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Robert Irwin’s authoritative introduction to the fourth volume of
The New Cambridge History of Islam offers a panoramic vision of
Islamic culture from its origins to around 1800. The chapter, which
highlights key developments and introduces some of Islam’s most
famous protagonists, paves the way for an extraordinarily varied
collection of essays. The themes treated include religion and law,
conversion, Islam’s relationship with the natural world, gover

nance and politics, caliphs and kings, philosophy, science, medi

cine, language, art, architecture, literature, music and even
cookery. What emerges from this rich collection, written by an
international team of experts, is the diversity and dynamism of the
societies which created this flourishing civilisation. Volume 4 of
The New Cambridge History of Islam serves as a thematic companion
to the three preceding, politically oriented volumes, and in cover

age extends across the pre modern Islamic world.

RoBERrT IRWIN is senior research associate of the history depart
ment, School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London.
His previous publications include For lust of knowing: The Orientalists
and their enemies (2006), Night and horses and the desert: An anthology of
classical Arabic literature (1999) and The Arabian Nights: A Companion
(1994).
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THE NEW CAMBRIDGE HISTORY OF

ISLAM

The New Cambridge History of Islam offers a comprehensive history
of Islamic civilisation, tracing its development from its beginnings
in seventh century Arabia to its wide and varied presence in the
globalised world of today. Under the leadership of the Prophet
Muhammad the Muslim community coalesced from a scattered,
desert population and, following his death, emerged from Arabia
to conquer an empire which, by the early eighth century, stretched
from India in the east to Spain in the west. By the eighteenth
century, despite political fragmentation, the Muslim world
extended from West Africa to South East Asia. Today Muslims
are also found in significant numbers in Europe and the Americas,
and make up about one fifth of the world’s population.

To reflect this geographical distribution and the cultural, social
and religious diversity of the peoples of the Muslim world, The
New Cambridge History of Islam is divided into six volumes. Four
cover historical developments, and two are devoted to themes that
cut across geographical and chronological divisions  themes
ranging from social, political and economic relations to the arts,
literature and learning. Each volume begins with a panoramic
introduction setting the scene for the ensuing chapters and exam
ining relationships with adjacent civilisations. Two of the vol
umes one historical, the other thematic are dedicated to the
developments of the last two centuries, and show how Muslims,
united for so many years in their allegiance to an overarching and
distinct tradition, have sought to come to terms with the emer
gence of Western hegemony and the transition to modernity.

The time is right for this new synthesis reflecting developments
in scholarship over the last generation. The New Cambridge History
of Islam is an ambitious enterprise directed and written by a team
combining established authorities and innovative younger schol
ars. It will be the standard reference for students, scholars and all
those with enquiring minds for years to come.
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is used (not k). Digraphs such as th, dh, kh and sh are not underlined.

Words and terms in other languages are transliterated by chapter contrib
utors according to systems which are standard for those languages.
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Anglicised versions (e.g. Cairo), or in most cases without diacritical points

(e.g. Baghdad, not Baghdad).
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Introduction

ROBERT IRWIN

The miniature Humdy and Humdyiin in a garden was painted in the bright
colours of the world when it was younger. It was produced in Herat around
833/1430 by an anonymous artist, and it is most likely that it was originally
bound in an anthology of verse and pictures. The depiction of a night scene
was rare in Islamic art. It is curious to note that artists in western Europe were
similarly experimenting with night scenes some decades later. In the frescoes
in San Francesco of Arezzo, painted in the 1450s, Piero della Francesca showed
Constantine asleep in his tent at night and, later in the same century, a French
illuminated manuscript of Le livre du cueur d’amours espris featured three even
more remarkable nocturnes. However, whereas the Western artists con
cerned themselves with the realistic registration of the fall of candlelight and
shadow, as well as the muting of colours and the disappearance of detail in
nocturnal obscurity, the Persian miniaturist presents us with a night scene in
which we (and apparently the figures in the miniature) have perfect night
vision. Instead of trying to reproduce the real world, the artist was using
conventionalised images of people, plants, trees, lamps and architecture in
order to fill the picture plane in a decorative and, indeed, ravishing way.
Although a painting of this kind is therefore not a window on the world
in the ordinary sense, nevertheless study of such a work tells us a great deal
about the culture that produced it. The painting, which celebrates an aristo
cratic way of life and sensibility, was aimed at an aristocratic clientele. (Hardly
anything that can be called popular art survives from this period.) There had
long been an Arab literary and visual cult of the garden in the Islamic world.
Medieval visitors to the Alhambra in Granada were at least as impressed by
the gardens as they were by the palace; and rawdiyyat, or poetry devoted to
gardens, was a recognised genre of Arabic poetry. If anything, the cult of the
garden intensified in the Turco Persian culture of the late medieval and early
modern period. Persian painters depicted the garden as an earthly paradise
and the privileged dwelling place of princes. Depictions of battles and
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enthronements were certainly not unknown, but artists usually preferred to
celebrate the world of an idle and tranquil aristocracy among whom a code of
decorum concealed any passions that may have been felt. Poetry competed
with the Quran as a guide to conduct. The culture of the aristocracies of
ninth/fifteenth century Herat, Samarqand, Istanbul, Cairo and Granada was
highly literary, and the arts of the book were correspondingly highly valued.
The range of calligraphies displayed in Humday and Humayiin would have been
as impressive to the cognoscenti as the representation of the figures in the
garden. As for the style of the painting, it is unmistakably Persian and, as such,
has evolved from the earlier (Byzantine influenced) Arab tradition of the art of
the book. Nevertheless, there are also a number of stylistic features that derive
from Chinese art. No history of the culture of this period can afford to neglect
the massive influence of China on the visual arts, economy and technology
of the Islamic world. Finally, the anthology form, for which this sort of
painting was produced, was a leading feature of Islamic culture. Some of the
greatest figures in the literary world, such as Abu al Faraj al Isfahani or Ibn
‘Abd Rabbih, were famous not for what they composed themselves but for
their diligent compilations of other men’s flowers. Such anthologies had the
effect of canonising and prolonging the cultural conventions and sensibilities
of past centuries.

