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An Analysis of Woman as Manifestation of God by

Annemarie Schimmel
The symbolic significance of love, beauty, and divine mystery has
always been central to literary and mystical traditions. In classical
Arabic and Persian literature, the gender of the beloved often remains
ambiguous, creating a space for profound symbolic interpretation. In
Persian poetry, descriptions of the beloved transcend gender norms,
with features like the emerging beard of a youth being seen as
symbolic rather than literal. In tales like Laila and Majnun, the
intense passion of love is often portrayed as an allegory for divine
love in a Sufi context. Majnun’s madness and yearning for Layla are
mirrored in the spiritual seeker’s longing for union with the Divine.
Similarly, spiritual practices such as Hajj have been likened to the
journey of love, where the Kaaba is metaphorically envisioned as a
bride. Great Sufi philosophers like Ibn Arabi emphasized the
feminine as a manifestation of divine attributes. For him, perceiving
God in a feminine form was among the closest ways to experience
the divine essence. This duality—manifested in beauty and majesty,
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or the principles of Yin and Yang—can be observed in all aspects of
life. Thus, literature and Sufi philosophy elevate love from mere
emotional experience to a divine connection. The beloved becomes a
symbol of the fusion between human desires and divine qualities,
reflecting a deeper spiritual truth. This perspective not only enriches
our understanding of love but also offers a path to transcendence
through its universal and timeless symbolism.
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Classical Arabic as well as early Persian literature
is replete with love poems and descriptions of the
sweetly perfumed beloved with all her charms.
And yet a caveat is not out of place here. In the
Persian and Turkish literatures, it is often difficult
to discern whether the venerated person is
masculine or feminine, since neither the Persian
nor the Turkish language has grammatical gender
and only the mention of characteristics can clear
the confusion. "
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Of the seven couples listed above, the Ilater
literature places greatest emphasis on Majnun and
Laila. The story of Qais, who is driven mad by
unrequited love and becomes majnun, or
"possessed," harks back to early Arabic traditions.
He is the lover who leaves the City of Reason and
takes up residence in the desert. His companions
are wild beasts; birds nest in his hair; and he
kisses the paws of the cur that happened to wander
down Laila's street. Countless poets saw in
Majnun the symbol of their own state (or so they
said), and when the love-obsessed man no longer
wanted so much as to see his Laila because he
lived so completely in her as it was, the story
came to serve the mystic as an image of his own
total absorption in the Divine Beloved .
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The woman can also serve as a symbol of the
highest goal of one's wishes and longings, and the
symbolic significance of the Kaaba seems to relate
to it. One example of this can be found in Jami's
version of the story of Majnun and Laila. ©
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As the lovesick Majnun during his pilgrimage
approaches the black-draped Kaaba and finally
stands before it, he is no longer sure whether what
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he sees is the Celestial Beloved or his Laila:

O thou who sits in the bridal chamber of coquetry
and thou who lifts the veil of mystery.

You sat in the society of Arabs

and thwarted the commerce of the Persians.
Arabs and Persians turned to gaze on you

and their longing for you bewildered their senses.
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After all, wasn't Eve created so that "Adam might
find comfort in her," as the Quran says (Sura
7:189)? She was the divine gift sent to comfort
him in his loneliness; she was the manifestation of
that divine ocean which he had left-and hence her
greatness. The Divine, as Ibn 'Arabi was aware,
reveals itself most beautifully in woman

&f(}ﬁ&;’/’guf'/ﬂ-‘adfjgc«g}jﬁyco//?«C’/,:JJ;J/Q‘I

abrwb

D ANV

by
Annemarie Schimmel, My Soul Is a Woman: The Feminine in
Islam, Translated by Susan H. Ray, Continuum, New York,
1997, P 98
Ibid, P 99
Ibid, P 100
Ibid, P 100-101
Ibid, P 106

19¥



