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Abstract

This article analyzes the influence of ancient Iranian intellectual and cultural heritage on Islamic mysticism, particularly in its Iranian
form. The central problem addressed in the study is that Islamic mysticism in Iran, while fundamentally grounded in the Qur’an, the
Prophetic tradition, monotheism, Islamic law, and the inner spiritual experience of Muslims, developed within a historical and cultural
environment that had already produced rich spiritual traditions, sacred symbols, and ethical worldviews before Islam. Using a descriptive-
analytical and comparative approach, the article examines concepts and symbols such as light, fire, purity, truth, the opposition between
light and darkness, natural elements, spiritual wayfaring, purification of the soul, and the perfect human being. It argues that these elements
entered Iranian Islamic mysticism not through direct and unchanged transmission, but through reinterpretation, interiorization, and
spiritual re-creation. The findings indicate that light, which was associated with truth and purity in ancient Iranian traditions, was
transformed in Islamic mysticism into a symbol of knowledge, divine manifestation, and spiritual presence. Fire, formerly connected with
ritual sanctity and purity, became in Persian Sufi literature a metaphor for love, longing, burning, and inner purification. Likewise, the
ancient contrast between good and evil or light and darkness was shifted from a cosmic and mythic level to an ethical, psychological, and
mystical level, where darkness signified ignorance, ego, and heedlessness, while light represented knowledge, unveiling, and nearness to
God. The article further shows that Persian mystical literature, especially Sufi poetry, served as the most important medium for the
reconfiguration of this heritage. The study concludes that Iranian Islamic mysticism should be understood as the result of a creative
interaction among Islamic revelation, Sufi experience, philosophical wisdom, the Persian language, and the spiritual memory of ancient
Iran.
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Extended Abstract

This article examines the influence of the intellectual and cultural heritage of ancient Iran on Islamic
mysticism, with particular attention to the Iranian formation of Sufi symbolism, metaphysical imagination, and
spiritual anthropology. The central premise of the study is that Islamic mysticism, while grounded in the
Qur’an, Prophetic tradition, Islamic theology, ascetic practice, and the experiential path of Muslim spirituality,
did not develop in Iran within a cultural vacuum. Rather, when Islam entered the Iranian world, it encountered
a deep pre-Islamic reservoir of religious symbols, ethical dualities, cosmological images, and metaphysical
intuitions. Ancient Iranian traditions, especially Zoroastrianism and related forms of Iranian religious
imagination, had already produced a complex symbolic language centered on light, fire, purity, truth, cosmic
order, spiritual struggle, and the moral responsibility of the human being. The Gathas of Zarathustra reveal a
deeply ethical and spiritual concern with truth, choice, and the alignment of human action with a higher sacred
order (1), while major studies of Zoroastrianism show that the Iranian religious imagination associated light,
fire, purity, and righteousness with the sacred structure of existence (2, 12). The article therefore asks how
such symbolic and conceptual structures were transformed, reinterpreted, and absorbed into the Islamic
mystical tradition in Iran, not as simple borrowings, but as part of a broader process of cultural translation and
spiritual reconfiguration.

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical and comparative approach, focusing on three levels of influence:
conceptual, symbolic, and spiritual-practical. At the conceptual level, the analysis considers notions such as
light, truth, purity, good and evil, perfection, spiritual knowledge, and the transformation of the human soul.
At the symbolic level, it examines the reappearance of ancient Iranian images such as fire, radiance, darkness,
water, earth, wind, the sun, and the journey from obscurity to illumination. At the spiritual-practical level, it
explores how the ancient Iranian emphasis on moral choice, purification, and the struggle between truth and
falsehood could be reinterpreted within the Islamic mystical language of struggle against the lower self,
purification of the heart, love, annihilation, and unveiling. This methodological framework avoids two
reductive extremes. It does not claim that Islamic mysticism is merely a continuation of ancient Iranian
religion, since Islamic mysticism emerged from Islamic revelation, Qur’anic spirituality, early asceticism, and
the inner life of Muslim devotion (6, 14). At the same time, it does not treat Iranian Sufism as culturally
rootless, since Persian mystical literature, Illuminationist philosophy, and Iranian Sufi symbolism show strong
continuity with older Iranian forms of sacred imagination (10, 24). The article thus interprets influence as
transformation, not as mechanical transmission.

One of the most significant findings of the study concerns the continuity and transformation of the symbolism
of light. In ancient Iranian religion, light was closely associated with truth, sacred order, purity, and the realm
of divine or spiritual reality. Zoroastrian textual sources indicate that radiance and fire functioned not merely
as physical phenomena but as expressions of sacred presence and cosmic alignment (18). In Islamic mysticism,
light became one of the most powerful symbols of divine manifestation, spiritual knowledge, unveiling, and
the interior transformation of the seeker. This transformation is especially visible in the philosophy of
illumination, where Suhrawardi constructed an entire metaphysical system around gradations of light and
darkness (3). His Iluminationist project, while fully situated within Islamic philosophical and mystical
discourse, explicitly engaged the memory of ancient Iranian wisdom and reactivated what he understood as
the heritage of the sages of Persia (21). Later interpretations of Suhrawardi’s thought have shown that
illumination in this tradition is both ontological and epistemological: beings are understood through degrees
of luminosity, and true knowledge is realized through presence and unveiling rather than discursive reasoning
alone (4). In this respect, the ancient Iranian symbolism of light did not survive as a static religious remnant;
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rather, it was philosophically and mystically reconfigured within an Islamic metaphysics of divine
manifestation.

