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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Shams of Tabriz is one of the most remarkable and complex figures in
the history of Sufism and Iranian thought. Following the critical
editing and publication of the Magalat of Shams, scholars have gained
a broader opportunity to examine his personality, conduct, and
spiritual thought. One striking aspect of his character is the
coexistence of apparently contradictory qualities: affection,
compassion, gentleness, and empathy on the one hand, and harshness,
reproach, severity, and occasional violence on the other. At first sight,
such behavior may seem inconsistent with fundamental Sufi principles
such as tolerance, gentleness, and compassion. Some scholars have
therefore interpreted these contrasting qualities as evidence of an inner
contradiction or even a bipolar personality. Yet the Magalat contains
numerous passages in which Shams praises kindness, recommends
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affection toward enemies and wrongdoers, and expresses compassion
even toward animals. The central question of this study is
consequently whether Shams’s harshness and reproach can be
explained through identifiable intellectual, spiritual, and pedagogical
reasons, thereby offering a coherent and non-pathological
understanding of his personality. The study seeks to identify, analyze,
and formulate the underlying reasons for his harsh behavior and to
clarify how these behaviors relate to his broader system of thought.

2. Literature Review

Shams has been discussed in numerous works on Rumi and Sufism,
from the writings of Sultan Walad, Sepahsalar, and Aflaki to modern
scholarship. Following the publication and critical editions of the
Magalat, extensive research has addressed his life, personality, and
thought. Scholars such as Foruzanfar, Nicholson, Movahed,
Schimmel, Chittick, Zarrinkub, and Lewis have referred to his
harshness, reproachful speech, and apparently contradictory behavior.
However, although these studies recognize such characteristics, few
have systematically investigated their underlying causes.
Sahebzamani associates some of Shams’s harshness with dervish
pride, the arrogance of the superman, and a social-reformist
orientation. Other studies interpret his severity primarily in terms of
his educational role, his attention to gifted disciples, or the educational
practices of his period. A psychological study has also examined
Shams’s personality through Karen Horney’s theory of personality.
Nevertheless, these explanations appear insufficient to account for the
full range of his harsh behavior. The present study therefore turns
directly to the Magalat and related sources to identify and classify the
reasons given by Shams himself. The study also considers research on
verbal violence in Sufi literature, including work on Sana’i’s Hadigat
al-Hagiqa, which demonstrates the value of examining the causes of
Sufi harshness for understanding their psychological, epistemological,
and anthropological perspectives.
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3. Methodology

This research used a descriptive-analytical method based primarily on
textual analysis. The principal source was the Magalat of Shams of
Tabriz, supplemented by historical sources, hagiographical works,
Rumi’s writings, and contemporary scholarship on Shams and Sufism.
Passages concerning affection, severity, reproach, harshness,
mistreatment, and violence were identified and examined together
with the contexts and reasons Shams provided for such conduct. The
analysis revealed five principal reasons for his harshness. First, Shams
relates severity to imitation of God and the acquisition of divine
attributes: because God possesses both gentleness and severity, the
mystic must also recognize and employ both in their proper places.
Second, he considers both affection and severity characteristics of the
perfected mystic and spiritual guide, who must be capable of firmness
when guidance requires it. Third, harshness can serve a pedagogical
purpose. Reproach and suffering may remove the seeker’s ego and
false identity, purify the individual, and prepare the seeker for spiritual
development. Fourth, Shams used severity as a test of love and loyalty.
By imposing difficult trials, sometimes involving wealth or social
status, he examined whether disciples were genuinely prepared to
abandon superficial attachments. Fifth, some of his anger is rooted in
loving jealousy and protective concern for friends and companions.
The study also identified additional reasons, including the use of
harshness to preserve solitude and anonymity and the externalization
of anger as a means of ending inner agitation. At the same time, the
research distinguishes these explanations from certain behaviors that
remain difficult or impossible to justify, particularly acts of physical
violence that caused harm.

4. Results

The findings showed that Shams of Tabriz’s harshness, reproaches,
and confrontational behavior should not simply be interpreted as
evidence of a contradictory or pathological personality. Careful
examination of the Magalat and related sources demonstrated that
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many of these behaviors are intelligible within Shams’s particular
epistemological, ethical, and pedagogical framework. For Shams,
affection and severity are not mutually exclusive qualities; rather, each
has its appropriate context and function. His harshness may therefore
reflect his effort to acquire divine attributes and may also be regarded
as a characteristic of the perfected mystic who must know when to
show gentleness and when to exercise firmness. In the pedagogical
context, severity can serve to weaken the disciple’s ego, expose false
self-understanding, and facilitate spiritual maturation. It can also
function as an examination of love and loyalty, testing the disciple’s
willingness to relinquish wealth, reputation, and other superficial
attachments. In other cases, harshness reflects loving jealousy and a
commitment to protecting friends and the values of friendship.
Shams’s desire for solitude and anonymity also explains some
behaviors through which he attempted to distance disciples and
admirers from himself. Nevertheless, the study did not seek to justify
every action attributed to him. Certain forms of physical violence,
especially those resulting in serious harm, remained unjustifiable even
when Shams provided a pedagogical explanation for them. Overall,
the analysis suggested that the apparent opposition between Shams’s
tenderness and severity can largely be understood through the
functions he assigned to each. Identifying these underlying reasons
not only provided a more coherent interpretation of his personality but
also revealed important aspects of his spiritual and pedagogical
thought. Thus, rather than reducing his conduct to inner contradiction,
the study proposed that his apparently opposing behaviors should be
examined in relation to the intellectual, ethical, and spiritual
framework within which he understood love, guidance, discipline, and
human transformation.
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