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Introduction

Mysticism and philosophy have long maintained a profound and sometimes complex
relationship within human intellectual traditions, particularly in the Islamic world.
The transmission of Greek philosophical heritage into Islamic civilization-especially
Platonic and Neoplatonic doctrines-provided fertile ground for extensive intellectual
interactions between philosophical reason and mystical intuition. Among these
traditions, the Neoplatonic philosophy of Plotinus, with its key concepts such as the
One, emanation, the hierarchy of being, the return of the soul to its origin, and the
incapacity of intellect to comprehend the Absolute Essence, played a decisive role
in shaping many subsequent intellectual systems.

On the other hand, ‘Attar of Nishapur, as one of the most eminent figures of Islamic
mysticism, presents in his works—maost notably Mantiq al-Tayr—a symbolic and
narrative-based depiction of the spiritual journey of the human soul. In this work,
fundamental mystical concepts such as the unity of being, annihilation (fana’), the
soul’s exile, the movement from multiplicity toward unity, and the Absolute Truth
are vividly represented. The conceptual affinities between ‘Attar’s thought and
Plotinus’s teachings raise a central question: to what extent are these similarities the
result of direct or indirect influence of Neoplatonism on Islamic mysticism, and how
does ‘Attar reinterpret these concepts within the framework of mystical experience
and Islamic doctrine?

The primary aim of this study is to conduct a comparative analysis of the mystical
thought of ‘Attar of Nishapur as reflected in Mantiq al-Tayr and the philosophical
foundations of Plotinus, with the purpose of elucidating both the convergences and
divergences between these two intellectual systems.
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Research Method

This study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach and is conducted within the framework of comparative studies.
Data were collected through library research, with primary sources including Mantiq al-Tayr by ‘Attar of Nishapur
and the works of Plotinus—particularly the Enneads, consulted through authoritative Persian and English translations.
In the initial stage, key shared concepts between the two systems—such as the hierarchy of being, unity and
multiplicity, the soul’s exile, the union of intellect and intelligible, the limitations of rational cognition in apprehending
the Divine Essence, and the ultimate goal of spiritual wayfaring—were identified and extracted.

Subsequently, these concepts were traced and analyzed within the text of Mantiq al-Tayr, after which a systematic
comparative analysis was carried out between the views of “Attar and Plotinus. Throughout the research process,
particular care was taken to avoid imposing philosophical presuppositions onto the mystical text, and the analyses were
grounded in textual evidence while remaining attentive to the religious and mystical context of ‘Attar’s works.
Discussion

The findings of this study indicate that there are significant conceptual similarities between the thought of “Attar of
Nishapur and that of Plotinus. Both intellectual systems emphasize the existence of a single, absolute Reality as the
source of all levels of being. The concept of emanation in Plotinus’s philosophy corresponds meaningfully with the
mystical movement from multiplicity to unity depicted in Mantiq al-Tayr. Moreover, the incapacity of rational intellect
to comprehend the Absolute Essence and the necessity of transcending sensory and rational cognition in order to attain
Truth are prominently emphasized in both traditions.

The symbol of the Simurgh in Mantiq al-Tayr, as the representation of the One Reality, bears a clear resemblance to
the concept of the One in Plotinus’s philosophy. Likewise, the narrative of the thirty birds functions as an allegory for
the dissolution of multiplicity into unity and reflects a form of union between the knower and the known. Furthermore,
the classification of birds in Mantiq al-Tayr—each representing a particular type of seeker hindered by specific
attachments—can be compared with Plotinus’s categorization of human beings based on their levels of perception and
proximity to the ultimate Truth.

Nevertheless, fundamental differences also distinguish these two systems of thought. ‘Attar transforms philosophical
concepts within the framework of Islamic mysticism, endowing them with a devotional, ethical, and love-centered
dimension. Whereas the ultimate goal of the spiritual journey in Plotinus’s philosophy is an intellectual—ontological
union with the One, in “Attar’s mysticism this path culminates in annihilation in God (fana’ fi Allah) and subsistence
through God (baqa’ bi Allah), accompanied by divine love and adherence to the Sharia. Consequently, mystical
experience in ‘Attar’s thought transcends mere philosophical contemplation and emerges as an existential and faith-
based experience.

Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that “Attar of Nishapur creatively appropriates certain Neoplatonic concepts and
reconfigures them within the framework of Islamic mysticism. Mantig al-Tayr can thus be regarded as a remarkable
example of the synthesis of philosophical reason and mystical intuition, in which philosophical ideas are not presented
abstractly but are embodied through allegory, narrative, and lived mystical experience.

This research further shows that the similarities between the thought of ‘ Attar and Plotinus do not imply mere imitation;
rather, they reflect a profound intellectual dialogue between two distinct traditions. In this dialogue, Islamic mysticism,
while preserving its religious identity, draws upon philosophical capacities to articulate the nature of the human
spiritual journey. A comparative examination of these two intellectual systems contributes to a deeper understanding
of the relationship between philosophy and mysticism and offers a renewed perspective on ‘Attar’s position in the
history of mystical thought.
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