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Part One

The early period

1

The origins of Sufism

Lloyd Ridgeon

Introduction

For historians of early Sufism it is instructive that many of the Sufis Orders (sing. fariga / pl.
turiiq) that appeared by the end of the thirteenth century traced their spiritual lineage (silsila)
from the prophet Muhammad to the celebrated teacher and master Junayd of Baghdad (d. 910),
to demonstrate the authentic and legitimate nature of their teachings and practices. Junayd is
represented as a major link for the Sufi orders; he is often located at the pinnacle of a stem before
the various branches grew and subsequently developed in their own colourful, specific ways of
expressing devotion and piety." While there is sufficient primary material to demonstrate the
importance of Junayd for the doctrinal and practical proliferation of the movement that became
known as Sufism, it is unfortunate that its history prior to the era of “the peacock of the poor”
(tawiis al-fugara) as he is known, is less than clear. It does seem to be the case, however, that
there was more than a single stem from which the later Sufis derived inspiration. But because the
roots of what became recognised as the Sufi movement by the late ninth and early tenth century
in and around Baghdad are muddied and unclear, subsequent generations of Sufis from the

eleventh century onwards composed manuals that included sections that sought to illuminate the



opaque origins of the movement, thereby legitimising both rituals and teachings that were
disputed. A good example of the Sufis’ need to justify their worldview is found in Sulamt (d.
1021), who claimed in the introduction to his Jawami ‘ Adab al-Siifiyya (“Collection of Sufi
Rules of Conduct”) that he wrote the work, so that those who criticise the Sufis could actually
know something about their way of life and customs.” And Qushayri (d. 1072) despaired of the
state of Sufism in his own lifetime, due to the misappropriation of the tradition by charlatans,
who thereby instigated further opposition to Sufism. “One should not give their [the Sufis’]
opponents a cause to condemn them, since in this country, the suffering of this path at the hands
of its opponents and accusers has been particularly severe.”

This introduction to the first section of this volume joins the search for Sufi origins. There is no
innovative theory in this chapter, rather, it simply seeks to question the ideas and assumptions
regarding the origins of the movement that have been offered by both Sufis themselves and
modern Western observers, revealing the preconceived notions and conclusions held by many
within these groups. As such, the chapter seeks to highlight the dangers of accepting at face
value these agenda-loaded theories, and it holds that the horizontal levels in which individuals
and movements are embedded at any historical moment disclose valuable details related to the
development of Sufism. The vertical search for origins has been entwined with all manner of
deliberate deviations and obfuscations.

The chapter contains three main sections. First, the chapter commences by examining the emic
philological and historical explanations of the movement that were offered by HujwirT, writing in
the eleventh century, who was one of first Sufis to take up the “origins” argument. Hujwiri’s
philological attempts are representative of one method to discover the origins of the term, and

other Sufis gave semantic definitions of the movement, linking it with the “piety” of previous



generations and in some cases with individuals whose lifestyles and beliefs are difficult to
identify as “Sufi.” As such these associations reveal more about the Sufis of the time than they
do about the origins of the movement. The second section of the chapter traces etic views of
nineteenth-century Western scholars who embarked on a similar investigation of Sufi roots, but
for the purpose of demonstrating the derivative nature of Sufism, which suggested its
“inauthentic” quality. After the first awkward steps of these Orientalists (who have been termed
“externalists” — seeking to locate the origins of Sufism outside of the Islamic tradition,* and who
were steeped in the “Aryan” prejudices of the times), European scholars of the second half of the
twentieth century have tended to accept the Sufis’ claim that the movement was fundamentally
inspired by reflection upon Islamic sacred texts. Having sampled the “origins” theories of both
the early Sufis and later Western scholars, the third section turns to the arguments offered to
explain a possible shift from asceticism and renunciation to what has been termed “mysticism.”
Examples are given of the kinds of Qur’anic verses that were suggestive of a more intimate

relationship between God and humans.

