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Abstract

This study examines the language of metaphor in Rumi’s works
through the perspectives of cognitive linguistics and mystical
analysis. In Rumi’s poetry, particularly in the Masnavi-ye Ma'navi
and the Divan-e Shams, metaphor is not merely a literary device;
rather, it constitutes a fundamental means of articulating mystical
experiences and communicating complex spiritual concepts. To
express notions such as divine love, spiritual wayfaring,
annihilation of the self, and union with ultimate reality, Rumi maps
abstract concepts onto concrete and experiential domains.
Metaphors such as light, fire, the sea, the journey, the mirror, and
the wind perform both cognitive and spiritual functions in his
works, enabling readers to attain a deeper understanding of mystical
truth through sensory and everyday experiences. The analysis of
these metaphors demonstrates that the metaphorical system in
Rumi’s works possesses a coherent structure and functions as a
bridge connecting language, human experience, and mystical
intuition. Consequently, Rumi’s metaphorical language serves not
only as a means of achieving literary beauty but also as an
epistemological instrument for understanding spiritual experiences
and guiding the reader along the path of mystical wayfaring.
Keywords: Rumi, conceptual metaphor, metaphor, mystical
language, Masnavi-ye Ma'navi, Divan-e Shams, cognitive
linguistics, divine love, mystical wayfaring, annihilation of the self
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Metaphor constitutes one of the most fundamental

mechanisms through which poetic language
produces meaning, organizes experience, and
renders abstract realities intelligible. Although
classical rhetoric generally treated metaphor as an
ornamental device employed to embellish
discourse, contemporary linguistic approaches
have demonstrated that metaphor is not peripheral
to language but central to human cognition.
Conceptual metaphor theory, in particular,
maintains that individuals understand abstract
phenomena by mapping them onto concrete,
bodily, spatial, and experiential domains. Concepts
such as love, knowledge, time, power, spiritual
transformation, and death are therefore frequently
structured through more accessible experiences
such as movement, light, heat, containment,
direction, nourishment, and physical contact
(Hashemi, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 2018). From
this perspective, poetic metaphors are not merely
decorative expressions; rather, they reveal the
conceptual structures through which poets perceive
and interpret existence. This approach is especially
relevant to the study of Jalal al-Din Muhammad
Rumi, whose poetry is deeply grounded in
metaphor, allegory, symbolism, and imaginative
representation. In the Masnavi-ye Ma'navi and the
Divan-e Shams, recurring images such as fire, light,
the sea, the reed, the mirror, wine, journey, flight,
wind, and the sun function as coherent conceptual
structures through which mystical experience is
articulated. Rumi employs such images to
communicate concepts that resist direct linguistic
formulation, including divine love, mystical
wayfaring, annihilation of the self, spiritual
knowledge, separation from the divine origin, and
union with ultimate reality. Consequently,
examining metaphor in Rumi’s works is not simply
a study of literary style; it is an inquiry into the
cognitive,  epistemological, and  mystical
foundations of his worldview (Davari Ardakani,
2014; Hassanzadeh Neyri & Hamidfar, 2020).

The present study adopts an interdisciplinary
framework combining cognitive linguistics,
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literary analysis, and the interpretation of mystical
discourse in order to investigate the structure and
function of metaphor in Rumi’s poetry. The
analytical foundation is conceptual metaphor
theory, according to which metaphor involves a
systematic mapping from a more concrete “source
domain” to a more abstract “target domain”
(Barcelona, 2011; Kovesces, 2014). Through this
process, selected structures and characteristics of
the source domain are transferred to the target
domain, thereby facilitating the conceptualization
of realities that cannot be directly perceived by the
senses. Within Rumi’s mystical language, this
mechanism is especially important because
spiritual experiences are inward, intuitive, and
frequently described as transcending rational and
ordinary linguistic expression. Rumi therefore
reconstructs such experiences through tangible
images drawn from nature, the body, social
relations, everyday activities, religious narratives,
and familiar human emotions. The study analyzes
representative metaphors from the Masnavi and the
Divan-e Shams, with particular attention to
recurrent mappings, metaphorical clusters, and the
interaction between individual images and broader
mystical themes. It also examines the cognitive and
aesthetic functions of these metaphors, their role in
organizing narratives and allegories, and their
capacity to guide readers from sensory
understanding toward spiritual insight. In this
analytical model, metaphors are not treated as
isolated figures of speech but as interconnected
elements within a coherent conceptual network.
This network provides access to Rumi’s
understanding of the human condition, the
relationship between the individual and the divine,
and the transformative function of love in mystical
development (Eco, 2011; Shakeri et al., 2023).

The findings indicate that divine love constitutes
the central target domain in Rumi’s metaphorical
system and is conceptualized through a wide range
of source domains that illuminate its complex and
multidimensional nature. Love is represented as
light, fire, wine, food, medicine, illness, madness,
war, imprisonment, a living being, a king, a
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journey, a sea, and a plant. Each of these mappings
highlights a particular dimension of mystical love.
In the metaphor “love is light,” love is represented
as the source of illumination, knowledge, divine
manifestation, and liberation from ignorance. The
image of light is often developed through related
images such as the sun, the moon, the lamp, and the
candle, thereby creating an extensive metaphorical
cluster in which spiritual understanding becomes a
form of vision (Behnam, 2010). In the metaphor
“love is fire,” love possesses the properties of heat,
burning, purification, illumination, transformation,
and destruction. The lover is consumed by this fire,
yet such burning is not merely destructive; it
removes egotism, worldly attachment, and spiritual
impurity, thereby preparing the individual for
rebirth at a higher level of existence. Love as wine
similarly represents intoxication, self-
forgetfulness, and liberation from rational control,
while love as food depicts the nourishment and
strengthening of the soul. Love may also be
described as illness and medicine simultaneously,
demonstrating its paradoxical character as both the
source of suffering and the only remedy for
spiritual alienation. These overlapping
conceptualizations reveal that no single metaphor
can fully express mystical love; instead, Rumi
constructs a network of complementary and
occasionally contradictory images to communicate
its intensity, pain, beauty, and transformative
power (Asadollahi et al., 2019; Esparham &
Tasdighi, 2018).