Although Humay and Humayiin in a garden is unmistakably a work of Islamic
art, it is extremely difficult to articulate why it is classified as such. The subject
matter is not obviously religious (though the poem by Khwaji al Kirmani that
it illustrated was an allegory of the soul’s quest for God disguised as a princely
romance)." Moreover, the depiction of human figures might be deemed to be
in violation of the Qur’an’s ban on the fashioning of images. It is also difficult
to identify what, if anything, it has in common with the literary and plastic
creations of the Islamic world in the first century of its existence (the frescoes
found in Umayyad desert palaces, for example). Tslamic art’ is a term of
convenience, although a potentially misleading one. ‘Islamic art’ or ‘Islamic
literature” or ‘Islamic science’ and, above all, ‘Islamic civilisation” could even
be held to be merely labels for all the stuff produced in the areas dominated by
Muslim rulers or populations. However, there is more to it than that, for

1 On this painting and its literary subject matter, see Teresa Fitzherbert, ‘Khwaju Kirmani
(689 753/1290 1352): An eminence grise of fourteenth century Persian painting’, Iran, 29
(1991); Thomas W. Lenz and Glen D. Lowry (eds.), Timur and the princely vision: Persian
art and culture in the fifieenth century (Washington, 1989), pp. 117, 236; Eleanor Sims, Boris
Marshak and Ernst Grube, Peerless images: Persian painting and its sources (New Haven and
London, 2002), pp. 82 3.
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‘TIslamic civilisation” is a shorthand term for quite a different set of realities.
Ludwig Wittgenstein, when he came in Philosophical investigations to confront
the problem of how to define ‘game’, denied that there was any single
feature that games had in common. Instead “we see a complicated network
of similarities overlapping and criss crossing: sometimes overall similarities,
sometimes similarities of detail’. Wittgenstein went on to characterise these
similarities as ‘family resemblances” and to argue that ‘games’ formed a
‘family’.* In much the same way, there has not been one Islamic civilisation,
but many different Islamic civilisations at various times and in various places.
These Islamic civilisations have various features in common and constitute a
‘family’. Some of the things many of these civilisations shared derived from
the religion that they had in common, but this was not always the case. Thus,
although the employment of slaves in the army and the higher ranks of
the administration was a fairly pervasive feature of Islamic societies, there
is nothing strictly Islamic about it; the employment of such slaves (mamliiks or
ghulams) does not derive from any injunctions in the Qur’an. Similarly,
although the qasida form of verse is common to all the Islamic literatures,
there is nothing specifically religious about it and the same point can be
made about the proliferation of the arabesque and mugarnas in the artistic
vocabulary of the Islamic lands from Andalusia to Sumatra. Much of what we
recognise as forming part of Islamic culture derived from local cultures and
past non Islamic histories, rather than being something that was imposed by
Arab Muslim conquerors.

Some sources of belief and behaviour in the Muslim world

To return to Herat, in the ninth/fifteenth century this city was one of the
leading centres of a high culture that was Sunni Muslim and Persianate in most
of its leading features. It is important to bear in mind that prior to the sixteenth
century Iran was overwhelmingly Sunni Muslim, while Shiism was largely
restricted to certain remote regions of Lebanon, eastern Turkey and Yemen.
While Turks and Circassians tended to predominate in the political and
military elites of the Islamic heartlands, the style of their culture was Persian
(notwithstanding the saying, popular in the Arab world, ‘He who learns
Persian loses half his religion’). Several of the Ottoman sultans wrote poetry
in Persian. The Mamliik sultan of Egypt and Syria, Qafisawh al Ghawri knew
Persian, and he commissioned a translation of Firdawst's Shahndama into
Turkish so that those of his amirs who only knew Turkish could see what

2 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical investigations (Oxford, 1953), pp. 31 4.
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they were missing.’> In Herat the poet and minister of state ‘Ali Shir Nawa’i
more or less single handedly set about creating a Chaghatay Turkish literature
that was based on Persian models. In the visual arts what has come to be
known as the International Timurid style (which was characterised above all by
floral chinoiserie motifs) prevailed in Ottoman Turkey, Mughal India and the
territories in between. Merinid Morocco and Nasrid Andalusia were relatively
untouched by this Persianate culture. Even so, it has been suggested that
certain features of the palaces of the Alhambra their polychrome, mugarnas
and chaharbagh type gardens derive ultimately from Persian prototypes.

In the ninth/fifteenth century Islamic science had reached an unprecedented
level of sophistication. (Muslim innovations in mathematics, astronomy and
the other exact sciences did not come to an end in the sixth/twelfth century
when Europeans stopped translating Arabic treatises on the subject.) Many of
the most important advances, for example work on geometric solutions for
quadratic equations by ‘Umar al Khayyam (d. 526/1131) and on plane and
spherical trigonometry by Nagir al Din al TiisT (d. 672/1273f.), were made in
the eastern Islamic lands. Astronomy enjoyed a cult status under the Timrids
(as it had earlier under the Ilkhanids of Iran and the Rasalid sultans of Yemen).
Ulugh Beg, the Timirid ruler of Transoxania and Khurasan in the years
850 3/1447 9, presided over a team of astronomers and mathematicians of
whom the most prominent was al Kashi (d. 832/1429), who worked on decimal
fractions and the approximation of pi, among much else. It would take
European mathematicians another two centuries to arrive at the discoveries
that had already been made by Ulugh Beg’s team in Samarqand.

Despite the efflorescence of a courtly Persianate culture, older Arabic
genres and conventions fed into that culture. The Arabic verse form the qasida
or ode, which had been first developed in pre Islamic Arabia, was taken up by
Persian poets (and eventually also by poets writing in Hebrew, Turkish, Urdu,
Swahili and other languages). The ideal types of the nadim (the cultured cup
companion) and the zarif (the refined dandy), though first codified in the
‘Abbasid period, still provided models of conduct for courtiers and literati
throughout the Islamic world. Arabic also remained the chief medium of
scholarship, and religious topics in particular were studied and debated
in Arabic. Arabic encyclopaedias and other compendia provided the
Islamic world with an enormous common pool of knowledge. In 833/1429

