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Ontological metaphor is a major type of conceptual metaphor through which events,
phenomena, and abstract concepts are understood in terms of entities or objects. In the
Masnavi, Rumi makes extensive use of metaphorical language to render abstract concepts
concrete and intelligible, and his conceptualization of the nafs al-ammara (the
commanding/self-indulgent soul) is a prominent example of this practice. The present
study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach to examine the conceptual metaphor of
construing the nafs as a living being in the Masnavi. The findings indicate that Rumi
moves beyond conventional mystical descriptions and develops a metaphorical-
psychological conceptualization of the nafs. The personification of the nafs transforms it
into an intelligible and dialogical entity, enabling the reader to recognize the mechanisms
through which the lower self deceives and controls the human subject. Its animalization,
by contrast, draws upon image schemas of obstruction, force, predation, and confinement
to emphasize the instinctual and enslaving dimensions of the human primal self. This dual
metaphorical representation is rooted in earlier religious and mystical traditions as well as
in the cultural archetype of the “shadow,” yet it also reflects Rumi’s distinctive innovation
in providing a cognitive embodiment of an ethical problem. The integrated metaphorical
system ultimately serves not merely a descriptive function but a pedagogical and ethical
one: it enables the spiritual wayfarer to conceptualize the struggle between uncontrolled
impulses and practical reason and to transform the process of spiritual discipline into a
more tangible and manageable form.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Language constitutes the primary material of literature, while artistic and pleasurable expression
represents one of its fundamental functions. In didactic and mystical texts such as Rumi’s Masnavi,
however, language also performs an important epistemological and pedagogical function: complex
spiritual and ethical concepts are communicated through relatively concrete images and familiar
experiential domains. One of the central concepts in the mystical teachings represented in the Masnavi
is the nafs al-ammara, together with its characteristics, mechanisms, dangers, and the struggle required
to overcome it. Because the nafs is an abstract and psychologically complex concept, Rumi repeatedly
employs metaphorical language, particularly ontological metaphor, to make its operation perceptible
and cognitively accessible. The study identifies the conceptualization of the nafs as a living being as one
of the most significant manifestations of this metaphorical strategy. The article therefore investigates
how Rumi transforms the abstract concept of the nafs into a dynamic and agentive entity through the

attribution of human and animal characteristics.

Within the cognitive theory of metaphor developed by Lakoff and Johnson, metaphor is not merely an
ornamental feature of literary language but a fundamental mechanism of conceptualization. Abstract
domains are understood through more concrete and experientially grounded domains, and systematic
mappings are established between a source domain and a target domain. Ontological metaphors are
particularly significant because they allow abstract phenomena, processes, emotions, and ideas to be
conceptualized as entities, objects, or living beings. In this framework, the nafs in the Masnavi can be
examined not simply as a theological or mystical notion but as a cognitively structured concept whose
characteristics are organized through metaphorical mappings.

The present study seeks to answer two principal questions: first, what types of personification and
animalization of the nafs occur in the Masnavi, and what purposes do they serve? Second, what are the
source and target domains of these ontological metaphors, and what mappings are established between
them? The research employs a descriptive-analytical method. Its units of analysis consist of verses
containing instances of the personification or animalization of the nafs throughout the six books of the
Masnavi. The samples were selected purposively according to content-based criteria. The analysis
focuses on identifying conceptual metaphors, sub-metaphors, image schemas, and systematic mappings
between the source domain of living beings and the target domain of the nafs. The analysis is further
informed by moral psychology and comparison with relevant earlier mystical texts.

Research Findings

The findings demonstrate that Rumi conceptualizes the abstract notion of the nafs through two principal
forms of living-being metaphor: personification and animalization. Personification itself operates
through several related patterns. When Rumi emphasizes the general characteristics and dangers of the
commanding self, he uses general human categories such as “people,” “human being,” and “man” as
source domains. When a particular characteristic of the nafs is foregrounded, he frequently employs

human social and moral types such as “the ungrateful,” “the misguided,” “the enemy,” “the deceitful,”
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and similar figures. Through these mappings, the nafs becomes an intentional, active, and

communicative agent rather than an abstract theological concept.

One important manifestation is the metaphor of the nafs as an inner enemy. Here, the source domain of
an external enemy, warfare, weapons, and combat is mapped onto the internal struggle against the nafs.
The nafs is represented as an active opponent that deceives, attacks, and seeks to overcome the human
subject. This metaphor transforms the traditional notion of the “greater jihad” into a cognitively
accessible representation of inner conflict and impulse control. The article argues that Rumi’s distinctive
contribution lies in transforming the nafs from a relatively static obstacle into an active and narratively
recognizable adversary.

