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Journey in Attar’s Conference of the Birds
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Abstract

This article aims to conduct a comparative analysis of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and the seven mystical valleys presented in
Attar’s Conference of the Birds. Despite the fundamental differences between the two systems—one emerging from modern humanistic
psychology and the other rooted in Islamic—Persian mysticism—the step-by-step comparative analysis demonstrates that in both, the
process of human transcendence moves from basic needs toward meaning, unity, and self-transcendence. The comparison begins with an
analysis of the internal structure of each system and, following an independent introduction to Maslow’s hierarchy and an exposition of
Attar’s mystical valleys, each of the seven psychological and mystical stages is examined comparatively. In this analysis, while
epistemological distinctions are preserved, structural similarities and the inner evolutionary path of the human being are highlighted. A
comparative table enables the reader to grasp a concise and effective overview of each stage. Finally, by emphasizing the necessity of
avoiding improper equivalence, critical perspectives regarding this comparison are also presented and discussed. The findings of this study
indicate that mystical wayfaring in Islamic mysticism can, with conceptual boundaries preserved, be interpreted as convergent with the
psychological path of self-actualization. This opens a pathway for interdisciplinary dialogue between psychology and mysticism.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The discourse on human transcendence and

spiritual development has been a central
concern across both psychological and
mystical traditions, manifesting in diverse yet
parallel conceptual structures. In the realm of
modern psychology, Abraham Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs has become one of the
most influential frameworks, portraying human

growth as a progression from physiological
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necessities toward self-actualization and self-
transcendence (1, 2). In contrast, Islamic—
Persian mysticism, particularly articulated in
Attar's Conference of the Birds, provides a
symbolic itinerary of the soul through seven
valleys, beginning with the Valley of Quest and
culminating in the Valley of Poverty and
Annihilation (3). This comparative inquiry

situates these two models side by side, not for
the purpose of equating them simplistically but
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to illuminate how both portray an inner journey
from deficiency to transcendence, while
highlighting  their  epistemological and
ontological divergences. Maslow’s model
arises from the humanistic psychology of the
twentieth century, emphasizing individual
growth and potential, whereas Attar’s valleys
reflect the metaphysical orientation of Sufi
mysticism, where the annihilation of the self in
the divine reality is the ultimate goal (4). By
aligning these stages, scholars argue that
cross-cultural and interdisciplinary dialogue
can be cultivated, as both systems underline a
structured movement from lower needs or
desires to higher states of being, albeit with
different

vocabularies (5).

teleologies and conceptual
The foundation of Maslow’s hierarchy rests on
the assumption that human motivation is
layered, beginning with physiological needs,
advancing through safety, love and belonging,
esteem, self-actualization, and eventually
culminating in peak experiences and self-
transcendence (1, 6). These stages are
portrayed as hierarchically ordered, where
lower needs must be sufficiently met before
higher aspirations can emerge. Attar's seven
valleys, by contrast, chart a spiritual journey
that begins with the Valley of Quest, proceeds
through Love, Knowledge, Detachment, Unity,
Bewilderment, and ends with Poverty and
Annihilation (3). While Maslow describes
growth in terms of personal fulfilment and
integration of one’s potential, Attar
emphasizes dissolution of the ego and

immersion into divine reality. Yet, intriguing
parallels emerge: Maslow’s physiological
needs mirror Attar’s Quest, both initiating from
an awareness of deficiency; safety
corresponds inversely with Love, where
certainty gives way to risk and surrender;
belonging aligns with Knowledge, as both
imply connection beyond the self; esteem
relates to Detachment, reflecting liberation
from worldly recognition; self-actualization
resonates with Unity, a state of higher
integration; peak experiences find their
mystical analogue in Bewilderment, where
rationality falters before transcendence; and
finally, self-transcendence corresponds with
Poverty and Annihilation, where the individual
transcends selfhood itself. Such stage-by-
stage analysis demonstrates that even across
cultural and epistemological divides, patterns
of ascent, transformation, and transcendence
recur in symbolic and psychological
vocabularies (2).