3 Esin Atil, Renaissance of Islam: Art of the Mamluks (Washington, 1981), pp. 264 5; Esin Atil,
‘Mamluk painting in the late fifteenth century’, Mugarnas, 2 (1984); Doris Behrens
Abouseif, ‘Sultan al Ghawr and the arts’, Mamluk Studies Review, 6 (2002), p. 77.
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Shah Rukh, the Timurid ruler of Khurasan, sent an embassy to Egypt to
request that the Mamlik sultan Barsbay send him a copy of the commentary
on al BukharTs Sahih (a collection of sayings of the Prophet) by the renowned
Egyptian scholar Ibn Hajar, as well as the Kitab al suliik, a chronicle by the
hardly less famous historian al Maqrizi. The fame (or in some cases notoriety)
of Muslim scholars could span continents. In the eighth/fourteenth and
ninth/fifteenth centuries the suspect orthodoxy of the seventh/thirteenth
century Andalusian Sufi Ibn al ‘Arabi (who was accused of monism among
other things) was debated not just in Andalusia and North Africa, but also in
Egypt, Yemen and Khurasan, and later also in eleventh/seventeenth century
Java.* (Sufi adherents of the doctrines of Ibn al ‘Arabi had a leading role as
missionaries in South East Asia.) The cohesion of the Muslim communities
was strengthened by the common practice of pious scholars of travelling in
order to listen to and memorise hadiths (orally transmitted reports of the
sayings of the Prophet and his Companions) from as wide a range of
authorities as possible. Sufis also travelled widely, and travel features prom
inently in the formative part of the careers of such prominent Sufis as al
Hallaj, al Ghazali and Ibn al ‘Arabl. The shared code of law (the shari‘a) and
curriculum of higher education throughout the Muslim world made it
relatively easy for scholars, statesmen and others to find employment in
lands distant from their place of birth. Ibn Battita, Ibn Khaldan and Ibn
‘Arabshah were among the many famous Muslims who did so. The case of
Ibn Battita is particularly striking. In the early eighth/fourteenth century he
travelled everywhere in the Muslim world from Mali to the Maldives and,
wherever he went, he encountered urban institutions that he was already
familiar with from his youth in Tangiers, including the mosque, the hammam,
the madrasa (teaching college) and the siig (market). Moreover, his path criss
crossed with those of other roaming Muslim traders, scholars and job seekers.

Besides the scholars and the Sufis, many ordinary Muslims went on the hajj
(and in Spain and North Africa in particular the practice gave rise to the literary
genre of the rihla, a narrative of the pilgrimage). The hajj and the consequent
mingling of peoples from all over the world at Mecca and Medina facilitated
the exchange of ideas and information. Most Muslims went on the hajj in
order to fulfil a religious duty, but a few seem to have done so in order to find
brides, and many others made use of the commercial opportunities afforded
by their pilgrimage. The economic prosperity of Damascus, in particular, was

4 Alexander D. Knysh, Ibn ‘Arabi in the later Islamic tradition: The making of a polemical image
in medieval Islam (Albany, 1999).
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dependent on the success of the hajj. The coming together and dispersal of
Muslims on the hajj had the effect of spreading information about religious
and cultural developments throughout the Islamic world. Moreover, Islam
was the language of trade throughout the greater part of the known world.
This was particularly the case in the Indian Ocean and across the landmass of
Asia. Because of this, many Chinese, who wished to establish themselves in
international commerce, found it advantageous to convert to Islam. The
family of styles and techniques that has come to be known as ‘Islamic art’
owed much of its continuing evolution to the transmission, via international
commerce, of designs on textiles and ceramics made for long distance export.

Muslims were the heirs to a set of overlapping and competing legendary,
semi legendary and historical versions of the past. Firdawsi's Persian verse
epic the Shahnama (written in the early fifth/eleventh century) combined the
legends of pre Islamic Iran to produce a celebration of Iranian identity. His
saga also offered reflections on the rights and duties of princes, as well as
models for princes, most notably a (fancifully Iranicised) Emperor Alexander.
Fantasies about Alexander and his tutor Aristotle also figured largely in the
Arabic literary version of Classical Antiquity in which the Greek sages
appeared in Muslim garb. The legacy of Pythagoras, Aristotle, Plato and
later authors of romances was evident in such things as the vast body of
alchemical and related literature conventionally ascribed to the ninth century
alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyan, as well the Rasa’il, a tenth century encyclopaedia
put together by the Brethren of Purity in Basra. Ibn Smna (d. 428/1037) and Ibn
Rushd (d. 595/1198) provided what were largely rational commentaries and
elaborations on the philosophy of Aristotle, but the genuine legacy of Aristotle
competed with that of the much more popular bogus Aristotle, who was
supposed to have written the Sirr al asrar (Secret of secrets), a rather chaotic
compendium in the mirrors for princes genre, with a great deal of additional
material of an occult or folkloristic nature. A rather different aspect of the
Greek legacy was also evident in the popular Arabic genre of stories of lovers
parted and reunited which followed the conventions of late Hellenistic
romances. Islamic art and architecture, like Byzantine architecture, was heir
to the visual culture of the Hellenistic world. The quintessentially Islamic
arabesque evolved from the earlier Greek deployment of vine leaf motifs in
decoration. The arabesque, together with the Corinthian capitals of the
columns in the Umayyad palace of Madinat al Zahr2’ outside Cordoba and
the classical images on twelfth century Artuqid coinage all attested in their
different ways to the continued vitality of the visual legacy of Classical
Antiquity.
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The poetry of the jahili or pre Islamic poets in the Arabian Peninsula and
stories about the context of the composition of that poetry constituted a
third sort of quasilegendary prehistory with which the cultured Muslim
was supposed to be familiar. Arab jahili values, such as sabr (patience) and
muruwwa (manliness), continued to be adopted and espoused by much later
sultans and warlords, including the famous Saladin. The extraordinarily high
status of poetry, the backward looking nature of most of that poetry and the
esteem in which the poetic genres of fakhr (boasting) and hija’ (satire) were
held were all part of the jahili heritage that survived under Islam. Yet a fourth
type of past was anonymously manufactured in later centuries in the form
of the Turkish and Arab popular epic, celebrating the exploits of historical
or legendary figures, including ‘Antar, Sayyid Battal and the Mamlik sultan
al Zahir Baybars among many others. (It is worth noting that popular epics
tended to place as much stress on the value of cunning as on military prowess
and derring do.)’ Again, from the seventh/thirteenth century onwards, after
the Mongols had established an empire that stretched from China to the
Euphrates, the traditional practices of Chinggis Khan and his Mongols con
stituted yet another code of conduct (one can think of it as the Chinggisid
sunna) for many in Iran, Khurasan and elsewhere who nevertheless chose to
describe themselves as Muslims.®

Ideals of Islam and their implementation

All these various ‘histories’ offered potential role models and ideals of life.
However, by far the most important ideal of life was that provided by the
Prophet Muhammad and members of his immediate family. The life story of
the Prophet and accounts of the preaching of Islam and early Islamic con
quests constituted the core history that gave the Islamic community its
identity, and this history was transmitted and authenticated by the religious
scholars, the “‘ulama’.

The semi legendary and secular versions of the Muslim world’s pre history
and history had to be reconciled with or refuted by the orthodox version of

5 On these epics and the role of the cunning man in them see in particular Malcolm Lyons,
The Arabian epic: Heroic and oral story telling, 3 vols. (Cambridge, 1995).