Another major group of findings concerns spatial,
orientational, and journey metaphors. Conceptual
metaphor theory emphasizes that abstract
experiences are frequently organized through
bodily orientation, including the oppositions of up
and down, inside and outside, near and far, center
and periphery, and forward and backward. In
Rumi’s poetry, spiritual elevation, knowledge,
divine proximity, moral goodness, and liberation
are generally conceptualized as upward movement,
whereas ignorance, attachment, weakness, and
spiritual decline are associated with downward
movement (Kovesces, 2014; Lakoff & Johnson,
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2018). These orientational structures are grounded
in physical, social, cultural, and religious
experience and are also consistent with broader
patterns found in religious discourse, in which
power, value, divine transcendence, and spiritual
perfection are frequently represented through
verticality (Pourabrahim et al., 2009). The
metaphor “mystical wayfaring is a journey” is
especially prominent in Rumi’s works. Within this
mapping, the human being is a traveler, the
mystical path is a road, spiritual obstacles are
deserts, mountains, dangers, and separations, and
union with the divine is the final destination. The
journey is not primarily geographical but inward
and existential; it begins with dissatisfaction with
the ordinary self and proceeds through purification,
suffering, knowledge, love, self-loss, and union.
The related metaphors of the caravan, the guide, the
station, departure, return, and the homeland
contribute to a coherent narrative of spiritual
transformation. These metaphors also perform a
pedagogical function by enabling the reader to
imagine mystical development as a gradual process
involving  movement,  difficulty,  choice,
perseverance, and transformation. Through such
imagery, Rumi converts abstract stages of spiritual
experience into an intelligible pattern of departure,
passage, and return (Sepahi et al., 2024; Shakeri
et al., 2023).

The study further demonstrates that metaphors of
the sea, drop, reed, mirror, wind, and living
organism play a central role in Rumi’s
representation of separation, unity, annihilation,
and divine presence. In the metaphor of the drop
and the sea, the sea represents divine reality or
absolute existence, while the drop represents the
individual human being. The return of the drop to
the sea signifies the dissolution of separate identity
and the attainment of unity with the divine.
Importantly, annihilation in this image does not
simply mean destruction; it signifies liberation
from limited individuality and participation in a
more comprehensive mode of being. The metaphor
of the reed similarly expresses the existential
condition of the human soul. The reed cut from the
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reed bed symbolizes the soul separated from its
divine origin, while its lament represents spiritual
longing and the desire to return. The mirror
functions as a metaphor for the human heart, which
must be cleansed of egotism, attachment, and moral
corruption in order to reflect divine truth. Wind
represents an invisible but effective divine force
that moves, awakens, and guides the human being,
while personification metaphors depict love as a
physician, ruler, guide, warrior, judge, or living
agent capable of directing, healing, punishing, or
transforming the lover. These images illustrate the
dynamic quality of Rumi’s metaphorical language:
metaphors do not remain fixed or purely
descriptive but evolve within stories, dialogues,
and mystical arguments. A single image may
acquire multiple meanings according to its
narrative context, and related metaphors often form
clusters that reinforce one another. Thus, Rumi’s
metaphorical system operates simultaneously at
linguistic, cognitive, emotional, pedagogical, and
spiritual levels (Davari Ardakani, 2014; Safdari,
2019; Sepahi et al., 2024).

In conclusion, metaphor in Rumi’s poetry should
be understood as a foundational structure of
thought and mystical communication rather than
merely as a rhetorical ornament. Through
metaphor, Rumi translates inward and ineffable
spiritual experiences into tangible patterns derived
from bodily perception, natural phenomena, human
relationships, and everyday life. His recurrent
images of fire, light, the sea, the journey, the reed,
the mirror, wine, wind, illness, healing,
imprisonment, and growth form a coherent
conceptual network through which divine love,
mystical wayfaring, annihilation, knowledge,
separation, and union become intelligible. These
metaphors also create an essential bridge between
the sensible and spiritual worlds, allowing readers
to approach abstract mystical truths through
familiar  experiences  while  simultaneously
transforming their ordinary understanding of those
experiences. Rumi’s metaphorical language
therefore possesses an epistemological function,
because it provides a means of knowing; an
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existential function, because it represents the
transformation of the self; an aesthetic function,
because it generates vivid and multilayered poetic
imagery; and a pedagogical function, because it
directs the reader toward reflection, self-
knowledge, and spiritual awakening. The
coherence and flexibility of this metaphorical
system explain much of the enduring interpretive
richness of the Masnavi and the Divan-e Shams.
Rumi’s poetry remains accessible to general
readers at the level of narrative and image while
also offering profound philosophical and mystical
meanings to readers familiar with spiritual
traditions. Ultimately, his use of metaphor
demonstrates the unique capacity of poetic
language to express realities that cannot be
adequately communicated through direct, literal, or
purely rational discourse.
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