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Abstract

Research on the topic of symbols generally falls under two major traditions. The first tradition
considers meaning to be a priori, flowing from the context of language rooted in Platonic ontology.
This perspective is referred to as the ontological tradition of symbol analysis. The second tradition
views meaning as fundamentally enabled through the symbol itself. This perspective encompasses
both realistic and idealistic approaches. Language dominated by symbols, such as poetic, allegorical,
or mystical language, has long been a subject of discussion and investigation. The present study
adopted a diachronic, historical approach to provide a concise overview of the ontological tradition of
symbol analysis. It examined the dominant features of this tradition and the historical periods, in
which it had been prevalent. In doing so, the research clarified the position taken by the ontological
tradition regarding the concept, placement, and function of symbol.

Keywords: Symbol, Tradition of Ontological Analysis of Symbols, Symbolic and Romantic
Approaches, Religious and Mystical Approaches

Introduction

Research on the topic of symbols is generally characterized by two major traditions. The first
tradition perceives meaning based on a "metaphysic of presence", where meaning ultimately becomes
channeled through language. In this perspective, "it is not the appearance that speaks, but the essence
and the one who writes is not the form, but the meaning" (Saeed, 2006, p. 191). Consequently, the
symbol - sometimes referred to as a cipher - is considered "eternal and cosmic" (Sattari, 2005, p. 16). This
approach is closely linked to the concept of representation or embodiment in Gnosticism and originated

* Corresponding author
Algooneh Jouneghani, M .(2023). A Review of the Ontological Analysis of Symbol. Research on Mystical Literature, 17 (2):
81-93.

2476-3292 © The Author(s). BY NC

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

d 10.22108/JPLL.2024.140619.1817


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2476-3292
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2476-3292
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

ii /Research on Mystical Literature, Vol. 17. No. 1(sequential 50), Spring & Summer 2023

from Platonic ontology. In this article, we categorized all such perspectives under the tradition of
ontological symbol analysis. Within the ontological tradition, meaning is essentially equated with "absolute
truth”, which can only be conceived in the existential situation. This truth becomes accessible after passing
through a process of abstraction to the level of universal matters. As the sage Termezi states, "Symbolizing
is equal to speaking of the unseen based on evidence, meaning speaking of what is beyond the reach of the
senses with words and apparent facts” (Nwyia, 1994, p. 297).

Based on such reasoning, occult matters in this world take on tangible forms for themselves
(Chitick, 2005, p. 115). From this perspective, the potential for comprehensive representation of
meaning becomes a subject of discussion and examination. In this case, a symbol or code "indicates a
meaning other than the literal meaning of speech; a meaning that is considered the source of the code
and that meaning, or source, is always superior to human capabilities and abilities" (Sattari, 2005, p.
27). In contrast to the ontological tradition that interprets meaning based on metaphysical presence, the
second tradition views meaning as fundamentally enabled or accessible through symbols. In other
words, meaning is more of a potential and conditional matter than a pre-existing one, which can be
attained through metaphorical, allegorical, or symbolic relationships. This perspective consists of two
general approaches: empirical realism and German idealism, particularly neo-Kantianism. The
empirical realist approach believes that "anything that can be similar to other objects acts as a symbol
in the instinctive mind" (Mehregan, 1997, p. 97).

This epistemological perspective on symbolism defers meaning as a belated affair that can be
achieved through the incorporation of supplementary matters via the instinctual mind, which is
fundamentally "realist and pragmatic™" (ibid). In the second approach, influenced by thinkers like
Cassirer, symbolic forms are seen as fundamentally enabling the attainment of meaning, rather than
being exact equivalents for meaning. Cassirer states: "Symbolic forms not imitations of reality, but
organs of reality for it is only through their mediation that every real thing is transformed into a
subject of rational apprehension and comes to our understanding™ (Cassirer, 1988, p. 49). In these
interpretations, the focus is on the relationship between "image" and "actual reality" or "name" and
"named", rather than the potential relationship between "symbol™ and "meaning.” This issue will be
addressed in a separate study.

Materials & Methods

The term "symbol™ has a broad application across the humanities, serving as a key concept in fields
like anthropology, psychoanalysis, mythology, theology, hermeneutics, and aesthetics. Similarly,
languages primarily characterized by the use of symbols, such as poetic, figurative, or mystical
language, have long been the subject of discussion and examination with sometimes conflicting
perspectives. The present discussion aimed to briefly examine the tradition of ontological symbol
analysis from a historical or temporal perspective. Specifically, it investigated the historical periods
and approaches, during which this ontological tradition had been dominant. In doing so, this research
clarified the review of the tradition of symbolic existential analysis, revealing the position it took on
the concept, position, and function of symbols.

Research Findings

Across the various approaches under the ontological tradition of symbol analysis, the fundamental
premise is that the material world reflects a higher, transcendent reality. All entities in the world are
therefore considered symbols or representations of this transcendent realm. Just as sacred texts are
believed to be filled with secrets and mysteries awaiting unveiling, the natural world is also seen as
abundant with such mystical significances. In this ontological tradition, symbolism represents the
worldly reality as a metaphorical reflection of a transcendent system that ultimately lies beyond direct
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human experience. Symbolism thus requires representing a particular, specific matter as a general,
universal issue. It is based on a hierarchical ontological perspective that implies theoretical insight into
the essence of ontological levels, necessitating a distinction between the microcosm and macrocosm.
From this view, the material world can only emerge ontologically through ideals or absolute realities.
When these absolute or ideal truths of the comprehensive celestial or spiritual realm become apparent
to the observer, they manifest as partial yet inclusive truths. Symbolism, at the linguistic level, is a
special sign equivalent to this inclusive reality - one that simultaneously encompasses an absolute
truth. Consequently, the world and its entities as a whole are considered a book, in which universal,
immutable truths are embodied in human thought and expression. Engaging with this symbolic world
is akin to confronting a transcendent reality.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

Through the perspective of ontological tradition, symbols are generally viewed as emblematic of
resemblance. As discussed, this necessitates recognizing a structural equivalence between a partial
system and a more comprehensive, universal system. This interpretation of the theory of resemblance
and parallel systems is evident across various schools of thought, including Platonic philosophy and
Iranian mystical-philosophical traditions. Within the ontological analysis tradition, there is a
prevailing belief that sacred or transcendent matters manifest through inclusive, worldly affairs.
Consequently, understanding symbolic language and symbols requires acknowledging the existence of
two parallel realms - one in which nature serves as the language of the divine and every natural sign is
considered a symbol of a higher, transcendent reality. Overall, the approaches examined accepted two
key premises: First, symbolic language has the potential to provide an imaginative and pure
conception of absolute truths and the ideal world. Second, symbols facilitate the transition from
material reality to the desired, idealized realm.
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