6 David O. Morgan, “The great Yasa of Chingiz Khan and Mongol law in the Ilkhanate’,
BSOAS, 49 (1986); Robert Irwin, “What the partridge told the eagle: A neglected Arabic
source on Chengiz Khan and the early history of the Mongols’, in Reuven Amitai Preiss
and David O. Morgan (eds.), The Mongol empire and its legacy (Leiden, 1999); R. D.
McChesney, Central Asia: Foundations of change, Leon B. Poullada Memorial Lecture
Series (Princeton, 1996), pp. 122 3, 127 4I.
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Islamic history, and the ideals of life of pious Muslims. The orthodox version
was based on the Qur’an, hadith and the sira (biography of the Prophet).
Islam’s history and the religious sciences, orally transmitted from generation
to generation, played the leading role in sustaining Islamic norms. Such
Islamic norms constituted the sunna, both law and code of conduct, as
established by precedent. However, it should be remembered that substantial
Shiite communities did not accept this sunna. The Shi‘a tended to transmit
different traditions, many of which referred back to the chain of imams, who
were members of the Prophet’s family by descent from Muhammad and ‘Al
the Prophet’s cousin. Moreover, Shi‘a tended to place greater stress on the
power to interpret those traditions by mujtahids, scholarly religious authorities
who were deemed to be able to exercise independent judgement in these
matters. Shi‘a also tended to place less emphasis on consensus than the Sunnis
did, and esoteric texts and secret doctrines loomed larger in their heritage.
All the same, despite the Sunni stress on the transmission of traditions in
providing a basis for both a Muslim society and a virtuous life at the individual
level, the Sunni tradition was something that had to be elaborated, rather than
merely inherited. Its evolution, like that of Shiism, was shaped to a large
degree by the demands and expectations of the peoples that the Muslims
conquered. Religious codes were slowly elaborated to answer any of the
questions that might be raised about conduct or belief and, to some extent,
rival Sunni and Shiite communities established their identities by defining
their beliefs and practices in opposition to one another. Moreover, within
Sunnism itself, as the leading madhhabs (law schools) developed in rivalry to
one another, a similar process of self definition occurred.”

The Hanbali madhhab, which tended to take particularly rigorous positions
on points of Islamic law and conduct, played a leading role in defeating a
school of thought known as Mu‘tazilism. Mu‘tazilism, in a narrow sense,
refers to the doctrine that the Qur’an was created, as opposed to coexisting
eternally in time with God. In practice, the term referred to a wider body of
vaguely secularist and rationalist opinion. The ‘Abbasid caliph al Ma’min
(r. 198 218/813 33) adopted the createdness of the Qur’an as official doctrine,
and he persecuted Hanball opponents of the Mu‘tazila. He also presided
over a translation and scientific research programme centred on his library

7 On the formation of a Sunni identity see, among much else, Patricia Crone and Martin
Hinds, God’s caliph: Religious authority in the first centuries of Islam (Cambridge, 1986);
Richard W. Bulliet, Islam: The view from the edge (New York, 1994); Christopher Melchert,
The formation of the Sunni schools of law, gth 10th centuries CE (Leiden, 1997).
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in Baghdad known as the Bayt al Hikma (House of Wisdom).® By the
240s/ 8508 Mu‘tazilism was no longer in favour at court and the Mu‘tazila
were suffering persecution. The Bayt al Hikma declined into obscurity
around the same time. However, the full fruits of the early ninth century
intellectual debate and translation activity (much of it from Greek) only
became fully apparent in the tenth and eleventh centuries, by which time
the ‘Abbasid caliphate was not much more than a political fiction.

The period from approximately 340/950 to 440/1050 was arguably the
golden age of Islamic Arab intellectual culture (as well as of Persians writing
in Arabic). The thinkers and writers of first rank who flourished in this period
included the historian and belletrist al Mas‘Qdi (c. 283 345/c¢. 896 956), the poet
al Mutanabbi (c. 303 54/c¢. 915 65), the philosopher Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037), the
scientist Ibn al Haytham (d. c. 431/1039), the scientist, historian and geographer
al Birani (362 c. 442/973 c. 1050), the jurist and political thinker al Mawardi
(364 450/974 1058), the poet al Ma‘arr (363 449/973 1058) and the belletrist
and heresiographer Ibn Hazm (384 456/994 1064). It was also during this
period that the somewhat mysterious Brethren of Purity (Ikhwan al Safa’)
compiled their encyclopedia of all the sciences. Furthermore, the beginnings of
high Islamic culture in the Persian language can be dated to this period, with
the composition of the Shahnama by Firdawsi (d. c. 411/1020). The explosion of
knowledge and debate in this period owed something to the increased use of
paper. This had a role in sustaining not just literature, but also commerce,
technology and art. During this period philosophy, as well as many forms of
freethinking and outright defences of hedonism, flourished. Esoteric ideas
added to the ferment, and the fourth/eleventh century has been characterised
as that of a revolution manquée when Isma‘ilis seemed to be in a position to take
over the heartlands of Islam, though in the event they were unable to convert
their hopes into reality.” In the long run, the entry of Turkish tribesmen in
large numbers into the heartlands and the enlistment of those Turks in the
Sunni cause, as well as the Sunni institution of the madrasa, played crucial roles
in reversing the tide of Shi‘ite fortunes.

In Cairo the Fatimid caliph al Hakim (r. 386 411/996 1021), the head of the
Shrite Isma‘li regime, had founded the Dar al ‘llm (House of Knowledge).

8 L. E. Goodman, ‘The translation of Greek materials into Arabic’, in M. J. L. Young,
J. D. Latham and R. B. Serjeant (eds.), The Cambridge history of Arabic literature, vol. III:
Religion, learning and science in the ‘Abbasid period (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 477 97; Dmitri
Gutas, Greek thought, Arabic culture: The Graeco Arabic translation movement in Baghdad
and early ‘Abbasid society (2nd 4th/8th 10th centuries) (London, 1998).