Sufi philological and historical explanations

In the eleventh century, the celebrated author of one of the most comprehensive Persian manuals
of Sufism, ‘Alt Hujwirt (d. 1071) reported an oft-cited maxim of Abu’l-Hasan Fiishanja (d. 958—
959) that “today Sufism is a name without a reality, but formerly it was a reality without a
name.”” This saying holds many layers of significance. It may serve not only as an implicit
criticism of the charlatans who associated with the movement for various kinds of benefits that
could be accrued, but it also points into history when Sufism supposedly enjoyed a utopian,
golden period. The search for origins is frequently an attempt to capture an ideal, when the

“pristine” teachings were within reach. Of course the community of the Prophet served as the



ultimate “imagined ummah” for all Muslims, but with the sealing of prophethood on
Muhammad’s death, the Sufis of HujwirT’s age looked to the next best models, that is, the
succeeding generations, when the memory of a sacred society that enjoyed an intimate
communication with the Divine was still fresh in the memory. In order to capture the essence of
that early community Sufis had recourse to three main methods. The first focussed on a lexical
analysis of the term Sufi itself, the name that had no reality, or meaning. Sufis such as Fiishanja
were well aware that it was a futile attempt to search the Qur’an from cover to cover, as the word
“stft” or “tasawwuf’ (Sufism) does not appear in sacred scripture. Huywiri’s Kashf al-Mahjiib
included a section in which he speculated on four possible reasons why the term gained
currency.® The first reflected the similarity of the word Sufi (siiff) with the Arabic term for wool,
or sif, the connection being that the Sufis typically wore a gown or garment made of wool,’
which as coarse and scratchy, leads to connections with asceticism, and distinguished the cloak
from the more expensive cotton or silk varieties.® HujwirT’s second reason connects the word
“Sufism” to the idiom “first rank™ (saff-i awwal), which brings to mind the believers hurrying to
be in the first row of believers at congregational prayers. And then a connection is made with the
ashab-i Suffa (or the People of the Veranda — those who lived in close proximity to the Prophet —
in his mosque — and were scrupulous and pious in performing devotions). And HujwirT finally
spoke of safa, or purity, since the Sufis “have purged their morals and conduct” from anything
inappropriate.’

These emic discussions about the lexical origins of the word “Sufi” clearly reveal the concerns of
eleventh-century Sufis, and may not help us understand how the term was understood in the eight
to ninth centuries. Later Sufis were conscious of this, and therefore a second method to

understand the term, a semantic investigation by ascetics and early Sufi, focussed on the realities



of their specific kinds of devotion. The sayings of early “Sufis” foregrounded practice and ethics
through edifying and pithy statements that could easily be memorised.'® For example, Sahl al-
Tustart (d. 896) said, “Sufism is to eat little, and to take rest with God, and to flee from men.”!!
And Sar1 Saqati (the maternal uncle of Junayd, the subject of Chapter 3) who died in 867 is
reported by the aforementioned Qushayr as saying the quickest path to Paradise was, “Don’t
take anything from anyone, don’t seek anything from anyone and don’t possess anything which
you would give to anyone.”'* The third method to identify the origins of Sufism was historical,
and probably borrowed heavily from the semantic investigations mentioned above, typified in
the claim of Junayd that “We derived Sufism not from disputation, but from hunger and
abandonment of the world and the breaking of familiar ties and the renunciation of what men
account good.”" Junayd’s claim points to belief in a close connection between the Sufism of his
time and certain devotional practices, such as renunciation and repentance (tawba),"* which was
evident among those pious individuals before the recognisable social movement that became
Sufism. The terms used for these renunciants were zuhhad, nussak and ‘ubbad.” Later Sufis
pointed out that the first person to be called a “siifi” was one Abt Hashim (d. 767-768) in Syria
who had a khanaqdah (convent).'® But later Sufi writers consistently made associations of such
early individuals with renunciation, fear of God and trust in God (tawakkul), and “they
underwent austerities, devoted extraordinary amounts of time to Qur’anic recitation and prayer,
and generally cultivated a solemn attitude towards life.”'” Descriptions of anything “mystical,” a
term liberally applied by modern scholars to Sufism without much thought as to its meaning, is
notably absent. An associated ahistorical method was to link the pre-Islamic prophets with the

tradition, thus suggesting its perennial nature. In this respect it is worth recalling Suhrawardi (d.



