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The sense of smell is one of the most frequently employed senses in Rumi's thought and
language for illustrating both the material and spiritual dimensions of human existence.
From a physiological perspective concerning the material dimension of humans, Rumi
considers the external sense of smell to be among the cognitive tools humans utilize to
communicate and interact with the external world, which, in connection with inner
faculties and the human brain, constitutes one level of human perception. Conversely, from
an epistemological perspective addressing the spiritual dimension of humans, Rumi
regards the inner sense of smell as belonging to the existential and spiritual levels of
humanity, which, through the removal of veils, serves as a source of divine inspiration
from the realm of Truth and Reality, motivating the spiritual seeker toward their goal.
Using an analytical method to examine Rumi's views on the sense of smell reveals that
Rumi addresses this sense within both ontological and epistemological frameworks,
attempting through the art of synesthesia to engage the audience in his epistemological
experience. He aims to transform and elevate the external sense of smell to the inner sense
of smell, so that through this spiritual channel, one may reach the source of worldly scents,
which exists in the placeless realm of Truth and Reality.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

In Rumi's philosophical and mystical worldview, the human sensory experience serves as a bridge
between the physical and metaphysical realms. Among the five senses, the sense of smell occupies a
distinctive position in Rumi's thought, appearing frequently in his poetry and prose as both a literal
sensory faculty and a metaphorical vehicle for spiritual perception. This research examines how Rumi
conceptualizes olfaction from multiple perspectives—physiological, epistemological, ontological, and
psychological—revealing a sophisticated understanding that anticipates certain aspects of modern
scientific discoveries while remaining firmly grounded in Islamic mystical traditions.

Rumi's approach to the sense of smell is multifaceted, drawing from four primary intellectual sources:
Quranic teachings, philosophical concepts, psychological insights, and biological understanding. His
genius lies in his ability to integrate these diverse knowledge systems with his mystical and intuitive
perceptions. The analysis of Rumi's treatment of the sense of smell reveals not only the poet's
profound spiritual insights but also demonstrates the interconnectedness between Quranic sciences,
mysticism, and natural sciences in medieval Islamic thought.

The significance of this research extends beyond mere literary analysis. By examining Quranic
references to olfaction—particularly the story of Jacob sensing the scent of Joseph from afar
(mentioned in Surah Yusuf, verse 94)—and exploring how Rumi elaborates upon these references, we
gain valuable insight into the epistemological frameworks that shaped Islamic mysticism.
Furthermore, Rumi's observations about the physiological connections between smell, brain function,
and memory demonstrate an intuitive understanding of neurological processes that science would only
formally articulate centuries later.

Research Findings

The research reveals that Rumi approaches the sense of smell from two primary dimensions:
ontological and epistemological. In his ontological perspective, Rumi asserts that all creation—from
minerals and plants to celestial bodies—possesses some degree of olfactory perception that contributes
to their awareness and knowledge. He particularly emphasizes the importance of smell in the animal
kingdom, citing examples of how elephants can identify their offspring through scent and how other
animals detect predators. This understanding remarkably aligns with modern zoological knowledge
about the role of olfaction in animal behavior and survival.

From an epistemological standpoint, Rumi distinguishes between external (zahir) and internal (batin)
senses of smell. The external sense represents the physiological process of detecting and identifying
aromas from the physical environment. Rumi accurately recognizes the connection between olfaction
and brain function, noting how certain fragrances like flower scents can enhance cognitive
performance—an observation now supported by contemporary neuroscience, which confirms that
olfactory stimuli have direct pathways to brain regions associated with emotion and memory.

The internal sense of smell, according to Rumi, represents a higher spiritual faculty capable of
perceiving metaphysical realities. This internal faculty operates beyond physical limitations and can
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detect what Rumi calls "the scent of God," "the fragrance of love," or "the perfume of truth." For
Rumi, this internal olfactory sense is not merely metaphorical but constitutes an actual mode of
spiritual perception that awakens through spiritual practice and purification.

Rumi further categorizes scents into two types: pleasant and unpleasant. Pleasant scents include the
"fragrance of God," the "scent of Prophet Muhammad,” the "aroma of Joseph,” and other spiritual
essences like love, fidelity, and the heart. Unpleasant odors represent moral impurities such as
arrogance, anger, greed, and other ethical flaws. Rumi suggests that spiritual individuals with
developed internal olfaction can detect these moral qualities in others, perceiving the "stench™ of
ethical failings or the "perfume” of virtue.

One of the most fascinating aspects of Rumi's treatment of smell is his use of synesthesia—the
blending of sensory experiences—as both a literary technique and a description of mystical perception.
Rumi frequently intertwines olfactory perception with visual and gustatory experiences, suggesting
that in higher states of consciousness, the boundaries between sensory modalities dissolve. This
sensory integration appears not only as a poetic device but as an actual phenomenon experienced
during spiritual realization, where separate sensory faculties merge into a unified perceptual field.
Remarkably, this concept parallels contemporary understanding in developmental psychology
regarding sensory integration and cross-modal perception.

According to Rumi, the cultivation of internal olfaction requires specific conditions. First, one must
experience genuine spiritual yearning and pain (dard), which serves as a catalyst for heightened
perception. Second, one must transcend external sensory distractions and material attachments.
Through spiritual disciplines and the removal of veils of illusion, the mystical seeker develops the
capacity to detect divine fragrances, ultimately leading to spiritual transformation wherein ordinary
perception becomes extraordinary insight.

Conclusion

This analysis demonstrates that Rumi's conceptualization of the sense of smell transcends mere poetic
metaphor, constituting a sophisticated epistemological framework that integrates physical and
metaphysical dimensions of human experience. His understanding reveals remarkable parallels with
contemporary scientific insights regarding neurological connections between olfaction, memory, and
emotion, while simultaneously offering a spiritual dimension absent from purely materialistic
approaches.

Rumi presents the inner sense of smell as fundamental to spiritual perception, advocating for its
cultivation through spiritual discipline and purification. The poet-mystic employs synesthesia not
merely as a literary device but as a description of the unification of sensory faculties achieved in
higher spiritual states—a concept that resonates with modern understandings of sensory integration.

This research concludes that Rumi's treatment of olfaction represents a holistic approach to human
perception that bridges scientific observation and spiritual insight. By transforming the external sense
of smell into an internal faculty capable of perceiving divine realities, Rumi offers a pathway for
transcending ordinary sensory limitations. His integrated approach to sensory experience demonstrates
the potential for reconciling scientific and spiritual worldviews, suggesting that complete human


http://dx.doi.org/10.22034/16.2.2
https://erfanmag.ir/article-1-1523-en.html

[ Downloaded from erfanmag.ir on 2026-02-16 ]

[ DOI: 10.22034/16.2.2]

Journal of Islamic Mysticism, Volume 16, Issue 2, 2025 204

understanding requires both empirical observation and mystical insight—a perspective that remains
relevant to contemporary discussions about consciousness, perception, and the nature of reality.
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