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The mystical journey has consistently been a central theme in Sufism and Islamic
mysticism, wherein mystics undertake prolonged spiritual travels for the purification
of the self. Essentially, mysticism and Sufism represent a form of voyage and
experiential process through which the individual, while transcending the ego,
perceives the divine within. Numerous eminent figures in Sufism have intertwined the
concepts of external (cosmic) and internal (spiritual) journeys. The conceptual
mechanism that facilitates the alignment of(these two domains is termed an “image
schema” orfconceptual schema.” Image schemas are primarily categorized into three
major types: (1) motion-based; (2) volumetric; and (3) force-based. According to
Johnson, humans construct conceptual structures in their minds by observing their own
movements and other tangible, dynamic phenomena. These structures emerge from
human physical experiences of the material and kinetic world. Among these, the motion
schema is a crucial and frequently employed conceptual framework in mystical texts.
Analyzing this schema reveals the underlying reasons for Attar’s emphasis on the
Simurgh’s journey and the symbolic selection of numbers as guiding principles. This
study, conducted through an analytical-descriptive methodology, seeks to answer the
guestion: How are image schemas formed within the structure and narrative of The
Conference of the Birds? The findings indicate the presence and application of motion,
force, extension, and abstraction schemas within Attar’s mystical narrative.

Research Objectives:

1. To uncover and more precisely comprehend the mystical concepts and
meanings embedded in Attar’s narratives.

2. To examine the motion, force, extension, and abstraction image schemas
within Attar’s mystical story, with a particular focus on the Metropolitan
Museum manuscript.

Research Questions:

1. Whatlis the status and role of mystical concepts and meanings in Attar’s
stories?

2. How are the motion, force, extension, and abstraction image schemas
manifested in Attar’s mystical narrative?
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Introduction

According to Johnson’s theory, just as motion inherently involves a starting point, a
path, and an endpoint, motion image schemas similarly possess these three components:
origin, trajectory, and destination. Because the type and direction of movement vary
from one place to another, motion schemas are classified into three main categories
based on directionality: horizontal, vertical, and rotational. Attar’s The Conference of
the Birds is an allegorical and symbolic work whose central theme is the journey or
movement from the earthly realm to the celestial spheres. To render this abstract and
spiritual movement perceptible and comprehensible, Attar employs the motion
schema—a conceptual structure derived from human experience of the physical world.
Consequently, The Conference of the Birds is particularly well-suited for analysis
through the lens of motion schemas. This study examines the horizontal, vertical, and
rotational motion schemas within the text.

Regarding the horizontal schema, Attar conceives human perfection as necessitating
detachment from the material world, the body, and the ego. Movement away from these
three origins toward perfection, unity of existence, and immortality can be interpreted
as a “self-to-self” motion, reflecting Attar’s illuminationist worldview. In The
Conference of the Birds, Attar places the greatest emphasis on the schema of the path
or trajectory. The poem can be understood as an effort to elucidate the importance and
necessity of movement along this path and the self-purification required to reach the
Divine Truth. The seven valleys represent stages or stations along this journey, each
traversable according to the seeker’s spiritual capacity.

The vertical motion schema in the poem manifests in two forms: ascending and
descending. Symbolically, these correspond to the spiritual ranks and statuses of the
individual. The rotational schema centers on the concept of “return” to the primordial
homeland, which is the soul’s primary concern. This return is achieved through a
cyclical movement from “self to self” and from “Truth to Truth.”

Previous studies have addressed literary texts from the perspective of cognitive
semantics. Notably, Bagheri Khalili and Mehrabi Kali (2013) explored the rotational
schema in the ghazals of Saadi and Hafez, while Pour Ebrahim (2016) examined
translation methods of metaphors based on motion schemas in Nahj al-Balagha. Taheri
(2014), in her thesis titled “A Study of the Motion Schema in Attar’s The Conference
of the Birds,” conducted an in-depth investigation of the motion schema within this
work.

This article employs an analytical-descriptive methodology grounded in library
research to answer the following questions: What cognitive insights does the motion



schema provide regarding the story of the Simurgh in Attar’s The Conference of the
Birds? In what conceptual contexts is the motion schema employed within the
narrative? What themes emerge from the use of motion, force, and extension schemas
in the various conceptual dimensions of the Simurgh’s tale?

Conclusion

Divine nearness (qurb) and union (wisal) are among the most significant topics in
Islamic mysticism and Sufism. Linguistically, qurb means closeness, while wisal
denotes reaching and connecting with the Beloved. Attar asserts that the only path to
union with the origin of existence is through severance from the self and worldly
attachments, leading to self-forgetfulness. Attaining union with the Divine requires
spiritual preparations aimed at the soul’s elevation. Mystics have outlined prerequisites
and conditions for seekers on this path, emphasizing the purification of the ego from
carnal desires. Progress through mystical stations (magamat) purifies the seeker’s inner
self, rendering them fully prepared and worthy of divine union.

The central theme in much of Attar’s poetry concerns the relationship between human
beings and God, foclImg on how the servant’s nearness to God culminates in the
realization of the unity of existence (wahdat al-wujud). As a mystic rather than a
philosopher, Attar expresses this connection through the language of love and devotion
rather than rational or philosophical discourse, highlighting the fusion of lover and
Beloved and the unity of mystical vision.

The emphasis on the motion image schema in mystical texts reflects its critical role in
the spiritual journey and attainment of truth. This importance is underscored by direct
divine injunctions in the Qur’an and the attention given by the Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) and the Imams in their traditions. Such teachings affirm the significance of
spiritual ascent—from the earthly station (adani) to the sublime horizon (‘ali)—which
Is the ultimate goal for every seeker and mystic.

In elucidating the motion schema, Attar views true divine union as reaching the station
of fana’ fi Allah (annihilation in God). He believes that fana ultimately leads to unity,
which is sought through annihilation in the Divine. To attain unity, the seeker first
detaches from apparent existence and then becomes so immersed in the Beloved that no
self remains. Beyond this stage, the mystic experiences a passionate unity with the
eternal Beloved.

Historically, spiritual journeying held a special place in early Sufi tradition. Masters
often encouraged disciples to travel and visit other spiritual guides to benefit from their



blessings and advance on the path. For such journeys to aid in soul purification, they
had to be undertaken with specific etiquettes and conditions, which are extensively
detailed in classical Sufi literature. Observance of these protocols ensured that the
journey was spiritually fruitful and blessed.
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