1234) who has the prophet Abraham claim that his community could not bear the burden of the
Sufi cloak.'®

The difficulty of defining Sufism, either philologically or semantically, seems to have been as
difficult in HuywirT’s age as it has been for modern scholars. If the focus of analysing Sufism is
on the very first generation of Baghdadi Sufis, then it is difficult to determine shared
characteristics, except perhaps piety and devotion. But this is far too simplistic a definition, as it
would be necessary to determine the extent of piety and devotion that would have been necessary
in order for an individual to be called a Sufi. The problem of defining Sufism is neither solved by
concentrating on specific ritual acts, such as the dhikr (or the repetition of one of God’s names),
which has been recognised as a familiar and distinctive Sufi act of devotion. The problem with
focussing on dhikr is that this was an act performed by all pious Muslims, which implies that all
pious Muslims were Sufis, and this does not seem to have been the case. Perhaps Sufism of this
early period was more characteristic of faith in achieving “proximity to or mediation with
God?”" But how is it possible to determine beliefs, which are an interiorised element of personal
faith? The attempt to discover the origin of Sufism, or define Sufism, with recourse to Sufi texts
raises more questions than answers. In itself, this is not necessarily a negative outcome, as it is
only with an inquisitive and questioning mind that the sheer scope of the difficulty at hand
becomes apparent, rendering it possible to offer tentative solutions.

Clearly, there is still much to discover about the very early years leading up to the establishment
of Sufism as the main representative of an interiorised and devotional form of Islamic piety. For
example, differences and similarities in stages of renunciation, or asceticism, from a Qur’anic or
post-Muhammad period to the beginning of the “Sufi” era need to be explored. Variegation

among early pietist, devotional and acetic individuals and groups (such as those in Khurasan,



including the Karramiyya and the Malamatiyya,”® and the various proto “Sufi” movements in
Basra and Baghdad) provide ample scope for discussion, as do the contexts in which all of these
movements emerged. The early European quest for Sufi origins focussed on external factors
(such as non-Islamic philosophies or religious traditions); this quest seems to have been
undertaken to demonstrate the inability of Muslims to develop such a tradition independent of
other civilisation. Although the weakness of nineteenth-century European thesis of external
origins has become evident to all, it would be a mistake to reject possible influences and
contributions from non-Islamic, pietist and intellectual traditions that left a heavy imprint in the
Near East. Christianity and monasticism remained very strong in the region, as Melchert
observes that reports of conversations between Muslim ascetics and Christian hermits are
numerous.?’ (Indeed, the existence of the so-called Pact of ‘Umar that listed the regulations by
which non-Muslim groups could co-exist in peace with Muslims is an indication of the numerical
strength of non-Muslim communities in the region).* Of course, the discussion here is not one of
Sufi “origins” but of exchange of ideas and influence between other religious traditions and
Islamic pietist movements. Moreover, from 750 CE onwards the Islamic world was practically
and intellectually developing a range of different perspectives on how the community should be
advanced.” So, for example, the science of hadith was developing with the compilation of
voluminous collections, with specific rules for approving or disapproving specific narrations;
theological debates raged in Baghdad, including disputes between rival Mu‘tazilite and Ash‘arite
schools on how to understand the anthropomorphic verses in the Qur’an;** philosophical
arguments (some of a Neo-Platonic tenor) raged about the nature of God, facilitated by the
creation of the Bayt al-Hikma, or the Grand Baghdad Library, the task of which was to translate

