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Folk and Folklore in Rumi's Masnavi

Omid Zakeri Kish*!

Research background

Zarrinkoob (2007, p. 213) refers to Rumi's extraordinary fondness of
folk life and his connection with different classes of the public,
introducing Masnavi as a rich source of folk culture. Sajjadi (1974, p.
113) states that "the most interesting and subtle work of Rumi in
Masnavi is to bring its language closer to those of the people, to speak
the language of the Persian people enriched with proverbs, sayings
and slang words of the common people, and to point out their
behaviors and customs.” The approach of the works towards Masnavi
is rooted in the popular culture and literature of the contemporary era
and none of the studies answers the fundamental question of this
research as to who or what Rumi means by the term folk, and whether
Rumi considers certain people or a specific attitude as folklore.

Goals, questions, and hypotheses

The fundamental question of this research is: who is the folk in Rumi's
view? Considering that this term is used with a negative connotation
in Masnavi, the research hypothesis assumes that given Rumi’s
fondness of common people and constant relations with them, he
should not simply introduce them as "folk". The purpose of this paper,
therefore, is to determine the exact meaning of "folk™ in Masnavi
through the analysis of Rumi's fictional characters.
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Main discussion

The word "folk™ is usually defined as general public. Relying on
ancient Persian texts, it specifically means ignorant and lay people
(Dehkhoda, 1994). The most obvious example of "folk™ in Masnavi is
someone who is caught up in "devour, sleep, anger and lust”. In
Masnavi, one of the most important reasons for ceasing to express
sublime human concepts is that the narrator is concerned with the
limited understanding and perception of the populace. Another
characteristic of the "folk", according to Rumi, is that they have not
reached the stage of self-knowledge, and their superficiality prevails
over their knowledge. The word "folk™ in mysticism is opposed to
"elite” or "mystic". This is also prominent in Masnavi. Rumi considers
anyone who does not have an esoteric and true insight (intuition) to be
"folk", and in contrast, "elites" are those who have come close to the
Qurb al-Nawafil (closeness to God), and God Almighty has become
their eyes, hands, and tongues. According to Rumi, one cannot be
considered folk or elite in terms of clothing, social class, or
appearance. In Masnavi, philosophers are sometimes called "folk"
because they see and judge the world by appearance. According to
these examples, it is very simplistic to say that the referent of folk in
Masnavi is only the common people. This idea is clearly in conflict
with the structure and content of Masnavi. Rumi not only does not
oppose the folk as the common people, but he is always by their side
and tries to guide them. Masnavi, enriched by many allegories adopted
from the lives of the folk, is, therefore, a book for guiding the people.
In this way, Rumi not only does not separate himself from them, but
he also tries to show them the way to liberation through the mediation
of stories and allegories.
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Conclusion

In the studies about Rumi's Masnavi from the viewpoint of folk
literature, this book has often been looked at with the modern
approach of defining folk literature. That is, the folk content of the
book has been studied and the reflection of folk life, customs, and
culture on the one hand, and the popular language and literature, on
the other, have been the focus of the studies. This research, however,
seeks to first explain the meaning of the word “folk” from Rumi's
point of view, and then find examples of the folk in Masnavi, and
specifically analyze them according to the narrative structure of
Rumi's anecdotes. The following results were obtained:

1. Folk in Masnavi always has a negative connotation.

2. According to Rumi, one of the most important characteristics of
the folk is not reaching the stage of self-knowledge.

3. Another characteristic of the folk is that its superficiality prevails
over its internal insights. Rumi considers anyone who does not have
an esoteric and true insight (intuition) to be "folk".

4. Rumi contrasts the ffolk with the mystic or the elite.

5. According to Rumi, it is not possible to judge the folk or elite by
their social class, tone, and language.
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