9 Bernard Lewis, The Arabs in history, 3rd edn (London, 1956), p. 139.
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According to the fifteenth century Egyptian historian al Maqrizi ‘people from
all walks of life visited the House; some came to read books, others to copy
them, and yet others to study’. However, the House of Knowledge was not a
centre for the disinterested dissemination of knowledge; it also served as a
centre for Isma‘ili indoctrination and propaganda. This was an age when
institutions of higher education were set up in order to serve competing
religious ideologies. The madrasa, or teaching college, which specialised in
teaching the Sunni religious sciences, originated in third/tenth century
Khurasan. The institution of the madrasa had the effect of consolidating the
position of the four chief madhhabs, or schools of Sunni religious law (Shafi,
Hanbali, Hanaff and Maliki). The institution also facilitated the channelling of
patronage from the politicians and wealthy merchants to religious scholars. As
the institution of the madrasa spread westwards, it was used in sixth/twelfth
century Syria by the Zangid princes to combat Shi‘ism. Later, after Saladin
overthrew the Fatimid caliphate in Egypt and established his own rule, the
foundation of madrasas in Egypt played a crucial role in the Sunni intellectual
recolonisation of Egypt. Thereafter political Shi‘ism was on the defensive in
Egypt, Syria, Iran and elsewhere, and would remain so until the triumph of
the Shr'ite Safavid movement in Iran at the end of the ninth/fifteenth century.
The Umayyad caliphate of Cordoba, which had been fighting a losing
struggle against the Christian reconquista, was overthrown by rebel soldiers
in 1031. Though its demise and the departure of past magnificence were
repetitiously mourned in verse and prose, the breakup of the caliphate
preceded the culturally fertile rivalries of the t@’ifa (‘party’) dynasties, which
divided up what was left of the territory of Muslim Spain. Just as Umayyad
Cordoba had sought to recreate in the west the lost glories of Umayyad
Damascus, so the t@’ifa kings, through literary and artistic patronage, sought
to recreate the lost glories of the Cordoban caliphate (and later, in the four
teenth and fifteenth centuries, the Nasrid kingdom of Granada would have
similarly nostalgic aspirations). In Syria and Egypt under the Ayyubids and
Mamluks, the period from the end of the twelfth century to the opening of the
sixteenth proved to be a golden age for Sunni ‘ulama’ culture. Much of that
culture took the form of vast encyclopaedias, literary anthologies and histories
that were largely compiled from the works of earlier chroniclers. From the
mid thirteenth century onwards cultural life in these lands was enriched by
the presence of refugees who had fled west to escape the Mongol occupation
of Iran and Iraq. Ibn Taymiyya, the rigorist Hanbali jurist and polemicist, and
Ibn Daniyal, the author of pornographic scripts for shadow plays, provide
contrasting examples of such refugees. More generally, as Ibn Khaldin,

I0
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writing around 803/1400 was to note, Cairo and its numerous madrasas and
Sufi foundations proved a magnet for wandering scholars in search of patron
age. He was one of them himself. The ‘ulama’ were the main recipients of the
literary and intellectual patronage dispensed by the Kurdish, Turkish and
Circassian politico military elite.”

Self-sufficiency and stagnation

From approximately the sixth/thirteenth century until the end of the twelfth/
eighteenth, the governing and military elite in much of the heartlands of the
Islamic world drew heavily upon specially educated men who were of slave
origin. Thus the Mamlik regime regularly renewed itself with military slaves
recruited from the Russian steppes and the Caucasus; the Ottoman sultans
relied on prisoners of war, as well as those who had been press ganged by the
devsirme (a levy of young men imposed on Christian villages); and the Safavid
shahs were served by elite slaves who were mostly of Georgian, Circassian or
Armenian origin. These slave elites were not just the audience for cultural
products, dispensing patronage and constituting an educated readership. They
were often themselves the originators of culture. The Mamltk historian
Baybars al MansiirT and the Janissary engineer and architect Sinan may serve
as examples.

There was an unmistakable decline in the vitality and productivity of
‘ulama’ culture in Egypt and Syria after the Ottoman conquest in 922/1516f.
(even though the region seems to have benefited economically from the
increased security provided by Ottoman garrisons and policing). Selim the
Grim, the conqueror of the Mamlik lands, rounded up leading scholars and
Sufis, as well as artists and artisans, and sent them to Istanbul. From the tenth/
sixteenth century onwards Istanbul and cities to the east in Safavid Iran and
Mughal India were the high centres of Muslim civilisation. In India syncretistic
and pantheistic versions of Sufism flourished (much of it influenced by Ibn al
‘Arabi). Those kinds of Sufism were usually looked on with favour by the
Mughal court, and they facilitated Muslim coexistence with the Hindu
majority. However, Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1034/1624), a Nagshbandi
Sufi, spearheaded a reaction against what he perceived as lax and potentially
heterodox forms of Islam. The mujaddidi (revivalist) form of Islam pioneered
by Sirhindi and those Nagshbandis who followed him was to exercise an
enormous influence not just in Muslim India but throughout the Islamic
world, particularly in the twelfth/eighteenth and thirteenth/nineteenth

10 Robert Irwin, ‘Mamluk literature’, Mamlik Studies Review, 7 (2003).
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centuries.” In Iran the triumph of the Shi‘ite Safavid movement was followed
by the persecution of traditional forms of Sufism. However, a great deal of
traditional Sufi thinking (of Ibn al ‘Arabi and others) was included in the
newer style of philosophical and gnostic mysticism (‘irfan), of which Mir
Damad and Mulla Sadra were the leading figures in the eleventh/seventeenth
century.

Elsewhere, however, the international networks of the great Sufi
orders were now exercising unprecedented influence at all levels of society.
The Nagshbandi order, for example, attracted adherents in India, Inner
Asia, South East Asia, the Caucasus and the Middle East. Nagshbandis had
previously been prominent at the Timdrid courts of Samarqand and Bukhara.
Nagshbandl missionaries went out to convert the Kazakhs to Islam in
the ninth/sixteenth century, and were also active in Malaya and Java.
Nagshbandis were also prominent in the cultural formation of the Ottoman
elite, where they competed for influence with members of the Mevlevi Sufi
order. Nagshbandi teachings also had a role in the development of fundamen
talist Wahhabi doctrine in the Arabian Peninsula."” Other orders, among them
the Chishtis, the Kubrawis and the Shadhilis, played a hardly less notable role
in the continuing evolution of the civilisations of Islam. Sufism’s success on the
edges of the Muslim world in areas such as Central Asia and South East Asia
may have been due in part to the readiness of some Sufis to make accom
modations with cultic beliefs and practices that derived from Shamanism,
Hinduism, Buddhism and other local faiths. Islam at its fringes was not hard
edged.

In the late tenth/seventeenth century Jean Chardin, a French jeweller who
visited Shah ‘Abbas II's Isfahan to trade, classified Persian trades and crafts
according to whether what was produced was superior or inferior to that
produced in Europe. It is striking that the list of manufactured items in which
the Persians excelled is a long one, while the list of crafts in which the Persians
lagged behind Europe is quite short. Chardin admired Persian textiles,
ceramics, wirework, metalwork in general, tanning, wood turning, gunsmith
ing, firework manufacture, stone cutting, dyeing, barbering and tailoring. He

11 On Indian Sufism and on reform movements see Richard Maxwell Eaton, The Sufis of
Bijapur 1300 1700: Social roles of Sufis in medieval India (Princeton, 1982); Francis Robinson,
The ‘ulama of Farangi Mahall and Islamic culture in South Asia (Delhi, 2001); Francis
Robinson, ‘Islam and Muslim society in South Asia’, in Francis Robinson, Islam and
Muslim society in South Asia (New Delhi, 2000).

