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Abstract

Mantiq al-Tayr by Attar of Nishapur is one of the most important mystical and allegorical texts in Persian
literature, whose narrative structure is organized around the journey of the birds toward the Simurgh—a journey
that represents the human being's transformation from carnal attachments to the perception of existential truth.
Each bird in this work, with its own motivations, fears, and excuses, represents different types of human
personality and moral character, and this very feature makes Mantiq al-Tayr a text amenable to analysis based on
the principles of moral psychology. On the other hand, Kohlberg's theory of moral judgment development
proposes patterns of human transition from morality based on personal interests and fear to morality based on
social contracts and ultimately universal principles. The present study, adopting an interdisciplinary approach,
addresses the question of how the speech and behavioral patterns of the birds in Mantiq al-Tayr can be analyzed
as symbols of the stages of human moral development and classified according to the three levels of Kohlberg's
theory. The findings of the research show that the judgment patterns of many excuse-making birds possess the
characteristics of the preconventional level, and their moral judgment is based on pleasure, fear, or personal
interest. The judgment patterns of a group of birds who gradually step onto the path of questioning,
responsibility, and following collective order are consistent with the conventional level. The valleys of
wayfaring and the existential experiences of the seekers are also consistent with the postconventional level—a
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level at which moral motivations are grounded in the public good and the pursuit of truth. Furthermore, Attar's
narrative ultimately enters the final domain of wayfaring and describes the seeker's existential experiences,
which is a subject beyond mere moral judgment.

Keywords: Attar of Nishapur, Mantiq al-Tayr, Moral Judgment, Mysticism, Moral Psychology.

Introduction

Persian mystical literature, especially the works of great figures such as Attar of Nishapur, contains themes
based on inner transformation, transcending self-centeredness, and attaining higher levels of moral and
existential perception. Mantiq al-Tayr by Attar of Nishapur is a symbolic narrative and a process of the
transformation of the human soul, presented in a dialogue-centered structure. The dialogic logic governing
Attar's Mantig al-Tayr displays a collection of polyphonic and monophonic narratives (see Razi & Batlab
Akbarabadi, 2010, p. 42—-43). The speeches, behaviors, and motivations of the birds in this work are not only a
reflection of the obstacles of mystical wayfaring; rather, from a psychological perspective, they also represent a
spectrum of motivations, decision-making styles, and moral levels. Throughout this poem, the birds continuously
engage in judging and analyzing their own behavior and that of others. These judgments are sometimes direct
and sometimes indirect. On the other hand, moral development and the process of the transformation of moral
judgments are among the fundamental topics in cognitive psychology and education. Kohlberg's theory of moral
development, by distinguishing three levels—preconventional, conventional, and postconventional—offers a
transformation-oriented model according to which the human being ascends from morality based on personal
interests and fear of consequences to morality based on universal principles. This theory has been one of the
most influential conceptual frameworks in moral analyses and moral education and learning in recent decades,
and despite the criticisms leveled against it, it remains one of the main references for understanding the cognitive
dimension of morality. Despite numerous studies on the layers of mystical themes and the symbology of Mantiq
al-Tayr, little attention has been paid so far to the possibility of reading this work from the perspective of
developmental psychology theories, especially Kohlberg's theory. This research gap is important because Persian
mystical literature can provide an indigenous and cultural context for recognizing patterns of moral
development—patterns that have largely been formed based on specific cultural contexts. Analyzing the moral
judgment of the birds with Kohlberg's stages can contribute to a better understanding of the path of moral
transformation in the Iranian-Islamic tradition and further reveal the educational capacities of Persian mystical
texts in the field of ethics.

The use of symbolic narratives for studying psychological structures has a well-known precedent in
psychology. Many psychological approaches, especially analytical psychology, have regarded myths, allegories,
dreams, and literary narratives as manifestations of the psychological structures of the human being and have
used them to explain personality patterns, psychological transformation, and the individuation process.
Fundamentally, the use of symbol and allegory is a kind of indirect expression accompanied by silence about
something. In silence, concepts are hidden that have the capacity to be understood by readers and interpreters
(see Hajati & Razi, 2014, p. 95). In the present study, which aims to analyze the patterns of moral judgment
represented in the form of symbolic characters, the birds of Mantiq al-Tayr are studied not as real individuals but
as symbolic forms of different states and levels of the human being on the path of moral and mystical
transformation. In this sense, the allegorical characters play the same role as the hypothetical situations in
Kohlberg's moral development tests; that is, both are tools for revealing the structures of moral judgment.

