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Abstract

his research undertakes a critical re-reading of the con-
T ceptual metaphor of the “cage” (Qafas) in the tenth
verse of Avicenna s Al-Qasidah al- ‘Ayniyyah. Despite
the widespread consensus among commentators interpreting the
“cage” as the material body, this interpretation proves incompat-
ible with the dual role of the body in Avicennas psychology,
wherein the body is simultaneously an aid to and an obstacle for
the soul. Accordingly, the primary question of this research is: as-
suming this incompatibility, what does the “cage” metaphorically
represent in this verse, and how can this apparent contradiction be
resolved? The findings of this research demonstrate that the
“cage” does not represent the body itself, but rather serves as a
conceptual metaphor for the soul’s preoccupation with the body
and the epistemic obstacles arising from this preoccupation. This
redefinition, through a systematic analysis of metaphorical map-
pings and reliance on a network-based reading of Avicenna’s
works, resolves the aforementioned incompatibility and enables a
more coherent understanding of the body's place in his thought.
Finally, by tracing the origin of this metaphor and comparing it
with preceding intellectual traditions, it is concluded that the pres-
ent reading is not an imitation of Platonic and Neoplatonic tradi-
tions, but rather a creative re-appropriation grounded in Avicen-
na s independent philosophical system.

Cite thisarticle: Asma Esaghinasab, A.; Khademi, A.; Salavati, A. (2025). A Crit-
ical Re-reading of the Conceptual Metaphor of the “Cage” as the Body: A Study of
the Tenth Verse of Avicenna’s al-Qasidah al-‘Ayniyyah. Islamic Philosophical Doc-
trines, 20(36), 7-40. https://doi.org/10.30513/ipd.2026.7591.1661

© TheAuthor(s). Publisher: Razavi University of Islamic Sciences.



https://doi.org/10.30513/ipd.2026.7591.1661 
mailto:esaghinasab.asma%40yahoo.com?subject=
mailto:e_khademi%40ymail.com?subject=
mailto:a.salavati%40sru.ac.ir?subject=
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-0541-610x
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6704-4014
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6401-0003

Sleko dllae g ool all e s Blowasl Lol /s (50 doliads (it oo §ylaiasl (g0l Sly5b ||||||||||||||||||||||

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Al-Qasidah al-‘Ayniyyah, attributed to Avicenna, is one of the most significant symbol-
ic and metaphorical texts in the Islamic philosophical tradition. In this poem, fundamental
concepts concerning the soul, the body, knowledge, and liberation are articulated through
poetic imagery and metaphor. Among the most famous—and most contested—metaphors
of the ode is the term “cage” (Qafas) in the tenth verse, which has conventionally been
interpreted in previous scholarship as a direct reference to the “material body.”

Although this interpretation initially appears compatible with the dualistic framework
of soul and body in Peripatetic philosophy, it engenders serious inconsistencies when ex-
amined against Avicenna’s own anthropological and epistemological principles. On the
one hand, the body in Avicenna’s philosophical works is not merely an impediment to
knowledge; rather, it is a necessary instrument for the actualization of the soul’s faculties,
sensory perception, and the very inception of the intellective journey. On the other hand,
interpreting the *“cage” straightforwardly as the “body” reduces the latter to a purely re-
strictive and incarcerating entity, thereby perpetuating an unresolved tension in accounting
for the body’s positive role.

The central problem of the present study emerges precisely from this tension: Can the
metaphor of the “cage” be interpreted in a manner that is both faithful to the text of the
ode and consistent with Avicenna’s systematic thought concerning the soul, the body, and
knowledge?

Drawing upon Lakoff and Johnson’s Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) and adopting
a network-based approach to the metaphors of al-Qasidah al-‘Ayniyyah, this study seeks
to demonstrate that the “cage” refers not to the body as a material entity, but rather to the
soul’s preoccupation with the body and the epistemic consequences of this preoccupation.
In this way, the article aims to fill an interpretive lacuna in previous studies and to offer a
more coherent reading of this metaphor.

Method

This research is a qualitative, theoretical study employing conceptual analysis and met-
aphor analysis. The research data include the text of al-Qasidah al-‘Ayniyyah (with par-
ticular focus on the tenth verse), authoritative classical and contemporary commentaries
on the ode, and Avicenna’s philosophical works on psychology and epistemology. The
theoretical framework is grounded in Lakoff and Johnson's Conceptual Metaphor Theory,
which understands metaphor not merely as a literary device but as a fundamental cognitive
structure shaping human thought.

Within this framework, metaphors are analyzed within networks of interrelated con-
cepts, and meaning is generated not from isolated terms but from the relations between
source and target domains. The research proceeded through the following stages: (1) iden-
tification of key metaphors pertaining to the soul and body in the ode; (2) examination of
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traditional and contemporary interpretations of the “cage” metaphor; (3) analysis of the
relationship between this metaphor and Avicenna’s concepts of body, soul, perception, and
knowledge; and (4) reconstruction of the metaphor's meaning within a coherent concep-
tual model.

Results

The findings of this research indicate that the conventional interpretation of “cage =
body” faces several fundamental problems. First, in Avicenna’s philosophical system, the
body is a condition of possibility for perception and the initiation of rational motion; it
cannot, therefore, be regarded as a mere obstacle to or prison of the soul.

Second, a network analysis of the ode’s metaphors demonstrates that the “cage” ac-
quires meaning through its conceptual linkage with notions such as habit (‘adah), occu-
pation (Ishtighal), attachment (Ta‘alluq), and heedlessness (Ghaflah). On this basis, the
“cage” is a metaphor for a specific epistemic condition in which the soul becomes preoc-
cupied with the body and its exigencies, thereby restricting the horizon of intellective and
intuitive perception. In this reading, the body is not in itself a cage; rather, it is the mode of
the soul’s attachment to and occupation with the body that assumes a cage-like function.

Afurther significant finding is that this interpretation permits the simultaneous articula-
tion of the body’s positive and negative roles: the body serves as an instrument of percep-
tion at one level, yet becomes an obstacle to the soul’s epistemic transcendence at another
level when preoccupation with it predominates. Thus, the apparent contradiction in earlier
interpretations is resolved.

Conclusions

This study has demonstrated that a re-reading of the “cage” metaphor in al-Qasidah
al-*Ayniyyah through the lens of Conceptual Metaphor Theory yields a more coherent and
philosophically robust interpretation. On this reading, the “cage” signifies not the material
body as such, but rather the soul’s state of preoccupation with the body and its epistem-
ic consequences. This interpretation is more consistent with Avicenna’s psychology and
epistemology and avoids reducing the metaphor to a simple, univocal signification.

Theoretically, this research shows that the analysis of philosophical metaphors without
attention to their conceptual networks can lead to fundamental misinterpretations. Meth-
odologically, the application of Conceptual Metaphor Theory to classical Islamic philo-
sophical texts opens new horizons for interdisciplinary research. New questions raised
by this study concern the possibility of re-examining other anthropological metaphors in
Islamic philosophical texts from an epistemological perspective.
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