2 K. A. Nizami, “The Nagshabandiyyah order’, in Seyyed Hossein Nasr (ed.), Islamic
spirituality: Manifestations (London, 1991).
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did not think much of their glass, paper, trunks, bookbinding or goldsmith
ing.” Until approximately the second half of the eighteenth century Islamic
commerce and technology was not crucially dependent on relations with
Europe. The seaborne commerce of the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea was
dominated not by the fleets of the East India Company and similar European
enterprises, but by Indian Muslim shipping. Most of the Ottoman empire’s
long distance commerce was still conducted within its own frontiers. It has
been estimated that, even as late as the end of the twelfth/eighteenth century,
only 14.6 per cent of the Ottoman province of Egypt’s trade was with Europe,
whereas more than twice that was with lands to the east.

The striking economic self sufficiency of the Islamic world was mirrored by
the heartland’s cultural self sufficiency. When Antoine Galland, in his preface
to the Bibliothéque orientale (1697), asked himself why oriental peoples (partic
ularly Arabs, Persians and Turks) took so little interest in Western literature,
his answer was that their own literature was so rich that they felt no need to
explore beyond it. Although this literature was rich, it is worth noting how
much of what was being read, recited, copied and debated had either been
produced centuries before or, at the very least, was cast in the retrospective
mode. Islamic cultures remained largely shaped by their awareness of the past,
as Muslim analyses of the present or blueprints for the future were remarkably
rare (though there is an interesting body of literature produced by Ottoman
statesmen and intellectuals analysing what they perceived to be the causes
of the empire’s decay).” It is hard probably impossible to point to
historians of the first rank who wrote in Arabic in between the Algerian al
Magqqari (c. 986 1041/c. 1577 1632) and the Egyptian al Jabarti (1167 1241/1753
1825). All the same, it is clear from the number and provenance of manuscripts
of chronicles surviving from the intervening period that there was widening
taste for reading history. The readership was no longer drawn overwhelm
ingly from princes, state servants and the ‘ulama’.

The return to the past was one of the factors behind the impetus for reform
that swept through the Islamic lands from the twelfth/eighteenth century
onwards though of course that sense of need for reform was given extra
urgency by the appearance of the British in India and then the French in Egypt.

13 Jean Chardin, Voyages du Chevalier Chardin en Perse et autres lieux d’Orient, ed. L. Langleés
(Paris, 1811), vol. IV, pp. 88 187 (chaps. 17, ‘Des arts mécaniques et métiers’, and 18, ‘Des
manufactures’).

14 Bernard Lewis, ‘Ottoman observers of Ottoman decline’, Islamic Studies, 1 (1962); repr.
in Bernard Lewis, Islam in history: Ideas, people and events in the Middle East, 2nd edn
(Chicago and La Salle, IL, 1993).
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For most reformers, reform meant not the embrace of some cloudy future,
but rather the return to the practices of early Islam. The blueprint for an ideal
society had been spelt out in fantastic detail in the lives of the Prophet and the
imams, and in the bemusingly numerous hadiths transmitted by communities
of Muslim scholars across the centuries. Reform then meant shedding past
accretions and rooting out abuses rather than devising innovations. Some of
the impetus for this sort of return to what were held to be the earliest and best
practices came from reformed Sufi groups especially Nagshbandss, especially
in India. Shah Wali Allah of Delhi (d. 1176/1762), preaching in the tradition of
Sirhindi, taught that only a return to strict conformity to the shari‘a could
arrest the political decline of Islam in India and elsewhere. But Hanbali
rigorists also played a role in Muslim revivalism. From the 1150s/17408
onwards Wahhabi fundamentalists fought to impose a purer form of Islam
on the Arabian Peninsula. In the nineteenth century similar movements
would spring up in Africa, South East Asia and on the frontiers of China. In
the twelfth/eighteenth century Bukhara, Khiva, Delhi and Timbuktu were at
least as important centres of religious thought and revival as Cairo and
Istanbul.

Just as it is hard to trace the descent of ninth/fifteenth century Persian
painting from works produced in the first century of Islam, it is also hard to
find much in common between Qajar paintings of the late twelfth/eighteenth
century and the Timurid miniatures from which they descend. It is evident
from comparing the two sorts of work that there has been a vast shift in
sensibility and taste. During the intervening Safavid period, the Shahnama and
Persian epic poetry more generally had ceased to dominate the literary and
visual culture in quite the way they had done formerly. Genre and portraiture
had replaced the stock medieval scenes. Moreover, the change in sensibility
(not to mention technologies) is quite unmistakable. The palette has dark
ened. Books illustrated with miniatures are now relatively rare. In Iran life size
painting on canvas or wood has become the fashion. Where once the artist
struggled to assimilate Chinese elements, now many of his visual ideas
come ultimately from Europe. Artists now sought to produce real portraits
of sitters rather than to paint idealised moon faced types. They also rendered
light and shadow more realistically. However, only an imperceptive fool
would mistake a Qajar (or a Mughal) painting for a work of Western art
and, most often, those “Western’ influences came not directly from the West,
but were filtered via Indian Mughal art. Mughal and Qajar painters took what
they wanted from the West. Like any culture, the Islamic cultural framework
made some things possible and others impossible. It filtered and reinterpreted
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what it had received from the Hellenistic, Chinese and Turco Mongol
cultures.

The Islamic world in 1800 was still in all sorts of ways effectively self
sufficient. However, it would be perverse to ignore the fact that, by 1800, its
various cultures and economies were weak in relation to those of the West
and vulnerable to penetration by it. The problems included a widespread
reluctance among the Muslims to innovate, and the preferred recourse to the
sacred past for solutions. There were also perhaps certain weaknesses in civil
society, including the absence of a developed Widerstandrecht (a formulated
right of resistance to unjust authority). Muslim commerce suffered from a lack
of access to the Americas, as well as from long standing problems arising from
the shortage of such natural resources as wood, copper and coal in the
heartlands of Islam. Al Jabarti, the witness of French triumphs in Egypt in
the 12108/1790s, affected to be amused by their technology, and judged that
their balloons were mere toys for children. Yet at the same time it is clear that
he was more fascinated by French ways of doing things than he dared to
admit. After witnessing scientific experiments conducted by Bonaparte’s
savants he declared: “These are things which minds like ours cannot compre
hend.”” In Egypt and elsewhere self sufficiency was giving way to self doubt.

