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Examining Sana’i’s Mystical Contradictions Based on Croce’s Aesthetic Theory
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Abstract

The mystical poetry of Hakim Sana’i of Ghazna, as one of the foundational pillars of Persian Sufi literature, is deeply interwoven with
paradoxes and seemingly contradictory propositions that challenge formal logic. This study, aiming to reinterpret these contradictions as
the apex of Sana’i’s artistic power, employs a descriptive-analytical approach within the framework of Croce’s aesthetic theory of
“intuition-expression.” Accordingly, the central paradoxical themes—such as self-denial, love, and annihilation (fana)—were extracted
and analyzed in two domains: “intuition” (raw mystical experience) and “expression” (its artistic formulation) in Sana’i’s Hadiqat al-
Haqiga. The findings demonstrate that Sana’i’s artistry lies in the “successful expression” and mastery of these tumultuous intuitions
within a cohesive and aesthetically pleasing artistic form. Through the force of language, he casts contradictory content into a firm mold
and triumphs over semantic disorder. Consequently, contradiction in Sana’i’s poetry is not a logical deficiency, but rather the “raw
material” of art that attests to the victory of “expression” over “intuition,” and to the poet’s ability to transform conflict into a lasting and

influential artistic object.

Keywords: contradiction, mystical contradiction, Croce’s aesthetic theory, Sana’i of Ghazna, Hadiqat al-Haqiga.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The mystical poetry of Hakim Sana’i of
Ghazna has long been regarded as a
cornerstone in the tradition of Persian Sufi
literature, a domain in which paradox and
contradiction operate not as incidental
rhetorical devices but as the very fabric of
meaning and artistic creation. Paradox, in
literary terms, is a statement that appears
contradictory or nonsensical on the surface but
contains profound truth upon reflection, a
notion reflected in definitions offered across
modern literary criticism (1, 2). lts etymological
root, paradoxon, literally meaning “contrary to
expectation,” underscores the tension
between appearance and hidden meaning (3).
Scholars such as Rastgoo highlight its function

as “contradiction” or “conflictual combination,”
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where incompatible realities are fused to
produce wonder, as in Hafez's line “He slew
me with breaths of Christ,” uniting death and
life (4). In Sana’i’'s Hadigat al-Haqiqa,
paradoxes such as “glory in humiliation,” “life
in voluntary death,” and “wealth in poverty”
exemplify this technique. These contradictions
at first appear illogical, but when interpreted
through the lens of aesthetics, they function as
concentrated sites of meaning.
Abdolrahmanzadeh emphasizes that paradox
involves four features: apparent contradiction,
union of opposites, concealment of deeper
truth, and accessibility to that truth only
through interpretation (5). This makes paradox
an indispensable poetic device, generating
ambiguity, richness, and ultimately, aesthetic

pleasure (7, 8). In fact, critics like Daiches
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argue that paradox is not accidental but a
constitutive feature of poetry itself, an
inevitable consequence of language striving to
articulate  experiences that transcend
discursive logic (6). From this perspective,
Sana’i’'s deployment of contradiction can be
read not as logical failure but as an artistic
strategy, a view that becomes more robust
when examined in light of Benedetto Croce’s
aesthetic theory.

Croce’s aesthetics, known as the theory of
“intuition-expression,” provides a philosophical
framework for understanding why paradox is
central to Sana’i’'s mystical poetics. Croce
argues that art is essentially intuition,
understood not as conceptual knowledge but
as direct, pre-logical apprehension of
individual impressions. This intuition is
inseparable from expression, for “every true
intuition is also expression”; what cannot be
expressed cannot be considered genuine
intuition (10). In this sense, art is not physical
objects such as paintings or poems but the
inner intuition-expression that resides in the
artist’'s and later the critic’'s mind (11). It is
neither utilitarian nor moral, for art belongs to
the theoretical sphere of spirit and should not
be judged by external criteria. Nor is it
conceptual knowledge, since art presents
concrete images rather than abstract
definitions (10). The critic’s task, therefore, is
to recreate the artist’s intuition in his or her own
consciousness (12). Beauty, in this framework,
is nothing but “successful expression,” while

