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THE CRUELTY OF THE WAY AND THE
AFFLICTIONS OF DIN: A STUDY OF
"ATTAR’S THE SPEECH OF THE BIRDS’

CLIMACTIC MOMENT

C)/rus Ali Zargar

pecialised Sufi motifs — especially ecstatic love for and the experience of

oneness with the divine — function as major themes in Farid al-Din ‘Attar’s
poetic corpus. One finds such concerns elaborated in the poet’s reflections
and narratives in all of his confirmed versified works, namely, The Book of the
Divine (Ilahi-ndma), originally titled The Book of Khusraw (Khusraw-nama);
The Book of Secrets (Asvar-nama); The Speech of the Birds (Mantiq al-tayr);
The Diwan (Diwan); The Book of Affliction (Musibat-nama); and The Choice
Book of Quatrains (Mukhtar-nama). Still, as a whole, his poetic works — as
supported by his sole surviving prose composition, The Memorial of God’s
Friends (Tadbkirat al-awliya’) - regularly discuss a more quotidian dimension
of religiosity, namely, adherence to din in its proper sense. Din, for ‘Attir and
his audience, is the totality of one’s obligations to God, including adherence
to the teachings of the major schools of Sunni legal thought, often in contra-
distinction to worldly (dunya) desires. These two concerns — seeking union
and adherence to din (one might label them, however imperfectly, ‘journeying
to the Real’ and ‘practical religiosity’ respectively) — often appear as separate
endeavours, applicable to varying echelons of the spiritual community. Yet, in
The Speech of the Birds, ‘Attar ties the two together through the theme of striv-
ing and suftering. This grounds ‘Attar’s mysticism in a more widely applicable
Islamic piety.!

' As Ghazzal Dabiri has illustrated, ‘Attar took an active interest in making the ‘words
of God’s friends . . . accessible to the illiterate and . . . to Persian speakers too’. See
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Certainly, Navid Kermani’s study of suftering in The Book of Affliction,
namely, The Terror of God: Attar, Job and the Metaphysical Revolt, highlights
the significance of suffering as a theme in ‘Attar’s poetry, but it does not cap-
ture suffering as a pious endeavour, one that inheres in any attempt to draw
closer to God. In fact, suffering qualifies all divinely oriented undertakings for
the poet, whether that be the attempt made by the generality of believers who
must suffer through the virtues of patience and trust, or, the much more dif-
ficult and arduous journey to unity with God, which I have labelled ‘journey-
ing to the Real’, but which “Attir often calls ‘the way’ (72h), a term that comes
up repeatedly in the passage under consideration. Austin O’Malley offers an
excellent analysis of the homiletic features of ‘Attar’s corpus in his The Poetics
of Spiritual Instruction: Farid al-Din ‘Attar and Persian Sufi Didacticism. His
analysis pertains here, especially insofar as it centres ‘Attar’s rhetorical concern
with the piety of his contemporaries. My own book on ‘Attar, Religion of Love,
begins by exploring the theme of din throughout ‘Attar’s writings, an explora-
tion that receives expansion and a sort of resolution here.

Since the monograph has allowed for a more comprehensive analysis of
themes of din as pre-modern religiosity in the works of ‘Attar, this article will
forge a connection between din, on one hand, and 72h, on the other, where 7zb
signifies the pathway to annihilation and subsistence in God’s oneness. This
connection between the suffering of everyday practical religiosity and the suf-
fering of journeying to the Real appears through a close reading of the climactic
conclusion to the framing narrative of The Speech of the Birds, when the birds
finally undergo annihilation and realise themselves as the Simurgh.” In order to
do justice to the marvellous and complex passage that captures this connection,
my focus will be on the lines themselves with minimal reference to other works
of “Attar, though some cross-referencing will be too helpful to exclude.

Those familiar with The Speech of the Birds know that, at the outset of the
story, the various species of birds represent types of struggling spiritual trav-
ellers. Thus, via allegory, the nightingale represents those fixated on earthly
beloveds, the parrot represents those fixated on avoiding death, and the owl
represents those fixated on wealth.” At this beginning portion of the framing

Ghazzal Dabiri, ‘Reading ‘Attar’s Elahinama as Sufi Practical Ethics: Between
Genre, Reception and Muslim and Christian Audiences’, jJournal of Persianate
Studies 11/1 (2018): p. 35.

Thus, the translations of ‘Attar’s poetry — along with all other translations, unless
otherwise specified — are mine.

See an illuminating discussion (pp. 140-4) and a very useful table (p. 141) in Austin
O’Malley, The Poetics of Spiritual Instruction: Farid al-Din ‘Attar and Persian Suf
Didacticism (Edinburgh, 2023).
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narrative, ‘Attir takes an interest in the birds’ diverse weaknesses and failures of
motivation when faced with the perilous task of pilgrimage to the Simurgh. At
the conclusion, however, the poet’s emphasis is on the almost fickle cruelty of
the pathway. The birds are no longer weak-willed novices; they are sympathy-
inducing adepts. Their defeats stand as something other than a warning, since
‘Attar frames them as inevitabilities, at least for most of those who attempt
the rigours of viewing the Simurgh. What follows then is an analysis of this
climactic scene, corresponding to lines 4153-208 and 4257-70 of The Speech
of the Birds (Muhammad-Rida Shafii-Kadkani’s edition), with a focus on the
generative tension between pain and progression, as the birds achieve self-anni-
hilation and their desired encounter with the Simurgh.*

Piety as Suffering

In the beginning of the selected passage, the poet offers three axioms on suf-
tering. First, suffering is known most vividly by those who have undertaken
the path of divine love. Second, while fear of pain might dissuade us from
love, in reality we all suffer: suffering inheres in earthly life, constantly coupled
to our ability to have pleasure. Third, based on the above, we must willingly
choose a pain that will lead to something worthy of that pain, namely, the
treasure of love:

Wayfarers on the battlefields of pain know

what Love has done to men before it annihilated them.

