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Abstract

The Masnavi-ye Ma‘navi, as one of the most prominent mystical works of Persian language and literature, represents and
develops a coherent system of fundamental concepts through narratives, stories, and dialogues. Within this framework, the
Ney-Nama, as the conceptual prelude to the Masnavi, introduces a set of concepts and themes and provides a conceptual
framework for understanding the work’s system of meaning. The present study aims to examine conceptual metaphors in
the dialogues of the Masnavi by identifying and analyzing the concepts articulated in the verses of the Ney-Nama and tracing
their reflections in the narratives of the Masnavi. Drawing on library-based sources, the study employs a descriptive-
analytical method grounded in a text-centered reading of the verses and dialogues, while Conceptual Metaphor Theory is
applied to the analysis of metaphors. The findings indicate that the concepts introduced in the Ney-Nama are not merely
independent themes confined to the opening of the Masnavi; rather, they constitute a coherent network that extends
throughout all six books and assumes diverse and, at times, more complex forms within the context of narrative dialogues.
This study identifies the fundamental concepts of the Ney-Nama, including separation from the origin, separation and
longing, suffering, awakening, mystical knowledge, love, voluntary death, annihilation (fana), truth, unveiling and mystical
intuition, and unity, and examines and analyzes their manifestations in the dialogues of the Masnavi. Examination of these
concepts reveals that they are interconnected through a conceptual and sequential relationship. The results further
demonstrate that the metaphorical network extending from the Ney-Nama to the end of the sixth book possesses considerable
semantic coherence and may be regarded as a conceptual schema for understanding the human epistemic and mystical
journey in the Masnavi.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Rumi’s Masnavi-ye Ma‘navi is one of the most

influential mystical and literary works in
Persian intellectual history, distinguished not
only by the richness of its narratives but also
by the conceptual networks through which
abstract mystical, ethical, and epistemological
meanings are rendered intelligible. Among the
most important mechanisms through which
such meanings are structured is metaphor,

particularly conceptual metaphor, which
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functions beyond the ornamental level of
language and participates in the organization
of human thought, experience, and cognition.
In the Masnavi, metaphor is deeply interwoven
with narration, dialogue, symbolism, and
mystical instruction, allowing complex ideas
such as separation, longing, knowledge, love,
annihilation, unity, and spiritual awakening to
be represented through concrete images and
lived situations. The opening eighteen verses

of the Masnavi, commonly known as the Ney-
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Nama, are especially significant because they
function as a conceptual threshold to the entire
work. The reed that has been separated from
the reed bed becomes a central metaphor for
the human soul estranged from its spiritual
origin, while its lament simultaneously conveys
separation, longing, suffering, memory, and
the desire for reunion. In this sense, the Ney-
Nama may be understood not merely as an
introductory passage but as a compressed
conceptual map whose principal ideas are
repeatedly expanded throughout the six books
of the Masnavi. Rumi’s account of separation
from the origin, for example, is closely
connected with the mystical understanding of
the soul’s exile from the divine realm and its
aspiration to return to its primordial source (1,
2). The symbolic voice of the reed therefore
establishes a pattern that reappears in
numerous narratives, where characters
experience alienation, confinement, loss,
yearning, or incompleteness. From this
perspective, the Masnavi can be read as an
extensive dramatization of the same spiritual
condition announced in the Ney-Nama: the
human being has become distant from the
origin, but the very experience of distance
becomes the initial condition for
remembrance, movement, and mystical
return. Such an interpretation is also
consistent with readings of Rumi’s mystical
thought that emphasize the transformation of
separation into a dynamic force of spiritual
awareness and the conversion of longing into

a path toward the divine (7, 13).

The present study examines the conceptual
metaphors embedded in the dialogues of the
Masnavi with particular emphasis on the
fundamental concepts introduced in the Ney-
Nama. Its central premise is that the semantic
coherence of the Masnavi may be better
understood by tracing how the primary
concepts of the opening verses are
transformed, expanded, and recontextualized
within later narrative dialogues. The theoretical
orientation of the study is based on the
understanding of metaphor as a cognitive and
conceptual process through which abstract
domains are structured in terms of more
concrete experiential domains. Within Rumi’s
mystical discourse, however, conceptual
metaphor acquires a distinctive spiritual
function because bodily, sensory, spatial, and
material experiences become vehicles for
explaining realities that transcend ordinary
empirical cognition. Thus, images such as the
reed, the cage, the prison, the well, the fire, the
sea, the mirror, the veil, the journey,
intoxication, death, and rebirth are not isolated
poetic  devices; rather, they  form
interconnected conceptual structures that
enable the reader to comprehend the stages
of spiritual transformation. Mystical texts often
employ such imagery because abstract
experiences of knowledge, union, annihilation,
and revelation cannot be adequately
articulated through literal language alone (5,
14). The distinction between outward and
inward perception is particularly important in

