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A Study of Bakhtin's Carnival Laughter and the
Grotesque Sign in Attar's Madmen's Reasons (llahi
Nameh - Masabed Nameh - Mantig Al-Tatir)

Firouz Fazeli*!, Sepideh Vasefi?

Abstract

Laughter, despite its appearance, is a profound philosophical concept
in which the types of truth, the universe, history, and humanity
manifest themselves more deeply than seriousness. Laughter is a
dialogue that can bring up serious matters without cost, using inverted
language. One of the most eminent linguists utilizes the trick of
madcap laughter against opposing and rebellious forces is Mikhail
Bakhtin. Majnun, from his point of view, is not only an ordinary
human being, but also with an obscure and inverted language is in
conflict over the flow of political and theological power. This article,
using a descriptive-analytical approach, aims to examine Attar's Mad
Wise Men in accordance with the carnivalesque laughter technique
with grotesque signs. In this research, by examining three works,
Mosibat-Nameh, The Conference of the Birds and Elahi-Nameh, 106
narratives of Mad Wise Men were enumerated. As a result, 35
carnivalesque laughs and 17 grotesque«lt was categorized and
narratively explained.
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1.Introduction
The figure of the “wise madman” (“ Ugala’ al-Majanin) occupies a
distinctive position in Persian mystical literature. Situated at the
boundary between reason and madness, these characters challenge
established social, religious, and intellectual norms through
paradoxical speech, satire, and unconventional behavior. In the works
of Farid al-Din Attar, wise madmen frequently function as
mediators of mystical truths that cannot be expressed through ordinary
discourse. Their language is often indirect, ironic, and subversive,
allowing them to criticize prevailing systems of power while
remaining outside conventional social accountability. Mikhail
Bakhtin’s theory of carnival provides a productive framework for
examining such figures. Bakhtin regards carnival as a cultural space in
which official hierarchies are temporarily suspended and social values
are inverted through laughter, parody, and grotesque imagery.
Carnivalesque laughter undermines authority, challenges fixed truths,
and creates opportunities for alternative perspectives. Closely
associated with carnival is the concept of the grotesque, which
destabilizes established boundaries through exaggerated bodily
imagery, encounters with death, degradation, and renewal. This study
investigates whether Attar’s narratives of wise madmen exhibit
characteristics of Bakhtinian carnivalesque laughter and grotesque
representation and explores the narrative functions of these elements
within Attar’s mystical discourse. The study addresses the following
questions:
1. To what extent do Attar’s narratives of wise madmen contain
signs of carnivalesque laughter and grotesque representation?
2. How do these narrative elements contribute to the criticism of
dominant social, religious, and political norms?
3. What relationship exists between mystical wisdom and
carnivalesque discourse in Attar’s narratives?
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2. Literature Review

Previous studies have examined the concept of wise madmen in
Islamic and Persian literary traditions, emphasizing their spiritual and
intellectual significance. Research by Nasrollah Pourjavady and Yusuf
Asghari Bayqut has demonstrated the evolution of the concept of
madness from a purely juridical category to a mystical and literary
phenomenon. Likewise, studies on grotesque aesthetics and
Bakhtinian carnival have explored the subversive potential of humor,
inversion, and bodily imagery in literature. Although a number of
scholars have analyzed grotesque motifs in Attar’s stories and applied
Bakhtinian concepts to Persian literary texts, a systematic
investigation of carnivalesque laughter and grotesque signs in Attar’s
wise-madman narratives has remained largely unexplored. This study
attempts to fill that gap by bringing together the concepts of carnival,
grotesque realism, and mystical narrative.

3. Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method based on
Bakhtin’s theoretical framework. The corpus consists of three major
works by Attar: Mosibat-Nameh (The Book of Affliction), Elahi-
Nameh (The Book of God), and Mantiq al-Tayr (The Conference of the
Birds). First, all narratives involving wise madmen were identified
and classified. A total of 106 narratives were extracted from the three
texts. Subsequently, these narratives were examined for indicators of
carnivalesque laughter, including parody, inversion of hierarchy,
ridicule of authority, irreverent language, and comic criticism. They
were also analyzed for grotesque signs such as bodily exaggeration,
images of death, graveyards, skulls, degradation, and symbolic
encounters with physical decay. Quantitative data were combined with
qualitative textual analysis to determine the frequency and narrative
functions of these elements.
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4. Results

The findings reveal that Attar’s wise madmen frequently perform
functions analogous to Bakhtin’s carnival fool. By occupying a
liminal position outside ordinary social structures, they gain the
freedom to express truths that would otherwise remain unspeakable.
Among the 106 identified narratives, 35 instances of carnivalesque
laughter and 17 grotesque signs were detected. The distribution of
these elements varies across the three works. Mosibat-Nameh contains
the highest number of wise-madman narratives and consequently the
greatest concentration of carnivalesque and grotesque features. Elahi-
Nameh ranks second, while Mantiq al-Tayr contains comparatively
fewer examples. The analysis demonstrates several recurring
carnivalesque patterns:

« Reversal of social and political hierarchies through the speech

of madmen.

o Ridicule of kings, religious authorities, and conventional

wisdom.

o Use of irony and humorous criticism to expose hypocrisy and

injustice.

o Employment of seemingly irrational discourse to reveal deeper

truths.

The grotesque dimension appears primarily through imagery
associated with graves, skulls, bodily decay, and death. However,
these images do not merely evoke horror; they function as symbolic
instruments of spiritual awakening. By confronting mortality and the
transience of worldly power, Attar’s madmen transform grotesque
scenes into vehicles of mystical insight. A significant finding is that
Attar’s wise madmen resemble Bakhtin’s carnival fool not because
they seek entertainment but because they undermine official discourse.
Their madness grants them rhetorical freedom, enabling them to
criticize social conventions, expose the limitations of rationalism, and
challenge institutional authority. Consequently, laughter in these
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narratives performs an epistemological function rather than a purely
comic one.

The study concludes that Bakhtin’s concepts of carnival and
grotesque realism provide an effective framework for interpreting
Attar’s narratives of wise madmen. Although not all of the identified
narratives display carnivalesque or grotesque features, a substantial
number clearly exhibit these characteristics. Attar employs the figure
of the wise madman as a narrative strategy through which mystical
truths can be articulated beyond the constraints of official discourse.
Carnivalesque laughter enables the temporary suspension of social
hierarchies and opens a space for criticism, while grotesque imagery
challenges conventional perceptions of life, death, authority, and
identity. Together, these elements create a discourse that is
simultaneously humorous, critical, and spiritually profound. The
findings suggest that Attar’s wise madmen function as cultural and
narrative agents of inversion. Through their unconventional speech
and behavior, they destabilize accepted norms and invite readers to
reconsider dominant systems of meaning. In this respect, Attar’s
narratives anticipate many of the dialogic and subversive qualities that
Bakhtin later identified in carnival culture. The intersection of
mysticism, laughter, and grotesque representation thus emerges as one
of the most significant dimensions of Attar’s narrative art.
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Signs of Carnivalesque Laughter and Grotesque in Attar's Three Works
(Mosibat-Nameh, Elahi-Nameh, and Manteq al-Tayr)
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1. Logic of dialogue
2. Mikhail Bakhtin
3. Carnival

4. Totalitarian

5. Carnivalesque

6. Grotesque

7. Carnivalesque
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