O you whose existence and non-existence are blended -
whose pleasure is always with some pain blended!

Until you have been pinned and grappled with for a while,
how would you know what it means to find your peace?
Hands unfettered and as free as a lightning bolt,

and yet, like debris, you are stuck blocking the channel.
What kind of behaviour is this? Come out like a man.
Burn that intellect right up. Turn crazy!’
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* As Paran ShajiT notes, pain and progression are tied together in ‘Attar’s writings,
since pain, for the seeker, lasts ‘until that which is sought has been attained’ (my
translation), Paran Shajii, Jaban Bini-i ‘Attar (Tehran, 1995), p. 146.

> Farid al-Din ‘Attar, Mantig al-tayr, ed. with an introduction and notes by
Muhammad-Rida Shafii-Kadkani (Tehran, 2012), p. 421, 1I. 4136-40.
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Here we encounter an outlook that lends itself both to an ascetic sort of piety,
as well as to that which goes beyond piety and yet still taxes the human will. By
embracing pain, “‘Attar’s listeners share in an acknowledgement that lofty goals
require the sacrifice of comfort and pleasure. In the beginning of the journey -
that which precedes where the birds are now — embracing pain would mean
renouncing worldly pleasures, which is a major theme not only in Sufism but,
to an extent, in the Quran itself.® This sentiment appears in the poet’s The
Book of Secrets, as well: ‘It is for this that one must endure pain: / That, without
pain, you will not seize the treasure.”

Early pious Muslim movements emphasised abstention from excessive —
or sometimes ideally any — worldly pleasures, made manifest in the trait
called ‘renunciation’ (zu#hd). A person who practised such renunciation
in this period, the second/eighth century, was often called a zahid (renun-
ciant), nasik (devotee) or 4bid (worshipper), with those more uncompro-
mising in their renunciation being called ‘wool-wearers” or s7f.* In the
third/ninth century, the Sufis began to be a recognisable group who would,
in the later writings that helped consolidate this movement, claim those
early renunciants as their own. Thus, ‘Attar inherited renunciation both
as a general Islamic virtue and as a more specialised Sufi station along
the path.

Expressions of renunciation in Sufism could be as extreme as the state-
ment made by Ruwaym b. Ahmad (d. 303/915) that renunciation is ‘to deny
the soul (a/-nafs) its portion of everything in the world’, or one made by al-
Junayd al-Baghdadi (d. 298/910) that renunciation is ‘to remove your hand

¢ See Q. 2:154-7. Of course, the verses in question are less about renouncing plea-
sures than being prepared for their eventual deprivation. Yet they carry the same
sense of forbearance expressed in the Sufi sayings that follow.

7 Farid al-Din‘Attir, Asrir-nama, ed. with an introduction and notes by Muhammad-
Rida Shafii-Kadkani (Tehran, 2007), p. 95, 1. 198.

8 Ahmet T. Karamustafa, Sufism: The Formative Period (Edinburgh, 2007), p. 7.
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from possession in the worldly life and to eradicate greed from your heart’.’
That becomes, in “Attar’s ethical vocabulary, a call for forgoing pleasure and
enduring pain in the hopes of something greater. More specifically, the call
here is for something that requires the same determination as renouncing
worldly goods, the same willingness to divorce oneself from the familiar, but
magnified by the nature of what is being abandoned: not the world, but the
self. Here, then, the saying of Aba ‘Abdallah b. Khatid (d. c. 371/981) fits the
birds’ situation and the challenge placed before them: ‘Returning to one’s
origin (al-idira) means perpetual exertion and the abandonment of repose.”*’
This final step — away from the manner in which the birds have always known
themselves and back towards their origins with the Real - requires an intensi-
fication of the exertion that any pious person applies to basic Islamic practice
and devotion.

Breathing Practices and the Awakening of Selflessness

We get a sense of what such exertion demands in the lines that follow. Here
‘Attar repeatedly mentions the word breath (nafas or dam) so frequently, in
fact, that it seems ‘Attar is hinting at a connection between his story and a
very particular path of practice that involves focus on breathing and meditative
awareness:

If you would rather not undergo such alchemy,

at least, for once, come envisage this for the length of a breath (nafas).
Till when will you overthink it? Like me become without self.

For one breathly (zafas) moment, think ahead for the good of yourself,

> Gavin N. Picken, ‘al-Harith al-Muhasibi and Spiritual Purification Between
Asceticism and Mysticism’, in Routledge Handbook on Sufism, ed. Lloyd Ridgeon
(London and New York, 2021), p. 20. The translations here are by Picken, which
refer to quotations from Kitab al-Luma“ fi al-Tasawwuf (The Book of Flashes on
Sufism) by Abt Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988). Picken’s preference for zubd, however,
is ‘asceticism’, while I have modified it to ‘renunciation’ for consistency.

' This appears quoted in the germinal Sufi treatise composed by Abi al-Qasim ‘Abd
al-Karim ibn Hawazin al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072), a figure who - like “‘Attar — hailed
from Nishapur. See a/-Risala al-Qushayriyya fi m al-tasawwuf, ed. ‘Abd al-Halim
Mahmad and Mahmad b. al-Sharif (Cairo, 1989), p. 120. Knysh has also trans-
lated this passage, but using a different edition, so that the topic is a/-i7ida and not
al-idara. See al-Qushayri, al-Qushayri’s Epistle on Sufism: al-Risala al-qushayriyya
i im al-tasawwuf, trans. Alexander D. Knysh (Reading, 2007), p. 70.
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so in your final breath (dami) you can reach the status of ‘dervish’,
attaining the completion of the tasted experience of selflessness.'!