this respect. In Rumi’s thought, ordinary
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sensory perception is insufficient for attaining
ultimate truth, whereas inward hearing, inward
vision, and the purified heart constitute higher
modes of cognition. The imperative “listen” at
the beginning of the Masnavi is therefore
epistemologically significant: listening is not
simply an auditory act, but a metaphor for
receptivity, spiritual preparedness, and
openness to meaning. This distinction is
closely connected with Rumi’s repeated
emphasis on the difference between formal
knowledge and realized knowledge, between
information and insight, and between
conceptual certainty and direct vision (9, 11).
Accordingly, dialogue in the Masnavi becomes
more than a narrative device. It is a site in
which competing levels of perception,
misunderstanding, awakening, instruction,
and transformation are enacted, and it
provides a discursive space in which
metaphysical ideas are translated into
relational and experiential forms.

Methodologically, the study follows a
descriptive-analytical and  text-centered
approach based on library research and close
reading of selected verses, stories, and
dialogues from the six books of the Masnavi.
The analysis begins with the extraction of the
principal concepts articulated in the Ney-
Nama, including separation from the origin,
longing, pain, awakening, mystical knowledge,
love, voluntary death, annihilation, truth,
unveiling, intuition, and unity. These concepts
are then traced across selected narrative

episodes to determine how they are

reconstructed through metaphorical patterns
and dialogic situations. Particular attention is
paid to narratives in which the underlying
conceptual correspondence is especially
clear, including the story of the King and the
Handmaiden, the Parrot and the Merchant, the
Old Harpist, the Three Fish, the Elephant in the
Dark House, and the story of the visitor who
knocks at the beloved’s door. The analysis
does not treat these stories as independent
moral anecdotes but as manifestations of a
broader conceptual system whose roots can
be identified in the opening symbolism of the
reed. The story of the King and the
Handmaiden, for example, has frequently
been interpreted as a symbolic narrative of the
soul’s entanglement in corporeal and worldly
attachments and its gradual movement toward
liberation (3). Likewise, the recurrent
metaphors of prison, cage, well, and bodily
confinement are closely related to the mystical
representation of the soul’s descent into the
material world and its yearning for release (15).
The analysis also considers the semantic
relations among the extracted concepts rather
than studying them in isolation. Separation
leads to pain; pain produces awakening;
awakening initiates the search for knowledge;
knowledge reveals the inadequacy of the ego;
the transcendence of ego requires voluntary
death and annihilation; annihilation opens the
way to unveiling and direct perception; and this
process culminates in love, unity, and return to
the origin. This sequential organization

enables the study to interpret the Ney-Nama
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as a conceptual schema for the entire spiritual
movement of the Masnavi, while the dialogues
function as dramatic contexts in which each
stage is embodied, challenged, interpreted, or
realized.

The findings demonstrate that separation from
the origin constitutes one of the most
pervasive and foundational conceptual
metaphors of the Masnavi. The reed’s
separation from the reed bed functions as a
source model for numerous later narratives in
which individuals experience exile, distance,
captivity, deprivation, or estrangement. In the
story of the King and the Handmaiden, the
handmaiden’s illness is initially represented as
a bodily condition, yet the divine physician
discovers that its true cause is hidden longing
and separation. This transformation of
physical illness into a metaphor for spiritual
and emotional deprivation illustrates how Rumi
uses concrete suffering to reveal a deeper
ontological condition. The story ultimately
shifts from worldly attachment toward
purification, suggesting that attachment to
transient beauty must be overcome if the soul
is to become receptive to a more enduring
form of love (3, 4). A similar pattern appears in
the story of the Parrot and the Merchant,
where the parrot’s cage becomes a metaphor
for corporeal and existential confinement. The
parrot’s apparent death enables its release,
turning voluntary death into a conceptual
metaphor for liberation from attachment and
ego. This same pattern is extended in the story

of the Three Fish, where feigned death

becomes the means of escaping destruction.
In mystical terms, “dying before death”
signifies the transcendence of the lower self
before physical death and constitutes a central
stage of spiritual discipline (5, 16). The concept
of fana, or annihilation, develops naturally from
this process. For Rumi, annihilation does not
signify simple destruction but the dissolution of
self-centered consciousness and the removal
of the egoic veil that prevents direct
awareness of the divine. The Old Harpist
similarly reaches transformation only after the
collapse of his previous identity and
attachments. Thus, voluntary death and
annihilation should be understood as positive
metaphors of transformation rather than
negation. They indicate a transition from
limited individuality to a wider field of spiritual
consciousness, which prepares the ground for
subsistence in God and mystical union (2, 13).
The continuity of these motifs across different
stories confirms that the metaphors of
separation, imprisonment, death, and release
belong to a coherent conceptual network
rather than to isolated episodes.