Greek texts into Arabic;” Shi‘i ideas circulated around eminent individuals who were recognised



as Imams;”® and the Sunni law-school were coalescing into recognisable entities. In other words,
various constituencies in the Islamic world were competing with each other in an attempt to
create space for their self-expression. It would have been only natural for a range of ascetics,
renunciants and other pious individuals to participate in this process, thereby creating a place for
themselves, where they would be free to engage in their own specific forms of devotion.”” And
of interest too is that ideas and/or representatives of these groups enumerated above were to be
appropriated soon afterwards into the ranks of the Sufis. These included Hasan al-Bast1 (d. 728)
the famous theologian and preacher,” Ibrahim Adham (d. 782) who abandoned his position as
King of Balkh and took up a life of seclusion,” Sufiyan al-ThawrT (d. 778) a great hadith scholar,
‘Abdallah ibn Mubarak (d. 797) who is known to have engaged in jihad with non-Muslims on
the frontier of the Islamic world (perhaps as a form of renunciation),*® Fudayl ibn ‘Iyad (d. 802)
a thief who became an ascetic,’' Ibn Hanbal (d. 855), the great scholar of hadith,32 and Ja‘far al-
Sadiq, who is known more commonly as the sixth Shi‘i Imam (d. 765). It is easy to see why
subsequent generations of scholars adopted such diverse individuals as exemplars of early
Sufism; renunciation, piety, asceticism and Islamic scholarship of all varieties have remained
essential components of the Sufi path (except perhaps for the antinomian variety). While such
individuals were clearly not “Sufi” in the sense of ninth-century School of Baghdad, their

inspiration and contribution to piety was a heritage that the Sufis adopted with alacrity.

The modern Western search for the origins of Sufism

Definitions of words are obviously linked with the contexts in which the definers find
themselves, full of pre-suppositions, prejudices, ideals and judgements; objectivity is an elusive
goal for even the most discerning. As Karl Popper so succinctly observed, “We do not know. We

can only guess.” Whereas devotional concerns underpinned the attempts to discover the origins



of Sufism for adherents in the pre-modern Islamic world, Western scholars in the modern period
likewise have endeavoured to uncover the source of Sufism, but for very different reasons. The
nineteenth-century worldview was influenced by several competing ideologies, including a
muscular form of Christianity and racist ideas which promoted the idea of the superiority of
Western civilisation. One of most explicitly obvious examples of this was propounded by E. H.
Palmer, a fellow of Oriental Studies at the University of Cambridge, who observed that he
planned a study to prove that Sufism developed from the “Primaeval Religion of the Aryan
race.”* Similar ideas were advocated in the late nineteenth century by the French philosopher
Ernst Renan, whose anti-Islamic perspectives should be considered in the wider perspective of
his views on religion. For example, he believed that Jesus “managed to purify himself of Jewish
influence and emerge an Aryan.”’ A different perspective was advanced by the Jewish
Hungarian scholar Ignaz Goldziher who proposed the idea, popular at the time, that Sufism
emerged due to the influence of external features, including Neo-platonism, Christianity,
Hinduism and Buddhism, rather than it being a development of ideas and beliefs inherent within
Islam.’® There were some, such as E. G. Browne (d. 1926) — (Sir Thomas Adams professor of
Arabic at Cambridge University) — whose views are complex and seemingly ambivalent. On the
one hand, he appeared to endorse the nineteenth-century views in statements that describe the

Islamification of Iran as “skin-deep” and

soon a host of heterodox sects born on Persian soil — Shi‘ites, Sufis, Isma‘ilis, philosophers —
arose to vindicate the claim of Aryan thought to be free, and to transform the religion forced
on the nation by Arab steel into something which, though still wearing a semblance of Islam,
had a significance widely different from that which one may fairly suppose was intended by

the Arabian prophet.’’