ugliness is the failure of intuition to find

adequate form. Thus, the paradoxes of Sana'’i,
far from being failures, represent precisely the
raw, tumultuous intuitions of mystical
experience that he successfully molds into
coherent poetic form. As Baraheni has
suggested, poetry is a kind of “resurrection in
language,” and Sana’i’'s paradoxes exemplify
this dynamic of linguistic upheaval (13).
Contradiction, therefore, is not an imperfection
but the very raw material that, once subjected
to the discipline of expression, yields artistic
triumph.

Toillustrate this process, consider the paradox
of self-abasement, in which humiliation
paradoxically becomes the source of dignity.
In Islamic mysticism, the nafs, or ego-self, is
regarded as the principal veil that obstructs
divine manifestation. Humbling or annihilating
the self, therefore, is not a sign of weakness
but the precondition of spiritual exaltation.
While secular logic views abasement as
degradation, Sana’’'s mystical intuition
reverses this valuation, proclaiming
humiliation as the path to authentic honor. This
is captured in verses where he declares that
the slaying of the self is atonement, and
begging is royalty. From Croce’s standpoint,
the raw intuition here is that true dignity arises
from chosen humiliation, and the successful
expression of this intuition is found in Sana'’i’s
forceful poetic formulations that frame
abasement as an absolute truth rather than as
a discursive argument. Similarly, the paradox
of emptiness (khala) and fullness (mala)
demonstrates how nothingness becomes the
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condition for ultimate plenitude. Sajjadi defines
khala as the emptiness necessary for divine
manifestation (14), while mala represents the
fullness of existence brimming with divine
signs. Though logically contradictory, in
mystical intuition the two are inseparable:
fullness is born of emptiness. Sana’i's
imagery, such as “Joseph’s fragrance within
the shirt,” exemplifies how presence is hidden
within absence. Here, Croce’s notion of
intuition-expression clarifies that the paradox
is not resolved but aesthetically mastered,;
form and language stabilize the chaotic insight
and render it beautiful.

Other paradoxes illustrate the same dynamics.
In “seeking pain,” Sana’i advances the
shocking proposition that suffering is not a
hindrance but a guide to the divine. While
common logic equates pain with evil, in
Sana'’i’s vision it becomes the very mark of
authenticity, the only trustworthy compass on
the spiritual path. The concise, imperative
verses in which he asserts that “pain itself is
the guide” exemplify successful expression of
this pre-logical intuition. Similarly, the
phenomenon of shath (ecstatic utterance),
which Zarrinkoub describes as paradoxical
speech born of mystical intoxication (15),
embodies the tension between divine truth and
human language. Hallaj’s cry “I am the Truth”
(ana’l-haqq), which on the surface appears as
blasphemy, becomes in Sana’i’'s poetry “the
absolute secret,” elevated to the rank of
sacred utterance. Croce’s framework helps us
see that the paradox here is not a failure of

coherence but the unavoidable shape of
intuition in search of expression. Even the
scandalous contradiction of divine unity
expressed in the language of heresy becomes,
under the force of poetic expression, an
aesthetically coherent whole. This pattern
repeats in the paradox of love, which in Sufi
cosmology is both destructive and redemptive.
Ghazali defined love as a primordial reality that
precedes even creation (16), and Sana’i
develops this insight by portraying love as both
fire and companion, visible and hidden, first
and last. Croce’s perspective illuminates how
the contradictory essence of love is not
analytically solved but artistically transformed
into unity through rhythm, metaphor, and
symmetrical structure.