The second major finding concerns the transformation of fire from an ancient sacred and ritual symbol into a
central metaphor of mystical love. In Zoroastrianism, fire was linked to purity, sacred presence, ritual order,
and the protection of spiritual cleanliness (12). In Islamic mysticism, especially in Persian Sufi poetry, fire no
longer appears primarily as an object of ritual preservation but as the inward fire of love, longing, annihilation,
and spiritual purification. This symbolic transformation is especially visible in the Persian mystical tradition,
where the lover burns in separation, the ego is consumed by longing, and the soul is refined through the heat
of divine attraction. In Attar’s representation of the saints and seekers, spiritual life is repeatedly expressed
through images of burning, suffering, loss of self, and total surrender to the Beloved (8). In Rumi’s Mathnawi,
fire becomes a dynamic metaphor for the power of love to dissolve rigid forms of selfhood and lead the human
being from appearance to meaning (7). The article argues that this transformation illustrates a broader cultural
mechanism: ancient Iranian sacred symbols were not preserved unchanged but were interiorized, poeticized,
and spiritualized within the Islamic mystical imagination. Fire moved from the temple to the heart, from ritual
purity to existential purification, and from visible flame to the invisible burning of love.

The third major finding relates to the transformation of the ancient Iranian contrast between light and darkness,
truth and falsehood, purity and pollution, into the Sufi language of inner struggle. In Zoroastrian thought, the
opposition between truth and falsehood has cosmic and ethical dimensions, and the human being is called to
participate actively in the triumph of truth through good thought, good speech, and good action (20, 25).
Islamic mysticism could not adopt this structure as a metaphysical dualism, because its worldview is grounded
in divine unity. However, the symbolic pattern of conflict was reinterpreted inwardly. Darkness became the
darkness of ignorance, heedlessness, egoism, and distance from God; light became the light of knowledge,
presence, unveiling, and spiritual nearness. Early and classical accounts of Islamic mysticism show that the
Sufi path is often described as the removal of veils, purification of the heart, and passage from the lower self
toward the realization of divine truth (13, 23). This inwardization of the ancient symbolic conflict is one of the
clearest examples of cultural transformation. What had once been expressed in cosmic and mythic terms was
rearticulated in psychological, ethical, and mystical terms. The struggle against darkness became the struggle
against the ego; the victory of light became the illumination of the heart; and the ancient concern with purity
became the Sufi discipline of inner refinement.

The fourth finding concerns the role of Persian literary and philosophical mediation in shaping a specifically
Iranian form of Islamic mysticism. Persian Sufi literature served as the primary medium through which
inherited symbols were reconfigured and given new Islamic meanings. The imagery of light, fire, dust, water,
wind, the sun, birds, mountains, gardens, roads, and deserts in Persian mystical writing is not merely
decorative; it functions as a symbolic language through which the seeker’s journey is narrated. Hujwiri’s Kashf
al-Mahjub shows that early Persian Sufi prose already integrated Islamic doctrine, spiritual discipline, and
Persianate expression (9). Rumi and Attar later expanded this symbolic universe into a vast poetic field in
which nature, the body, the soul, and the cosmos all become signs of the path toward God (7, 8). The
metaphysical dimension of this process is equally important. 1bn al-*Arabi’s doctrine of divine manifestation
and the imaginal world provided Islamic mysticism with a sophisticated language of presence, unveiling, and
theophany (15), while Chittick’s interpretation of Ibn al-‘ Arabi demonstrates how imagination became a central
metaphysical category in Islamic mystical thought (16). In the Iranian context, these Islamic metaphysical
structures interacted with older Iranian images of the spiritual world, luminous beings, and sacred geography,
a continuity explored in Corbin’s studies of the passage from Mazdean Iran to Islamic and Shi‘ite Iran (10, 11).
In conclusion, the article argues that the influence of ancient Iranian intellectual and cultural heritage on
Islamic mysticism should be understood as a process of symbolic continuity and creative transformation rather
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than as direct doctrinal transfer. Islamic mysticism in Iran remained fundamentally Islamic in its theological
foundations, spiritual objectives, and devotional framework, yet it developed within a cultural memory already
rich in symbols of light, fire, purity, truth, spiritual struggle, and the ascent of the soul. These elements were
not merely preserved from the past; they were reinterpreted within the Islamic worldview, interiorized through
Sufi practice, systematized in Illuminationist philosophy, and poeticized in Persian mystical literature. The
result was a distinctive form of Islamic mysticism in which Qur’anic spirituality, Sufi experience, Persian
poetic imagination, and ancient Iranian symbolic heritage converged. This convergence produced a tradition
that is neither reducible to ancient Iran nor separable from it. Iranian Islamic mysticism can therefore be
understood as a creative spiritual synthesis: Islamic in foundation, Persian in symbolic expression, and deeply
shaped by the long memory of ancient Iranian metaphysical and cultural imagination.
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