Yet Browne also claimed that there was “latent in the Muhammadan religion the germs of the
most thorough-going pantheism,” and that “there is no doubt that certain passages in the Kur’an
are susceptible to a certain degree of mystical interpretation.”® Browne’s latter sentiments were
echoed by the American, Duncan B. MacDonald (d. 1943), who taught at the Hartford
Theological Seminary, and believed that “Like almost everything else in Islam the seeds were
already in the mind of Muhammad.”® Browne’s British student, R. A. Nicholson (d. 1945) who
was to occupy the same academic position as his mentor, made some advance on the preceding
European thinkers, seemingly agreeing with the medieval Sufi theorists, claiming that “the seeds
of Sufiism are to be found in the powerful and widely-spread ascetic tendencies which arose

within Islam during the first century a.h.”*

However, he concluded that although early Sufism
“was not independent of Christianity,” and that “Greek philosophy” (Neo-Platonism and
Gnosticism) contributed hugely in its development, that an early Sufi, Bayazid Bastami,"' was
influenced by Persian and Indian ideas, only later did the Sufis attempt to authenticate their
beliefs with reference to Islamic scripture (Qur’an and hadith).** The view that Muslims and
Sufis were incapable of developing their own form of spirituality, or piety and asceticism, from
indigenous roots most notably by R. C. Zaehner, the Spalding Professor at Oxford University,
who claimed in 1961 that Sufism was wholly derived from Christianity,** and that Bayazid
Bastam1’s teacher bore the name al-Sindi, which explains for the similarities between Vedanta
and Sufism. For Zaehner, Bastami played a central role in directing the future orientation of the
Sufi movement. Even more recently the Goldziher-Nicholson perspective has been repeated, as
Julian Baldick, in his 1989 composition Mystical Islam, stressed the external influences in the

development of Sufism.* A much more cautious approach, however, has been the norm, typified

in the works of Nicholson’s student, A. J. Arberry (d. 1969) (who also held the same



Professorship at Cambridge) as he refused to be drawn into the debate concerning origins. He
simply stated that “mysticism is undoubtedly a universal constant,” and that “its variations can
be observed to be very clearly and characteristically shaped by the several religious systems
upon which they were based.”*°

One of the impediments in tracing a chain of influence from the ninth- and tenth-century Sufis of
Baghdad back into history is the relative absence of texts, treatises, letters and other forms of
writing that can be identified as “Sufi scented.” One of the inspirations for the Baghdad school of
Sufism were the essays penned by Muhasibi (d. 857) (see Chapter 2), which discussed both
theological issues and the cultivation of piety and appropriate character traits. But before
Muhasibi scholars are left with very little to assist in the endeavour to discover the roots of
Sufism.*” An important contribution which departed from the 19th European tendency to filter
everything through a non-Islamic sieve was advanced by the French Orientalist, Louis
Massignon, in his 1922 survey “Essai sur les origines du lexique technique de la mystique
musulmane.” His analysis of the words that the early Sufis and pietists employed caused him to
conclude that “through constant recitation, meditation, and practice, [the Qur’an] is the source of
Islamic mysticism, at its beginning and throughout its growth™*® Different generations of pietists
and Sufis have focussed on specific verses and words of the Qur’an, but the earliest
representatives of Islamic ascetics and renunciants focussed on themes such as fear of God, and
reliance or trust upon God. The subsequent era, which witnessed the emergence of the movement
that named itself Sufi, emerging from Baghdad in the ninth century concentrated on verses that
focussed on love, and the ontological relationship between God and man. Massignon concluded
that the message of Hallaj, who was executed in 922, and became celebrated as a Sufi martyr for

love, was built upon the terminology, allegories and his predecessors’ rules for life, and that he



was vilified because he made public doctrines of a “mystical vocation that had sprung up
throughout the first centuries of Islam through mediated readings of the Qur’an and the
interiorization of a fervent, humble ritual life.”* But not all modern scholars have been as
enamoured with Hallaj, as Abun-Nasr has observed that he “paid with his life for preaching Sufi
tenets in Baghdad which blatantly breached the doctrinal limits of Islamic orthodoxy.”*
Impressive as Massignon’s scholarship is, Green suggests that it is also guilty of being too

