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Nonverbal Communication in the Ghazals of Attar of Nishapur
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Abstract

Persian mystical literature constitutes a profound medium for reflecting inner states and intuitive perceptions that
conventional and everyday language is often constrained and inadequate in conveying fully. Attar of Nishapur is one of the
most prominent pioneers of Persian mystical poetry, whose ghazals are replete with emotional manifestations and
experiences of inward spiritual wayfaring. The present study aims to identify, classify, and conduct a semiotic analysis of
the components of nonverbal communication in the ghazals of Attar of Nishapur. This fundamental research employs a
descriptive-analytical method based on library research and documentary analysis. The theoretical framework of the study
is grounded in an integration of layered semiotics, drawing on Barthes and Peirce, with theories of nonverbal acts, including
visual communication, Kinesics, vocal-paralinguistic signs, and silence. The findings indicate that nonverbal signs in Attar’s
ghazals are not merely decorative elements or simple poetic images; rather, within the signifying system of his poetry, they
function as indexical and symbolic signs. Through the deployment of body language—such as tears, the bending of the body,
changes in facial complexion, the casting down of the head, and dance—nonverbal vocal signs such as sighing and
lamentation, and acts of silence and closing the eyes, Attar realizes three fundamental functions: representing the inadequacy
of verbal language in articulating the sacred, negating the wayfarer’s egohood, and expressing intuitive disclosure and
mystical bewilderment. The results demonstrate that nonverbal communication in Attar’s ghazals operates as a semiotic
mechanism through which the body of the mystical wayfarer becomes a text signifying the transcendent meanings of the
mystical path.

Keywords: Attar of Nishapur, ghazals, nonverbal communication, semiotics, mystical significations, body language.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Persian mystical literature constitutes one of

the most sophisticated intellectual and
aesthetic traditions in which inner states,
spiritual transformations, and experiences of
transcendence are articulated through forms
of expression that frequently exceed the
capacities of ordinary propositional language.
Within this tradition, mystical experience is
commonly understood as immediate, intuitive,
and existential rather than merely conceptual,
while human language remains conventional,
socially constructed, and oriented toward the
communication of phenomena accessible to
discursive understanding. This epistemic
tension produces a fundamental expressive
problem: how can a finite linguistic system
communicate states that are perceived as
ineffable, suprarational, or beyond ordinary
representation? Mystical poets therefore
expand the semantic capacities of poetic
language by relying not only on metaphor,
paradox, symbol, and ambiguity, but also on
embodied and nonverbal forms of signification.
Attar of Nishapur occupies a distinctive
position in this tradition because his ghazals
repeatedly represent spiritual states through
bodily reactions, gestures, facial

transformations, tears, sighs, silence, gaze,
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ALliS
prostration, and ecstatic movement. His poetic
language is thus not confined to abstract
theological concepts but is deeply rooted in
embodied experience and the dramatization of
mystical transformation through visible and
audible signs. The broader intellectual
orientation of Attar's poetry has been
associated with the annihilation of ego,
spiritual bewilderment, self-abandonment, and
the transformation of ordinary consciousness
into an  experiential awareness  of
transcendence (2-4). From the perspective of
spirituality and mystical epistemology, such
experiences also point to the inadequacy of
purely discursive knowledge when confronted
with forms of knowledge grounded in
presence, intuition, and inward realization (1).
Against this background, the present study
investigates nonverbal communication in
Attar's ghazals as an organized semiotic
mechanism rather than as a set of incidental
rhetorical ornaments. Its principal objective is
to identify, classify, and interpret the major
nonverbal signs through which mystical
experience is embodied and communicated,
with particular attention to the ways in which
bodily actions and physiological reactions

become carriers of spiritual meaning.

