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Extended Abstract
1. Introduction

Mystical language takes shape at the threshold of inexpressible
experiences, compelling the mystic to employ material and spatial
imagery in order to articulate supramaterial and abstract realities.
Among the pioneering works of Persian Sufi prose, Ahmad Ghazali’s
Sawanih al-Ushshaq and Ruzbihan Baqli’s Abhar al-Ashigin stand out
as two foundational texts of the fifth and sixth centuries AH, each
offering a distinct ontology of divine love. In both works, spatial
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metaphors are by no means decorative; rather, they constitute a
systematic conceptual framework through which the abstract world of
love is perceived and organized (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Within this
framework, metaphors function as a bridge between the “realm of the
sensible” (space) and the “realm of the sacred” (meaning). The central
problem of this study was to explain why two contemporary mystics,
addressing the same subject of love, deploy fundamentally divergent
spatial schemata: while Ghazali gravitates toward a “desert-oriented”
model that negates boundaries in pursuit of “spacelessness” and unity,
Ruzbihan moves toward a “court-oriented” model that multiplies
boundaries to construct a sacred “place of manifestation.”

Research Questions

By adopting a comparative, descriptive-analytical approach grounded
in Conceptual Metaphor Theory, this study sought to answer three
questions:

(1) What are the dominant spatial schemata in the two texts?

(2) What epistemological consequences arise from mapping the
domain of “space” onto the concept of “love”?

(3) How do physical elements (path, house, sea, and boundary)
distance themselves from their literal meanings to become structures
of perception?

2. Literature Review

Scholarship on spatiality in Persian mystical prose can be divided into
three generations. The first generation adopted a symbolic and image-
oriented approach: Pournamdarian (1989) reconstructed the
“geography of the imaginal world” through spatial metaphors in
Suhrawardi and Attar, while Shamisa (2014) treated locations such as
the kharabat and the valleys of spiritual journey as symbols detached
from their physical sense. The second generation pursued comparative
and content-based analyses: Pourjavadi (2008) explained Ghazali’s
intellectual system around the concept of love but did not address its
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objectification through spatial schemata, and studies of Abhar al-
Ashiqin likewise remained within the scope of traditional rhetoric. The
third generation, grounded in cognitive linguistics, examined these
texts through Conceptual Metaphor Theory: Heydari et al. (2016)
extracted the “path,” “container,” and “force” schemata in Sawanih
al-Ushshaq, and Abhari et al. (2019) identified spatial metaphors in
Abhar al-Ashigin, yet neither study explained why these two systems
move toward “brevity” and “prolixity” respectively. The present
research addresses this gap by offering a systematic comparative
analysis of the two works based on image schemata, demonstrating
how divergent schematic selections generate two distinct models of
mystical aesthetics.

3. Methodology

This study employed a descriptive-analytical method with a
comparative and qualitative approach. The research corpus consists of
the complete texts of Sawanih al-Ushshaq (edited by N. Pourjavadi)
and Abhar al-Ashigin (edited by H. Corbin and M. Mo’in). Data were
collected through library-based research using note-taking techniques,
with the “metaphorical proposition” as the unit of analysis, namely
any proposition in which a spatial, directional, or trajectory domain
(the source) is used to explain love and its states (the target). In
accordance with Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson,
1980; Kovecses, 2010), four analytical stages were followed: (1)
extraction and identification of all spatial metaphors in both texts; (2)
classification of these metaphors according to schema type (path,
container, orientation); (3) analysis of mappings to determine which
aspect of the mystical experience each spatial element represents; and
(4) comparative analysis of the similarities and differences in the
deployment of these schemata, aimed at explaining the divergent
mystical orientations of Ghazali and Ruzbihan.
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4. Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal a fundamental contrast between two
core orientations in mysticism: “spatial abstraction” (Ghazali) versus
“spatial embodiment” (Ruzbihan). Ghazali’s cognitive system in
Sawanih al-Ushshagq is built upon the “path” and “center-periphery”
schemata, in which space is conceived as a “wilderness” or “way” that
must ultimately dissolve into a dimensionless “point” of absolute
unity; his strategy involves the emptying and collapse of the container
(the heart) and the dismantling of all boundaries to achieve union. In
contrast, Ruzbihan’s system in Abhar al-Ashigin rests upon “nested
containers” and “linkage” schemata, reconstructing space as a
hierarchy of sacred locations (palace, veil, cloister, ladder) in which
the multiplicity of boundaries does not obstruct but rather enables the
contemplation of divine Beauty. This contrast is systematically
manifested in five dimensions: (1) the opposition between Ghazali’s
“concise simplicity” and Ruzbihan’s “maximal majesty”; (2) the
contrast between “emptying the container” and “adorning the
container”; (3) the difference between “penetrative movement”
toward the center and “ascending movement” toward the heights; (4)
the opposition between space as a “point” and space as a “network”;
and (5) the tension between “collapsed boundaries” and “nested
boundaries.” Ultimately, the stylistic opposition between Ghazali’s
brevity (i jaz) and Ruzbihan’s prolixity (itnab) is a direct consequence
of this spatial worldview: while Ghazali’s “point-oriented” schema
drives him toward the elimination of space and language, Ruzbihan’s
“container-oriented” schema drives him toward the expansion of
space and the creation of a rich, technical, and imaginative prose style.

Keywords: Conceptual Metaphor, Spatiality, Image Schema,
Sawanih al-Ushshaq, Abhar al-Ashigin, Ahm.
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