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The Concept of Suffering and Salvation in Rumi’s Mathnawi from the Perspective of Existential
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Abstract

The problem of suffering is one of the most fundamental existential concerns of human beings; it is a problem that occupies
a central place both in religious and mystical traditions and in modern philosophies, particularly existential philosophy. In
the Islamic mystical tradition, especially in Rumi’s thought, suffering is not merely a negative, destructive, or meaningless
phenomenon; rather, it can serve as a prelude to awakening, self-knowledge, rupture from heedlessness, and movement
toward salvation. From this perspective, the Mathnawi-ye Ma‘nawi is a work in which experiences of pain, separation,
anxiety, death-consciousness, frustration, failure, bewilderment, and seeking are interpreted within an educational and
ethical horizon. On the other hand, existential moral philosophy, by emphasizing freedom, responsibility, authenticity,
anxiety, choice, and the individual’s confrontation with limit-situations, also regards suffering as one of the ways through
which the truth of human existence is disclosed. This study seeks to analyze the concept of suffering and its relationship
with salvation in Rumi’s Mathnawi from the perspective of existential moral philosophy. The research method is descriptive-
analytical and is based on a conceptual and comparative reading. The findings indicate that, in Rumi’s thought, suffering
acquires meaning when it separates the human being from the false self, egoic attachments, and everyday existence, and
leads the individual toward awareness of existential poverty, the need for truth, divine love, and ethical responsibility. From
this perspective, suffering in the Mathnawi is not the end of the path, but the beginning of the human being’s existential and
ethical transformation. Furthermore, a comparison between Rumi’s thought and certain existentialist themes shows that
although Rumi and existential philosophers differ in their metaphysical and theological foundations, they share significant
points of dialogue in their attention to lived experience, anxiety, death-consciousness, freedom, choice, and the necessity of
existential authenticity.

Keywords: suffering, salvation, Mathnawi-ye Ma ‘nawi, Rumi, existential moral philosophy, freedom, authenticity,
existential anxiety.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The problem of suffering is one of the most

persistent and universal concerns in human
existence, and it has occupied a central place
in religious, mystical, philosophical, and ethical
traditions. In Islamic mysticism, particularly in
Rumi’'s Mathnawi-ye Ma‘nawi, suffering is not
understood merely as a negative, destructive,
or meaningless experience; rather, it is
interpreted as a possible ground for
awakening, self-knowledge, purification,
existential transformation, and movement
toward salvation. Rumi’s view of the human
being is rooted in the idea that human life is
marked by separation from the original source
of being, and this separation produces pain,
longing, bewilderment, and desire for return.
Therefore, suffering in the Mathnawi is not only
a psychological state but also an ontological
and ethical condition through which the human
being becomes aware of his or her distance
from truth. Commentators of the Mathnawi
have repeatedly emphasized that Rumi’s
poetic and mystical language transforms
experiences such as pain, separation, anxiety,
failure, and death-awareness into instruments
of spiritual education and moral refinement (1-
3). From this perspective, the present study
aims to analyze the concept of suffering and
its relationship with salvation in Rumi’s
Mathnawi from the perspective of existential
moral philosophy.

Existential moral philosophy provides a

significant conceptual horizon for rereading

Rumi’s understanding of suffering, because it
places the concrete, lived, anxious, free, and
responsible human being at the center of
ethical reflection. In existential thought,
suffering is closely related to freedom, choice,
responsibility, anxiety, death-awareness,
despair, authenticity, and confrontation with
limit-situations. The human being is not merely
an abstract rational subject but an embodied
and situated existence who must constantly
respond to ambiguity, loss, finitude, and moral
decision. Studies on Kierkegaardian despair
and anxiety show that suffering can reveal the
crisis of the self and disclose the possibility of
returning to a more authentic relation with
oneself, with God, and with existence (4, 8).
Similarly, discussions of Sartrean freedom
indicate that the burden of responsibility is
inseparable from human existence and that
the refusal to choose is itself a form of choice
(6, 9). Jaspersian concepts such as authentic
being, existential communication, and limit-
situations also clarify how suffering, failure,
death, and guilt can awaken the human being
from superficial everydayness and open a path
toward existential self-awareness (5, 21).
These existential themes make it possible to
interpret suffering in the Mathnawi not as
passive affliction but as a transformative
ethical event.

This study is descriptive-analytical in method
and is based on a conceptual and comparative
reading of Rumi’s Mathnawi in dialogue with

selected themes of existential moral
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philosophy. The research does not seek to
equate Islamic mysticism with existentialism,
nor does it reduce Rumi's theological and
mystical worldview to modern secular
philosophy. Rather, it attempts to identify
meaningful points of dialogue between the two
traditions while preserving their fundamental
differences. The analysis focuses on key
concepts such as suffering, separation,
longing, death-awareness, freedom, moral
responsibility, love, self-awareness,
authenticity, and salvation. In examining
Rumi’s thought, the study relies on major
commentaries and contemporary Persian
scholarship on the Mathnawi, especially works
that clarify Rumi’s anthropology, ethics, view
of freedom, death-awareness, and mystical
understanding of the human being (10, 13, 16-
18). In the existential dimension, the study
draws on analyses of Kierkegaard, Sartre,
Heidegger, and Jaspers in order to formulate
a philosophical framework for understanding
suffering as a disclosure of the human
condition (5, 7, 23). Accordingly, the article
interprets suffering in the Mathnawi as a
moral-existential phenomenon that becomes
meaningful when it leads the human being
from heedlessness to awareness, from self-
enclosure to love, and from false identity to
authentic transformation.

The findings show that suffering in Rumi’s
Mathnawi has several interrelated functions.
First, suffering functions as an awakening
force that disrupts the ordinary, habitual, and

heedless mode of life. Rumi repeatedly depicts

human beings as trapped in imitation, egoic
attachment, superficial desires, and
forgetfulness of their true origin; suffering
interrupts this condition and compels the
individual to ask fundamental questions about
meaning, truth, and the destiny of the soul (19,
24). Second, suffering is connected with
existential separation. The opening image of
the reed in the Mathnawi symbolizes the soul’'s
separation from its origin, and this separation
becomes the source of longing, pain,
movement, and spiritual search (2, 3). Third,
suffering is related to self-knowledge. Through
pain, failure, loss, and anxiety, the human
being becomes aware of his or her existential
poverty, dependence, limitation, and need for
truth. Fourth, suffering becomes ethically
valuable only when it produces transformation.
Rumi does not glorify suffering as mere pain;
rather, he gives it meaning when it leads to
repentance, humility, purification, love,
responsibility, and movement toward truth (1,
16). Therefore, suffering in the Mathnawi is
neither meaningless misery nor purely
external misfortune, but a possible beginning
of moral and spiritual rebirth.

The comparison between Rumi’s thought and
existential moral philosophy reveals both
significant affinities and decisive differences.
The major affinity lies in the fact that both
traditions refuse to treat suffering as a merely
accidental or marginal phenomenon. In both,
suffering can disclose the truth of human
existence, awaken the individual from

superficial life, and force a confrontation with

NY.N
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freedom, finitude, responsibility, and meaning.
Rumi’s critique of heedlessness and egoic life
can be compared with existential critiques of
inauthentic everydayness, self-deception, and
flight from responsibility (7, 10). Likewise,
Rumi’s emphasis on moral transformation
through pain, love, and self-knowledge
resonates with existential discussions of
anxiety, despair, authenticity, and the burden

of choice.
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