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Qalandariyat in Persian literature is generally regarded as a type of symbolic
poetry that reflects the experiences and spiritual emotions of its poets through the
use of allegories, symbols, and mystical metaphors. However, this type of poetry
can also be considered a unique literary form that acts as a powerful counter-
genre against other poetic forms by critiquing prevalent norms and literary and
social conventions and challenging them. This study, without reducing the
dynamic poetic imagery of this genre solely to predetermined archetypes and Sufi
symbols, examines its unique poetic structure while considering the inter-genre
relationships of Qalandariyat with some dominant normative genres. The findings
of the research indicate that the interaction of Qalandari poetry with genres such
as praise, pride, and sermon leads to the emergence of a new type of poetry in
which unconventional phenomena and elements with anti-normative
characteristics are displayed in spaces akin to Mikhail Bakhtin’s “carnival,”
where all values, norms, and social hierarchies are inverted.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Qalandariyat is a distinct genre in Persian poetry that emphasizes the nonconformist characters such as

Rind, Ayyar, and Kharabati, focusing on the controversial figures of marginalized minorities and
social classes, such as Zoroastrians, Christians, and even infidels, who live in a self-imposed exile
from the normative Islamic society. It can be said that the symbolic rebellion of Qalandari poetry
against laws and social order is akin to the anti-normative space of European “carnivals,” where all
social and cultural values and norms are inverted. In Western culture, carnival refers to real or
imaginary spaces where values, institutions, and normative social, cultural, political, and religious
laws are trampled and mocked, transforming them into a “reversed world.” Mikhail Bakhtin considers
the carnival as a counterculture, a free and unrestricted space against the prevailing social order, in
which norms are questioned, social hierarchies are disrupted, and everything that is lofty and sacred is
subjected to violation and degrading imitation (Bakhtin, 1984: 26). Almost corresponding to Bakhtin’s
carnival, heterotopias in Foucault’s thought are spaces or positions that exist outside the usual order of
society and challenge common social norms and laws. According to Foucault, heterotopias such as
cemeteries, taverns, brothels, and prisons are marginal and counter-normative worlds that disrupt and
disturb the existing normative order. These different spaces are created for individuals to reconstruct
their desired other place and separate from spaces they have “become accustomed” to (Foucault, 1986:
22-27; Johnson, 2013: 790-803). In Qalandari poetry, the transgression of the hegemonic symbolic
order in heterotopias such as “Kharabat,” “monastery,” or “Deyer Moghan,” which are often located
on the outskirts of cities and outside urban gatherings, can be compared to the reversed world of
carnival and heterotopia. Although these types of Sufi heterotopias cannot always be exactly matched
with Bakhtin’s carnival or Foucault’s heterotopia, the marginal nature of these places and the
unconventional behaviors of their actors (Qalandar, Rand, Ayyar, Kharabati, etc.) in transgressing
sacred taboos and disregarding prevailing religious sentiments and norms indicate that they act in
disharmony and contradiction with the public space of society. These other places are liminal spaces
where characters, behaviors, and phenomena can be displayed in a caricature-like, theatrical, absurd,
and deviant nature, thus “reversing” the ordinary relationships of society (Foucault, 1986: 24-26).

Literature Review and Methodology:

Research related to Qalandariyat can be divided into three categories. The first category relates to the
historical issues of Qalandariyat and its antinomic aspects in the Islamic world; among them, Kara
Mustafa (2020) in The Ancient History of Qalandariyat, Mayer (1999) in Abu Sa’id Abu’l-Khayr:
Truth and Legend, Miller (2021) in the article “Shah Qalandar,” and Shafiei Kadkani (2007) in
Qalandariyat in Historydiscuss the historical relationship of Qalandariyat with antinomic and anti-
normative movements in the Islamic world and other historical, social, and political dimensions. The
second category of research adopts an interpretative approach, examining Qalandari poetry as
symbolic and coded mystical poetry. Among these, one can refer to two articles by Pourjavadi (1993)
on “The Rand of Hafez” and “The Rand of Hafez 2,” Louisen’s (2010) article titled “Introduction to
the Study of Hafez,” in Hafez and the Religion of Love in Classical Persian Poetry, and two articles
“Aesthetics of Sufism” and “Beauty from the Perspective of Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi and Fakhr al-Din
Iraqi” by Ali-Zargar (2016 and 2018), which variously link Qalandari poetry with the metaphysical
framework of the Sufi hermeneutic tradition (interpretation) and consider its transgressive and
counter-normative images as coded symbols that can only be decrypted with Sufi hermeneutical
materials. The third category of research has dealt with Qalandariyat from a typological perspective.
Among the earliest studies in this regard is the article “Qalandariyat in Persian Mystical Poetry from
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Sana’i to the Present” by Dobrine (1996), which divides Qalandariyat into three sub-genres: Kharabat-
centered, narrative-centered, and admonition-centered. Among significant external genre studies is
Miller’s (2023) article titled “Genre in Classical Persian Poetry,” which examines the place of
Qalandariyat among literary genres. Miller (2022) in another article titled “The Poetics of Sufi
Carnival in Qalandari Ghazals” also explores Qalandariyat as a counter-genre, discussing the historical
and literary poetics of Qalandari Ghazals within the original system of Persian and Arabic poetry.

Discussion

Every new phenomenon or literary trend, including emerging genres, has roots in past literary
traditions, both in terms of content and structure. They—according to Tynyanov—do not emerge
spontaneously or from a vacuum; rather, each new genre grows within specific poetic systems and
historical periods, gradually acquiring an independent yet flexible identity through the acceptance and
revision of existing conventions in previous literary traditions. Qalandariyat is no exception; this genre
is, in fact, the result of a dialogue between the poets of this type of poetry and other significant initial
genres of Persian poetry, particularly “praise poetry” and “ascetic poetry.” Therefore, Qalandari poets,
assuming their audiences’ familiarity with other genres, respond to these genres by inverting their
conventions and manipulating them. Based on this, Qalandari poetry can be regarded as a counter-
genre against other prevalent genres, contributing to the redefinition and transformation of literary
concepts and values through a continuous and dynamic dialogue with traditional genres.

Conclusion

The analysis of the poetic structure of Qalandariyat reveals that this type of poetry is more a product of
the blameworthy mysticism or a symbolic poetry with specific mystical symbols than the outcome of a
literary dialogue with other genres. In the course of this inter-genre dialogue, Qalandariyat reveals its
carnival identity by depicting scenes of transgression against taboos and turning away from sacred
normative symbols while glorifying and respecting objects, places, individuals, and counter-religious
and counter-normative symbols, which in a sense presents a metaphorical display of the rejection of
the values of ascetic and praise poetry.

Keywords: Qalandariyat, norm violation, carnivalism, Sufi poetry
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