LasS o) 5528 ol as £
Loty (5 )b Gl S

8 U A O s il v
b R Gl Gl 50 el S
0 s 4 Al e b
0 A B3 WS )2

The associations almost speak for themselves. The alchemy (kimia) of con-
verting the self from a state of normative piety to one of selfless dervishism
(darwishi) comes from a marriage of contemplative envisaging (nagzara)
and the breath. The poet presents selflessness in terms that almost seem
to reflect psychological egoism: the most self-motivated decision one can
make is to shed the self. Yet this can only occur through realising the pres-
ent moment in the practice of reflective breathing. This process induces the
final breath of the self as normative self; that se/f dies so that the selfless
self can live forever. Significantly, ‘Attar describes this completion as becom-
ing manifest in a ‘tasted experience’ (dhawg), reserved for those who have
completed self-transformation by using the breath’s ability to perceive the
present moment.

Breathing exercises play an essential role in Islamic practices focused
on remembering God, which often involve what might be called vision-
ary meditation, such that a person engages imaginatively with the present
moment through vocalisations, whispering or simply breathing. As one
example from many, the Mirsad al-Gbad (The Path of God’s Bondsmen) of
the Kubrawi figure Najm al-Din Razi Daya (d. 654/1256) describes the exe-
cution of dhikr (remembrance of God) to the aspiring practitioner (murid).
Certainly, the practices of the Kubrawiyya reflect devotional trends in east-
ern Iran during the time of ‘Attar — and parallels exist among other Sufi
writings proximate to ‘Attar’s age. It should be noted that a certain Shaykh
Adhari-Tasi (d. 866/1461-2), author of Jawihir al-athar (Gems of What
Has Remained), surmised that ‘Attar had been initiated into the Sufi path
by the Kubrawi master known as Majd al-Din Baghdadi (d. 616/1219). The
claim - based on an improbable reading of a reference to a certain ‘Majd
al-Din Khwarazm? in ‘Attar’s The Memorial of God’s Friends — is tantalising

" “Actar, Mantiq al-tayr, p. 421, 11. 4141-3.
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both on account of the prevalence of the Kubrawi order and on account of
parallels between Kubrawi teachings and those of ‘Attar.'> Contemporary
scholars of Persian literature have favoured other alternatives for this refer-
ence, including an Arabic grammarian, as well as a student of Majd al-Din
Baghdadi, a person named Ahmad Khwiri."”® Here, however, where direct
historical links are difficult to trace, I instead point to a more commonplace
phenomenon of breathing thoughtfully while remembering God taught by
many Sufi figures:

When beginning the dbikr (remembrance), the murid (aspirant) should place
his hands on his thighs, ensure that his heart is concentrated and alert, close
his eyes, and then, with the utmost reverence, begin saying the words /4 7laha
lla’llah (there is no god but God) with all his strength. He should bring the
words /a ilaha (there is no god) up from the navel, and direct the words #//allah
(but God) down into the heart, in such manner that the effect and power of the
dbifkr reach all his members. He should not, however, pronounce the words
aloud, but rather conceal and lower his voice as much as possible, as God said,
‘Make remembrance of thy Lord in thy soul, in supplication and fear, without

)14

thy word being audible.

The passage describes a mode of dhikr that is clearly a breathing exercise, as
seen in Razi’s focus on near silence, on drawing in from the navel, and on
affirming by literally breathing the whispered remembrance into the heart.

' See the editor’s notes in Farid al-Din ‘Attir, Tadbkirat al-awliya’, ed. with an intro-
duction and notes by Muhammad-Rida Shafii-Kadkani, 2 vols (Tehran, 2018),
vol. IT, p. 1144, n. 25.

" The Arabic grammarian mentioned has been identified as Aba Muhammad Qasim
b. al-Husayn al-Khwarazmi Sadr al-Afadil (d. 617/1220). See Paul Losensky’s note
in Farid al-Din ‘Attar, Farid ad-Din ‘Attar’s Memorial of God’s Friends: Lives and
Sayings of Sufis, trans. with introduction by Paul Losensky (New York and Mahwah,
NJ, 2009), pp. 409-10, n. 12. In support of the theory that the figure is Ahmad
Khwari, whose name appears in other manuscripts prefaced by the word Tmam’,
Losensky cites Muhammad-Rida Shafi-Kadkani, Zabir-i parsi: nigahi bi zindigi
wa ghazal-ha-yi ‘Attar (Tehran, 1999), p. 71.

14 See Najm al-Din Razi Daya, The Path of God’s Bondsmen, trans. with introduction
and annotation by Hamid Algar (Delmar, NY, 1982), p. 272. The translation is
Hamid Algar’s. Here the transliterated terms have been adapted to this paper’s style
and the bracketed equivalents have been added. The Quranic verse in question at
the end of the passage is Q. 7:205.
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Altering the Imagination

The fruit of this practice, an experience of selflessness, becomes ‘Attar’s next
topic of focus. One can see a clear trajectory in the previous lines, a trajectory
that leads to what follows: they begin with a hortatory reasoning process to
stimulate the desire to endure the pains of the path to selflessness; they are fol-
lowed by allusions to the most salient practice that induces the experience of
selflessness; and finally they are concluded by a testimony to the effects of this
undertaking. That testimony is now borne by ‘Attar himself, who speaks in the
first person. By showing his hand and declaring selflessness as his own experi-
ence, ‘Attar justifies the claims in this section. His own experience of self-loss
validates that which he has declared regarding the larger benefits of trading
pain for selflessness, sacrificing the self for a sense of unity:

As for me, I am no longer ‘me’ nor ‘not me’.

