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Abstract

The question of death and the anxiety arising therefrom constitutes one of the most
fundamental human concerns throughout history. Existential psychology regards death as
the primary source of anxiety and holds that confronting it represents the most
consequential human experience. In Islamic mysticism (tasawwuf), death is conceived not
as an end but as a bridge toward union (wisal) with Ultimate Reality. ‘Attar NishabiirT's
Tadhkirat al-Awliya’, as one of the most distinguished works of Persian mystical prose,
contains narratives that reflect various manifestations of death anxiety and the strategies
employed to confront it.

This study employs qualitative content analysis within the framework of existential
psychology to examine death anxiety in the hagiographical accounts of ten renowned
mystics presented in this work. The findings reveal three principal levels in the
management of death anxiety within these narratives: (1) the level of negation, wherein
conventional mechanisms of eschatological reward and punishment are rejected (as
exemplified by Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya); (2) the transformative level, wherein death-
awareness becomes the primary catalyst for spiritual and moral transformation (as seen in
Fudayl ‘Iyad, Ibrahim Adham, and Dawtd Ta'1); and (3) the transcendental level, wherein
death is interpreted as union and perfection of the path (as demonstrated by Hallaj and
Bayazid Bistami).

This classification demonstrates that “Attar, through his narration of the saints' lives,
transforms death anxiety from a psychological threat into the driving force of mystical
wayfaring (sultik). Accordingly, Tadhkirat al-Awliya’ offers a rich paradigm for 'authentic
living in the light of death,' possessing analytical value from both psychological and
mystical perspectives.

Keywords: Death anxiety, Tadhkirat al-Awliya’, Islamic mysticism, Existential
psychology, Death-awareness.

Introduction

Death anxiety, as one of humanity's existential concerns, is rooted in the awareness of the
inevitability of life's termination and has received serious attention from schools of
existential psychology, notably those of Yalom and Becker. This school considers death
anxiety not merely as a source of pathology but as the primary impetus for meaning-making
in life and spiritual growth. Within the tradition of Islamic mysticism, death is viewed from
a religious perspective as the conclusion of worldly life and the commencement of the
hereafter; however, in the mystics' vision, death constitutes a 'bridge' and gateway to 'union
with the Real' (wisal bi-1-Haqq), rather than a catastrophe. This study emphasizes the
significance of ‘Attar Nishabtr1's Tadhkirat al-Awliya’, as this work represents a treasury
of spiritual experiences that aptly reflects the tension and interaction between this
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existential anxiety and the mystical strategies for overcoming it. The objective of this article
is to analyze and classify the methods of confronting and managing death anxiety employed
by the mystics of the Tadhkira, utilizing the conceptual tools of existential psychology.

Research Findings

The results of qualitative content analysis of the hagiographical accounts of ten prominent
mystics in Tadhkirat al-Awliya’ reveal three distinct and developmental levels in the
representation and management of death anxiety:

1. The Level of Negation

At this level, the individual manages anxiety through the rejection of traditional
mechanisms. For instance, the conduct and utterances of Rabi‘a al-'Adawiyya exemplify
the negation of the popular conception of eschatological reward and punishment.

2. The Transformative Level

At this stage, death-awareness functions as a powerful catalyst that compels the individual
toward radical change in lifestyle and spiritual wayfaring. Exemplary figures such as
Fudayl ‘Iyad, Ibrahtim Adham, and Dawid Ta'1 attain moral transformation and embark
upon the spiritual path through death-awareness.

3. The Transcendental Level

At the highest level, anxiety is entirely transmuted into tranquility and yearning. Death is
no longer perceived as a threat but is interpreted as perfection and union with the Absolute
Beloved. Mystics such as Hallaj and Bayazid Bistami at this stage perceive death as
liberation and ascension, welcoming it with open embrace.

Conclusion

The present study confirms that mystical literature, particularly Tadhkirat al-Awliya’,
constitutes a rich resource for understanding humanity's existential confrontation with
death. The tripartite levels identified in the management of death anxiety (negational,
transformative, and transcendental) represent not merely a classification but express
varying degrees of spiritual and epistemological maturity among the mystics upon the path
of wayfaring. While existential psychology seeks to overcome the fear of death to attain
meaning in life, Islamic mysticism, by transmuting fear into the yearning for union,
achieves the highest level of transcendence. This analysis demonstrates how ‘Attar's
mysticism has succeeded in offering a transformative narrative of death—as an experience
not merely psychological but thoroughly epistemological—thereby providing a
comprehensive response to this fundamental human predicament.
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