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Abstract 
Hurufism is a mystical and numerological tradition that emerged in Iran 
in the 14th century, which centers around the belief that letters and 
numbers hold spiritual significance and can be used to unlock hidden 
meanings in religious texts. Over the centuries, Hurufism has become a 
part of the cultural and spiritual fabric of Iranian society, with many 
Iranians incorporating its teachings into their religious and spiritual 
practices. In modern times, Hurufism continues to be a topic of interest 
and study in Iran. Many modern scholars and Shia theologians have 
explored the teachings of Hurufism and incorporated its principles into 
their own work. In addition, Iranian universities have hosted conferences 
and workshops on Hurufism and related topics, providing a platform for 
scholars and experts to share their knowledge and insights. 
Despite its long history and enduring influence in Iranian society, 
Hurufism remains a controversial and divisive topic. Some religious 
scholars and leaders view it as a deviant and heretical tradition, while 
others see it as a legitimate and valuable aspect of Islamic mysticism and 
spirituality. Nevertheless, the enduring popularity of Hurufism in Iran is 
a testament to its enduring spiritual and cultural significance in the 
country. 
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Introduction 

Hurufism was a mystical movement that emerged in the 14th century in Iran, and was named after the 

Arabic letters “huruf” (meaning “letters”). The movement was based on a complex system of numerology, 

astrology, and esoteric interpretations of Islamic teachings. Hurufis believed that the universe was created 

through the power of letters and numbers, and that by understanding the hidden meanings behind them, 

they could gain spiritual enlightenment and access divine knowledge. They also believed in the idea of the 

“Perfect Man” or “Universal Man”, who was the ideal human being that embodied the divine qualities of 

wisdom, compassion, and love (Kia, 2019). 

The movement had a significant influence on Iranian society and culture, and many poets, philosophers, 

and artists were associated with Hurufism. However, it was also viewed with suspicion by the ruling 
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authorities, who considered it a threat to Islamic orthodoxy and social order. As a result, many Hurufis 

were persecuted, and the movement gradually declined in the 16th century. Nonetheless, its legacy can 

still be seen in various aspects of Iranian culture, including poetry, calligraphy, and architecture (Kia, 

2019). 

Evolution of Hurufism in Iran 

During 14th century, Hurufism as an anthropological mysticism evolved in Iranian society. At that time, 

various scholars (also called numerologists) have been found by historians who worked in such field. 

However, this study looks at some of them.  

• Fazlallah Astarabadi: A mystic from Astarabad who is considered the founder of Hurufism. He 

developed a system of numerology and letter symbolism that was based on the Arabic alphabet 

(Kia, 2019). 

• Shah Ni’matullah Wali: A poet and mystic who lived in the city of Mahan. He was a follower of 

Astarabadi and is known for his poetry, which is characterized by its mystical themes and use of 

symbolism (Kia, 2019). 

• Sultan Walad: The son of the famous Persian poet Rumi, who was also a prominent Sufi mystic. 

He was a disciple of Shah Ni’matullah and is known for his poetry, which reflects Hurufi themes 

and ideas (Kia, 2019). 

• Dawlatshah Samarqandi: A historian and scholar who wrote a famous history of the Hurufi 

movement called “Tarih-i Hurufiyya” (The History of Hurufism) (Kia, 2019). 

These individuals, along with others, played a significant role in the development and spread of Hurufism 

during 14th-century Iran. Now, this study evaluates each one scholar with regard to his philosophy 

encircling Hurufism. 

Hurufism for Fazlallah Astarabadi 

Fazlallah Astarabadi, who is considered the founder of Hurufism, defined the movement as a mystical 

path that emphasized the significance of the Arabic letters and their hidden meanings. He believed that 

the letters and numbers had a divine origin and held the key to understanding the mysteries of the 

universe (Bashir, 2012). 

Astarabadi’s system of Hurufism was based on the numerical values of the letters of the Arabic alphabet, 

and he associated each letter with specific spiritual qualities and meanings. He believed that by 

understanding the symbolic meanings of the letters, one could gain insight into the nature of God and the 

universe. Astarabadi also emphasized the importance of the “Perfect Man” or “Universal Man” in 

Hurufism. He believed that the Perfect Man was an ideal human being who embodied the divine qualities 

of wisdom, compassion, and love, and that by following his example, one could attain spiritual 

enlightenment and union with God. Therefore, it has been calculated that the Astarabadi’s definition of 

Hurufism was centered on the importance of the Arabic letters, numerology, and the Perfect Man as a 

model for spiritual development (Bashir, 2012). 

