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This study adopts an interdisciplinary approach to reread major texts of
Khorasani mysticism — including Magamat of Abu Sa ‘id Abu’l-Khair,
Kashf al-Mahjub by Ali Hujwiri, and Asrar al-Tawhid by Muhammad ibn
Munawwar — in light of the theories of Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes.
These texts are examined not only as spiritual and ethical sources but also as
complex discourses of power, language, and identity. From a Foucauldian
perspective, power operates through micro-networks embedded within
language and regimes of knowledge. Accordingly, the figure of the Shaykh in
Sufi texts is represented as a subject of spiritual authority shaped through
linguistic mechanisms rather than formal institutional power. Drawing on
Barthes’ approach and the theory of the “death of the author,” the study also
shows that meaning in these works emerges not from authorial intention but
from the reader’s interaction with linguistic codes and multilayered
narratives. In these texts, Sufi language is not merely a tool for representing
truth; it is itself truth-producing. Terms such as fana (annihilation), sayr
(spiritual journey), shuhiid (vision), and hal (state) generate a sacred symbolic
system that constructs a distinct spiritual world. At the same time, the Sufi is
portrayed as a socio-cultural subject who engages — and at times conflicts —
with dominant religious, political, and popular discourses. Positioned at the
margins of formal order, this marginality itself becomes a source of alternative
power. Ultimately, this research demonstrates that Khorasani Sufi prose texts
— especially the three works examined — create an independent, complex,
and multilayered discourse through their distinctive use of language,
narrative, and symbolism, by which spiritual authority, Sufi identity, and
sacred experience are continually re-created. These works are not merely
spiritual writings but living cultural artifacts of the encounter between
language, power, and subjectivity in the historical context of Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

Greater Khorasan in the medieval centuries was not merely a geographical region but a civilizational,
intellectual, and spiritual center of the Islamic world — a zone in which Sufis, theologians, poets, and
thinkers, in organic connection with the society and culture of their time, created the ground for one of
the most authentic epistemic discourses (Zarrinkoub, 2007: 72). Major works such as Kashf al-Mahjub
by Ali ibn Uthman Hujwiri, Magamat of Abu Sa ‘id as narrated by Muhammad ibn Munawwar, and
Asrar al-Tawhid — also written by the same author about Abu Sa‘id Abu’l-Khayr — are among the
most important Sufi texts through which the social, cultural, and spiritual profile of Khorasan can be
recognized.

To analyze these texts, modern interdisciplinary approaches — especially Michel Foucault’s theories
of power, knowledge, and discourse, along with Roland Barthes’ semantic and textual readings —
provide a useful analytical framework. From Foucault’s perspective, discourse is not merely language
but a structure within which knowledge and power are simultaneously produced and distributed.
Discourses both construct subjects and legitimize social relations (Foucault, 2001: 112). This view helps
reveal how Khorasani Sufi texts either reflect the social order of their time or, conversely, resist it.

On the other hand, Roland Barthes, through the concept of the “death of the author” and his emphasis
on the reader’s role in meaning-production, moves textual interpretation beyond simple representation
toward a complex field of signifying play. According to this approach, mystical meanings in these texts
arise not only from authorial intention but from the reader’s interaction with the cultural and historical
texture of the work (Barthes, 2005: 58).

This study, based on analysis of these three foundational texts, seeks to show how Khorasani Sufi prose
in the medieval period, despite narrative simplicity, carries highly complex networks of meaning related
to power, identity, and subject formation, and played a key role in shaping Iranian-Islamic culture.
The aim of this research is to analyze the social and cultural position of Khorasan in Persian Sufi texts,
focusing on three key works: Kashf al-Mahjub, Magamat of Abu Sa ‘id, and Asrar al-Tawhid. Drawing
on Michel Foucault’s theories of discourse, power, and subject formation, along with Roland Barthes’
views on meaning, signs, and the reader’s role, the study seeks to identify hidden mechanisms of
meaning production, representations of social order, and forms of resistance within these texts, and to
demonstrate how Khorasani mysticism embodies a cultural and social narrative of the Iranian-Islamic
world.

METHODOLOGY

Data collection in this study is based on library research, and analysis is conducted through a
descriptive-analytical method. To examine the social and cultural position of Khorasan in Sufi prose
literature through the theories of Foucault and Barthes, discourse analysis and semiotic approaches are
employed. First, using Foucauldian discourse analysis, structures of power, knowledge, and social
relations in Khorasani Sufi texts are examined to show how these works reflect the discursive order of
their time. Then, drawing on Barthesian semiotics, the cultural codes and underlying myths in these
works are analyzed to clarify how meanings associated with Khorasan are reproduced in Sufi prose.
The research also adopts a comparative approach, examining selected key passages from the mentioned
texts to determine Khorasan’s position within cultural and social discourses.

RESULTS

Analysis of Khorasani Sufi Texts Based on Foucault and Barthes

This section analyzes Khorasani Sufi texts through Foucault’s discourse theory and Barthes’ theory of
the death of the author. The works examined include Maqgamat of Abu Sa ‘id Abu’l-Khayr, Asrar al-
Tawhid by Muhammad ibn Munawwar, and Kashf al-Mahjub by Hujwiri. These texts are shown to
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function as resistant writings against official discourses while also operating as open texts that allow
multiple interpretations.

