
Yunus Emre: A Sufi tale of individuation
towards the Self

Bilge Azgın, Nicosia, North Cyprus

Fig. 1. Karaman Yunus Emre Monument. Kirişçi District, Karaman, Turkey. Photo by
Dosseman, 13 September 2008. https://commons.m.wikimedia.org/wiki/
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This review will focus on a Turkish TV series called Yunus Emre: A Journey of
Love (originally aired in 2015-16), about a 13th century Anatolian poet who is
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very highly regarded in Turkey; and I am delighted that others from around the
world may become more familiar with this remarkable cultural icon though the
medium of an easily accessible film series. Very recently, and in the midst of a
global pandemic, UNESCO felt it important to honour three wise men from
Anatolia and therefore declared 2021 as the Year of Ahi Evran, Hacı Bektaşi
Veli and Yunus Emre (Tüfekçi 2021). It is a time to celebrate and draw
attention to their creative contributions in an international arena and I will
spotlight Yunus Emre in the following essay.
Three decades ago, UNESCO declared 1991 as the International Year of Love

honouring Yunus Emre since it marked the 750th anniversary of the poet’s birth
(Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yunus_Emre). Without a doubt,
Yunus Emre (c. 1238-1328) is one of the most influential Anatolian Turkish
Sufi folk poets. Unlike the internationally well-known contemporaneous
Persian poet Rumi (1207-1273), who was born into a scholarly family, Yunus
Emre’s origins were far more humble, rooted in a poor and illiterate, peasant
soil. Importantly, as an itinerant Sufi poet, Yunus Emre expanded the
development and spread of Turkish language and Anatolian culture through
his profound, creative and beneficial folk poems presented to everyday
listeners in comprehensible forms. Continuing to this day, he is recognized for
contributions to the literature on universal humanism, love and mysticism.
Yunus Emre has even been described as the creator ‘of Turkish Sufi literature
catering to the public’s taste’ (Sarıtaş, cited in Özdemir 2020).
The TV series Yunus Emre: A Journey of Love originally aired in 2015 and

2016 (two seasons) on the official state channel TRT 1 in Turkey and has
since reached an international audience through Netflix (with English
subtitles). This 44-episode series, filmed in Riva, Istanbul, follows the life
journey of Yunus Emre as he joins a Sufi dergâh (lodge) in order to become a
dervish on the path to God. This remarkable (somewhat) fictionalized bio-pic
provides delightful insights into the spiritual transformation and moral
maturation processes that Yunus Emre goes through under the guidance of his
Sufi Sheikh, Taptuk Emre. I will offer my reflections on some of the unique
Sufi traditions portrayed in this particular rendering of Yunus, as he seeks
personal experience and knowledge of God. Further, I will interlink these
descriptions within a Sufi context that I believe correlates well with Jungian
ideas about the process of transformation as culturally influenced but also
universal as ‘maps of the soul’ (Stein 2006).
The screen writer and producer is Mehmet Bozdağ, who has also developed

and created various very popular TV series such as Resurrection: Ertuğrul
(Bozdağ 2014) and Foundation: Osman (Bozdağ 2019). These nostalgic
re-creations of Turkish history intentionally dwell on the founding
warrior-rulers of the Ottoman Empire and seek to galvanize contemporary
Turkish viewers toward identification and re-valuing of the perceived Islamic
Ottoman heritage in contemporary Turkey. Stories such as these, easily
available for a general public, are in perfect alignment with the socio-cultural
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policies of the current ruling and conservative Islamic Justice and Development
Party known as AKP, the populist government led by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.
Although Yunus Emre: A Journey of Love was well received by critics and
the public in general, it never became part of the pop-culture as did the
Resurrection: Ertuğrul and Foundation: Osman.
Bozdağ portrays Yunus Emre as a kadı (Islamic judge) who has successfully

finished his education and then has been appointed to the province of Nallıhan
to bring order and justice according to the rules codified by the books of
Islamic Fiqh (jurisprudence based on human understanding of divine Islamic
law, revealed in the Quran [Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fiqh]).
The central action begins with a chance encounter between Yunus Emre and a

seemingly simple old man. (Only later does he realize that this old man is actually
the famous mystic, Sheik Taptuk Emre). At this early point in a very long and
fascinating tale, Yunus Emre is under the illusion that going through scholarly
training has automatically made him a just, wise, accomplished and enlightened
person. Indeed, the TV series clearly highlights the harshly opinionated,
exclusively analytical, righteously arrogant and rigidly exacting behaviours that
dominate the performance of his new role as a judge or legal expert.
One wonders why the screenwriter has intentionally changed the

conventional, historical account of Yunus Emre born as a poor illiterate
peasant to a scholarly Islamic judge. I sense that this shift was deliberate and
used as a device to accentuate the striking transformational processes and
spiritual maturation that Yunus undergoes, guided by Taptuk Emre.
A comparison to Jung’s writings in The Red Book (2009) may help to