15 ‘Abd al Rahman al Jabart, ‘Aja’ib al athar fi’l tarajim wa’l akhbar, 3 vols. (Bulaq, 1297/
1878 80), vol. I1I, pp. 32, 36; ed. and trans. Thomas Philipp and Guido Schwald as ‘Abd
al Rahman al Jabarti’s history of Egypt, 3 vols. (Stuttgart, 1994) vol. III, pp. 51, 57.
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I
Islam

JONATHAN BERKEY

Islam, like any major religion, is a complex phenomenon. Diverse, at times
even contradictory, it resists summary and categorical description. The reli
gion was born among the inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula in the early
seventh century CE. Yet Islam as we know it is the product of many peoples
and cultures: the Arabs, but also converts from among the Jewish, Christian
and Zoroastrian communities of the Near East. By 1800 Islam had expanded
into south eastern Europe, central, south and South East Asia, and sub
Saharan Africa. Indeed, Islam formed what many have called the first global
civilisation. Its ecumenical reach finds inspiration in a famous verse from the
Quran: “Thus we have appointed you a middle nation, that you may be
witnesses to mankind’ (Q 2:143). As a historical matter, however, Islam is best
understood as an expression of the larger tradition of Near Eastern monothe
ism. It is distinct from its older cousins, Judaism and Christianity, but its
origins and early development owe much to them.

The historical relationship of Islam and Christianity is especially fraught.
From the beginning, Muslims were aware of Christianity. Several of their core
beliefs were constructed as a response to or reaction against Christian doc
trine. The Muslim state took shape in the context of an existential struggle
against the Byzantine empire, which understood itself to be the defender of
the Church. Over the ensuing centuries the competition between Christianity
and Islam took ever sharper forms. In the Middle East, at least, most of
those who eventually converted to Islam did so from Christianity, a fact that
underlies the intense competition between the two religions. The competition
only worsened, and grew more violent, with the rise of the Crusading move
ment in the late fifth/eleventh and sixth/twelfth centuries. Despite all this,
there is much that binds the two religious traditions together. Both Muslims
and Christians worship the God of Abraham who created the world and gave
it purpose. For all that they differ, the Muslim and Christian traditions share
much more in the way of belief and practice than either one does with any of
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the other major religious traditions Hinduism, say, or Buddhism. And for all
that they have found themselves locked in conflict over the last millennium
and a half, both Christianity and Islam arguably constitute twin foundations of
a single civilisation."

At least until recently, Islam’s relationship with Judaism was less highly
charged than that with Christianity. Fewer Jews than Christians lived in those
lands Islam inherited, and with few (but important) early exceptions Jews did
not pose a political threat to the Muslim state. In terms of doctrine and
practice, Judaism and Islam are even more closely related than either one is
to Christianity. Both, for example, insist upon the radical oneness of God, and
reject the Trinitarian speculations of Christian theology. Both Islam and
Judaism have developed broad and comprehensive systems of laws, laws
which regulate believers” behaviour, especially in the domestic and commer
cial spheres, and which, far more than is the case with Christianity, define their
adherents’ religious identities. Religious authority in the fully developed
Islamic tradition came to reside in a class of religious scholars (the ‘ulama’)
who resemble the Jewish rabbinate far more than the Christian clergy. Muslim
roots in Jewish belief and practice go back to the very beginning. Suggestions
by some Western historians that, for several generations, Islam in fact con
stituted a Judaising movement rather than a distinct religion have not been
widely accepted, but the controversy sparked by this argument has high
lighted the close early ties between the two traditions.”

Islam in Arabia

Islam begins with a religious message preached by a man named Muhammad
ibn ‘Abd Allah in Mecca, in the western part of the Arabian Peninsula known
as the Hijaz, in the early years of the seventh century of the Common Era. The
religious milieu into which Muhammad was born some time around the year
570 is somewhat obscure, in part because we have almost nothing in the way
of direct literary evidence from the period and place in question. Later Muslim
narratives describe the Arabs as worshipping numerous deities, including the
three so called ‘daughters of Allah’ whose worship was prominent in Mecca.
As that appellation suggests, the creator God Allah was also known to the
Arabs Muhammad’s own father bore the name of ‘Abd Allah, or ‘servant of
Allah’  although he did not figure prominently in the Meccans’ worship.

1 Richard Bulliet, The case for Islamo Christian civilization (New York, 2004).
2 Michael Cook and Patricia Crone, Hagarism: The making of the Islamic world (Cambridge, 1977).
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More importantly, both Judaism and Christianity had reached the Arabian
Peninsula in the centuries before the coming of Islam. (Other Near Eastern
religions such as Zoroastrianism and Manichaeism may have been known
there as well, although the evidence for their presence is more attenuated.)
Christianity had probably been introduced by missionaries from several
churches, including Monophysites from Ethiopia and Nestorians from
Iraq, as well as representatives of the Orthodox Church affiliated with
the Byzantine state. There are some suggestions that the association of
Christianity with the Byzantine empire limited its appeal to the pre Islamic
Arabs, who resisted efforts by external powers to extend their political author
ity over the Peninsula. There are also suggestions that Christianity was known
to the Arabs in somewhat garbled form: the Qur’an, for instance, at one point
seems to suggest that the Trinity is composed of God, Jesus and his mother
Mary (Q 5:116). Judaism was probably better known by and more firmly
established among its adherents in the region, whether they were the descend
ants of Jews who had fled persecution by the Romans or native Arabs who had
embraced the Jewish faith. There is no sign of an organised Jewish presence
among the Arabs of Mecca, but half or more of the population of the nearby
agricultural community of Yathrib were Jews. More generally, the Arabs were
familiar with tales of the prophets and other biblical figures: they had some
how absorbed, that is, the narrative foundations of Near Eastern monotheism,
although not always in a form directly dependent on the accounts known in
the Jewish and Christian scriptures. The Qur’an itself makes this clear by
alluding to biblical figures without always providing the full narratives iden
tifying them by assuming, in other words, that its audience already knew
their stories.

