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Abstract

The concept of fana is one of the most fundamental and complex notions in the history of Islamic Sufism, undergoing significant semantic,
epistemological, and institutional transformations across different historical periods. The purpose of this study is to provide a genealogical
analysis of the concept of fana from the early Islamic centuries to the Safavid era and to examine its evolution within ascetic, mystical,
literary, and political contexts. The study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on classical Sufi texts, works of theoretical
mysticism, Sufi hagiographies, and sources related to Safavid religious culture and politics. The findings demonstrate that in its earliest
stages, fana primarily referred to the negation of the ego, abandonment of selfishness, and detachment from worldly attachments; however,
it gradually developed into a mystical experience characterized by the dissolution of self-consciousness in the presence of the Divine.
During the classical period, the concept was systematically formulated in relation to baqa, divine unity, mystical knowledge, and sainthood,
while in the school of Ibn ‘Arabi it acquired an ontological dimension in which fana signified the disappearance of the illusion of
independent existence. Persian mystical literature, especially in the works of Rumi, ‘Attar, and Shabistari, also played a major role in
transforming fana into a cultural, symbolic, and love-centered concept. In the Safavid period, fana was further reinterpreted in relation to
Sufi institutions, Shi ‘i religiosity, sainthood, and political authority. The study concludes that fana is not a fixed or singular concept; rather,
it is a multilayered historical construct shaped through the interaction of mystical experience, literary language, intellectual systems, and
socio-political transformations.
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Extended Abstract

The concept of fana occupies a central position in the history of Islamic Sufism because it expresses one of
the deepest transformations imagined within the mystical path: the passing away of the ego-centered self before
the overwhelming reality of God. Yet fana cannot be understood as a single, fixed, or ahistorical idea. From
the early centuries of Islamic asceticism to the Safavid period, the meaning of fana underwent substantial
semantic, spiritual, doctrinal, literary, and institutional transformations. In early Sufism, it was closely linked
to ascetic self-discipline, repentance, poverty, sincerity, fear, hope, and the purification of the soul; later, it
became a technical term within classical Sufi manuals, a metaphysical principle in the school of Ibn “Arabi, a
poetic and symbolic motif in Persian mystical literature, and finally a concept entangled with order, authority,
sainthood, Shi‘i religiosity, and political power in the Safavid context. Early Sufi texts show that fana was
initially associated with the ethical destruction of self-will and the disappearance of egotistical claims before
divine presence (1, 6). This article therefore approaches fana genealogically, not by searching for one stable
origin, but by tracing how different religious, linguistic, social, and intellectual forces shaped its meanings
across time.

In the earliest phases of Islamic spirituality, the conceptual field of fana emerged before the term itself became
fully systematized. Early ascetics and proto-Sufi figures were primarily concerned with renunciation, vigilance
over the soul, sincerity, poverty, and detachment from worldly illusion. The self was perceived as the source
of arrogance, heedlessness, desire, and false autonomy, and spiritual discipline aimed to weaken this self-
centered structure. In this sense, the earliest meaning of fana was ethical and practical rather than abstractly
metaphysical. It referred to the gradual dissolution of egotism and the purification of intention before God.
Classical accounts of early Sufi figures demonstrate that the ideal saint was one who had abandoned self-
display, worldly ambition, and spiritual pride (6, 19). Later ethical works deepened this trajectory by showing
that even worship, knowledge, and asceticism could become subtle forms of self-attachment if they were not
purified from vanity and self-regard (7). Thus, one of the earliest genealogical roots of fana lies in moral
psychology: the struggle to dismantle the hidden sovereignty of the ego.