amplify the surprising and dramatic changes emphasized in this version of the
Yunus Emre story. In The Red Book, Jung contrasts ‘the spirit of the times’
with ‘the spirit of the depths’ and how he is caught between the two. By
analogy, we can observe Jung’s painful awareness and struggle with soul loss
partly due to the influences of scientific positivism, among other things;
similarly, we see Yunus Emre’s evolving awareness of the shallow and hollow
emptiness of being an Islamic judge and scholar. To his good fortune, Yunus
synchronistically encounters Sheik Taptuk Emre who takes him beyond ‘the
spirit of the times’ and mediates discovery of ‘the spirit of depths’, eventually
revealed as a relationship with God and his own true nature. Jung did not
have this kind of ongoing older, wiser, living and physically present mentor,
although he did locate continuity in the ‘wise old man’ archetype within, via
engagement with active imagination.
In the TV series, one may posit that Yunus Emre’s individuation process starts

in earnest during season 1, episode 6, when he willingly decides to give up his
prestigious and commanding persona as revered judge in order to become a
dervish. As is the case with the individuation processes (Stein 2015), Yunus
heeds an internal call and courageously sacrifices his comfortable and
privileged position in society and becomes an ordinary dervish, relinquishing
everything. When he confesses to Taptuk Emre that he has come to the dergâh
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as a simple man to become his disciple, the dialogue between the two is worth
highlighting. The Sheik, interestingly, asks him: ‘If you are Yunus, then where
is Kadı Yunus?’ In return, the disciple declares that Kadı Yunus is dead. Then
Taptuk Emre replies ‘If Kadı Yunus has already died, how did you walk here?’
This time, Yunus emphasizes that ‘I died, my Sheik. I died and then I came here!’
Yet, identification with persona and the habits of mind that go along with it do

not wither away quickly or easily. Soon after becoming a disciple, Yunus offers
his knowledge on Islamic Fıkıh in order to solve certain inheritance disputes in
the lodge. Taptuk Emre thanks him and the next day gives Yunus his first
assignment as a disciple; this assignment is to constantly engage with a zikr
(originally dhikr in Arabic, literally meaning ‘remembrance, reminder or
utterance’, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dhikr) using the words: ‘I
do not know’. He advises Yunus that whenever someone asks him about his
own personal opinion or about some issue, he should respond by repeating the
zikr ‘I do not know!’ Paradoxically, this begins his path toward knowledge.
Zikr, as remembrance, plays an important role and function in the collective

rituals of Sufism (Geoffroy & Gaetani 2010, p. 57); the persistent repetition of
certain charged words, saturated with meaning, along with the fast tempo of
musical instruments (usually drum and chanting) open members to
non-ordinary states of consciousness. In addition to community rituals, zikr is
used as a method of ongoing everyday life practice and meditation intended
to cleanse the soul and to purify the heart (ibid., p. 113).
It is important that the Sheik specifically assigns Yunus the zikr, ‘I do not

know’ that in Jungian terms, could be seen as a move to deflate a rigid ego
complex (‘I am the knower and in authority’), along with a superior persona
attitude ingrained as part of his development within training as an Islamic
judge. Without dedication to this injunction, it would have been impossible to
foster Yunus Emre’s individuation process leading to a true relationship with
the Self.
Yunus certainly goes through difficult times in adjusting to new life as a

dervish. In the following days, Taptuk Emre assigns Yunus a second task: find
Karakız, a dog from the dergâh who has gone missing. Townspeople in the
marketplace are baffled and gaze scornfully at Yunus as he searches for the
missing animal; only months before, he had held a high office and was
esteemed as the most important person in the community. His previous
persona is further challenged by this new job as dog-catcher on common streets.
With self-image diminished, he resentfully complains to the Sheik that he has

given up the position as kadı and is now relegated to doing ridiculous things. In
response, Taptuk Emre reminds Yunus that he is here by his own choice and
that he can leave whenever he wants. Following this conversation, Yunus
does, indeed, depart and heads to the capital city Konya in order to carry on
his former job and elevated position as kadı.
When leaving from Nallıhan to Konya, Yunus falls from his horse, is severely

injured and is returned to the lodge where the Sheik’s family looks after him. He
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eventually recovers but at first does not remember who he is. Yunus willingly
becomes a jug carrier, providing free water to the townspeople and then
slowly recovers conscious awareness and memory. The Sheik observes that
Yunus has moved through his previous kadı identity (persona in Jungian
parlance) and charges him with a second zikr or ‘remembrance’ intended to
foster his spiritual maturation and that is: ‘There is only one God’. Taptuk
Emre elaborates that the second zikr signifies Tevhid (‘oneness with God and
thus with all’. Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tawhid) and further,
Tevhid is not just a mere concept or words written in a book but a feeling
and way of the heart (Chittick 2013, p. 32). This is a critical juncture in
Yunus Emre’s spiritual development that bridges cognition and embodied
affect; it can be viewed as a moment of the transcendent function as he
continues movement toward fulfillment and integration.
In the meantime, jealous of Yunus Emre’s progress, another member of the

