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Abstract

This interdisciplinary study in the field of literature and the
humanities presents a comparative examination of the ethics of
care and Rumi’s moral system. The aim is to test the hypothesis
that the “feminine” and “maternal” elements emphasized in the
ethics of care—such as emotional sensitivity, empathy, and the
valuing of human relationships—can also be attributed to Rumi’s
ethical thought. The research method is a qualitative content
analysis of Rumi’s works, focusing on both his poetry and prose,
and a conceptual comparison with the theoretical foundations of
the ethics of care in contemporary moral philosophy. The analysis
reveals similarities such as a tendency to avoid rigid moral rules, a
prioritization of lived experience, and an emphasis on emotional
bonds. Moreover, Rumi’s ambivalent discourse on women—
ranging from praise to critique—is interpreted either as a
distinction between personal belief and the social norms of his
time, or as a reflection of the symbolic necessities of literary
expression. The findings indicate that despite the patriarchal
context of Rumi’s era, his moral system at its core resonates with
the feminine and maternal values of the ethics of care and shows
potential for dialogue with modern ethical theories. This
conclusion highlights not only the spiritual richness of Rumi’s
thought but also the possibility of a constructive exchange between
mystical tradition and contemporary approaches in the humanities.
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Introduuction

This research adopts an interdisciplinary approach that bridges literary studies and moral philosophy,
focusing on a comparative analysis between the ethics of care and Rumi’s moral system. The study
begins from the central question of whether Rumi’s ethical vision—formed within a medieval Islamic
mystical framework—can be interpreted as resonating with the feminine and maternal dimensions that
define the modern ethics of care. These dimensions emphasize empathy, relationality, and lived

experience over abstract rules and impersonal reasoning.

Aims, Significance, and Scope

The primary aim of this study is to explore whether Rumi’s moral philosophy, grounded in love and
compassion, can be conceptually linked to the ethics of care proposed by thinkers such as Carol Gilligan
and Nel Noddings. By establishing this connection, the research contributes to comparative literary
studies by uncovering how classical Persian mysticism can engage productively with modern moral

discourse, thereby enriching both fields.

Critical Background

While Rumi’s works have been widely examined through theological, mystical, and psychological lenses,
few studies have approached his moral system in light of gender-inflected ethics. In Western
scholarship, the ethics of care has redefined moral thought by valorizing emotional intelligence and
relational awareness. Placing Rumi within this discourse allows for a cross-cultural reconsideration of
compassion as a universal ethical category, moving beyond traditional binaries of rationalism versus

emotionalism.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

The study employs qualitative content analysis, examining Rumi’s major poetic and prose texts—
including the Masnavi-ye Ma ‘navi, Divan-e Shams-e Tabrizi, and Fibi ma fibz. The analysis identifies recurring
motifs of love, mercy, and interconnection, then compares these conceptually with key elements of care

ethics. The method is comparative, secking explanatory illumination between the two ethical systems.

Research Questions

The research aims to address the following questions: (1) To what extent can the ethics in Rumi’s
thought, considering the feminine and maternal elements inherent in it, be likened to care ethics? (2)
How can the duality in Rumi’s discourse on women—which might be seen as an obstacle to aligning

his ethical system with care ethics—be accounted for or explained?
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The Ethics of Care

The ethics of care, as developed by Gilligan, Noddings, and others, emerged as a critique of justice-based
moral theories that privilege autonomy and universality. It centers instead on responsiveness, empathy,
and the moral significance of relationships. In this framework, the “feminine” is not merely biological but
symbolic of a moral sensibility grounded in emotional connection and attentiveness to the needs of others.
The maternal, in turn, embodies a moral archetype of nurturing and self-giving love. This theoretical

background provides the lens through which Rumi’s ethics is reinterpreted in this study.

Rumi’s Moral System in Comparison with Care Ethics

Rumi’s moral vision is profoundly experiential and relational. He defines ethical transformation as a
process of love, not as conformity to external codes. His poetry repeatedly insists that “the law of love
is not written in books,” privileging the dynamic and affective over the static and prescriptive. This
orientation parallels the ethics of care, which rejects moral rigidity and locates moral reasoning in
concrete, lived experience. Moreover, Rumi’s emphasis on loving each other mirrors the care ethic’s
insistence that moral life arises from empathy. His vision of the self as a mirror polished by compassion
reflects the relational ontology underlying care ethics: one becomes fully human only through loving
connection with others. Both systems treat vulnerability, dependence, and emotional openness as
strengths rather than weaknesses. Rumi’s transformation of everyday human love into a path toward
divine love also reframes moral experience as participatory rather than hierarchical. The beloved,
whether human or divine, becomes the site where ethical and spiritual realities converge—a deeply

relational view that aligns with the care perspective on moral interdependence.

The Women in Rumi’s Teachings and Care Ethics

Within Rumi’s symbolic universe, the feminine and the maternal embody creative receptivity and
nurturing mercy. The maternal is particularly sacred, linked etymologically to compassion and kindness.
This connection between motherhood and divine compassion suggests that Rumi’s ethical framework
already contains a proto-feminine logic of care. The feminine, in Rumi’s thought, represents the soul’s
openness to love, the yielding that allows transformation. Far from being subordinate, it becomes a
spiritual principle of regeneration and moral renewal. In this sense, Rumi’s ethical ideal transcends

gender by internalizing the feminine as an essential mode of being that enables compassion and unity.

A Response to a Tension

Rumi’s writings contain both praise and criticism of women—a duality that has often been misread as
inconsistency. This study interprets the tension as a reflection of two factors: the patriarchal norms of
his historical milieu, and the symbolic structure of mystical language. When Rumi appears to denigrate

women, the context often reveals a metaphorical intent, contrasting worldly attachment with spiritual
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purity rather than making gendered moral judgments. Conversely, when he extols the feminine as the
source of mercy, creativity, and divine reflection, he elevates it to a metaphysical principle.
Understanding this symbolic duality allows us to see Rumi not as a representative of gender bias but as

a poet-philosopher who spiritualizes the feminine and redefines it as the locus of ethical truth.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that, despite the patriarchal context of his era, Rumi’s ethical system fundamentally
aligns with the values central to the ethics of care. Both share a moral ontology grounded in empathy,
relationality, and the transformative power of love. Rumi’s rejection of rigid moralism, his privileging
of inner experience, and his elevation of compassion over authority mirror the care ethic’s critique of
impersonal rationalism. This correspondence has broader theoretical implications. It suggests that moral
sensibilities often categorized as “feminine” or “modern” may in fact possess deep spiritual precedents
within premodern traditions. Rumi’s ethics thus offers a transcultural model in which care, love, and
relational awareness are the foundation of moral life. His view of humanity as a web of mutual reflection
anticipates the care ethic’s understanding of interdependence as both an existential condition and a
moral ideal.

In the broader scope of comparative literary studies, this analysis demonstrates that mystical
literature can serve as a rich archive for rethinking contemporary moral paradigms. By reading Rumi
alongside the ethics of care, we move beyond cultural and temporal boundaries to reveal a shared human
aspiration toward compassionate wisdom. Ultimately, Rumi’s moral universe—animated by the
maternal impulse of love and the feminine principle of empathy—invites a redefinition of ethics itself

as an act of care, both earthly and divine.
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2. particularity
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I do not "put myself in the other's shoes ... I receive the other into myself, and I see and feel with the other. I become a duality.
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2. Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Education
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