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“The War of Narratives” for Possessing Sanai:
Anatomy of Two Classical and Modern Paradigms

Moein Kazemifar?!

1. Introduction

The "Sanai Problem"—the fundamental incongruity between Hakim Sanai Ghaznavi’s courtly panegyrics,
bawdy satire, and transcendental asceticism—remains a persistent challenge in Persian literary history. This
issue is often reduced to a biographical enigma: how could one individual simultaneously be a "sycophant"
court poet and the "father of mystical poetry™? The gap between the "Historical Sanai" and the "Legendary
Sanai" has long baffled scholars.

This study shifts the research focus from "Who was Sanai?" to "How did interpretive traditions construct
the Sanai(s) they required?" By conducting a "historical discourse analysis"”, this article argues that two
dominant streams of Sanai studies—the classical hagiographical tradition and modern text-centered
research—share a common epistemological presupposition despite methodological differences: the
"Holistic Fallacy," or the insistence on discovering an organic unity within an inherently heterogeneous
archive.

2. Literature Review

Scholarship on Sanai is categorized into two competing paradigms:

The Classical Interpretive Paradigm (610" centuries) functioned as a "competition of memories". Early
sources like Kalila wa Demna (1964) and Lubab al-Albab (1982) presented a "Poet-Sage”, while early

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Persian Language and Literature, Shiraz University, Shiraz, Iran; email:
kazemimiein@shirazu.ac.ir

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2691-599X
@ nhttps://doi.org/10.48308/hlit.2025.242548.1447

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access publication under the terms and conditions of the
amm Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).



mailto:kazemimiein@shirazu.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-3958-3626
https://doi.org/10.48308/hlit.2023.233287.1259
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

mystical texts like Attar's Tadhkirat al-Awliya are notably silent regarding him. By the 7™ century, Rumi
(1925) canonized Sanai as a spiritual forefather. Subsequently, a struggle emerged between "Charismatic"
Sufism, represented by Khair al-Majalis (1959), and "Institutional” Sufism, represented by Jami (1957)
and Dawlatshah (2003). This culminated in the 10" century "Malamati" counter-narrative of Majalis al-
Ushag (1997).

The Modern Interpretive Paradigm sought to "de-mythologize™ these accounts. Scholars like Zarrinkub
(2000) and De Bruijn (1983) challenged hagiographical validity through structural analysis, while Shafiei
Kadkani (2011) and Zargani (2023) offered psychological and strategic syntheses to explain textual
contradictions. This article critiques these modern approaches for reproducing the classical obsession with
unity.

3. Methodology

This study employs a critical historiographical approach, drawing on concepts from textual theory. The
theoretical framework critiques the "Holistic Fallacy", defined as the unconscious projection of the modern
concept of the "Work™" (a coherent whole reflecting a single author) onto the pre-modern reality of "text
production”.

Drawing on the distinction between "Manuscript Culture” and "Print Culture” (Ong, 1982), the
methodology highlights how the modern "print" mindset imposes a sense of completion that did not exist
in the fluid tradition of manuscript copying. Furthermore, utilizing the distinction between "Author" and
"Artisan" (Foucault, 1969; Barthes, 1977), Sanai is analyzed not as a unified subject, but as a craftsman
producing functional texts for specific social situations.

4. Discussion
The analysis dissects the two competing paradigms.

4.1. The Classical Paradigm: The Competition of Memories
The study identifies distinct layers of historical construction aimed at appropriating Sanai’s symbolic
capital:

e Layer Zero (6" Century): Contemporary sources present a non-hagiographical image. Nasrallah
Munshi (1964) cites Sanai 52 times as a "Poet-Sage" (Hakim) for practical wisdom, whereas Attar's
Tadhkirat al-Awliya omits him, suggesting his status as a "Sufi" was not yet established among
traditional mystics.

e The Mowlavi Intervention (7t Century): The Rumi circle transformed Sanai from a sage into a
spiritual forefather. Rumi (1925) declared him the "eyes" of the Order of Love, effectively
canonizing him.

e Charismatic vs. Institutional Struggle (8"-9™" Centuries): Khair al-Majalis (1959) presented a
"Charismatic" Sanai attaining sainthood (wilayat) through the anti-Sharia act of consuming a
leper’s fluids, emphasizing jadhba. Conversely, Jami (1957) and Dawlatshah (2003) represented
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"Institutional Sufism," sanitizing this image by establishing the "repentance narrative" (the ‘Lay-
khwar' encounter) and fabricating a lineage to Yusuf Hamadani.

e The Malamati Counter-Narrative (10" Century): Gazorgahi (1997) re-appropriated Sanai by
attributing his transformation to a taboo earthly love for a "butcher's boy". This narrative
symbolically repurposed the "shoes" of asceticism (Qazwini, 1994) by sacrificing them for the
beloved, prioritizing Love over Asceticism.

4.2. The Modern Paradigm: The Competition of Archives
Modern scholarship shifted authority from the Tadhkira to the Divan, evolving through several models:

e De-mythologizing: Zarrinkub (2000) and De Bruijn (1983) proved the "Lay-khwar" story
chronologically impossible.

e Historical Models: Meisami (1987) framed Sanai’s poetry as "social critique", arguing he inverted
courtly forms for ethical purposes.

o Psychological Synthesis: Shafiei Kadkani (2011) proposed a "complex psychology" composed of
"Dark", "Gray", and "Bright" poles to unify the archive's contradictions.

e Strategic Synthesis: Zargani (2023) offered an “economic-rhetorical" model, viewing Sanai’s
transformation as a strategic turn to manage the literary market.

e Critique: These solutions fall into the "Holistic Fallacy". By treating the Divan—a retrospective
assemblage—as a unified "Work", they attempt to bridge disparate texts with a single authorial
intention, projecting the unity of Print Culture onto a fragmented Manuscript Culture product.

5. Conclusion

The "chaos of the archive" is not a reflection of Sanai’s confused mind, but a product of the "functional
nature™ of pre-modern text production. Sanai was an artisan producing "situational” texts: panegyrics for
the court, satire for private circles, and ascetic poetry for the pulpit.

The "Sanai Problem™ arises from reading a "functional archive" through the lens of modern "holistic
authorship". The proposed alternative is to accept "Functional Multiplicity". Instead of asking "Who was
Sanai?"—which imposes a unified psychology on disjointed texts—we should ask "What did Sanai's texts
do?" This shift acknowledges that contradiction is inherent to the varied social functions of the texts and
does not require a psychological resolution.

Keywords: Sanai Ghaznavi, Interpretive Paradigm, Holistic Fallacy, Manuscript Culture, history of
reading
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