A second major finding concerns the
interconnected roles of pain, hearing, truth,
love, and unity in the epistemological structure
of the Masnavi. Pain is not treated merely as
an undesirable psychological state; it functions
as a metaphor for awakening because the
awareness of separation generates the desire
for return. The reed laments because it
remembers its origin, and this memory

transforms suffering into spiritual knowledge.
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From this perspective, pain becomes
productive: it disrupts complacency, exposes
existential deficiency, and initiates the search
for meaning. Rumi’s conception of love is
inseparable from this process, because
longing is generated by separation and
culminates in the desire for unity. Love is
therefore represented as a universal
ontological force rather than as a limited
emotional attachment. It animates the cosmos,
breaks the structures of ego, and moves the
individual from multiplicity toward unity (7, 8).
This  conception has  affinities  with
philosophical treatments of love as a
mediating force that overcomes division and
establishes relation between the human and
the transcendent (17). The distinction between
true and metaphorical love is similarly
important. Worldly love may remain unstable
and dependent on transient forms, but it can
also become a preliminary stage through
which the individual is redirected toward divine
love. Truth, in turn, is not represented as an
object that can be fully possessed through
discursive knowledge. The story of the
Elephant in the Dark House illustrates the
partiality of ordinary perception: each observer
grasps only one aspect of the elephant and
mistakes partial knowledge for total truth.
Rumi thereby exposes the limitations of
sensory and conceptual cognition and
emphasizes the necessity of a transformed
mode of perception (1, 18). This is why hearing,
seeing, unveiling, and inner vision are

repeatedly spiritualized in the Masnavi.

External hearing receives words, but inward
hearing receives meaning; ordinary vision
apprehends forms, whereas purified vision
apprehends realities. The movement from ‘ilm
al-yagin to ‘ayn al-yaqin and ultimately haqq
al-yaqin represents a transition from mediated
knowledge to direct realization. The
culmination of this process is unity, which is
expressed through the dissolution of the
distinction between lover and beloved, self and
other, part and whole. In the well-known story
of the lover who knocks at the beloved’s door,
entry becomes possible only when the
speaker no longer asserts an autonomous “|.”
Love therefore accomplishes
epistemologically what annihilation
accomplishes ontologically: it removes the
barrier of separateness and makes unity
experientially possible.

In conclusion, the analysis indicates that the
fundamental concepts introduced in the Ney-
Nama form an integrated conceptual network
that continues throughout the six books of the
Masnavi and acquires increasingly complex
narrative, dialogic, and metaphorical forms.
Separation from the origin emerges as the
foundational condition of the human soul,
while pain functions as the awakening
produced by awareness of that separation.
Listening marks the beginning of receptivity
and knowledge, and the movement toward
truth requires the transformation of ordinary
perception into inward insight. Voluntary death
and annihilation represent the progressive

dissolution of egoic attachment, while
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unveiling and intuition signify the emergence
of a deeper mode of cognition. Love operates
as the principal force connecting all these
stages, because it arises from separation,
intensifies longing, destroys the limitations of
the self, and directs the individual toward unity.
The narrative dialogues of the Masnavi
therefore serve as dynamic fields in which
these concepts become embodied in
characters, conflicts, questions, responses,
misunderstandings, and transformations. The
stories are diverse in plot and imagery, yet
their underlying conceptual organization
reveals a remarkable degree of semantic
continuity. The Ney-Nama can consequently
be understood as a generative conceptual
nucleus whose metaphorical structures unfold
across the entire work. From this perspective,
the six books of the Masnavi do not constitute
a loose collection of stories but a coherent
mystical discourse organized around a
recurring  sequence of  estrangement,
suffering, awakening, knowledge, self-
transcendence, love, and return. Conceptual
metaphor thus provides an effective
framework for explaining how Rumi transforms
abstract mystical teachings into concrete
narrative experience and how dialogue
becomes a medium through which the reader
is invited not merely to understand these
teachings intellectually, but to participate
imaginatively in the spiritual journey they

describe.
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