Hurufism for Shah Ni’matullah Wali 

Shah Ni’matullah Wali, a prominent Persian Sufi poet and mystic who lived in the 14th century and was 

associated with the Hurufi movement, defined Hurufism as a path to divine knowledge and enlightenment 
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that emphasized the significance of the Arabic letters and their hidden meanings. According to Ni’matullah 

Wali, the letters of the Arabic alphabet were not just a means of communication but also contained 

spiritual secrets and divine wisdom. He believed that by understanding the symbolic meanings of the 

letters, one could gain insight into the nature of God and the universe (Nurbakhsh, 2023). 

Ni’matullah Wali also emphasized the concept of the “Perfect Man” or “Universal Man”, which was a 

central idea in Hurufism. He believed that the Perfect Man was an ideal human being who embodied the 

divine qualities of wisdom, compassion, and love, and that by following his example, one could attain 

spiritual enlightenment and union with God. In fact, his definition of Hurufism focused on the importance 

of the Arabic letters and their hidden meanings, as well as the concept of the Perfect Man as a model for 

spiritual development (Nurbakhsh, 2023). 

Hurufism for Sultan Walad 

Sultan Walad, the son of the famous Persian poet and Sufi master Rumi, was a prominent Hurufi mystic 

who lived in the 13th and 14th centuries. In his poetry and teachings, he emphasized the importance of the 

Arabic letters and their symbolic meanings, as well as the concept of the “Perfect Man” or “Universal 

Man”. Sultan Walad believed that the Arabic letters were not only a means of communication but also 

contained spiritual secrets and divine wisdom. He believed that by understanding the symbolic meanings 

of the letters, one could gain insight into the nature of God and the universe (Safi, 2023). 

Sultan Walad also emphasized the concept of the “Perfect Man”, which was a central idea in Hurufism. 

He believed that the Perfect Man was an ideal human being who embodied the divine qualities of wisdom, 

compassion, and love, and that by following his example, one could attain spiritual enlightenment and 

union with God. In his poetry and teachings, Sultan Walad emphasized the unity of all religions and the 

importance of love and compassion as the key to spiritual growth and enlightenment. Overall, his 

definition of Hurufism was focused on the importance of the Arabic letters, the concept of the Perfect 

Man, and the universal principles of love and compassion (Safi, 2023). 

Hurufism for Dawlatshah Samarqandi 

Dawlatshah Samarqandi was a 15th-century Persian historian and scholar who wrote a famous history of 

the Hurufi movement called “Tarih-i Hurufiyya” (The History of Hurufism). In this work, he defined 

Hurufism as a mystical path that emphasized the significance of the Arabic letters and their hidden 

meanings. According to Dawlatshah, Hurufism was based on a system of numerology and letter symbolism 

that was rooted in the Arabic language. He believed that each letter had a specific spiritual quality and 

significance, and that by understanding the meanings of the letters, one could gain insight into the 

mysteries of the universe (Green, 2017). 

Dawlatshah also emphasized the concept of the “Perfect Man” or “Universal Man”, which was a central 

idea in Hurufism. He believed that the Perfect Man was an ideal human being who embodied the divine 

qualities of wisdom, compassion, and love, and that by following his example, one could attain spiritual 

enlightenment and union with God. In addition, Dawlatshah discussed the various schools of thought 

within Hurufism and their differences, as well as the historical context and development of the movement. 

Overall, his definition of Hurufism was focused on the importance of the Arabic letters, numerology, and 

the concept of the Perfect Man as a model for spiritual development (Green, 2017). 
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Concept of “Perfect Man” in Iranian Hurufism 

In Iranian Hurufism, the concept of the “Perfect Man” or “Universal Man” is central to their mystical 

teachings and practices. The Perfect Man is seen as an ideal human being who has attained spiritual 

perfection and union with God, and who serves as a model for spiritual development for others. The 

Perfect Man is believed to embody the divine attributes and qualities of God, including wisdom, love, 

compassion, and justice. Hurufis see the Perfect Man as a manifestation of the divine presence in the 

world, and they believe that by following his example and teachings, one can attain spiritual 

enlightenment and union with God (Baldick, 1989). 

In Hurufi theology, the Perfect Man is not just an individual but a universal archetype that represents the 

potential for spiritual perfection that exists in all human beings. The goal of Hurufi mysticism is to awaken 

this potential within oneself and to become a Perfect Man. Therefore, the concept of the Perfect Man in 

Iranian Hurufism represents the ideal of spiritual perfection and union with God, and serves as a model 

for spiritual development and transformation (Baldick, 1989). 

Difference between the concept of hurufism defiend by Fazlallah Astarabadi, Shah 

Ni’matullah Wali, Sultan Walad and Dawlatshah Samarqandi 

While there are some common themes and ideas that run through the various definitions of Hurufism 

provided by Fazlallah Astarabadi, Shah Ni’matullah Wali, Sultan Walad, and Dawlatshah Samarqandi, 

there are also some significant differences in their interpretations and emphasis. 