vertical, and due attention needs to be paid to the horizontal contexts in which Sufis found

themselves. In particular he reminds us that,

the environment in which Muslims lived in such regions as Syria, Iraq and Egypt was one in
which they were outnumbered by Christians. More thoroughly Christianized than even
Western Europe at this time, the Middle East Fertile Crescent was a landscape of churches,
monasteries and saintly shrines ... Tombs of Christian saints and prophets were recognised
as Muslim pilgrimage centres; monasteries served Muslims as wine-serving country clubs

for poets and as libraries for literati; and Christian scholars helped translate into Arabic the

heritage of Graeco-Roman thought ..."'

Moreover, Green argues that the appearance of Sufism in Baghdad at the end of the ninth century
does not mean that it did not exist prior to this period, especially as we are dealing with an oral
culture, and it was a movement that may have been at pains to keep its doctrines and practices
secret. The vertical model of asceticism/renunciation segueing almost seamlessly into Sufism
certainly demands to be questioned, and due consideration of the horizontal contexts in
conjunction with the vertical appears more likely to provide a realistic depiction of how the
tradition developed. The adoption by later Sufis of ascetics, renunciants and scholars must be

understood within the context of later historical dynamics of history, society and politics. In



addition, the renunciants’ choice of themes and words may reflect inspiration from the Qur’an,

but this may not be exclusively so.

The “mystical” turn

Another of the largely unexplained topics related to the emergence of Sufism concerns the
emergence of “mysticism.” Some contrast the largely pietistic and renunciate nature of the early
movement which was transformed into a more fully blown form of what some call
“mysticism.”* This perspective still needs to be fully explored as the claim that “asceticism
casily passes into mysticism” remains unconvincing.” In 1996 Christopher Melchert proposed
that asceticism (or more specifically) self-mortification “at the individual level conduces to the
experiences of mystical states.” He proceeded to offer two social reasons behind the change, but
his discussion was unfortunately confined to a few lines. First, he mentioned the increasing
political power of soldiers which encouraged a turn towards mysticism, as arbitrary political
power assists mysticism, whereas the reverse, the check on the concentration of political power
aids asceticism. Second, Melchert considered the development of institutions (he seems to mean
the khanaqdh) for “religious specialists” as conducive for mystical piety.”* A more detailed
explanation for the turn to mysticism was offered by Gerhard Bowering several years later who
analysed the “radical and lasting” life-changing experiences of “direct encounter with God” of
several mid- to late eighth-century ascetics/renunciants. He observed that these individuals were
“perceived as men who saw themselves as an elite.” Moreover, “Seeing themselves as divinely
chosen people, as God’s Friends (awliya’) and saints, the Sufis held their spiritual achievement
to be equal to the experience of the prophets and laid claims to a reciprocal relationship with
their Creator.”” In other words, the kind of repentance (tawba) of this new group differed from

the past group who had considered their repentance as a form of fear of God alone, which lay no



obligations upon the Creator. This new form of fawba entailed a two-way process: “They [the
new ascetics/renunciants] discovered the foundations of their election in tawba, their total and
unconditional turning to God, a movement accepted and rewarded by unequivocal divine self-
revelation.”*® This explains why the very early Sufis foregrounded an ontological intimacy, or
similarity between man and God, which they discovered in several Qur’anic verses (mentioned
below). Typifying this special relationship was the Qur’anic covenant, when God took mankind
from Adam’s loins and asked them if they testified to his Lordship, a verse which was seminal in

the teachings of the very early Sufis, including Sahl al-Tustari,”’ Hallj,”® and Junayd®’:

And [mention] when your Lord took from the children of Adam — from their loins — their
descendants and made them testify of themselves, [saying to them], ‘Am I not your Lord?’
They said, ‘Yes, we have testified.” [This] — lest you should say on the day of Resurrection,

‘Indeed, we were of this unaware’ [Q. 7.172].

