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A Gadamerian Reading of Attar’s Conference of the Birds
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Abstract

The present study was conducted with the aim of offering a hermeneutic reading of Attar’s Conference of the Birds within
the philosophical horizon of Gadamer, and of demonstrating the possibility of understanding this work not as a text
possessing fixed meanings, but as a living, dialogical event. In this regard, by drawing on the fundamental concepts of
Gadamerian hermeneutics—such as the historicity of understanding, the fusion of horizons, and prejudice—the possibility
of reinterpreting the narrative and allegorical structure of the work was established, and the relationship between mystical
wayfaring in Attar’s text and the process of understanding in philosophical hermeneutics was explicated. The findings of the
study indicated that, within the horizon of Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, Conference of the Birds should be
regarded as a historically situated text emerging from tradition; a text that acquires meaning not in a vacuum, but within the
context of Islamic mystical tradition and in the continuity of its history of effects. In each period, this work is reinterpreted
in light of new questions and horizons of expectation, and it remains open to ever-new readings. At the same time, the
allegorical and narrative structure of Conference of the Birds constitutes an autonomous and dynamic movement that
encompasses both subject and object, and reveals truth not in propositional form, but as an event and lived experience.
Accordingly, Conference of the Birds is not only a foundational text in Iranian mysticism, but also a concrete exemplar of
the realization of the principles of Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics; a work that demonstrates that understanding is a
living, historical, and dialogical event, and that meaning is constituted through the dynamic interaction among tradition, text,
and interpreter.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study undertakes a hermeneutic

reinterpretation of Attar’'s Conference of the
Birds within the philosophical horizon of
Gadamerian hermeneutics, situating the text
not as a repository of fixed meanings but as a
dynamic and dialogical event  of
understanding. Traditionally, Conference of
the Birds, attributed to Attar Nishaburi, has
been regarded as one of the most significant
mystical-literary works in Persian literature,
characterized by its allegorical richness,
multilayered narrative structure, and profound

engagement with the stages of spiritual
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wayfaring (1). Over centuries, this text has
been the subject of diverse interpretive
traditions, primarily shaped by symbolic,
didactic, and classical mystical frameworks,
which have often sought to stabilize meaning
within predetermined conceptual schemas (2).
Such approaches typically assume that
meaning resides either in the authorial
intention or in an established mystical code,
thereby treating the text as a container of pre-
existing truths rather than as an active site of
interpretive  engagement (3). From a

philosophical standpoint, this interpretive
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orientation reflects a broader epistemological
assumption that meaning is recoverable
independently of the reader's historical
situation, an assumption critically examined
within modern hermeneutics (4). By contrast,
this study proposes that Attar’s text must be
approached as a living discourse, whose
meaning emerges through the interplay
between tradition, text, and interpreter.

Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics offers
a decisive shift from method-centered
interpretation to an ontology of understanding
grounded in historicity and dialogue.
According to Gadamer, understanding is not a
technical operation governed by objective
procedures but a historically conditioned event
that unfolds within the medium of language
and tradition (6). Central to this perspective is
the concept of the “fusion of horizons,”
whereby the historical horizon of the text and
that of the interpreter enter into a dialogical
relationship, producing new configurations of
meaning that transcend both initial
perspectives (6). Within this framework, the
distance between past and present is not an
obstacle to wunderstanding but its very
condition of possibility. Applying this to
Conference of the Birds, the text is no longer
viewed as a static artifact rooted exclusively in
the sixth century, but as an open-ended field
of meaning that continuously rearticulates
itself in response to new interpretive contexts.
This reconceptualization foregrounds the
active role of the reader, transforming

interpretation into a participatory act in which

meaning is co-constituted rather than merely
retrieved. Consequently, Attar’'s allegorical
universe—comprising figures such as the
Simurgh, the birds, and the seven valleys—
must be understood not as fixed symbolic
entities but as dynamic elements within an
ongoing hermeneutic process.

