather than a distraction from it (3). Thus, the
study asserts that while Persian mystical verse
often  encapsulates traditional gender
hierarchies, it simultaneously offers
transformative frameworks that reimagine
women as central to the mystical quest.

The study situates its analysis within the
broader theoretical and historical contexts of
gendered literary representation, particularly
as shaped by theological, mythological, and
social narratives. From a theological
perspective, the Islamic conceptualization of

women oscillates between reverence and
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suspicion. On the one hand, authoritative
religious texts and figures, such as the Prophet
Muhammad and Imam Ali, highlight the
sacredness and indispensable role of women,
especially as mothers and moral guides (5).
On the other hand,

interpretations  infused with  pre-Islamic

post-prophetic

patriarchy tend to marginalize or vilify the
feminine. Socially, the post-maternal descent
into patriarchal structures reduced the public
visibility and influence of women, often
confining them to domestic spheres. The
marginalization was further reinforced by
mystical traditions that demanded seclusion,
rigorous asceticism, and celibacy, forms of
spiritual practice largely inaccessible to
women burdened with domestic obligations.
Nevertheless, many women found spiritual
expression through familial affiliations—being
wives, sisters, or daughters of male mystics—
and through the cultivation of inner piety. The
hagiographic works of authors such as Abu
'‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami and Ibn al-Jawzi
document the piety and mystical attainments
of hundreds of women, suggesting that
feminine participation in early Islamic
mysticism was more robust than commonly
perceived (10).

The literary corpus explored in this study
includes canonical mystical texts from poets
like Attar, Sana’i, Rumi, and Saadi. These
texts frequently depict the woman in symbolic
roles—as the mirror of divine beauty, as the
beloved whose allure ignites spiritual

awakening, and as the mother or wife

embodying virtues such as sacrifice and
compassion. The portrayal of Layla in the story
of Layla and Majnun exemplifies love that
begins in physical longing but ultimately
transcends toward divine union, representing
the feminine as a conduit to the Absolute (4).
Similarly, in Attar’s Elahi-Nameh, the character
Zeyn al-Arab is portrayed as a poetess whose
passionate love for Baktash becomes a ladder
for spiritual transcendence rather than mere
carnal desire (15). Even the maternal role is
exalted in texts like Mosaibat-Nameh, where
motherhood is framed as an archetype of
unconditional love and selflessness, echoing
Islamic traditions that link maternal care with
divine mercy. These literary representations
suggest that while mystical literature is
steeped in  male-dominated  religious
paradigms, it still offers narrative spaces
where women's spiritual, emotional, and
ethical capacities are affirmed.

Nevertheless, the study also uncovers
pervasive themes of misogyny and gender-
based denigration embedded in the same
literary tradition. Poets such as Sana’i
frequently express disdain toward women,
equating femininity with irrationality, deceit,
and spiritual deficiency (17). The use of
phrases like “less than a woman” to describe
cowardice or moral failure betrays a normative
patriarchal worldview. In some works, women
are depicted as obstacles on the path to divine
realization, embodying the distractions of
worldly beauty and carnal pleasure. Rumi’'s

metaphoric association of woman with the
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nafs—which must be subdued for spiritual
progress—underscores this tension (7). Even
when women are portrayed favorably, it is
often within the limited confines of relational
identities—mothers, wives, or muses to male
saints. This dualism reflects a broader Sufi
epistemology that alternates between material
renunciation and metaphysical idealism,
wherein  the feminine  simultaneously
symbolizes both the peril of temptation and the
promise of transcendence. As such, the study
highlights that the representation of women in
Persian mystical verse is neither monolithic
nor stable, but rather a palimpsest of
conflicting ideologies.

This tension is further complicated by the use
of allegory and metaphor, which allow poets to
conceal theological meanings beneath
seemingly mundane depictions of gender. The
recurrence of physical beauty in describing the
beloved—regardless of gender—often serves
a dual function: to engage the reader’s
sensuous imagination and to elevate the
narrative toward metaphysical truths. The
beloved’s beauty, particularly in Rumi’s and
Attar's works, is frequently an epiphany of
divine aesthetics, capable of transforming the
seeker’s perception and purifying the soul. The
historical figures of beautiful women such as
Nizam (inspired Ibn Arabi), and mythical
heroines like Safiyeh Khatun, reflect this
interplay of form and essence (11, 13).
However, the invocation of beauty is often
selective—used to exalt only those women

who conform to spiritual purity or inspire male

asceticism. Thus, the symbolic deployment of
the female form in mystical verse operates
within boundaries defined by patriarchal
religious aesthetics. The figure of the woman
may thus represent divine light or material
darkness, depending on the narrative’s
teleological thrust, making her an unstable
signifier shaped by broader theological and
poetic currents.

Despite these contradictions, some texts do
advocate for spiritual equality between the
sexes. Attar’'s veneration of Rabia as “Taj al-
Rijal” (crown of men) and his assertion that
true spiritual worth transcends biological sex
exemplify an egalitarian impulse (8). Similarly,
in Sana’i’'s Hadiqat al-Hagiga, female figures
are occasionally depicted as pious and
insightful, capable of guiding even male
seekers along the path to divine union. These
instances, though sparse, reflect a more
nuanced understanding of spiritual capacity—
one not bound by gender but measured by
devotion and insight. The study suggests that
such perspectives, while marginal in the
broader patriarchal discourse, provide critical
points of departure for reimagining the role of
women in mystical traditions. Moreover, the
presence of female authors and mystics,
however limited, testifies to the agency and
resilience of women who sought spiritual
legitimacy within a system that often excluded
them.

In conclusion, the representation of women in
Persian mystical verse literature up to the 15th

century CE is characterized by ambivalence,
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plurality, and ideological tension. While some
texts depict women as spiritual equals, vessels
of divine beauty, and models of piety, others
entrench misogynistic views that align
femininity with weakness, deceit, or sin. These
contradictory portrayals reflect the broader
socio-religious context in which these texts
were produced—a context shaped by
theological doctrines, patriarchal norms, and
evolving mystical paradigms. Ultimately, the
study underscores the necessity of
approaching these texts with a critical lens that
acknowledges both their aesthetic richness
and ideological limitations. By doing so, one
can uncover not only the marginalization of
women in traditional discourse but also the
spaces where their presence reshapes and

redefines the mystical imagination.
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