The Qur’an as a “mystical” text

Massignon was aware of the difficulty that many non-Muslims had in perceiving the Qur’an as
the inspiration behind the Sufi movement. He said, “Europeans unfamiliar with Semitic
concision, with the brief lightning flashes of Psalms for example, communally suppose that the
Qur’an has no mystical tendencies.”**Those verses that the Sufis would frequently cite have
included Q. 2.115, which is read as an indication of God’s pervasiveness throughout the various
realms of existence: “To God belongs the east and west. Wherever you turn your head there is
the face of God.” There are several reasons offered for non-mystical understandings, and the
historical background to this verse points to the conflict and turmoil Muhammad faced on the

change of direction of prayer (gibla) from Jerusalem to Mecca.®' Sufis were to interiorise this



verse, preferring to foreground an interpretation that presented God as intimately close to the
believer. Chapter 53 of the Qur’an is also significant because it narrates an episode when
Muhammad received revelation (from Gabriel according to most Muslim accounts, although
some “dissenters” hold that the event was an encounter between Muhammad and God).®* The
same verse alludes to the so-called “Night Journey” and the ascent (mi r@j) was pivotal for later
Sufis, serving as a kind of blueprint for the encounter of the individual with God.

Among the verses that led to speculation on the God-man relationship with regard to
intimacy/similarity, perhaps the most celebrated are those mentioned below. Q. 5.26-27 states,
“All that dwells upon the earth is annihilated, yet still subsides the Face of your Lord, majestic,
splendid.” From this verse, according to Hujwiri, the earliest individual to develop the concepts
of annihilation (fana’) and subsistence (bagd’) was al-Kharraz (d. 899) and subsequent Sufis
came to speculate on the nature of existence, and the possibility of escaping from everything that
causes a separation between God and the creation, thus rendering a possible encounter with God,
even before the resurrection. Yet herein lay the ontological problem; on achieving fana’, who, or
what, remained in the state of baga’? Was it the individual, or was it God? And in what way was
it even possible to talk of the individual before the majesty of God, who alone possesses real
existence? It is easy to see why the complexity of ontological questions proliferated among Sufis
in succeeding generations. Once the “mystical” dimension of Islam became more pronounced
(after the early period of Sufism), this kind of verse in the Qur’an inspired much discussion.®
The early period which witnessed the emergence of schools of “Sufism” in Baghdad and Basra
also had individuals contemplate ontological issues based on verses such as 50.16 “We indeed
created man; and We know what his soul whispers within him, and We are nearer to him than

the jugular vein.” Sahl al-TustarT of the Basran school presented an interpretation of such



verses.”! At a similar time Bayazid Bastami (d. 875) was reported to have made the ecstatic
utterance “Glory be to me,” which was taken as an inappropriate meditation on the Q. 21.22 and
17.43 “Glory be to God!” Ecstatic utterances (shath) became a feature within Sufism from the
time of Bastami and Hallaj, and they should not be associated with the renunciants and ascetics.
The love-inspired Sufis justified their perspective with such verses as Q. 5.54: “God will
assuredly bring a people He loves, and who love Him, humble towards the believers, disdainful
towards the unbelievers, men who struggle in the path of God, not fearing the reproach of any
reproacher.” This verse was particularly important because of the misgivings of those
unsympathetic to the early Sufis, in particular, Ghulam Khalil, the populist preacher in Baghdad
(who is discussed by Harith Ramli in the present volume) who accused the city’s nascent Sufi
community of loving God rather than fearing him. But love became one of the defining concepts
of Sufism, typified in the figure of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (d. 801) who is famously reported to
have said that she worshipped God not because she feared his fire or because she desired his
Paradise. Her worship for God was due to her love and longing for him.® But by the time of
Ghulam Khalil’s inquisition in 877—878 it was already too late to prevent the growth and
development of a love-based devotionalism. This is not to say that asceticism and renunciation
died or faded away, as forms of such piety remained important components of Sufi activity, and
other kinds of devotional Islamic lifestyles.

