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Abstract

Mystical educational texts represent one of the significant dimensions of the expansive field of Persian literature,
and Attar’s Tazkirat al-Awliya is among the mystical works that, although outwardly a biography of great Sufi
figures, imparts numerous lessons to disciples throughout these narratives—one of which concerns speech
etiquette. Etiquette and the language of politeness are topics that have attracted considerable attention among
contemporary linguists. Brown and Levinson, two prominent theorists in this field, have proposed five strategies
for analyzing politeness, which speakers employ to express their intentions while considering their own social
status and that of their audience. This research seeks to identify which linguistic politeness strategies are
employed in Tazkirat al-Awliya as tools for influencing the audience. The findings indicate that Attar utilizes
four strategies—bald-on-record, negative politeness, off-record, and refraining from action—while the positive
politeness strategy is not employed in the text.
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Introduction

Persian mystical literature, particularly its didactic and hagiographic texts, occupies a central position in the
intellectual and cultural heritage of Iran. Among these works, Tadhkirat al-Awliya by Farid al-Din Attar,
composed in the 12th century, stands out as a masterpiece that transcends the boundaries of simple biography.
While the text ostensibly recounts the lives of saints and mystics, it simultaneously embeds profound moral
lessons and principles of speech etiquette within its narrative framework. Attar’s writing iS not merely
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descriptive; it is prescriptive, offering guidance on how disciples should speak, interact, and conduct themselves
in both spiritual and social contexts.

In contemporary linguistic scholarship, politeness has emerged as a crucial concept within pragmatics, focusing
on how language structures social relationships and manages interpersonal dynamics. Brown and Levinson’s
politeness theory provides a comprehensive framework for analyzing these phenomena, conceptualizing “face” as
the individual’s desire for approval and autonomy. Applying this model to Attar’s text allows us to uncover how
speech etiquette is articulated and operationalized in a medieval Persian Sufi context. This study therefore bridges
modern linguistic theory with classical mystical literature, demonstrating how Attar strategically employs politeness
strategies to instruct his disciples in both spiritual conduct and everyday social interaction.

Review of Literature

The primary objective of this research is to conduct a thorough analysis of linguistic politeness strategies in
Tazkirat al-Awliya and to explain the sociological and contextual rationale behind their use. The central research
question is: Through which specific politeness strategies, as defined by Brown and Levinson, does Attar
construct verbal etiquette as a rhetorical instrument for guiding his audience?

Beyond this main inquiry, the study also explores how these strategies reflect underlying power dynamics,
spiritual hierarchies, and pedagogical considerations within classical Persian Sufism. For example, how does the
relationship between master and disciple shape the choice of direct versus indirect speech? How do narratives of
divine communion employ humility and silence as forms of politeness? And how do allegorical stories function
as off-record strategies to convey complex theological ideas? By addressing these questions, the research situates
Attar’s work within broader discussions of language, authority, and spirituality.

Brown and Levinson’s theory conceptualizes “face” as a fundamental sociological construct with two
dimensions:

1) Positive face: the desire for social approval, acceptance, and belonging.

2) Negative face: the desire for autonomy, freedom from imposition, and preservation of personal
territory.

The theory identifies five strategies along a continuum of directness:

1) Bald-on-record: direct, unmitigated speech.

2)  Positive politeness: affirming solidarity and validating the listener’s self-image.

3) Negative politeness: indirect language that minimizes imposition.

4)  Off-record: metaphor, implication, or hints that allow indirect meaning.

5)  Silence/withholding action: avoiding speech to prevent face-threatening acts.

This framework provides a systematic lens for analyzing Attar’s text. Importantly, it allows us to see how
medieval Persian Sufi discourse both aligns with and diverges from modern linguistic theory, particularly in its
treatment of silence as an elevated form of communication.

Methodology

The study employs a qualitative approach combining descriptive and analytical dimensions. Data collection
involved extensive library research and close reading of critical editions of Tazkirat al-Awliya. Relevant
narratives, dialogues, and instructional passages concerning speech etiquette were extracted and classified
according to Brown and Levinson’s strategies.

The analysis focused on linguistic markers, rhetorical patterns, and contextual factors influencing strategy
selection. For example, imperative verbs were identified as markers of bald-on-record speech, while
metaphorical expressions were categorized as off-record strategies. Attention was also given to the historical and
cultural specificities of medieval Persian Sufism, ensuring that the analysis remained faithful to the text’s
original context. By combining linguistic theory with literary interpretation, the methodology allowed for a
nuanced understanding of how politeness operates in Attar’s work.

Results
The analysis reveals that Attar employs four of the five strategies, each serving distinct communicative and
pedagogical functions:

1) Bald-on-record: This strategy is prevalent in master—disciple relations, reflecting authority through
direct commands. Passages such as “Cut out your tongue” or “Take a stone and break your own feet” exemplify
how explicit imperatives reinforce the hierarchical structure of Sufi pedagogy. These commands are not merely
harsh; they symbolize the disciple’s need to surrender ego and submit fully to spiritual guidance.

2) Positive politeness: This strategy appears in narratives of social interaction, emphasizing compassion
and forgiveness. For instance, Imam Sadiq’s gracious response to an accuser demonstrates how positive
facework operates through magnanimity and relational repair. Such stories highlight the importance of empathy
and solidarity in maintaining communal harmony.
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3)  Negative politeness: This strategy is most evident in contexts of divine communion, where humility and
self-effacement dominate. Expressions of inadequacy and spiritual poverty reflect the disciple’s respect for
divine transcendence. Yahya Muadh al-Razi’s refusal to preach due to the “absence of the Divine” illustrates
how negative politeness functions as an acknowledgment of human limitation before God.

4)  Off-record: Attar frequently employs metaphor and allegory to convey mystical experiences that resist
literal expression. Abu Bakr al-Wasiti’s allegory of “motes in sunlight” exemplifies this strategy, allowing
complex theological ideas to be communicated indirectly. Such metaphors invite interpretation and reflection,
fostering deeper engagement with the text.

Silence: Although less frequent, silence is reinterpreted by Attar as the highest form of spiritual courtesy.
Unlike Brown and Levinson’s view of silence as avoidance, Attar presents it as an active and meaningful form of
dialogue. Strategic silence becomes a precondition for transcendent experience, emphasizing the limits of
language in capturing divine reality.

The findings demonstrate that Attar constructs a complex system of speech etiquette that both instructs
disciples and reflects broader mystical and social values. Each strategy is carefully calibrated to the status of the
speaker and the audience, as well as the communicative context.

Most significantly, Attar’s treatment of silence diverges from Brown and Levinson’s model. Whereas their
theory interprets silence as avoidance or breakdown, Attar elevates it to a spiritual practice. Silence becomes a
form of communication that transcends words, embodying humility, reverence, and openness to divine presence.
This reinterpretation highlights the limitations of modern linguistic theory when applied to mystical texts, while
also showing how such texts can enrich contemporary discussions of language and communication.

The study illustrates how modern pragmatics can illuminate classical Persian literature, revealing the
philosophical depth embedded in Attar’s work. It also suggests broader applications: similar analyses could be
conducted on other Sufi texts, contributing to interdisciplinary dialogue between linguistics, religious studies,
and literary criticism. By bridging these fields, the research underscores the enduring relevance of Attar’s
insights into speech, silence, and human interaction.
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3. Enhancing one's own positive face through good deeds
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