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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

This study examines the convergences and divergences between fana’
(self-annihilation) in the mystical thought of ‘Attar Nishabiiri and
satori (awakening) in Zen Buddhism. Despite their distinct religious
and historical contexts and the absence of established historical
contact between them, both traditions associate spiritual
transformation with the dissolution of ordinary self-consciousness and
the movement beyond conventional modes of perception. The central

* Corresponding Author: s_saadatie@ut.ac.ir

How to Cite: Saadati, S (2026). From Nothingness to Awakening: A Comparative
Study of the Experience of Fana’ and Satori in ‘Attar and Zen Buddhism. Mysticism
in Persian Literature, Vol 5,No 9, 199 — 226. doi: 10.22054/msil.2026.94373.1267

PRESS

Original Research

Accepted: 11/06/2026

Received: 22/05/2026

EISSN: 2821-0751 ISSN: 2821-0743


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1016-1209

Spring & Summer 2026 | Vol. 5 | No. 9 | Mysticism in Persian Literature | 200

question is how these structural similarities can be explained without
assuming historical borrowing, and what fundamental differences
distinguish the two experiences. Following René¢ Wellek’s critique of
influence-centered comparative literature, the study approaches the
two traditions through structural and functional comparison rather
than source tracing. ‘Aftar presents fana' as an existential
transformation within a long spiritual journey, culminating in baga’
ba‘d al-fana’ (subsistence after annihilation). Zen, by contrast,
characterizes satori as a sudden awakening in which conceptual
distinctions collapse and reality is apprehended directly. The study
focuses on four concepts through which these experiences can be
compared: fagr and emptiness, hayrat and Great Doubt, khamiishi and
ineffability, and baga’ and ordinary mind.

2. Literature Review

Previous comparative studies of Islamic mysticism and Buddhism
have primarily examined fand in relation to nirvana or have focused
on major figures such as Ibn ‘Arabi and Rimi. Persian-language
studies have addressed the structural relationship between nirvana and
fand’, the concept of emptiness in Islamic mysticism and Zen, and
representations of Zen in literary and visual works. However, these
studies have not systematically examined “Attar’s fana’ in relation to
Zen satori. Internationally, Toshihiko Izutsu’s work has established
an important comparative dialogue between Zen Buddhism and
Islamic mysticism, particularly Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought, but ‘Attar has
not occupied a central place in this discussion. The present study
addresses this gap by developing a systematic comparison of “Attar’s
mystical experience and Zen awakening through four interconnected
concepts.



201 | Saadati | From Nothingness to Awakening: A Comparative ...

3. Methodology

The research employs a comparative-analytical method based on a
framework of critical dialogue. Four concepts central to ‘Attar’s
representation of mystical transformation are selected and compared
with structurally corresponding concepts in Zen: fagr with Sinyata
(emptiness), hayrat with Great Doubt, khamishi with ineffability, and
baga’ with ordinary mind.

The analysis first identifies functional and structural correspondences
without presupposing historical influence; it then examines
divergences in the experiential quality and direction of the concepts.
The study avoids treating the concepts as identical equivalents and
makes no evaluative judgment concerning the superiority of either
tradition.

The principal sources include “Attar’s Mantiq al-Tayr, Divan, Asrar-
Nama, and lIlahi-Nama, together with classical Zen teachings
associated with Huang Po and Huineng and interpretations by D. T.
Suzuki and Toshihiko Izutsu.

4. Results

The findings reveal four major structural correspondences. First, fagr
and Zen emptiness both involve release from attachment to the
autonomous self. For “Attar, fagr is not material deprivation but an
existential state in which attachment and the illusion of independent
selthood are relinquished. Zen emptiness likewise does not denote
absolute nonexistence; rather, it provides the condition for the direct
realization of reality. Their fundamental difference lies in status: Zen
emptiness is an ontological condition already present and requiring
realization, whereas “Attar’s fagr is a spiritual station reached through
the stages of the mystical path.
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Second, hayrat and Great Doubt both involve the collapse of
established conceptual certainties before the final breakthrough. In
‘Attar, bewilderment is the sixth of the Seven Valleys and possesses
an independent spiritual value. In Zen, Great Doubt prepares the
practitioner for the sudden breakthrough of satori. Thus, although
both destabilize ordinary consciousness, ‘Attar’s hayrat is more
closely associated with the pain of separation and the path of love,
whereas Zen Great Doubt functions primarily as a condition for
transcending conceptual consciousness.

Third, khamiishi and Zen ineffability express the inadequacy of
language before ultimate experience. ‘Attar’s silence emerges from
the intensity of mystical love, bewilderment, and the encounter with
the Beloved. In Zen, ineffability is rooted in the direct and
nonconceptual character of awakening; Zen dialogues and paradoxical
responses disrupt the conceptual framework through which the
question is posed.

Fourth, baga’ and ordinary mind indicate that spiritual transformation
does not end in withdrawal from everyday existence. In “Attar, fana’
gives rise to baga’ ba ‘d al-fana’: the disappearance of the illusory self
becomes the condition for a transformed mode of existence. In Zen,
awakening culminates in a return to ordinary activities and ordinary
mind. The mountain is once again a mountain, but it is now perceived
from the standpoint of awakening.

5. Discussion

The comparison demonstrates that the similarities between fana’ and
satori can be understood as structural correspondences rather than
evidence of historical borrowing. In both traditions, spiritual
transformation involves the dissolution of ordinary selfhood, the
breakdown of established conceptual distinctions, the recognition of
the limits of language, and the emergence of a transformed mode of
existence. Nevertheless, the differences are theoretically significant.
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The most fundamental divergence concerns the role of suffering. In
Buddhist thought, suffering is a problem from which liberation is
sought, whereas in “Attar’s mystical vision, pain, especially the pain
of separation from the Beloved, is an essential force driving the
spiritual journey. Similarly, Zen emphasizes the suddenness and
spontaneity of awakening, while "Attar places fand’ within the
extended structure of the mystical path. This distinction should not,
however, be reduced to an absolute opposition between gradual
Sufism and sudden Zen, since both traditions contain more complex
accounts of practice and transformation. The decisive difference lies
rather in the affective quality and direction of the experience; “Attar’s
path is oriented toward the divine Beloved through love and longing,
whereas Zen emphasizes awakening, freedom from conceptual
attachment, and a return to ordinary mind.

6. Conclusion

‘Attar’s fana’ and Zen satori display a comparable structural
movement through four stages: emptying the self, entering existential
bewilderment, moving beyond the limits of language, and returning to
the world through a transformed mode of existence. These
correspondences demonstrate the analytical value of structural
comparison between independent mystical traditions without
requiring a theory of historical influence. At the same time, the
comparison reveals a fundamental divergence in the meaning of
mystical transformation. In Zen, awakening entails liberation from
suffering and the realization of ordinary mind; in ‘Attar, fana’ is
inseparable from the pain of love and culminates in baga’, a
transformed existence oriented toward the Beloved. The findings
therefore support neither conceptual identity nor historical
equivalence between the two traditions. Rather, they demonstrate how
critical comparative dialogue can reveal both structural affinities and
irreducible differences between distinct religious and mystical
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systems. The study is limited to four concepts and may be extended in
future research through comparisons involving tawakkul, rida, and
fana’ fi al-mahbib with Buddhist concepts such as karma, dhyana,
and prajia, as well as through a comparison of “Attar’s Seven Valleys
with Zen’s Ten Oxherding Pictures.

Keywords: Comparative Literature, Fanda’, Satori, ‘Attar, Zen
Buddhism.
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