dergâh Molla Kasım spreads a rumour that Yunus is interested in marrying
Taptuk Emre’s daughter. Resentful and angry about such gossip, Yunus
explains this ‘devilish slander’ to her father. The latter warns Yunus that
talking about a ‘devilish lie’ and making it a big issue is to indirectly engage
with the devil. Disappointed by the complaints and victim mentality, the
Sheik orders his disciple to leave the lodge and says that he neither wants to
see his face or hear his voice again. This is also where the first season concludes.
From a Jungian perspective, we might observe that Yunus Emre’s resistance

to his own shadow keeps him at a distance from and obstructs the bringing
together of his many facets into a more complete Self. Despite pushing past
his previous persona, he still lacks the humility necessary for finding an inner
peace with God. As a result, Yunus Emre tends to perceive the world in what
I would liken to a Manichean (third century) duality of ‘pure good’ versus
‘pure evil’. This leads him to project himself as righteously and morally
superior to others thus separating him from God (Self) and leaves him
psychologically and emotionally fragmented and isolated.
The second season begins with Yunus Emre’s return to Nallıhan seeking

revenge for Kasım Molla’s false accusations and he proceeds to get into
trouble with Molla’s uncle Candaroğlu, a powerful landlord in Nallıhan. His
longings for self-righteous justice result in him being severely beaten by
Candaroğlu’s soldiers, thrown into a well and ultimately rescued by Taptuk
Emre who takes him back to the lodge and forgives his revenge-seeking
actions. This outer act of forgiveness leads Yunus to move beyond the duality
of ‘pure good’ versus ‘pure evil’. Perhaps with both inner and outer inclusion,
he is then appointed to a new position in the community.
Over all the years, Yunus never ceases repeating the zikr, ‘There is only One

God’. Even with separation and also dismissal from the community two times,
he persists on the path of dervish-hood. Of note is that all of the three critical
junctures and serious confrontations between himself and the Sheik (possibly
representing his higher Self) resonate with persona, shadow and eventual
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enlightened awareness. We can compare the journey undergone by this 13th

century Sufi mystic to Jung’s ideas about mapping the soul, even though
culture, temporality and belief systems are different from those of the 20th

century Swiss psychiatrist. As Jung will do much later in his confrontation
with the unconscious, detailed in The Red Book, Yunus Emre manages to
establish a stronger connection to the Self as he gathers together multiple and
complex aspects as a part of a universal ‘oneness’.
Towards the end of the second season, viewers witness Yunus Emre’s return

visit to Taptuk Emre after many years apart. Due to old age, the Sheik’s eyes
can no longer see but he recognizes Yunus by touching his face and welcomes
him once again.
Included during a final segment is one of the most famous mystical poems

written by Yunus Emre, ‘I Need You, Only You’. The theme of the poem
articulates a burning love and existential yearning for consummation towards
the ‘Unity of Being’ (in Turkish, Vahdet’i Vucut) a central theme in Sufism
(Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sufi_metaphysics).

Your love has wrested me away from me,
You’re the one I need, you’re the one I crave
Day and night I burn, gripped by agony,
You’re the one I need, you’re the one I crave.

(Yunus Emre in Halman & Warner 2005, p. 23)

Certainly, Yunus Emre’s poems are fascinating and lucidly resonate with
Jungian ideas about the intimate relationship between the human ego and a
Divine Self. However, throughout the 44 episodes, it is unfortunate that
directors Emre Konuk and Kamil Aydın, along with writer/producer Mehmet
Bozdağ, choose to utilize only four extant poems from this nationally and
internationally heralded mystic. This is a missed opportunity given that the
many episodes could have incorporated dozens of moving poems in an
ongoing and detailed manner, thus giving viewers a first-hand, lived-
experience of Sufi creative practice.
Last but not least, the program could have included a greater variety of

artistic and original aesthetics to convey the other-worldly beauty within
traditional Sufi music and chants.
Nevertheless, Yunus Emre: a Journey of Love is a valuable and professional

TV production with intriguing characters portrayed by Turkish actors,
engaging story lines and credible dialogue, along with period costumes as well
as authentic scene sets and landscapes. With a creative script, the series
succeeds in providing imaginative insights into the spiritual transformation
and moral maturation processes that Yunus Emre undergoes guided by his
Sufi Sheikh, Taptuk Emre, on a lifelong poetic path toward God and
relationship with the Self.
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