In yet another instance, Sana’i directs paradox
against reason itself. As Pournamdarian
notes, in mysticism reason is not wholly
negated but deemed impotent in the realm of
ultimate truth (17). Reason is useful for worldly
knowledge but becomes a veil in the domain
of love. Sana’i dramatizes this by portraying
reason as both grand and tragic: like Moses
desiring to see God yet incapable of doing so,
or like Avicenna whose vast knowledge fails to
deliver him to the “abode of love.” The paradox
here lies in the fact that Sana’i employs
rational poetic devices—logic, rhetoric,
analogy—to denounce reason. From Croce’s
standpoint, this is precisely the triumph of
expression: the poet uses the resources of
intellect to stage its own failure, thus turning a
contradiction into an aesthetically satisfying



1FoF Jlo (p9d o bl (Paw 098 ¢ qw il Oludl § b ) dusmis™ 4y i3

whole. Likewise, in the paradox of poverty, the
Qur’anic assertion of absolute dependence
upon God becomes the mystical principle that
destitution is wealth. Qushayri describes true
poverty as complete detachment from all
ownership (18), and Sana’i expresses this by
declaring that disgrace brings joy, and
mendicancy leads to divine sovereignty. Here
again, what appears as an inversion of values
is in fact an intuition that finds successful
artistic expression. The same logic applies to
the intertwined paradoxes of annihilation
(fand) and subsistence (baqa), where the
negation of self becomes the precondition for
eternal being. Zarrinkoub interprets fana as
annihilation of self-attributes (19), while Hujwiri
describes baga as abiding in divine attributes
(20). Sana’i captures this paradox by asserting
that “whoever is not, is,” a claim nonsensical to
logic but coherent as poetic truth once given
form. The paradox extends to voluntary death,
where the Prophet’s injunction to “die before
you die” becomes in Sana’i’s expression a call
to transform death from a biological
inevitability into a mystical rebirth (21, 22).
Through metaphors of songbirds and
blossoms, death is aesthetically transfigured
into life.

Perhaps the most radical paradox explored by
Sana’i is that of the Malamati path, in which
ostensible sin becomes spiritual virtue. This
school, as described by Hujwiri and Sulami,
sought absolute sincerity by courting blame
and concealing good deeds (20). In Sana'’i’s

vision, even worship tainted by ego is worse

than sin, for it transforms the Ka‘ba into an idol
house. By equating obedience and
disobedience when the self is present, he
demolishes binary oppositions and forces the
reader to confront the deepest assumptions of
religious practice. From Croce’s perspective,
this is a supreme instance of successful
expression: the shocking intuition that “virtue
can be vice” is not explained away but
expressed in forms so forceful that the
paradox itself = becomes  aesthetically
convincing. Throughout these examples, it is
evident that Sana'’i’'s art lies not in resolving
contradictions but in mastering them, casting
them into rhythms, metaphors, and rhetorical
structures that stabilize their turbulence and
transform them into coherent, beautiful
wholes. In this sense, contradiction is the raw
material of art, and Sana’i’s genius lies in the
act of expression that subdues chaos into
form.

In conclusion, the contradictions in Sana’i’'s
mystical poetry, which at first glance appear as
logical errors or inconsistencies, emerge
through Croce’s aesthetic lens as the very
essence of his artistic power. Each paradox—
whether humiliation as honor, emptiness as
fullness, suffering as guidance, reason as
blindness, poverty as wealth, death as life, or
sin as sincerity—represents a raw, pre-logical
intuition of mystical truth. Sana’i’'s greatness
lies not in resolving these contradictions
philosophically but in expressing them
artistically, transforming dissonance into

aesthetic unity. By harnessing the form of
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poetry—its rhythms, metaphors, and rhetorical
balance—he  succeeds in mastering
tumultuous insights and presenting them as
beautiful, lasting works of art. Thus,
contradiction in his work is not deficiency but
triumph, not confusion but creativity, ensuring
the enduring influence and resonance of his

mystical vision.
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