By the third and fourth Islamic centuries, fana began to acquire a more experiential and ecstatic dimension.
The sayings and lives of figures associated with intoxication, ecstatic utterance, and overwhelming love—
especially Bayazid Bistami and al-Hallaj—pushed the concept beyond ascetic self-denial toward the
experience of self-loss in divine presence. In this context, fana was no longer merely the ethical defeat of the
lower self, but a state in which ordinary self-consciousness collapsed under the force of mystical encounter.
The ecstatic language of early Sufis often appeared paradoxical because it attempted to express an experience
that exceeded ordinary theological and linguistic categories (5, 8). Al-Hallaj’s writings and legacy are
especially important because they connect fana with love, suffering, martyrdom, and the instability of mystical
speech (9). However, this ecstatic tendency also generated tension. The Baghdadi tradition, especially the
sober model associated with Junayd, sought to interpret fana through discipline, sobriety, and servanthood.
This tension between intoxication and sobriety became one of the decisive forces in the later formation of Sufi
doctrine.

In classical Sufi manuals, fana was gradually stabilized as a technical concept within a broader vocabulary of
states and stations. It was no longer treated simply as an exceptional ecstatic experience, but as a stage in the
path that had to be understood in relation to baga, or subsistence in God. This relationship is crucial: fana is
not the end of the mystical path, but a passage toward a transformed mode of existence. The annihilation of
ego, self-will, and false autonomy must be followed by a return to awareness, responsibility, and servanthood.
Classical authors therefore interpreted fana not as nihilism or escape from the world, but as the condition for
authentic spiritual presence. Al-Qushayri’s Risala presents Sufi concepts within a disciplined religious
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framework and links mystical states to sobriety, balance, and adherence to the path (2). Al-Hujwiri likewise
emphasizes that true Sufism requires inner purification and fidelity to religious truth rather than uncontrolled
claims of mystical experience (3). Al-Kalabadht’s doctrinal presentation of Sufism further shows how early
Sufi teachings were defended as compatible with Islamic belief and practice (10). In this classical phase, fana
became simultaneously ethical, experiential, pedagogical, and doctrinal.

With the rise of theoretical mysticism, especially in the tradition of Ibn ‘Arabi, fana entered a new metaphysical
horizon. It came to signify not only the disappearance of moral egoism or psychological self-awareness, but
the disappearance of the illusion of independent existence. In Ibn ‘Arabi’s ontology, created beings do not
possess autonomous being; rather, they are manifestations of divine self-disclosure. Accordingly, fana
becomes a transformation in perception: the mystic no longer sees the self and the world as independent
realities but recognizes their dependence on the Real (12, 13). Chittick’s interpretation of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
metaphysics shows that imagination, manifestation, and divine self-disclosure are central to this
reconfiguration of reality (23). Qunawi and Kashani further contributed to the conceptual refinement of this
tradition by systematizing the metaphysical and terminological language through which fana, baqa,
manifestation, and knowledge could be discussed (14, 15). In this stage, fana became a theory of perception
and being: the passing away of false independence before the unity of divine reality.

Persian mystical literature gave fana its most influential symbolic and cultural expression. Through poetry,
narrative, allegory, and hagiography, the concept moved beyond technical Sufi discourse and entered the wider
imaginative life of Persianate Islam. In Rumi’s Mathnawr, fana appears through images of love, burning, self-
loss, death before death, and rebirth in divine presence (16). Chittick’s study of Rumi shows that love is the
force that breaks the limited self and opens the human being to a fuller reality (17). In “Attar’s Conference of
the Birds, the journey of the birds toward the Stmurgh dramatizes the annihilation of fragmented identities and
the discovery of a deeper truth beyond egoic separateness (18). Shabistari’s Gulshan-i Raz expresses fana in a
compact symbolic language shaped by theoretical mysticism (25), while Jami’s hagiographical tradition
preserves the memory of saints whose lives embodied poverty, surrender, love, and self-effacement (22). By
the Safavid period, however, fana had also entered a more institutional and political field. The Safavid order’s
transformation into a Shi‘i empire altered the relationship between Sufism, sainthood, authority, and religious
identity (20, 21). Thus, the genealogy of fana reveals a concept that moved from ascetic discipline to mystical
experience, from doctrine to ontology, from poetry to collective memory, and from inner transformation to
institutional and religio-political meaning. In conclusion, fana should not be interpreted as simple annihilation,
passivity, or negation of life. It is better understood as the historical name for a radical transformation of the
self: the collapse of ego-centered autonomy and the emergence of a new relation to God, the world, spiritual
authority, and human existence.
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