My evil and good transcend the intellect.

I gotlost, all at once, in my own self:

There is no way out for me now but to be wayless.

After poverty’s rays shined upon me,

both of the two worlds appeared in one skylight.

Upon seeing the gleam of that sun,

I, myself, remained: Water returned to water.

All that I had won and lost from time to time

I dumped into that water so blackish.

I was erased. I was lost. Nothing left of me.

Ilingered as a shadow. Of me not one twirling atom remained.
I was a drop that became lost in the sea of secrets;

now I can no longer locate that single water drop.

Who in this world — from the deep-sea fish to the moon on high —
would not prefer being lost from this habitation?"
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Y “Attar, Mantiq al-tayr, p. 421, 1. 4144-52.



‘ATTAR’S THE SPEECH OF THE BIRDS | 227

A3l a8 500 A8 7 8
1230 olaws ol 3 alen

S 1 € i€
Ailad a5 53 paile 4glu

D) 2 p2s & a3 oyl
Dokl G gl Ol i
S S 43 (S Sag £
Conspans s 52 5 o8 S
sla B ke jalle jocuus
oBula ol oS i€ sl gas S

The premise of the poet’s expression of victory in achieving selflessness is
that selflessness is always preferable to pain. Hence, he says, “Who in this
world . . . / would not prefer being lost from this habitation’, which indicates
that all the entities in the heavens and the earth share in the pains of existence
and hope to escape it. ‘Attar tells us that his escape brought him to a place
that relieved him of the burdens of absolutely everything, including good and
evil." He has come to know himself as part of something much more real than
relational existence. Relationships have dropped away and now there is only
the reality of participation in the ocean that contains everything.

Occurring as a preference to the encounter with the Simurgh, this declara-
tion of self-loss signifies more than simply an appreciation of fzn4(annihila-
tion) and baga’ (subsistence), terms for two conjoined phenomena — a dual
process into selflessness and the seeker’s ongoing life through God’s attributes.
Rather, self-loss in this passage is a narrative precursor to the aim of the entire
framework of The Speech of the Birds, the vision and meeting for which the
birds set out. The relationship between the two — self-loss and encountering
the Simurgh — becomes clear in Fatemeh Keshavarz’s analysis of the poem
wherein she argues that ‘the journey to Mount Qaf is not to uncover an exist-
ing treasure but, rather, to locate the treasure house of “becoming” where the
Simurgh of a recreated self may be, step-by-step, “imagined” into reality.’17

' For a discussion of the transgressive elements of ‘Attar, within the context of com-
parative mysticism and cultural theory, see Claudia Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in ‘Attar,
Persian Sufism, and European Mysticism (West Lafayette, IN, 2017) pp. 129-44.

" Fatemeh Keshavarz, ‘Flight of the Birds: The Poetic Animating the Spiritual in
‘Attar’s Mantiq al-tayr’, in ‘Attar and the Persian Sufi Tradition: The Art of Spiri-
tual Flight, eds Leonard Lewisohn and Christopher Shackle (London, 2006),
p- 116.
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What ‘Attar describes as a return, a process, a levelling change, is — in fact — a
realignment of the imagination. The perceiver has now synchronised himself
or herself with the reality of human (or even created) existence. It strikes him
as the sun would through a skylight: poverty, that is, having nothing and being
nothing, remains the only lasting truth in the universe. The facade whereby
a drop of water thinks of itself as separate from the sea which it occupies has
fallen, and perception (empowered by imagination) comes as close to a uni-
versal view of things — a divine view of things — as possible for an embodied
human being.

Din and the Way: Sacrifice Before Suffering

The passage following the above lines represents the linchpin of this analysis,
because it brings together diz and ‘the way’ explicitly, implying the relation-
ship that exists between the two. In it, ‘Attar relates a story concerning the
pivotal early Sufi figure, Aba al-Hasan [or Aba al-Husayn] Ahmad al-Nari
(d. 295/907-8):

Story and Exemplification

One pure of religion asked Nuari a question,

saying, ‘How can a path from us to union be forged?’

He replied, ‘First we have before us seven oceans of fire and light.
A person must traverse a long, very long way.

Then, once you have passed these seven oceans,

a fish swallows you up in one gulp,

a fish who, once she breathes in from her ribcage,

draws in the ancients and the contemporaries alike,

a whale whose massive head and tail cannot be seen,

located in the midst of the Sea of Having-No-Needs,

like a gaping-mouthed crocodile, she gobbles up both worlds,

all of creation slurped down in one inhalation.**
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' “Attar, Mantig al-tayr, pp. 421-2, 1. 4153-8.
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The account appears in some manuscripts of ‘Attar’s The Memorial of God’s
Friends."” The prosaic description is strikingly similar to what appears in The
Speech of the Birds, even if missing some of ‘Attar’s poetic ruminations:

It is narrated that someone asked Nari, ‘How is the way (r2h) to arrival at rec-
ognition (ma 7ifat)?’ He replied, ‘It is seven seas of fire and light. After you
have passed all seven, you become a morsel in the throat of a fish who, with one

gulp, takes into the deep both the ancients and the contemporaries.”
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As Hellmut Ritter notes, this passage parallels a discussion on annihilation by
Abu Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988) in his The Book of Flashes on Sufism (Kitab
al-Luma“ fi al-Tasawwuf).” Here al-Sarraj makes a creative connection between
asaying of Abt al-Qasim al-Junayd (d. 298/910) regarding the advanced secker’s
annihilation (fz74 ) and scriptural sources, all within the context of commenting
on the sayings and teachings of Aba Yazid al-Bastami (d. 234/848 or 261/875).
That is, al-Sarr3j justifies al-Junayd’s reference to ‘annihilation, the annihila-
tion of annihilation, falling away, and the falling away of falling away’ (dhahab
al-dhahab) by mentioning a beast that will devour everything in one gulp narrated
by the early hadith-transmitter and Quran commentator ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Abbas

Y As Shafi-Kadkani notes, other editions have often left out this account. See editor’s
note in ‘Attar, Mantig al-tayr, pp. 758-9, n. 4153.

