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Abstract

In Sa‘di’s intellectual system, the concepts of “heaven” and “hell” extend beyond purely theological notions and function as
stylistic devices through which the poet articulates his ethical, lyrical, and mystical worldview. Using a descriptive-analytical
method, the present study examines the function and role of these two concepts in Sa‘di’s collected works by exploring their
semantic layers and associated literary devices. The findings demonstrate that Sa‘di adopts a multidimensional approach,
removing heaven and hell from the realm of abstraction and situating them within tangible human experience. In the lyrical
dimension, through the use of preferential simile and hyperbole, he presents the beloved’s beauty as superior to the blessings
of paradise. In the didactic dimension, he depicts these concepts as the “embodiment of deeds” and as the logical
consequences of virtuous and immoral dispositions. In the mystical dimension, he regards paradise, when contrasted with
the direct contemplation of the Divine, as a veil that the realized mystic must transcend. By ingeniously integrating literary
devices such as paradox, feigned ignorance, and allegory with eschatological concepts, Sa‘di demonstrates that the
immediate paradise of “union” and “virtuous conduct,” as well as the embodied hell of “separation” and “association with
the unworthy,” can be experienced in earthly life. Ultimately, this study explains how Sa‘di’s representations of heaven and
hell contribute to the construction of a coherent framework for attaining a blessed life in both worlds and how he establishes
an organic relationship between social realism and sacred idealism.

Keywords: Sa ‘di’s Collected Works, heaven and hell, stylistics, ethics, mystical aestheticism
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Sa‘di Shirazi’s Kolliyat constitutes one of the

most influential intellectual and literary corpora
in classical Persian literature, in which
theological concepts, ethical wisdom, mystical
thought, and profound human emotions
converge within a coherent poetic worldview.
Among the numerous motifs recurring
throughout his works, the concepts of heaven
and hell
multidimensional position. Although these

occupy a distinctive and

concepts originate in religious eschatology
and traditionally refer to the ultimate abodes of
reward and punishment after death, Sa‘di
does not confine them to their literal,
theological, or spatial meanings. Instead, he
transforms them into flexible stylistic,
symbolic, and epistemological instruments
through which the conditions of human
existence, interpersonal relationships, moral
dispositions, mystical experience, and
emotional states can be explained. In his
poetry and prose, heaven may signify the
presence of the beloved, the experience of
spiritual union, virtuous conduct, social
harmony, or inner peace, whereas hell may
represent separation, companionship with
unsuitable individuals, moral corruption,
alienation from truth, and deprivation of divine
vision. This semantic fluidity reflects Sa‘di’s
capacity to connect the sacred and the worldly
without diminishing either domain. His
familiarity with Islamic theology and his

intellectual formation within the religious

o 3y aile ol &S e Sl adllas ol
tradition provided the conceptual foundations
of his eschatological language, while his poetic
genius enabled him to humanize celestial
concepts and sanctify earthly experiences (1,
2). Consequently, heaven and hell in Sa'di’s
intellectual system should not be interpreted
merely as representations of the afterlife;
rather, they function as central components of
an ethical and aesthetic discourse through
which the poet defines the conditions of
happiness and suffering in both temporal and
eternal life.

The principal problem addressed in this study
concerns the manner in which Sa‘di employs
the traditional and seemingly abstract
concepts of heaven and hell to create
innovative imagery in the lyrical, didactic, and
mystical dimensions of his collected works.
The central research question is whether his
use of these eschatological terms should be
understood primarily as an ornamental literary
strategy based on devices such as simile,
hyperbole, paradox, allegory, and
personification, or whether it represents a
more profound form of symbolic realism in
which eschatological reward and punishment
become perceptible within the immediate
psychological, ethical, and social experiences
of human beings. Previous scholarship has
examined the manifestation of heaven and hell
in  Persian literature, their  mystical
reinterpretation, their archetypal foundations,

and their comparative representation in the
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works of major Eastern and Western poets.
Ahmadi Birjandi demonstrates that Persian
mystical literature gradually moved beyond
literal descriptions of paradise and infernal
punishment toward inward and symbolic
interpretations (5). Mohammadi’s archetypal
analysis similarly indicates that heaven and
hell may function as reflections of collective
psychological structures rather than merely
doctrinal propositions (6). Comparative studies
have also revealed that these concepts may
be employed to represent spiritual
development, existential transformation, social
criticism, and resistance to superstition (7, 8).
Nevertheless, a comprehensive examination
of their dual and changing functions across
Sa‘di’'s Ghazals, Bustan, and Golestan has
remained comparatively limited. The present
research therefore seeks to clarify how Sa'di
transfers heaven and hell from the field of
eschatology into the domains of aesthetics,
ethics, psychology, sociology, and mystical
epistemology, while simultaneously
preserving their religious resonance.

The theoretical framework of the research is
based on the distinction between the exoteric
understanding of heaven and hell in religious
law and their esoteric reinterpretation in Sufi
thought. Within conventional theology, heaven
and hell constitute two final and separate
destinations: paradise is the realm of eternal
reward for the faithful, while hell is the realm of
punishment for unbelief, hypocrisy, and moral
transgression. In mystical discourse, however,

worship motivated exclusively by the desire for

paradise or fear of hell is frequently regarded
as a transactional and incomplete form of
devotion. The true mystic seeks neither reward
nor protection from punishment but the
presence, knowledge, and love of God. From
this perspective, paradise itself may become a
veil if its pleasures divert the seeker’s attention
from the Divine. The development of Sufi
thought from ascetic fear toward hope, love,
and longing for union transformed paradise
from a final objective into a temporary stage on
the path to divine knowledge (9). Bayazid
Bastamt and other early mystics considered
attachment to paradise an obstacle to direct
spiritual realization, because attachment to
anything other than God constitutes a form of
separation  (10).  Similarly, hell was
reinterpreted as deprivation of divine vision,
separation from the eternal beloved, spiritual
ignorance, and the painful domination of the
lower self. Ghazali distinguished physical fire
from spiritual fire and regarded shame,
separation, and despair of beholding divine
beauty as more severe than bodily torment
(12). ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadant further
transformed infernal fire into a symbol of divine
love that burns impurity and prepares the lover
for spiritual purification (13). These mystical
interpretations provide the conceptual context
for understanding Sa‘di’'s treatment of heaven
and hell as inner states, epistemological
conditions, and symbolic representations of
proximity to or separation from truth.