This introduction scratches only the surface of a period of Sufism about which very little is
known, partly due to the paucity of sources. Much more research is required on issues such as
similar movements outside of Arab areas, including those originally based in Khurasan, namely,
the Malamatiyya and the Karramiyya, the role and participation of women during this period,®’

the influence of Shi‘ism,68 the relationships with the Sunni schools of Law, and the various



psychological conflicts, diverse personalities and relationships that existed among the early
Sufis. It does seem clear that what is commonly regarded as Sufism was an umbrella term for an
incredibly wide and complex pious movement, seeking an interiorised understanding of Islam
that brought the Divine intimately close to the believers.

Despite serving as a brief introduction, this chapter provides a springboard that enables readers
to proceed with subsequent chapters that investigate the great early thinkers (Muhasibi, Junayd
and Bistami), and those of the classical period (Ghazali, ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Ibn ‘Arabi and Rimi),
when Sufism mushroomed and became widespread and popular throughout the Islamic world
among all sectors of society. The choice of these individuals is not arbitrary. Muhasibi, Junayd
and Bistami were three of the most influential pietists and “Sufis” of the eighth/ninth century but
for very different reasons, as should become clear from reading the next three chapters.
Subsequently the focus is on the towering figure of Ghazali whose works, whether philosophical
or ethical, are generally infused with an interiorised understanding of Islam. His attempt to create
space for a Sufism within the lives of the believers is evident within both his four-volume
magum opus, Thya ‘uliim al-din (“The Revival of the Islamic Sciences”) and also in his lesser
studied Persian works, and it is evident in his practical adoption of Sufism, which lead to him
abandoning the most prestigious teaching position in the Islamic world. Yet his version of
Sufism does not reach the same flights of ecstatic pleasure that are contained in the writings of
the subsequent three individuals: ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Ibn ‘Arabi and Riim1 who are perhaps three of
the most enjoyable Sufi authors to read. ‘Ayn al-Qudat has a certain style and intimacy of
writing that leaves the reader believing that the message is directed specifically at him or her,
having been whispered gently into the ear. It is difficult to put ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s works down,

especially his Persian masterpiece Tamhidat. And indeed, the chapter on ‘Ayn al-Qudat in this



book is indicative of the Sufis’ concern to base their worldviews on the Qur’an. For very
different reasons Ibn ‘Arabi is a master who bewilders his readership with the sheer breadth of
his knowledge of Islamic sciences, and the ability to breath new meanings into them. And
William Chittick observes that his work reflects “a vast synthesis of the basic fields of learning,
including Quran, Hadith, language, law, psychology, cosmology, theology, philosophy, and
metaphysics.”® He is not an easy read, but his influence upon Sufism in particular and Islamic
sciences in general cannot be underestimated, typified by an attempt to ban his works in Egypt in
1979.” And likewise, the teachings of Rimi are considered by Muslims to be grounded in the
Qur’an, as the well-known verse says, “The Mathnawi of Mawlana (Rtim1) is the Qur’an in
Persian. How can I describe him? He is not a prophet but he has a book!”

The subsequent chapters of the first section examine specific themes that were significant for
early Sufism (and indeed, for the later period too). For example, the chapter on “Early Sufism
and its Opponents” illustrates the kinds of difficulties faced by the movement and why the search
for legitimation in its origins became crucial. Linked to this is the chapter on gender, more
specifically female participation. The early Islamic community arguably had debates about roles
for women, and Sufis were also engaged in this conversation. Examining the manuals from the
classical period demonstrates why and how women could either be included or excluded from
the tradition, a feature that continues in some Islamic communities today. The subsequent three
chapters on travelling, Qur’anic ethics, and love and divine beauty help to explain how Sufism
was propagated and was able to expand throughout the Islamic world by the end of the thirteenth
century, a period that witnessed the blossoming and flowering of the movement in ritual,

theoretical and literary ways, and enjoyed widespread popularity.
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