0 “Attar, Tadbkirat al-awliya’, vol. 1, chap. 46, p. 491, narrative 29. See editor’s note in
‘Attar, Tadbkirat al-awliya’, vol. 2, pp. 1318-19, n. 46:29 wherein Shafi‘i-Kadkani
summarises the findings of Hellmut Ritter.

2 Hellmut Ritter, Ocean of the Soul: Men, the World and in the Stories of Farid al-Din
‘Attar, trans. John O’Kane (Leiden and Boston, 2003), p. 633.
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(d. c. 68/687-8). Ibn ‘Abbis, commenting on Q. 41:11, relays God’s announce-
ment to the angels that He would have had the heavens and earth devoured in
one swallow by a beast, had they refused to come to Him willingly, a beast that
resides in ‘one of the meadows of My meadows’ (marj min muriji). Using a her-
meneutical process one finds throughout The Book of Flashes, al-Sarraj interprets
that hidden meadow as a reference to al-Junayd’s ‘falling away of falling away’
(dbhahab al-dhahab).” This entire interpretative process has made its way into
‘Attar’s text, and yet ‘Attar has done something else with the text that matters
greatly: he has added his own commentary on the process by which it occurs, by
rendering the questioner a person ‘pure of religion’ (pik dini).”

One must bear in mind the contrast: a person, pure in religion, has come
to one of the great God-knowers of his or her time. The question posed (How
can a path from us to union be forged?), then, becomes a matter of progressing
from purity in one’s din to something far more disruptive, painful, and even
consuming, namely, seven oceans of fire and light, followed by being abso-
lutely devoured.

In ‘Attar’s other writings, it becomes clear that a person only properly
executes din (religion, or, more precisely, one’s pious commitments) when a
person undertakes a painful process: namely, choosing the commitments of
din before more immediate pleasures. This choice counteracts a tendency to
long for worldly pleasures (the dunya) that inheres in human nature.* These
countervailing desires then yield a two-faced attitude toward din:

You have oriented one of your faces towards dunya,

the other you have oriented towards din.

In the end you will say — after forcefully abandoning such two-facedness:
‘One had been enough. One, in the end.””

** Abt Nagr ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Alf al-Sarraj al-Tasi, Kitab al-Luma‘“ fi al-tasawwuf, ed.
Reynold Alleyne Nicholson (Leiden, 1914) pp. 388-9.

** That one formative figure claimed by the Sufis (al-Niri) has been substituted for
another formative figure (al-Junayd) is no surprise, but I have no resources on the
specifics of how this substitution has occurred.

** For the development of the din-dunya dichotomy in Islamic thought, see Rushain
Abbasi, ‘Did Premodern Muslims Distinguish the Religious and Secular? The Din-
Dunya Binary in Medieval Islamic Thought’, Journal of Islamic Studies 31/2 (2020):
pp. 185-225.

 ‘Attar, Asrar-nama, p. 161, 1. 1673--4. The hadith attributes to the Prophet the
saying, “The worst of humanity are those with two faces, those who show one face
to some and a different face to others.” See Muhammad ibn Isma‘l al-Bukhari,
Sahih al-Bukbari (Damascus, 2002), p. 1774, no. 7179.
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In addition to this, people of din must avoid certain intellectual allures. They
willingly begin the difficult process of divorcing themselves from reasoning
about divinely communicated matters. Often, for ‘Attar, this takes the form of
reprimanding philosophers, but ‘philosophers’ ultimately represent all those
who prefer reason to a reverential attitude towards the revealed sciences:

Once the philosophical intellect fell into Cause,

it became deprived of the din of Mustafa.*

The problem was neither in din nor in Cause,

but rather that this din and this devotional collective (#:llat) are nothing but
surrender (taslim).

Beyond the intellect, there is a castle for us,

but philosophy gives you only one eye to see the way (72h) to it.”’
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To be a person pure in din, a devotee must have overcome these hurdles. For
the generality of believers, avoiding the snares of worldly pleasures presents
a challenge. For the scholar or studious Muslim, beyond worldly pleasures, a
deceptively appealing manner of thinking is just such a snare.

Yet the journeying to the Real that remains after one has successfully puri-
fied one’s din of these snares — as communicated by Nari — is not only greater
in degree of difficulty; rather, it also mirrors the process of perfecting one’s
din. As with din, the seeker of oneness must be willing to relinquish pleasures
and embrace pains, here not pains of denying worldly comforts and delights,
but rather the pains of losing oneself. As with din, the seeker of oneness must
be willing to stand firm against the temptation of reasoning, rationalising and
exalting the intellect. Here, however, instead of being tempted by alternatives

* Al-Mustaf3, or ‘the Chosen One’, is one of the epithets of the Prophet Muhammad.
¥ “Attar, Asrar-nama, p. 121, 11. 801-3.
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to Islamic law and theology, the seeker of oneness must accept realities that run
counter to what is reasonable — what runs counter to the intellect. After all, as
we will see in the lines to come, that which the birds are about to encounter
resides far ‘above what the intellect or recognition can perceive’. To attain it
involves elective suffering, both in terms of diz and, as will be described below,
in terms of 7zh or ‘the way’.