The historicity of understanding, another
foundational principle in Gadamer’s thought,
further illuminates the interpretive potential of
Attar's work. Gadamer asserts that all
understanding is historically effected, meaning
that it is shaped by the traditions and
preconceptions that constitute the interpreter’s
horizon (6). In this sense, Conference of the
Birds is both a product of its own historical
milieu and a participant in an evolving history
of interpretation. The text emerges from the
rich tradition of Islamic mysticism, drawing
upon established motifs such as annihilation
(fana), divine love, and the journey toward
unity, while simultaneously contributing to the
ongoing transformation of these concepts.
Previous studies have explored the semantic
and psychological dimensions of the text,
including its alignment with Gestalt principles
of perception and its resonance with
logotherapy, thereby highlighting its capacity
to engage with diverse intellectual paradigms
(7, 8). However, these approaches often
remain confined within specific theoretical
frameworks, without fully addressing the
dialogical and historically contingent nature of
understanding itself. From a Gadamerian

perspective, the enduring relevance of Attar’s
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text lies precisely in its openness to
reinterpretation, allowing it to generate new
meanings in response to shifting historical and
existential concerns.

The concept of the fusion of horizons becomes
particularly salient when examining the
interaction between the mystical worldview of
Attar and the interpretive frameworks of
contemporary readers. In the narrative of
Conference of the Birds, the journey of the
birds toward the Simurgh can be read, within
its original context, as an allegory of spiritual
realization and the dissolution of the self in the
divine. Yet, when approached from a modern
philosophical perspective, this journey may
also be interpreted as a process of existential
self-discovery or collective identity formation.
This multiplicity of meanings does not imply
relativism but reflects the productive tension
between different horizons of understanding
(6). The dialogical structure of the text,
exemplified by the interactions between the
hoopoe and the other birds, further reinforces
this hermeneutic dynamic. Each bird
articulates a particular limitation or attachment,
representing a distinct horizon that constrains
its understanding of truth. Through dialogue,
these horizons are challenged and expanded,
mirroring the interpretive process described by
Gadamer. In this sense, the narrative itself
enacts the fusion of horizons, demonstrating
how understanding emerges through the
interplay of questioning, response, and

transformation.

Another key concept in Gadamerian
hermeneutics, that of prejudice (Vorurteil),
provides a crucial lens for analyzing the
epistemological structure of Attar’'s narrative.
Contrary to the Enlightenment view that
regards prejudice as a barrier to knowledge,
Gadamer redefines it as a necessary
precondition for understanding, emphasizing
that all interpretation begins from within a
framework of prior assumptions and
expectations (6). In Conference of the Birds,
each bird embodies a specific prejudice that
shapes its perception of reality, whether it be
the nightingale’s attachment to the rose, the
peacock’s longing for paradise, or the parrot’s
desire for immortality. These prejudices are
not merely obstacles but integral components
of the interpretive journey, providing the
starting point from which transformation
becomes possible. Through the successive
stages of the journey, these preconceptions
are subjected to critique and revision, leading
to a gradual reconfiguration of the birds’
horizons. This process culminates in the
realization that the Simurgh is not an external
entity but a manifestation of their collective
being, thereby dissolving the fundamental
dualism between seeker and sought. From a
hermeneutic  perspective, this moment
represents the transformation of prejudice into
understanding, illustrating how truth emerges
through the dialectical interplay of expectation
and experience.

In conclusion, the Gadamerian reading of

Attar’'s Conference of the Birds reveals the text
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as a paradigmatic instance of hermeneutic
experience, in which meaning is constituted
through the dynamic interaction of tradition,
language, and interpretation. Rather than
seeking a definitive or final interpretation, this
approach emphasizes the openness and
plurality of meaning, highlighting the text’s
capacity to engage with diverse historical and
philosophical contexts. The allegorical and
narrative structure of the work functions as a
self-reflexive exploration of the process of
understanding itself, inviting readers to
participate in an ongoing dialogue that
transcends temporal and cultural boundaries.
By foregrounding the historicity  of
understanding, the fusion of horizons, and the
productive role of prejudice, this study
demonstrates that Conference of the Birds is
not merely a canonical text of Persian
mysticism but a living discourse that continues

to generate new meanings in the present.
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