N\.N
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The theoretical framework of the study
integrates  contemporary approaches to
nonverbal communication with major concepts
in semiotics. In communication studies,
nonverbal communication encompasses a
wide range of bodily, visual, vocal, spatial, and
paralinguistic  behaviors through  which
individuals convey affect, relational
orientation, psychological states, and social
meanings without relying exclusively on verbal
language (5, 16). Such communication may
include kinesics, posture, gesture, facial
expression, gaze behavior, vocal qualities,
silence, bodily orientation, and involuntary
physiological manifestations. Research on
interpersonal communication has further
emphasized that nonverbal signs are often
perceived as more immediate and affectively
revealing than explicit verbal statements
because they are closely connected with
emotional and embodied processes (6, 7). In a
literary context, these signs can be analyzed
not simply as mimetic descriptions of bodily
conduct, but as coded elements within a larger
system of meaning. Semiotics provides the
conceptual apparatus required for such an
interpretation because it examines the
relations among signs, referents, signified
meanings, and cultural codes (8, 9). The
present study particularly draws on Peircean
distinctions among icon, index, and symbol, as
well as on Barthes’s differentiation between
denotative and connotative levels of
signification. Bodily signs such as pallor, tears,

or sighs may initially function as indices

because of their causal or existential
relationship with emotional and physiological
states, but within the conventions of mystical
discourse they may acquire symbolic
meanings  associated  with  sincerity,
annihilation, spiritual pain, purification, and
divine attraction. Likewise, an apparently
simple bodily posture can move from a first-
order physical meaning to a second-order
mystical signification. Barthes’s model is
therefore especially productive for
distinguishing between the literal bodily event
and the culturally encoded mystical meaning
that the same sign carries within Attar’s poetic
universe (14, 15).

Methodologically, the research adopts a
fundamental,  descriptive-analytical, and
gualitative design grounded in close textual
reading, documentary analysis, and semiotic
interpretation. The corpus consists of Attar’s
ghazals as represented in authoritative
editions of his poetic works, with particular
attention to established textual compilations
and scholarly selections (17, 18). The sampling
procedure was purposive and criterion-based:
verses were selected when they contained
explicit or implicit references to bodily action,
facial transformation, involuntary physiological
response, gaze  behavior, nonverbal
vocalization, or silence. The analytical
categories were developed through a
nonverbal

synthesis of  contemporary

communication theory and semiotic
classification. Five principal categories were
behaviors,

identified:  kinesic including
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bending, falling, prostration, head-lowering,
and ecstatic dance; outward physiological
signs, including pallor, redness, tears, blood-
like tears, and visible bodily exhaustion; ocular
communication, including fixed gaze,
astonished staring, eye closure, and visual
withdrawal; paralinguistic or nonlexical vocal
signs, including sighing, lamentation, wailing,
and cries; and silence as a meaningful
absence of speech. These categories are
compatible with existing research on
nonverbal behavior in Persian literary texts,
which has demonstrated that bodily conduct
can function as an interpretive key to
psychological and narrative layers that are not
directly verbalized (13). Previous scholarship
has also shown that spatial and proxemic
relations in Attar's ghazals are themselves
highly meaningful and can structure relations
between the seeker and the beloved (12). The
present study extends such approaches by
examining multiple nonverbal systems
simultaneously and by interpreting them as
interrelated components of a larger mystical
semiotic structure.

The findings indicate that bodily transformation
in Attar’s ghazals frequently operates through
indexical signs that subsequently acquire
symbolic and mystical significance. Facial
pallor, for example, initially denotes physical
weakness, loss of vitality, or intense emotional
disturbance, yet within Attar's mystical
framework it becomes a sign of spiritual
sincerity, detachment from worldly vitality, and

