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Decoding the Hidden Hypertext of Persian Literature: A Critique of the Book
Iranians and The Dream of the Persian Quran
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Abstract

In this study, we set out to explore the secret of the Qur’an’s hypertextual nature and to
examine its influence on the Persian language, as well as its role as the hidden text under-
lying Persian literature, especially Persian poetry and its great masters: Ferdowsi, Rumi
and Hafez. Among them, one became the possessor of the Qur’an of the Persians, another
wove the Persian Qur’an into the fabric of his speech, and the third came to be known as
the tongue of the unseen. We sought to explain these relationships and ultimately to show
how, despite its relative youth, and in contrast to the ancient and richly historical Egyptian
hieroglyphic language, traces of which can be found in the Qur’an and in Arabic, partic-
ularly in the disjointed letters at the beginning of certain Qur’anic chapters, Persian grew
and matured into the second language of the Islamic world. We also demonstrated that,
up to the 8th century AH, the Iranian engagement with the Qur’an manifested primarily
in Arabic: first in theological works concermning the question of whether God’s speech is
eternal or created, and later in books on the miraculous nature of the Qur’an; and second
in Persian, particularly in translations of the Holy Qur’an. These modes of engagement
differed in each language depending on the audience’s level and type of knowledge. In the
past century, especially after the Islamic Revolution, Tranians’ engagement with the Qur’an
has taken various forms across different fields.

Keywords: Tranians And the Holy Qur’an, Hypertext, Persian Language, Arabic Language,
Ferdowsi, Rumi, Hafez.

1. Introduction

The Holy Qur’an, as a unique “hypertext”, has played an unparalleled role in shaping the
language, literature, and intellectual thought of Muslims throughout history. The revelation
of the Qur’an not only transformed the Arabic language, witnessing, as Adonis describes,
a literary revolution, but also influenced Persian, which evolved from a local vernacular
into the second language of Islam and Islamic civilization. Mahmoud Fotouhi’s research,
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Iranians and the Dream of a Persian Qur’an, revisits the longstanding aspiration of Ira-
nian poets and intellectuals to create a “Persian Qur’an” and examines how three Persian
hypertexts, the Shahnameh of Ferdowsi, the Masnavi-ye Ma’navi of Rumi, and the Divan
of Hafez, came to be respectively designated as the “Qur’an of the Persians” (Qur’an-e
Ajam), the “Persian Qur’an” (Qur’an-e Parsi), and the “Tongue of the Unseen” (Lesan al-
Ghayb). The central concern of the book is the position of the Persian language in relation
to the Qur’an and Islam and its reflection in Iranian literary and cultural works.

2. Methodology

In this study, Fotouhi employs a “conceptual genealogy” approach. Rather than follow-
ing a linear progression from past to present, this method begins with the current state of
concepts and traces their historical layers, transformations, and redefinitions over time.
The author also draws upon reaction-based literary history, or hermeneutics. According to
this perspective, a literary text is not solely the product of an individual author but a so-
cio-cultural construct whose life and meaning are shaped through interaction with readers,
interpreters, opponents and historical circumstances. Accordingly, this research focuses not
only on the text and its author but-also on the “cultural life” of the hypertexts and the ways
in which Iranians have engaged with the Qur’an in Persian language and literature.

3. Analysis and Discussion

The book is organized into six main chapters:

1. Culture, Language and Sacred Text: In this chapter; the author examines the distinction
between a literary masterpiece and a sacred text, questioning whether the sanctity of a text
derives from its intrinsic nature or from-cultural and historical attribution. The relationship
between “sacred language” and “sacred text” is also analyzed.

2. Persian Language in the Pursuit of Elevation: This chapter explores the role of peasants
and social classes in preserving and promoting the Persian language in the face of Arabic.
Contrary to claims of a conflict between Persian and Arabic, Fotouhi demonstrates that
Persian flourished under-the protection of Islam and became the second language of the
Islamic world.

3. The Dream of Persian Revelation: This chapter is dedicated to the aspirations of Iranian
poets and writers to experience divine revelation in Persian. From translating the Qur’an
and claiming inspiration or prophecy to naming their works the “Persian Qur’an,” these
efforts reflect the enduring dream of rendering sacred knowledge in the Persian tongue.
4. Shahnameh: Qur’an of the Persians: Influenced by Qur’anic narratives, Ferdowsi com-
posed the Shahnameh in a way that later earned it the designation Qur’an-e Ajam. This title
highlights the epic’s formative and identity-building role in Iranian national culture.

5. Masnavi-ye Ma’navi: Persian Qur’an: Rumi, within the discourse of Sufism and in-
spired by the fundamental dichotomies of the Qur’an (such as glad tidings and warning,
outward and inward, reason and love), produced the Masnavi. Due to its literary craftsman-
ship, sacred and mystical qualities, and social influence, the text acquired the title “Persian
Qur’an”.
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6. Hafez: Lesan al-Ghayb: The Divan of Hafez, with features such as ritualistic qualities,
divination potential, prophecy, and playful ingenuity, achieved a hypertextual status, and its
author was called Lesan al-Ghayb. Hafez was able more than any other poet to establish a
connection between the artistic structure of the Qur’an and Persian ghazal.

In the conclusion section, Fotouhi explains why, despite its grandeur and refinement, Per-
sian did not become a sacred language. He argues that the absence of consensus regarding
the divinity of Persian texts and the closure of the prophetic tradition prevented an official
sanctification of Persian. Nevertheless, in the civilizational sphere of the Indian subcon-
tinent, including India and Pakistan, Persian achieved a degree of sacredness. The book
also critiques prior literary scholarship, showing that the Qur’an’s influence on Persian
literature is not limited to allusion or borrowing but is deeply rooted in the cognitive and
aesthetic structures of the three Persian hypertexts.

4. Conclusion

Iranians and the Dream of a Persian Qur’an is, more than a study of the Qur’an itself, an
examination of Iranians’ cultural and literary responses to its presence in their spiritual and
linguistic life. Fotouhi demonstrates, through a genealogical and reaction-based approach,
how the Qur’an, as a hypertext, inspired three Persian hypertexts and conferred upon them
titles such as Qur’an-e Ajam, Qur’an-e Parsi, and Lesan al-Ghayb. The work underscores
the importance of the Persian language as the second language of Islam and its role in fos-
tering the cultural polyphony of Islamic civilization. Persian was not a rival to Arabic but
a collaborator in preserving and transmitting Islamic heritage. Ultimately, the book shows
that although the dream of a Persian Qur’an did not result in an official sacred text, it was
realized culturally and literarily through these three Persian hypertexts. This achievement
illustrates how Iranians, through their language and culture, established a creative link
between the Qur’an and Persian literature, leaving a lasting legacy for both Islamic and

global culture.
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