A second important pattern is the conceptualization of the nafs as an ungrateful and misguided human
being. Through this mapping, characteristics such as ingratitude, self-will, greed, envy, dissatisfaction,
distance from divine guidance, and susceptibility to delusion are transferred from the source domain of
the morally defective human being to the target domain of the nafs. The metaphor therefore provides a
cognitive representation of distorted moral perception and the conflict between impulse and ethical self-

regulation.

Rumi also employs specifically gendered human metaphors, most notably the nafs as a malevolent
mother and as the mother of idols. In the first case, the source domain of a corrupt mother is mapped
onto the nafs as a pervasive source of moral corruption. In the second, the reproductive capacity of the
mother is mapped onto the capacity of the nafs to generate further idols and forms of self-worship. The
latter metaphor conceptualizes uncontrolled desire as a generative process in which one attachment
produces another. The metaphor thus gives concrete form to the idea of hidden idolatry and the
multiplication of self-centered desires.

Animalization constitutes the second major pattern. Rumi draws on a wide range of animals, including
grazing animals, rodents, birds, predators, and reptiles, to represent different aspects of the nafs. These
metaphors are not based merely on conventional symbolic associations of animals; rather, they involve
systematic conceptual mappings grounded in religious, cultural, mystical, and psychological contexts.
From the perspective of moral psychology, they represent processes of self-regulation and the
strengthening of moral agency required to control impulses.

Among these metaphors, the representation of the nafs as a cow is particularly significant. The cow is
associated with bodily existence, ignorance, and sacrificial killing, while the nafs is conceptualized as
an impediment to the liberation and awakening of the spirit. Consequently, “killing the cow of the nafs”
metaphorically signifies disciplining and controlling the lower self rather than literal annihilation. The
article interprets this image through a force schema and emphasizes its simultaneous mystical, ritual,
ethical, religious, and psychological dimensions.

The metaphor of the nafs as a mouse emphasizes its hidden and destructive character. Just as a mouse
secretly enters a storehouse, gnaws through its contents, and gradually consumes stored grain while
taking advantage of the owner’s negligence, the nafs penetrates the heart, introduces temptation and
deception, and gradually corrupts religious actions and spiritual practices. The metaphor of the nafs as

a dragon, meanwhile, intensifies the representation of its destructive potential. The dragon’s hidden
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existence, gradual growth, awakening, fiery mouth, blindness, and destructive force are mapped onto
the hidden presence of the nafs, its accumulation of harmful dispositions, its activation through
ignorance, its fiery temptations, and its capacity to destroy faith and spirituality.

Taken together, these mappings demonstrate that Rumi does not construct the nafs through a single fixed
metaphor. Instead, he develops an integrated metaphorical system in which the nafs appears as a
dynamic, intentional, deceptive, reproductive, predatory, and destructive entity. The multiplicity of
source domains enables different dimensions of the same abstract phenomenon to become cognitively
accessible. In this respect, the metaphors function as a bridge between mystical discourse and moral
psychology, translating the traditional discourse of spiritual struggle into concrete experiential models

of self-regulation and impulse control.

Conclusion

The study concludes that Rumi employs two principal patterns of living-being metaphor—
personification and animalization—to conceptualize the abstract notion of the nafs in the Masnavi.
Personification enables him to represent the nafs through human identities, social roles, moral types,
and intentional actions, thereby transforming it into a recognizable and dialogical agent. Animalization,
by contrast, foregrounds specific instinctual, destructive, enslaving, or hidden characteristics through
carefully selected animal source domains.

The analysis further demonstrates that these metaphors constitute an important epistemological and
pedagogical instrument in Rumi’s mystical discourse. By transforming the nafs into concrete and
dynamic entities, Rumi makes the mechanisms of temptation, deception, greed, self-worship,
aggression, and uncontrolled desire more intelligible to the spiritual wayfarer. The animal metaphors in
particular reveal how qualities conventionally associated with animality may become manifest in human
society through conflict, violence, destruction, and uncontrolled desire.

Ultimately, the metaphorical system of the nafs in the Masnavi should not be understood merely as an
aesthetic device or a repetition of earlier Sufi conventions. Rather, it represents a form of cognitive
embodiment of an ethical problem. By mapping the abstract nafs onto familiar human and animal
domains, Rumi turns the inner struggle of the spiritual path into a tangible and cognitively manageable
process. The conceptual metaphor therefore serves a dual function: it facilitates understanding of the
mystical concept of the nafs while simultaneously encouraging active moral self-regulation and the
control of uncontrolled impulses. In this sense, Rumi’s metaphorical construction of the nafs constitutes
an integrated framework connecting cognitive metaphor theory, mystical anthropology, moral
psychology, and the pedagogical aims of the Masnavi.
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