The study adopted a qualitative descriptive-

analytical method. Its textual corpus consisted
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of Sa‘di’'s collected works, particularly the
Bustan, Golestan, and Ghazals, which were
examined through library-based data
collection and systematic note-taking. Verses
and passages explicitly or implicitly associated
with  heaven, paradise, hell, infernal
punishment, heavenly beings, divine reward,
spiritual union, separation, moral conduct, and
companionship were identified and classified.
The extracted evidence was subsequently
organized into three principal domains: the
lyrical domain, in which heaven and hell
function primarily in relation to the beloved and
the emotional conditions of wunion and
separation; the didactic domain, in which they
embody the consequences of virtuous and
immoral conduct; and the mystical domain, in
which paradise is subordinated to divine vision
and hell is reinterpreted as separation from the
Absolute. The analysis further examined the
relationship between thematic meaning and
rhetorical structure, focusing on literary
devices such as preferential simile, hyperbole,
paradox, feigned ignorance, personification,
antithesis, allegory, metaphor, allusion, and
phonetic harmony. This stylistic approach was
informed by scholarship on Sa‘di’'s language,
imagery, symbolism, and poetic simplicity (4,
14, 16, 18). Particular attention was devoted to
the ways in which Sa‘'di converts complex
theological concepts into clear sensory
images. The primary textual evidence was
drawn from the authoritative edition of the
Kolliyat, and each poetic example was treated

not as an isolated rhetorical ornament but as

part of a broader intellectual system linking
love, morality, social order, and spiritual
perfection (17).

The findings demonstrate that Sa'di employs
heaven and hell through a hierarchical and
multifunctional semantic system. In the lyrical
domain, paradise becomes a comparative
background against which the beauty of the
beloved is measured and ultimately shown to
be superior. The breeze of paradise, heavenly
maidens, eternal youth, gardens, and celestial
fragrance lose their independent value when
confronted with the beloved’s face, breath,
presence, or companionship. Through
preferential simile and hyperbole, Sa'di
suggests that the beloved does not merely
resemble paradise but constitutes the source
from which paradise derives its beauty. The
presence of the beloved transforms earthly
time into heavenly eternity, whereas
separation renders even paradise emotionally
uninhabitable (16, 17). In the didactic domain,
heaven and hell become embodiments of
human actions and dispositions. Good
character is presented as originating in
paradise, while an immoral disposition carries
the individual toward hell. Paradise is therefore
not only a future reward but also a moral
quality already present within the virtuous
person. Similarly, harmonious companionship
and benevolent social relations create an
earthly paradise, whereas association with
incompatible or corrupt individuals produces
an immediate experience of hell. This

transformation reflects Sa‘di’s practical ethics,
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in which salvation is connected to civility,
compassion, justice, generosity, and service to
others rather than to ascetic formalism alone
(2, 3). In the mystical domain, Sa'di rejects a
mercantile understanding of devotion and
portrays the true lover as indifferent even to
the possession of all the keys of paradise.
Divine presence, not celestial pleasure, is the
ultimate object of desire. Paradise without the
beloved becomes a veil, while the
contemplation of the beloved constitutes true
felicity. Hell, correspondingly, appears as
separation, spiritual estrangement, and the
absence of meaningful affinity. These findings
reveal that Sa'di does not abolish the
theological meanings of heaven and hell,
rather, he expands them by integrating
doctrinal belief with psychological realism,
social ethics, lyrical imagination, and mystical
knowledge (9, 11, 19).

In conclusion, the representations of heaven
and hell in Sa‘di’'s collected works form an
integrated semantic and stylistic system
through which the poet -constructs a
comprehensive vision of human happiness
and suffering. Heaven is represented not only
as a promised eternal realm but also as the
lived experience of love, moral excellence,
spiritual awareness, compatible
companionship, and service to humanity. Hell,
similarly, is not limited to infernal punishment
after death but is embodied in separation,
moral ugliness, spiritual ignorance, social
incompatibility, loneliness, and alienation from

truth. By transferring these concepts between

the celestial and terrestrial realms, Sa'di
creates an organic relationship between
sacred idealism and social realism. His
rhetorical devices are not decorative additions
to predetermined theological meanings; they
actively reshape those meanings and make
them emotionally intelligible. Paradox allows
paradise to become hell in the presence of an
unwanted companion, while hyperbole raises
the beloved above celestial beauty, allegory
transforms moral conduct into eschatological
destiny, and mystical symbolism subordinates
all rewards to the vision of the Divine. The
study therefore concludes that Sa‘di’'s
originality lies in his ability to preserve the
religious authority of heaven and hell while
converting them into dynamic categories of
human experience. His poetic universe
balances fear and hope, earthly responsibility
and eternal destiny, sensual beauty and
mystical transcendence. Within this universe,
the true paradise is a heart illuminated by love,
ethical virtue, and proximity to truth, whereas
the true hell is the condition of estrangement

from love, goodness, and spiritual meaning.
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