1) Fazlallah Astarabadi, for example, is known for his emphasis on the numerical and mystical 

significance of the letters of the Arabic alphabet, and he saw Hurufism as a means of unlocking 

the spiritual secrets and hidden meanings contained within these letters (Anzali, 2017). 

2) Shah Ni’matullah Wali, on the other hand, focused more on the importance of spiritual discipline 

and purification in the attainment of spiritual enlightenment. He saw Hurufism as a path that 

emphasized the importance of self-discipline, self-awareness, and the cultivation of inner stillness 

and silence as a means of attaining spiritual illumination (Anzali, 2017). 

3) Sultan Walad, the son of Rumi, was more concerned with the practical application of mystical 

teachings in daily life. He saw Hurufism as a way of achieving a deep and abiding connection with 

God through the practice of contemplation, meditation, and the cultivation of a loving and 

compassionate heart (Anzali, 2017). 

4) Dawlatshah Samarqandi, the historian and scholar, provided a more detailed and systematic 

analysis of Hurufism as a movement and a set of teachings. He emphasized the numerical and 

symbolic significance of the Arabic letters, the concept of the “Perfect Man” as a model of spiritual 

development, and the importance of spiritual practices such as prayer, meditation, and 

contemplation in the attainment of spiritual enlightenment (Anzali, 2017). 

Though there are some differences in emphasis and interpretation among the various definitions of 

Hurufism provided by these scholars, there are also some common themes and ideas that run through 

them, including the importance of spiritual discipline, purification, and inner transformation in the 

attainment of spiritual enlightenment. 
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Popular Hurufis in Present Iran 

It’s important to note that Hurufism is a historical movement and a set of teachings that emerged in Iran 

several centuries ago, and its popularity and influence have waxed and waned over time. In modern Iran, 

Hurufism is not a mainstream or widely recognized form of spirituality or mysticism, and it is not practiced 

or studied by a large number of people. That being said, the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali and his 

order, the Nimatullahi Sufi Order, have continued to have some popularity and influence in Iran and 

beyond. The Nimatullahi Order is a Sufi order that traces its spiritual lineage back to Shah Ni’matullah 

Wali, and it incorporates some of the teachings and practices of Hurufism into its overall spiritual path 

(Nurbakhsh, 2023). 

However, it’s important to note that the Nimatullahi Order is not strictly a Hurufi order, and its teachings 

and practices also draw on a wide range of Sufi and Islamic traditions. Additionally, it’s difficult to say 

whether Shah Ni’matullah Wali or any of the other historical figures associated with Hurufism are more 

popular or influential than others within the field of Hurufism, given the limited information and resources 

available on this topic (Nurbakhsh, 2023). 

Modern Iranian Scholars who follow Ni’matullahi Order 

There are many modern Iranian scholars and thinkers who continue to be inspired by the teachings of 

Shah Ni’matullah Wali and the Hurufi tradition. Some of these scholars include; 

• Seyyed Hossein Nasr: Nasr is a prominent philosopher and Islamic scholar who has written 

extensively on the relationship between religion and science, as well as on Sufi mysticism and 

spirituality. He is a leading proponent of the traditionalist school of thought, which seeks to 

reconcile modernity and tradition within an Islamic framework (Lewisohn & Tabandeh, 2020). 

• Mohammad Ali Movahed: Movahed is an Iranian scholar who has written extensively on the 

history and teachings of the Nimatullahi Sufi order. His work has focused on the ways in which 

the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali and other Sufi masters can be applied to contemporary 

social and political issues (Lewisohn & Tabandeh, 2020). 

• Ali Shariati: Shariati was an influential Iranian intellectual and political activist who drew on Sufi 

and other Islamic traditions to develop a revolutionary and socially engaged form of Islam. He saw 

the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali and other Sufi masters as a way of resisting the oppression 

and corruption of the ruling elite in Iran (Lewisohn & Tabandeh, 2020). 

• Mohammad Ali Jamalzadeh: Jamalzadeh was a prominent Iranian writer and literary critic who 

was deeply influenced by the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali and other Sufi masters. His work 

emphasized the importance of spiritual and moral values in Iranian society, and he saw the 

teachings of Sufism as a way of restoring these values in the face of social and political upheaval 

(Lewisohn & Tabandeh, 2020). 

These scholars and others continue to draw on the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali and the Hurufi 

tradition as a source of inspiration and guidance, and their work reflects the enduring legacy of Sufi 

mysticism and spirituality in Iran. 
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Iranian Shia Theologists who follow Ni’matullahi Order  

It’s important to note that Shah Ni’matullah Wali and the Hurufi tradition are not exclusive to any 

particular branch of Islam, and their teachings have influenced scholars and thinkers from a wide range of 

backgrounds, including Shia theologians. However, the following are some prominent Iranian Shia 

theologians who have been influenced by the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali; 

• Allameh Tabatabaei: Allameh Tabatabaei was a prominent Shia theologian and philosopher who 

is widely regarded as one of the most important Islamic thinkers of the 20th century. He was deeply 

influenced by Sufi and other mystical traditions, and his work reflects a deep engagement with 

the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali and other Sufi masters (Lewisohn & Tabandeh, 2020). 

• Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei: Khamenei is the current Supreme Leader of Iran and one of the 

most influential Shia theologians in the world. While he is not known to have a specific interest in 

Hurufism, his writings and speeches reflect a deep engagement with Islamic mysticism and 

spirituality, and he has emphasized the importance of cultivating a deep connection with God in 

order to lead a meaningful and fulfilling life (Lewisohn & Tabandeh, 2020). 

• Mohammad Taqi Ja’fari: Ja’fari was a prominent Iranian Shia theologian and philosopher who 

was deeply influenced by the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali and other Sufi masters. His work 

reflects a deep engagement with Islamic mysticism and spirituality, and he emphasized the 

importance of cultivating a personal relationship with God in order to achieve spiritual 

enlightenment and liberation (Lewisohn & Tabandeh, 2020). 

• Ayatollah Mohammad Bagher Khorramshad: Khorramshad was a prominent Iranian Shia 

theologian and philosopher who was deeply influenced by the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali 

and other Sufi masters. His work emphasized the importance of spiritual and moral values in 

Islamic society, and he saw the teachings of Sufism as a way of restoring these values in the face 

of social and political upheaval (Lewisohn & Tabandeh, 2020). 

These and various other Shia theologians have drawn on the teachings of Shah Ni’matullah Wali and the 

Hurufi tradition as a source of inspiration and guidance, and their work reflects the enduring legacy of Sufi 

mysticism and spirituality in Iran. 

Research on Hurufism in Present Iran 

It is difficult to provide a comprehensive answer as to whether Iranian universities have organized 

conferences or workshops on Hurufism throughout the 21st century, as this would require a significant 

amount of research into the programs and events hosted by individual universities. However, it is worth 

noting that Hurufism and related topics, such as Sufism, mysticism, and Islamic spirituality, have been the 

subject of academic research and study in Iran. There are a number of academic institutions in Iran that 

have departments or centers dedicated to the study of Islamic philosophy, mysticism, and spirituality, and 

many of these institutions have hosted conferences and workshops on these topics (Asim, 2023). 

For example, the Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies in Tehran has hosted conferences and 

workshops on Islamic philosophy and mysticism, including a 2019 conference on “Islamic Mysticism and 

the Concept of Love”, which explored the role of love in Islamic mysticism and spirituality (Asim, 2023). 

Similarly, the University of Tehran has a Department of Philosophy that offers courses on Islamic 

philosophy, Sufism, and mysticism, and has hosted conferences and workshops on these topics. In 2019, 
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the university’s Faculty of Theology and Islamic Studies hosted an international conference on “Islamic 

Mysticism and Modern Life”, which explored the relevance of Sufi and mystical teachings in contemporary 

society (Asim, 2023). 

While it is difficult to provide a comprehensive overview of all of the events and programs related to 

Hurufism and related topics in Iranian universities, it is clear that these topics have been the subject of 

academic research and study in Iran (Asim, 2023). 

Positive and Negative Impacts of Hurufism on Iranian Society 

Hurufism has had both positive and negative effects on Iranian society throughout its history. Here are 

some significant points; 

Positive Effects: 

1) Hurufism has contributed to the development of Iranian literature and poetry, with many famous 

Iranian poets and writers being influenced by Hurufi principles and teachings. 

2) The numerological principles of Hurufism have been used to create beautiful and intricate Islamic 

art and calligraphy, which is an important part of Iranian culture. 

3) Hurufism has provided a framework for many Iranians to explore and deepen their spiritual 

beliefs, and has helped to foster a rich and diverse spiritual culture in Iran (Farhad & Asim, 2023). 

Negative Effects: 

1) Some Hurufi teachings have been seen as heretical by mainstream Islamic scholars and leaders, 

leading to persecution and repression of Hurufis throughout history. 

2) Numerous Hurufi groups have engaged in extremist or violent practices, which have caused harm 

and destabilization in Iranian society. 

3) Various Hurufi beliefs and practices have been co-opted by political or social movements, leading 

to a blurring of lines between religious and political authority, and undermining democratic 

principles (Farhad & Asim, 2023). 

Due to such reasons, various modern researchers consider that the Hurufism has had a complex and 

nuanced impact on Iranian society, with both positive and negative consequences. While some may see 

it as a valuable and legitimate spiritual tradition, others may view it as a source of division and controversy 

(Farhad & Asim, 2023). 
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