The Terrors of the Way

Here we arrive at ‘Attar’s statement regarding the seeming insurmountability of
‘the way’. They have come face-to-face with the realisation that the way (72h) —
which will be described in more detail below — demands more than everything
they have: it demands their very selves. Once again, as with the breath, ‘Attar
makes reference to a matter outside of the text (the lived Sufi path towards
annihilation and union) by repetition of the word in question, namely, 7zh:

From these words the valley-residing birds altogether

turned topsy-turvy in painful bloody anguish (kbzn-i jigar).
They all knew that this sort of bow

had no place in the hands of a weak-armed archer.

This discussion rendered their souls restless

and some, stupefied by grief, died right at that waystation.
All the birds, then, that were left standing there

lowered their heads out of dismay for the impending way (72h).
Years they went over every hill and dale;

their drawn-out lives spent on this way (r2hishan) of theirs.
Whatever happened to them on this way (r2h) -

well, who could ever really explain it?

And if you too one day acquiesce to undertake the way (72h),
you will stare at that steep mountain pass again and again.
You will begin to appreciate what they did.

You will realize the blood they drew in affliction.”®
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* “Attar, Mantig al-tayr, p. 422, 1l. 4159-66.
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The double entendre here means that the birds have, first of all, a literal way — a
pathway — to the Simurgh. That way continues to be long and difficult, as it
would be for the reader setting out towards the Real, whom ‘Attar addresses.
Yet, secondly, ‘Attar also references the ‘way’ as the exemplary customs, prac-
tices and sciences embodied by the great saints that so occupy ‘Attir’s writ-
ings, what we might call ‘the Sufi way’. That is, the way to the Real is tied to
the pathway (tarigat) tread by the exemplars found in ‘Attar’s The Memorial
of God’s Friends. We see the parallels between 72h and tarigat as ‘way’ when
‘Attar describes the early saintly figure Ma‘raf al-Karkhi (d. 200-1/815-16):
“That foundational exemplar of the pathway (mugtada-yi sadr-i tarigar), that
guide along the way to reality (rabnamad-yi rab-i bagigat).”” Here tarigat has
a historical dimension, one that includes a lived tradition, while 7zh points
to the ineffable psychological reality behind the tarigat, a way that leads to
the reality of oneness. Sometimes, however, ‘Attir seems to use the two inter-
changeably, such as in The Speech of the Birds, when he uses the phrase ‘an elder
of the way’ (pir-i rah), here meaning tarigat, or the Sufi way.”

‘Attar elevates the study of the lives and teachings of Sufi saints over exer-
tion in theological and legal studies, because of the embedded reality that
results from devotional experience: God’s friends speak from real changes that
have occurred within themselves, as opposed to rote knowledge.” Yet, when a

*? “Attar, Tadbkirat al-awliya’, vol. 1, p. 329.

30 “Attar, Mantig, al-tayr, p. 307,1. 1705.

*! “Attar says, in his introduction to The Memorial of God’s Friends, ‘Once you have
studied the Qur’an and Hadith, no discourse is superior to that of the masters of the
pathway (tarigat), may God be pleased with them, for their discourse is the result
of striving and inner states, not the fruit of memorisation and verbal transmission.’
‘Actar, Tadbkirat al-awliya’, vol. 1, p. 4.
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person takes such saints as models and strives to follow the path that they have
followed, the near impossibility of achievement stands before them like a ‘steep
mountain pass’ (@qaba). This word references the Qurian, 90:11-12, which
begins a description of the ethical commitments and righteous deeds of charity
required to be among the saved, that is, the People of the Right Hand.” The
relationship between the difficulties of the way towards the Absolute Real - in
Sufi terms — and din as expressed in the Qur'an become clear in this word: any
attempt to make significant progress toward the divine requires overwhelming
exertion. What renders the ‘way’ significantly more intimidating than din is
that the seeker has a sense that he or she does not even possess the means: the
seeker has arms too weak for the bow given to him or her; the secker imagines
death to be less excruciating than undertaking the way; the seeker must sacri-
fice his or her very blood — representing the epitome of selfhood — in response
to the afflictions that come with such seeking.

This segment of The Speech of the Birds — in its reflection upon the terrors
of the way — parallels a series of lines from his 7he Book of the Divine. There
‘Attar tells the story of a certain shaykh who feels unworthy of being buried in
a Muslim cemetery, yet also did not oppose the Prophet so starkly as to deserve
being buried in the Jewish cemetery. Hence the shaykh requests being buried
between the two. ‘Attir uses this as an opportunity to teach his audience about
the difficulties of the way towards felicity in the afterlife, a way so intimidating
that it resembles an impassable mountain:

You did not even take one step along this way (r2h)!

Where have you been these last few epochs?

You have nothing else to do. Your work is here.

Water and land aplenty for you here.

No! There are many steep mountain passes (2gaba) ahead for the soul,
mountain passes for which achievement never shows its face.

If, from [thinking about] this valley wherein lies the terror of the soul,
the soul bleeds in anxiety — that is a fitting response.

What an ocean this is that appears in the soul!

Concealed both its entrance and its furthermost part!

Thousands of souls and hearts bled in agitation along this way (r2h),
and yet not one soul from this multitude is aware of it.”’