The comparison also requires recognition of
divergences in metaphysical assumptions and
interpretive frameworks. For instance, in
Maslow’s model, peak experiences are
temporary, integrative moments of joy,
wholeness, or mystical-like unity (1), while in
Attar’s sixth valley of Bewilderment, the seeker
undergoes a permanent rupture of rational
categories, encountering the infinite in a
manner that dissolves conceptual
understanding. Similarly, Maslow’s final stage
of self-transcendence has been interpreted as

dedicating oneself to purposes beyond the



VFoF Jbo (o 0lods (Paw 098 ((cw il Oledl § b)) dusmis™ 4 i3

ego, such as service, creativity, or unity with
humanity (6), whereas Attar's Valley of
Poverty and Annihilation refers to a radical
ontological effacement of the self in the divine.
These distinctions highlight not only semantic
differences but also divergent anthropologies:
Maslow assumes a fundamentally self-
affirming model of growth in which fulfillment of
the self leads to higher ethical and creative
states, whereas Attar situates the self as the
very obstacle that must be obliterated to
access divine reality (4). The psychological
path culminates in self-expression; the
mystical path culminates in self-erasure. Yet
both can be interpreted as culminating in
transcendence, understood as a movement
beyond ordinary existence into a domain of
meaning, integration, and unity (5).

Nevertheless, the comparative framework
provides fertile ground for interdisciplinary
reflection. By analyzing structural similarities,
one sees that both systems conceive human
development as a progression from lower,
more immediate needs or desires toward
higher, more transcendent states of being. In
Maslow, this trajectory moves from deficiency
needs (physiological and safety) to growth
needs (esteem and self-actualization),
culminating in self-transcendence (1, 2). In
Attar, the trajectory moves from the
individual's longing (Quest) through love,
knowledge, and detachment to divine unity,
bewilderment, and annihilation (3). Both
describe a journey from fragmentation to
wholeness, though the direction differs:

psychology aims to expand and affirm the self,
while mysticism aims to dissolve it. This
structural resemblance opens interpretive
possibilities where psychology and mysticism
are not conflated but engaged in dialogue,
providing complementary perspectives on the
human quest for transcendence (6).
Importantly, by situating Maslow and Attar in
conversation, one may also reconsider the
boundaries of psychological theory,
recognizing that spiritual traditions have long
articulated forms of self-transcendence, and
that modern psychology may benefit from
these broader ontological insights.

Critical voices, however, caution against
overly  facile  equivalences. Scholars
emphasize that while Maslow’s model is
grounded in empirical psychology and the
language of needs, Attar’s valleys belong to a
symbolic and metaphysical discourse where
terms like “love,” “knowledge,” and “unity” are
not merely psychological states but ontological
realities (3). Moreover, Maslow’s stages are
flexible and reversible—individuals may
regress to lower levels under stress—whereas
Attar’s journey is one-directional: once a valley
is traversed, there is no return. Similarly, love
in Maslow’s hierarchy corresponds to
relational belonging, while in Attar it is a
consuming fire that destroys rationality. Such
distinctions underscore that comparative
frameworks must remain sensitive to linguistic,
cultural, and metaphysical contexts, avoiding
reductionist interpretations. Yet, the

comparative effort still yields valuable insights:
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it underscores how diverse intellectual
traditions converge on the recognition that
human beings are oriented toward
transcendence, whether expressed as
fulfilment of self or as annihilation into the
divine (2, 5).

In conclusion, this extended comparative
analysis reveals both the resonances and
disjunctions between Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs and Attar's seven valleys of mystical
journey. Both articulate structured pathways of
development, transformation, and
transcendence, with overlapping patterns of
ascent and transformation. At the same time,
the teleological goals diverge: one celebrates
the flowering of human potential, the other its
dissolution into divine unity. This comparison
enriches the study of human development by
situating psychology and mysticism in
dialogue, offering an interdisciplinary
framework that neither collapses their
differences nor ignores their structural
affinities. Ultimately, the juxtaposition of these
two models underscores that the human quest
for transcendence—whether framed as self-
actualization or self-annihilation—remains a
universal concern, expressed in diverse
cultural idioms yet converging on the
aspiration to move beyond the limitations of

ordinary existence.
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