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This study employs Axel Honneth's theory of "recognition” to analyze the tale of
"The Infidel Guest" in Rumi’'s Masnavi, examining the processes of humiliation and
re-recognition within this mystical narrative. The central questions are: How do
Honneth’s three key levels of recognition—love, rights, and social solidarity—
reflect identity crises in this story? And how does the Prophet’s (PBUH)
intervention, as a symbol of recognition, enable the transition from "systematic
humiliation" to ethical esteem? In the story, the infidel guest faces emotional
rejection, violation of basic rights, and social isolation. These experiences, which
push his identity to the brink of collapse, exemplify "systematic humiliation"—a

Keywords: phenomenon that historically marginalized individuals in diverse societies due to
Masnavi of Rumi; “Infidel | cultural or religious differences. However, the Prophet (PBUH) strategically
Guest” narrative; Axel transforms this humiliation into dignity through deliberate actions. These steps
Honneth; recognition; remarkably mirror Honneth’s three-tiered theory. This analysis not only
restorative justice. demonstrates the applicability of Honneth’s framework to interpreting Persian

mystical texts but also reveals how classical Persian literature has articulated
modern philosophical concepts, such as the "struggle for recognition", through
ethical storytelling. Ultimately, the study emphasizes that restorative justice is
rooted in multilayered recognition and mercy, rather than punitive measures.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The “Infidel Guest” episode at the
beginning of Book Five of Rumi’'s Masnavi
constitutes a symbolic portrayal of the
tension between the individual and
society, encompassing profound
philosophical, social, and mystical
dimensions. This narrative recounts how a
non Muslim guest, by indulging in
excessive eating, transgresses prevailing
social norms, is subsequently cast out by
the community, and is ultimately restored
to the fold through the intervention of the
Prophet (peace be upon him). The story
thus offers an ideal framework for
investigating the dynamics of humiliation
and honor from the perspective of Axel
Honneth’s recognition theory. According
to Honneth, genuine social justice can only
be realized when individuals are
acknowledged on three interrelated
levels—love (intimate relationships), rights
(legal and moral standing), and solidarity
(shared communal values)—and the denial
of any one of these dimensions results in
the degradation and injury of personal
identity.

2. Methodology, Objectives,

and Literature Review
This study employs a descriptive analytical
approach. The narrative of the “Infidel
Guest” (the opening tale of Book Five of the
Masnavi) serves as the primary data: it is
first rendered in a detailed descriptive
account and then examined through the
lens of Axel Honneth’s theoretical
framework. The principal aim is to probe
deeply into the mechanisms of
humiliation, recognition, and honor
experienced by the guest, according to
Honneth’s stages, to offer a precise
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reading of how identity and human dignity
are restored in this mystical tale—and
thereby to address gaps in conventional
analyses of classical Persian texts.

Although Honneth’s recognition theory
has, in recent years, secured a respectable
place in studies of identity transformation
and social interaction, only a handful of
investigations have applied it directly.
These works predominantly explore social
identity structures and how processes of
recognition—or their absence—either
reinforce or undermine those identities,
focusing on experiences of humiliation,
psycho social injury, and subsequent
identity recovery. Western scholarship on
Honneth  has largely emphasized
philosophical, sociological, or
psychological dimensions. For example,
Honneth’s own The Struggle for
Recognition (1995) lays out the theoretical
foundations, while Fraser and Honneth'’s
2003 article “Redistribution or
Recognition?” debates the theory’s stance
relative to other justice paradigms. Among
the most pertinent Iranian studies are:
“Axel Honneth and the Struggle for
Recognition at the Family Level:
Challenges and Limitations” (Makuni &
Mesbahian, 2022); “A Sociological Study of
Ethnic Identity = and  Aggression
Emphasizing Axial Honneth’s Recognition
Theory” (Sa‘adati, 2021); “Findings of Axel
Honneth’s  Recognition Theory for
Contemporary Radicalism” (Beygi, 2022);
and “Recognition in the Absence of the
Non Western Other” (Shabbani et al,
2022).

3. Discussion

A group of non Muslims sought refuge in
the mosque. The Prophet (peace be upon
him) instructed his Companions to each
host one of them. One large, voracious
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man remained unhosted, so the Prophet
himself welcomed him into his home. The
guest consumed an extraordinary amount
of food and, during the night, relieved
himself in his bed. At dawn, the Prophet
quietly opened the door—without shaming
him—and personally washed the soiled
bedding. This act of magnanimity had such
a profound effect on the man that he
embraced Islam and thereafter became a
person of modest needs and humble
disposition.

Axel Honneth’s theory delineates three
spheres of recognition: love, rights, and
social solidarity. The sphere of love entails
unconditional care and acceptance within
intimate relationships; its absence
engenders loneliness. The sphere of rights
involves acknowledging the individual as
an equal member within legal and moral
systems; its denial reinforces
discriminatory structures. Social solidarity
refers to wvaluing an individual's
contributions and worth within the
community; its lack produces symbolic
marginalization. These three spheres form
the foundation of human identity and
dignity. In the “Infidel Guest” narrative, the
guest initially experiences social isolation
and rights violations (humiliation), then—
through the Prophet’s intervention—
receives attention and acceptance
(recognition), and ultimately has his
dignity and honor restored (respect).

Rumi  employs these threefold
humiliations as a phenomenological device
to chart the guest's descent to “social
nullity,” critiquing systems that judge a
person based on appearance, belief, or
failings rather than intrinsic worth.
Simultaneously, he stages the spiritual
journey from the “false self” to the “true
self” The guests confession of
worthlessness symbolizes fana’ (the
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annihilation of the egocentric self), a
necessary precondition for the emergence
of a new identity—made possible only by
divine mercy, as embodied in the Prophet’s
character. Aligning with Honneth'’s
emphasis on the role of recognition in
moral development, Rumi illustrates that
systematic humiliation drives one toward
an existential void, yet that very void
becomes the impetus for the struggle for
recognition. The guest’s confession is thus
not an endpoint but the beginning of his
appeal for mercy to reclaim his innate
dignity. In Rumi’s dialectic of shame and
redemption, only when one acknowledges
the wounds inflicted by humiliation can
one embark on reconstruction through
unconditional love—symbolized by the
Prophet. This process, consonant with
Honnethian recognition, invites society to
reexamine and transform its mechanisms
of exclusion.

4. Conclusion

Drawing on Axel Honneth’s theory of
recognition, this study interprets the
“Infidel Guest” episode in Rumi’s Masnavi
as both a crisis of identity and a roadmap
for restoring human dignity. The three
dimensions of the guest’s humiliation—
denial of love (emotional rejection and
confinement), denial of rights (deprivation
of hospitality and unlawful imprisonment),
and denial of solidarity (exclusion based on
faith and appearance)—demonstrate how
social ostracism annihilates personal
identity. As the embodiment of
“restorative justice,” the Prophet (peace be
upon him) disrupts this destructive cycle
through ethically motivated interventions:
unlocking the chamber to restore
emotional security, cleansing soiled
garments as a metaphor for reinstating
rights and accepting fault, and
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reintegrating the guest into the
community to reinforce solidarity.
Together, these actions simultaneously
revive love, rights, and solidarity, rescuing
the guest from social oblivion and forging
arenewed identity founded on forgiveness
and honor. The findings underscore that
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classical Persian literature not only
reflects pre modern identity crises but
also provides a symbolic paradigm for
moving from humiliation to honor—and
highlights the collective responsibility to
rebuild human dignity.
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