the consuming force of separation. Tears

function in a comparable manner. At the
denotative level, they are physiological
secretions produced by sorrow or emotional
intensity; at the connotative level, they become
signs of purification, helplessness, longing,
and the authenticity of the lover's claim.
Because tears are represented as involuntary,
they possess a distinctive semiotic authority:
they testify to an inner truth that the speaking
subject cannot easily fabricate. The eye
therefore becomes an alternative organ of
speech when verbal language is deemed
inadequate. In this respect, Attar’'s imagery
transforms the body into a semiotic surface
upon which inner spiritual states become
outwardly legible. This process corresponds
closely to the logic of indexicality, in which the
sign bears an existential or causal relation to
the condition it signifies (8). At the same time,
the cultural codes of Persian Sufi poetry
transform such physiological reactions into
conventional mystical symbols. Earlier studies
of Attar have emphasized the experiential
density, dramatic movement, and
psychological force of his imagery (10, 11). The
present analysis demonstrates  more
specifically that these features are organized
through a recurring semiotic process in which
physical symptoms are elevated into signs of
spiritual transformation.

A second major cluster of findings concerns
kinesic behavior, visual communication,
paralinguistic  expression, and silence.
Downward bodily movements such as bowing,

lowering the head, placing the head on the
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dust, or bending the body signify more than
physical submission. They enact the symbolic
dismantling of egohood by lowering those
parts of the body culturally associated with
dignity, reason, selfhood, and superiority. The
head, as a conventional sign of intellectual and
personal sovereignty, is placed upon the dust
in a gesture that transforms corporeal
abasement into a mystical sign of voluntary
annihilation. In contrast, circular and ecstatic
movements such as dance and sama' embody
release from the weight of material existence
and metaphorically resemble the motion of
particles around the sun, thereby establishing
an iconic relationship between the seeker’s
bodily motion and cosmic movement. Ocular
signs also display a dual structure. A fixed or
astonished gaze signifies perceptual arrest
and becomes an index of hayra, or mystical
bewilderment, while the voluntary closing of
the eyes symbolizes withdrawal from sensory
multiplicity and the redirection of perception
toward inward vision. These bodily and visual
codes support the broader Sufi understanding
that spiritual perception requires the
weakening of ordinary sensory and rational
domination (19). Nonverbal vocalizations such
as sighs, cries, and lamentation likewise
emerge when articulated discourse reaches its
expressive limit. As paralinguistic forms, they
convey affect without propositional syntax and
function as bodily eruptions of longing and
separation (5). Silence represents the
culmination of this process. Semiologically,

silence is not an empty or null sign but a

meaningful absence whose interpretive force
depends on the surrounding cultural code (9).
In Attar’s ghazals, silence frequently marks the
threshold at which knowledge, language, and
self-assertion must cease before the
overwhelming presence of the divine.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
nonverbal communication in Attar of
Nishapur’s ghazals constitutes a fundamental
semiotic architecture through which mystical
experience is embodied, dramatized, and
transmitted. The body of the seeker functions
as a meaningful text in which physiological
reactions, bodily movements, gaze, sound,
and silence collectively articulate states that
discursive language cannot adequately
contain. These signs operate simultaneously
at multiple levels: they possess literal bodily
meanings, index emotional and existential
conditions, and acquire symbolic significance
through the cultural codes of Persian
mysticism. Three principal functions emerge
from this system. First, nonverbal signs
compensate for the insufficiency of verbal
language in representing transcendental
experience. Second, bodily gestures enact the
destruction of ego-centered subjectivity and
the movement toward mystical annihilation.
Third, ocular, physiological, and paralinguistic
signs give material form to intuitive disclosure,
bewilderment, longing, and spiritual
transformation. The resulting poetic structure
reveals that embodiment and spirituality are
not oppositional categories in Attar’s poetics;

rather, the body becomes one of the primary
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media through which transcendence is made
perceptible. Tears become unspoken words,
lowered posture becomes the grammar of
humility, ecstatic movement becomes the
syntax of liberation, and silence becomes the
most concentrated expression of an encounter
that exceeds speech. This perspective opens
a productive avenue for future research on
Persian mystical literature by shifting attention
from exclusively rhetorical and lexical analysis
toward the interaction between corporeality,

signification, affect, and spiritual experience.
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