The present study, using a descriptive-analytical method and a comparative approach, attempts to examine
the behaviors and speeches of the birds of Mantiq al-Tayr as symbols of human characters, and to classify and
analyze them based on the stages of moral development. The aim of the present study is to investigate the
question of whether Attar's symbolic language and allegorical narrative can be reread based on Kohlberg's stages
of moral development, and whether a developmental structure for moral judgment in Mantiq al-Tayr can be
reconstructed, while at the same time demonstrating the limitations of Kohlberg's theory in analyzing mystical
texts. The innovation of this research lies in creating a link between mystical literature, cognitive psychology,
and moral theories—a link that can open new horizons for interdisciplinary studies as well as moral education in
the cultural context of Iran.

Review of Literature

The examination of literary texts from the perspective of the moral judgment development approach has been
carried out in three master's theses: "An Examination of the Development of Moral Care in Saadi's Works"
(1994), "A Comparison of the Level of Moral Development in the Anecdotes of Saadi's Bustan and Golestan
Based on Moral Development Theory" (2012), and "An Examination of the Anecdotes of Nizami's Makhzan al-
Asrar Based on Lawrence Kohlberg's Theory of Moral Care" (2022). Articles have also been published since the
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2010s that examine the moral development of literary texts from the perspective of Kohlberg's moral
development theory. Rahmanian (2014) wrote an article entitled "A Comparative Study of Moral Development
in Qabus-nama from Kohlberg's Perspective.”" In this article, with a general overview, he examines the moral
concepts of Qabus-nama from the perspective of Kohlberg's moral development. Two articles by Arami et al.
(2021), entitled "An Analysis of the Fictional Behaviors of Nizami's Khosrow and Shirin from the Perspective of
Lawrence Kohlberg's Moral Development” and "A Moral Analysis of the Allegories of Nizami's Makhzan al-
Asrar Based on Lawrence Kohlberg's Theory of Moral Development Stages" (2022), have also been published,
in which the researchers, in both articles, extract the prominent moral concepts of each work through an adaptive
method and then classify them from the perspective of Kohlberg's moral theory. An article entitled "An
Examination of the Characters of the Story of Tarikh-e Bayhagi Based on Kohlberg's Theory of Moral
Development” by Dahmardeh (2023) has also been published. In this article, the researcher, with a general
overview of Tarikh-e Bayhaghi, analyzes some of the behaviors of the main figures of Tarikh-e Bayhaqi from
the perspective of Kohlberg's moral development. A review of the research background shows that researchers'
focus has been on the application of the theory of moral judgment development in non-mystical literary works.
This research seeks to examine a symbolic mystical fictional work from the perspective of moral judgment
development. At the same time, it points to the limitations of this theory in interpreting mystical moral
judgments.

Methodology

In this study, the researcher first seeks, through a descriptive approach, to determine what the moral judgments
of the characters in Attar’s Mantiq al-Tayr are and how they are formed, and then analyzes them from the
perspective of Kohlberg’s theory of the development of moral judgment. Finally, with the aim of evaluation, and
by drawing on the moral judgments of the characters in Attar’s texts, the study addresses the gap between the
moral aspirations and assumptions of Kohlberg’s theory of moral judgment development and the moral
judgments represented in these works. One of the important objectives that distinguishes this research from
previous studies is its critical reading of Attar’s text through the lens of Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral
judgment development.

Results

The findings show that some characters in Attar's narrative works- those who have not yet undergone
transformation and who choose and judge moral behavior out of fear and with regard to their personal interests
(the excuse-making birds in Mantiq al-Tayr)- share similarities with the first level of Kohlberg's moral judgment.

Characters who are situated in the process of mystical-moral transformation in Attar's works (the questioning
birds in Mantiq al-Tayr), although they, like Kohlberg's theory of moral judgment development, pass through a
process of socialization, understand the relevant community as one rooted in culture, whereas the community in
Kohlberg's theory is aligned with the laws and regulations of the social system and involves concepts such as
equality and justice. These birds achieve moral development less through issues such as justice and equal
citizenship rights and more through activating the elements of empathy and self-care.

Characters who have reached the highest level of Attar's mystical morality (the Simurgh in Mantiq al-Tayr)
have attained an understanding that transcends personal interests and social contracts, and their judgments are
grounded in the connection among the self, the other, and the totality of existence. Although this state
incorporates some components of the higher levels of Kohlberg's theory, because these characters seek neither
personal benefit alone nor impersonal benefit alone, they reach a stage of judgment that goes beyond social
contracts and culminates in an apprehension of the unity of being. According to Kohlberg's theory, the level of
these characters may be regarded as beyond the second level, the conventional level. Since their moral values do
not correspond to Kohlberg's third level, the postconventional level, in which justice is the defining principle of
development, this part of the narrative cannot readily be explained within the framework of Kohlberg's stages of
moral development.

Attar's works present an allegorical narrative of the human journey from multiplicity to unity, in which moral
transformation constitutes only one dimension of the journey. Therefore, the relationship between these two
systems of thought is not one of identity; rather, a comparative dialogue between them is possible only in part of
the journey.
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