** The description occurs in what follows, namely, Q. 90:13-18.
* Farid al-Din ‘Attar, Ilahi-nama, ed. with introduction and notes by Muhammad-
Rida Shafii-Kadkani (Tehran, 2008), p. 332, 11. 4876-81.
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The parallels between the two passages lie not only in theme, but in shared
vocabulary: the ‘steep mountain pass’ (‘2gaba); repetition of the word ‘way’
(7ah); the image of bleeding in anxiety, agitation or affliction (all translations of
relatively analogous Persian phrases involving blood).”* The way in this latter
passage from 7he Book of the Divine leads towards the afterlife; it is there, in the
world beyond this world, that one reaps the rewards for pious living one has
sowed in this world. The way in The Speech of the Birds refers to meeting the
Simurgh. Of course, these two are not distinct at all: the afterlife is a full-scale,
unadulterated meeting with the Real.

‘Attar means to inspire, while also acknowledging the trepidation involved.
It is for this reason that he often invokes a sense of manhood (which signifies
bravery and intrepidity for him) when it comes to the way. Thus, we see in his
The Book of Secrets:

Pass by that self (kbid) of yours; take a step on the way of religion (7zh-i din)!
This disbelieving ego-soul (nafs-i kafir) is an idol. Smash it on the ground!

Do not tread the way of religion (r2h-i din) with even an atom of weakness
For they will take nothing less than genuineness (durusti) when it comes to

religion (din).”

3 Tn Persian: dar kbin-i jigar sarnigin gashtan, kbin kbirdan and jan wa dil kbinin
shudan.
¥ “Attar, Asrar-nama, p. 200, 1l. 2545-6.
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This illustrates nicely that the tenacity required for din evolves into the
much greater tenacity required for the 72h to the Real. Both necessitate mov-
ing beyond the self — even smashing selthood utterly. Religion or din neces-
sitates transcending the self because sincerity (often sidg but here durusti)
yields purity of intention.” The way necessitates transcending the self because
the love that leads to oneness leaves no room for selfishness or selthood. It
is because of such exacting conditions that ‘Attar declares in The Book of the
Divine, ‘All those lions who were men of the way (72h) / became flecing foxes
in the world of love.””” That is, to undertake the way and successfully progress
upon it, one must be intrepid. Yet love does not allow for selthood, let alone
bravery, fearlessness or intrepidity; one can only succumb to love.

Pitfalls along the Way

In the segment that follows, as we get closer to the rendezvous with the
Simurgh, ‘Attar outlines the manner in which the ranks of the birds become
thinner. The segment provides insight into challenges that pious women and
men encountered in ‘Attar’s Nishapur. Allusions to challenges in the ethical
process of transformation become framed as the misadventures of the birds:

In the end, from among the ranks of that troop
only a few got so far as the destination.

From among all those birds so few of them made it
that only one out of every thousand actually arrived.
Hence some were drowned within the seas;

some were erased and just disappeared;

Then some, upon the peak of a lofty mountain,
thirsty, in pain and hurt, gave their lives.

Then some, scorched by the heat of the sun,
feathers incinerated, had their hearts grilled like kabobs.
Then the path’s leopards and lions, in one breath,

* The word sidg as ‘sincerity’ appears frequently in ‘Attar’s poetry and prose. For one
example, see the introduction to his description of Habib-i ‘Ajami (d. 156/772) in
‘Attar, Tadbkirat al-awliya’, vol. 1, p. 61.

7 “Attar, Ilabi-nama, p. 346, 1. 5204.
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devoured some others in degradation.

Then some others remained missing,

lost in the talons of a bird of prey.

Then some in deserts, their lips seared,
thirsty, under a torrid sky, died of exhaustion.
Then others, out of hunger for a single grain,
killed one of their own like a madman.

Then some became terribly ill.

They lagged and so were left behind.

Then some — faced with the wonders of the way —
came to a standstill right where they were.

| 237

Then others, while observing the exhilarating levity of song,

gave in to it, forsaking their continued secking.
Finally minimised by one hundred thousand to one,
none but a few reached that place.”

* “Attar, Mantig al-tayr, p. 422, 1. 4167-79.
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At the outset of this story, the birds represented soul-types, each facing its own
particular challenges. In many cases, their natural talents correspond to those
of varying pre-Islamic prophets.39 Now, however, they represent those who
have suffered along the way — would-be saints and worn-out renunciants.

Thus, those who ‘were erased and just disappeared’, drowned in the sea,
represent those so absorbed in the love of God that they become lost to others
and themselves — psychological ghosts, lacking the nourishment of remaining
or subsistence (baga’) in God’s attributes. In the words that al-Sarraj attributes
to an anonymous Sufi, ‘A person who recognises God falls in love with Him,
and whoever falls in love with Him becomes drowned in a sea of misery.”

Those who ‘came to a standstill’ mesmerised by the sights of the way repre-
sent those who become exceedingly interested in saintly miracles (karamart) or
other worldly manifestations of spiritual achievement. Their interest in acci-
dental phenomena of the way — instead of the goal of the way — renders them
distracted and limits their capacity for recognising the Real.

The last clear correspondence appears in ‘Attar’s reference to sama*, the
recitation of poetry often to music, for the sake of stimulating a state of ecstasy
(wajd). He warns that those who observe ‘the exhilarating levity of song’” must
be careful not to give themselves over to it — not to lose themselves so that they
seek music, poetry and beauty for the sake of transient beauty. It must be a
means to seeking not only the beauty of the Real, but the Real as the Real. Oth-
erwise, it becomes a hindrance, leading to harmful levity at best and irremedia-
ble perversity at worst. Thus, we see that even the practices and states of the way
can become hindrances, indicating the immensity of the way as a series of trials.