Khorasani Sufi prose should be understood not merely as ethical or spiritual writing but as a complex
discourse that reproduces structures of power, identity, and truth through narrative forms, terminology,
and distinctive linguistic patterns. In light of Foucault’s theories of power, knowledge, and discourse,
and Barthes’ analyses of authorship, language, and codes, these texts can be reread in new ways.

Mystical Power and Linguistic Mechanisms (Foucauldian Perspective)

Foucault argues that power resides not only in political institutions but in micro-relations, language,
and systems of knowledge. This can be seen in the portrayal of the Shaykh in Magamat of Abu Sa ‘id,
where his social authority is established not through political dominance but through soft, linguistic,
and spiritual influence over people’s hearts. In such narratives, the Shaykh places himself beyond
formal religious institutions and claims an inward spiritual authority — an example of dispersed,
relational power operating through discourse.

In Kashf al-Mahjub, Hujwiri repeatedly contrasts the social position of the Sufi with that of the jurist
and theologian, marking a discursive boundary and a competition for epistemic legitimacy — precisely
what Foucault describes as the struggle over authorized knowledge. In Asrar al-Tawhid, miracle stories
function not merely to sanctify an individual but to establish a form of alternative, non-institutional
knowledge-power.

Death of the Author and the Fluid Subject (Barthesian Perspective)

Roland Barthes argues that the author should no longer be seen as the final source of meaning; instead,
language and textual structure generate meaning. In Kashf al-Mahjub, despite the strong authorial
presence of Hujwiri, truth and the Sufi path remain fluid and multivalent. Sufi truth is presented as
experiential and ineffable rather than definable — aligning with Barthes’ notion of textual plurality.

In Magamat of Abu Sa ‘id, although written in praise of the Shaykh, his character appears through
multiple and sometimes contradictory narratives — at times a humble dervish, at other times a figure
before whom rulers show humility. This multiplicity reflects the dissolution of unified subjecthood
emphasized by Barthes.

Sufi Language and the Production of Sacred Codes

In all three texts, language plays a central role in producing Sufi reality. Terms such as fana
(annihilation), hal (state), jam* (union), shuhud (vision), sayr (journey), and sulik (path) create a
symbolic semantic system that draws the reader into a distinct spiritual universe. As Barthes suggests,
language is not merely representational but productive of reality. Scenes of ecstatic remembrance,
bodily expression, and symbolic speech demonstrate how truth is enacted through language.

The Sufi as Socio-Cultural Subject

In these texts, the Sufi appears not only as a spiritual figure but as a socio-historical subject interacting
— and sometimes conflicting — with popular, political, and official religious discourses. The Sufi
occupies a liminal position: both within society and at its margins. Symbolic practices such as simple
dress function as markers of discursive opposition and identity formation.

Through Foucault and Barthes, Khorasani Sufi prose emerges as a site where power, identity, and truth
are formed and contested. Language acts as an instrument of power and reality-making, and the Sufi
subject is continually shaped through interaction with cultural structures. Intertextual and discursive
approaches allow these works to be read as living cultural texts rather than merely historical documents.

Redefinition of Meaning in Sufi Texts

According to the theory of the death of the author, textual meaning is not dependent on original authorial
intent but emerges from reader-text interaction. Khorasani mystical texts function as open, interpretable
works that actively involve the reader in meaning-making. Different readers generate different
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understandings of concepts such as annihilation, divine love, and union. These texts resist dominant
religious and social discourses and open space for alternative truths.

CONCLUSIONS

The study of the social and cultural position of Khorasan in Sufi prose — particularly through Kashf
al-Mahjub, Magamat of Abu Sa‘id, and Asrar al-Tawhid — shows that Khorasani mysticism is not
merely a spiritual or ethical movement but a multilayered cultural phenomenon formed within a
complex discourse of power, legitimacy, knowledge, and subject formation. Beneath their seemingly
simple narratives lie deep semantic structures accessible through Foucauldian discourse analysis and
Barthesian semiotics.

From a Foucauldian viewpoint, Sufis acted as discursive agents who not only reflected society but also
redefined power relations and articulated forms of soft resistance against official religious and political
orders. Through symbolic language, ascetic practice, miracles, and narrative, they produced distinctive
modes of subjectivity.

From Barthes’ perspective, meaning in these texts emerges through layers of signs and readerly
engagement. Metaphor, paradox, irony, and ambiguity create textual pleasure and semantic plurality.
The “death of the author” here signals the end of absolute interpretive authority and the rise of the reader
as co-creator of meaning.

In sum, Khorasani Sufi prose both reflects and constructs Khorasani culture — a culture in which
religion, language, spiritual practice, and politics are deeply intertwined. These mystical texts can be
regarded as living documents of Iranian cultural history, revealing social structures, soft resistance, and
cultural discourses of their time. The theoretical linkage between Khorasani mysticism and
contemporary discourse theory opens new paths for literary and cultural studies and offers a dynamic,
critical framework for understanding Iranian-Islamic intellectual traditions.
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