Encountering the Simurgh: the Resolution

What follows the above lines begins to concern achievement, realisation and
the encounter, more than the challenges presented by the way, which has been

*> As Nicholas Boylston argues, these prophetic resemblances highlight the value of
diversity in existence. See Nicholas John Boylston, “Writing the Kaleidoscope of
Reality: The Significance of Diversity in the 6th/12th Century Persian Metaphysi-
cal Literature of Sana’i, ‘Ayn al-Qudat, and “Attar’, PhD dissertation, Georgetown
University, 2017, pp. 352-9.

0 Al-Sarraj al-Tast, Kitab al-Luma“fi al-tasawwuf, p. 365.
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the focus of this paper. Yet, lest the reader be left without a resolution, I offer
my translation of this conclusion:

A universe of birds had set out on the way -

no more than thirty arrived there.

Thirty birds, without wing or feather, ill and weak,
broken-hearted, nearly dead, ailing all over,

saw a Presence, transcendent in description and attribution
above what the intellect or recognition can perceive.

A bolt of Having-No-Needs flashed —

one hundred worlds in an instant reduced to ash.

One hundred thousand esteemed suns,

one hundred thousand moons and even more stars:
The birds saw them in bewilderment,

like a single atom dancing frantically.

They all said, ‘O my! If something as great as the sun
has become an atom erased before this Honorable One,
when will we ever emerge upon this place?

O woe for all the pain we have suffered on this way!

We have utterly lost hope in our own selves,

for this was not the lot we had envisaged.”
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! “Attar, Mantig al-tayr, pp. 422-3, 11. 4180-8.
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At this point in the narrative, the royal Simurgh’s ‘chamberlain of glory’
(chawush-i ‘izzat) approaches the birds and asks why they have come. They
declare their intention to be courtiers of the Simurgh, to meet him and offer
their fealty. The chamberlain discourages them, on account of their worth-
lessness, which brings the birds to identify with the proverbial moth that
incinerates itself in the candle that it adores. They too would rather undergo
incineration in the Simurgh’s presence than to remain distant from Her. The
chamberlain begins to unveil matters for them, having them sit near the Pres-
ence, that s, in a location close to the Simurgh, but without allowing for direct
vision of Her. The chamberlain asks them to read from a parchment that con-
tains a story related to the biblical figure of Joseph, whose brothers betrayed
him by selling him into slavery. The story puts a spotlight on a moment of
great embarrassment for those brothers, one that caused shame and repen-
tance, leading to the shame and repentance of the birds. After all, they too had
sold their Joseph into slavery numerous times, by preferring other things to
the Simurgh. This realisation completes their purification; they embrace their
nothingness. That which follows allows for the narrative’s most important
theme and central conceit, a homophone that represents the Islamically dif-
ficult concept of non-duality.”” That s, the birds realise that they, the sz murgh,
are the Simurgh, or, in other words, the ‘thirty birds’ are the divine Simurgh.
‘Attar extends the moment so that the reader can imagine not only the experi-
ence, but the constant re-experiencing of that experience as the agent reflects
on this reality:

The souls of those birds — from embarrassment and shame —
became absolute life; their bodies became the tutty left in furnaces.
Once they were all cleansed of everything’s everything,

they came to live through the light of that Presence.

They were reborn from head to toe as servants,

once again — in a new way this time — bewildered.

All their bygone deeds and failures to act

were wiped clean, erased from their breasts.

Before them, the sun of proximity shone,

and through the rays of that Beloved, it enkindled them all.

** Taqi Parnamdariyan discusses this moment as ‘Attar’s creative representation of the
‘subtlest mystical experience (tajriba-yi rfani), namely, the presence of one in two’
(my translation). See Taqi Parnamdariyan, Didar ba Simurgh: shi'r wa Grfan wa
andisha-ha-yi ‘Attar (Tehran, 2011), p. 109.

“ References Q. 39:69.
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Via a reflection of the countenance of the Simurgh of the World,
at that moment, they saw the Simurgh’s face.

Staring, after a short while, those thirty birds

had no doubt: these thirty birds (sz murgh) were that Simurgh!
They went topsy-turvy in bewilderment.

They knew none of this: that is why they were perplexed.
They saw themselves as the Simurgh in Her entirety;

The Simurgh had been the thirty birds all this time.

Whenever they turned their glances to the Simurgh,

the Simurgh appeared in their place.

And whenever they looked upon themselves,

the thirty birds were Her, in turn.

And when they looked at both at the same time,

they and She were one Simurgh, more or less.

This one was that, and that one was this.

No one in the entire world has heard of any of this!

They all were drowned in bewilderment;

without a thought in their heads, they remained stupefied in thoughtﬁ‘4

“ Attar, Mantiq al-tayr, p. 426, 11. 4257-70.
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With this, ‘Attar begins his resolution, which develops in the lines immediately
after those translated here. If the way has proven difficult - as religious com-
mitments before undertaking the way also proved — the outcome of enduring
such difficulties is a realisation of true selfhood. This shows us that portions
of “Attar’s poetry focused on achieving oneness have a fixed relationship with
the homiletic portions of his poetry focused on everyday matters of piety. They
work together as a programme of progression — as they do in many of the major
Sufi treatises, such as al-Sarraj’s The Book of Flashes. Love sits at the apex of that
progression; beyond it is oneness and self-loss. Yet none of it is possible without
arigorous approach to the way of the ancients, the way of the prophets, as com-
municated in the revealed sciences of din. In this, then, appears ‘Attar’s distinc-
tive poetic ability to locate the transcendent in the quotidian; the seemingly
impossible in the ritually practical; and that which baffles (by undoing the dis-

tinctions between God and human) in the straightforward observance of din.”
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