Muhammad began to call his fellow Arabs to the worship of a single true
God as a result of a transforming spiritual encounter. Around the age of forty,
he first began to hear a voice which called him to (in the words of what was
probably the very first revelation): ‘Recite! In the name of your Lord
who created  created mankind from a clot of blood.” Over the next two
decades Muhammad continued to receive these revelations sometimes at
unexpected moments, sometimes in response to particular crises. After
Muhammad’s death, the verses he had been commanded to recite were
collected by his followers and assembled as the quran (lit. ‘the recitation’)
we have today. The revelations identified Muhammad as a prophet in line
with those who had come before to the Jews and Christians. He is a ‘prophet’
(nabi, lit. a ‘warner’ or ‘spokesman’; cf. Heb. navi), a ‘clear warner’ (nadhir
mubin), a ‘bearer of good news’ (bashir), and above all a ‘messenger” (rasiil)
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bringing a new law to his people. A story told by the later Muslim tradition
reflects its understanding of Muhammad’s connection to the earlier ‘proph
ets to Abraham, Moses, Jesus and the rest. In this tale, a pious Christian
living in Mecca who had ‘read the scriptures and learned from those that
followed the Torah and the Gospel’ reassured the frightened Muhammad that
the words he was hearing were authentic revelations from God, and that he
was indeed ‘the prophet of this people’, the Arabs.? Indeed, at first there was
little sense that the revelations demanded the establishment of a new religion.
The worshipper of Allah was simply a mu’min, a ‘believer’. Muhammad, in
other words, saw himself as restoring the worship of the one true God: he
saw himself as a prophet operating within the tradition of Near Eastern
monotheism.

The central religious message of the Qur’an concerns God. God is por
trayed in the Qur’an in transcendent terms reminiscent of Jewish and Christian
belief. He is ‘the Lord of the worlds’” (Q 1:2), ‘the light of the heavens and the
earth’ (Q 24:35), who created the world through the simple statement of his
will: ‘Be!” (Q 6:73). He is the “‘owner of the Day of Judgement’ (Q 1:4), that
inescapable day ‘when the heavens are split apart, and the planets are dis
persed, and the oceans are poured out, and the graves are overturned, and a
soul will learn what it has sent ahead and what it has held back’ (Q 82:1 5), that
day when all humans will be called to account for their actions. God is the
judge, but he is also ‘merciful’ and ‘compassionate’, cares deeply for his
creation and ‘accepts repentance from his servants’ (Q 42:25). Above all, he
is alone: “Allah! There is no god but he, the living, the eternal’ (Q 2:255), to
whom belong ‘the last and the first’ (Q 92:13).

For several years Muhammad preached this message to a small group of
followers in Mecca. Eventually the radical monotheism of the Qur’anic
revelations forced a confrontation with the dominant social group there, the
merchants belonging to the tribe of Quraysh, to which Muhammad himself
belonged and whose members enjoyed a kind of aristocratic status in the
surrounding region. They worried that the worship of Allah to which
Muhammad called the Arabs would undermine the cults associated with the
Kaba, the ancient shrine in Mecca which Quraysh controlled. These cults
drew worshippers from all over Arabia, and the commercial fairs associated
with them formed the foundation of Quraysh’s wealth. The confrontation
grew worse, and finally Muhammad and his followers were forced to flee, an

3 IbnIshaq, Sirat rasiil allah, trans. Alfred Guillaume as The life of Muhammad (Oxford, 1955),
p. 107.
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event known as the hijra. They sought refuge in the oasis settlement of
Yathrib, where Muhammad may have hoped that the Jews would recognise
him as a prophet of God.

This event would prove critical to the future trajectory of the new religion
that would emerge from Muhammad’s revelations indeed, it is from the
hijra, and not the birth of Muhammad or the beginning of the revelations, that
Muslims date their calendar. In Yathrib (or Medina, as it came to be known,
for madinat al nab, “city of the Prophet’) Muhammad was both spiritual leader
and the dominant political figure. His political authority was never absolute.
In pre Islamic Arabia there was no tradition of standing government, and in
some ways Muhammad functioned as little more than the temporary leader of
a grand confederation of Arab tribes. The tradition preserves a document
actually a collection of several distinct agreements between Muhammad
and the various tribes and social groups living in Yathrib  known as
the ‘Constitution of Medina’. The document identifies Muhammad as the
“apostle of God’, but describes his political role principally as a simple arbiter
of disputes.* Nonetheless, from the moment of the hijra Islam expressed
itself both as what we would call a ‘religion” and as a political authority
that is, as a ‘state’. As later Muslims would put it, al islam dawla wa din: ‘Islam
is both a state and a religion’. This fact is fundamental both to the character of
the emerging Islamic tradition and to much of its subsequent tension with
both Christianity and Judaism. The relationship of both post exilic Judaism
and early Christianity to political authority was more contingent: in Judaism
because there were few Jewish states after the suppression of the Maccabean
kingdom; in Christianity because the new religion grew up in opposition to
the Roman empire for its first three centuries. In Islam a certain tension would
ultimately develop between religious and political authority, as we shall see.
But they were two sides of the same coin; more precisely, legitimate political
authority was always construed in explicitly religious terms. And that was a
consequence of the establishment in Medina of a political community (umma)
headed by a man who also claimed to be the messenger of God.

Another consequence of the hijra and the establishment of the umma was
that the Islamic tradition began to take firmer and fuller shape. There has been
considerable controversy of late about this that is, about the moment at
which Tslam’ became a distinct religion, one which its adherents understood
to be different from, and in competition with, the older Near Eastern mono
theisms. The controversy revolves around the degree to which Muslim

4 Ibid,, pp. 232 3.
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literary accounts of Muslim origins, which date at the earliest to a period a
century or more after the events they describe, can be trusted.” There were
certainly many things about ‘Islam’ as it came to be known in later centuries
that were missing from the stage in this formative period. Nonetheless, taken
at face value, the Qur’an and the dominant Muslim narratives of Islamic
origins provide evidence of a religious community that, during the decade
that Muhammad lived at Medina, came to see itself as distinct, a community
not just of ‘believers’ but of Muslims.

Several of the fundamental cultic aspects of Muslim religious life now took
clearer form, chief among them prayer (salat). The Qur’an consistently speaks
of prayer as the fundamental act of worship in Islam. The word islam means
submission, and prayer is the ritual act by which a believer expresses his
acknowledgement of God and of God’s sovereignty. A very early revelation
enjoined Muhammad to ‘pray to your Lord’ (Q 108:2). Prayer was not new:
Abraham, Moses and many others appearing in the Qur’an all worshipped
God through prayer. But a distinctively Muslim form of prayer began to
emerge. The precise guidelines that Muslims now follow in their ritual
prayer for example, the requirement that Muslims pray at five specified
times each day probably crystallised slightly later, in the century or so after
Muhammad’s death, but their essential elements were already in place
during the Prophet’s lifetime. The Qur’an states that “prayer is enjoined
on the believers at fixed times’ (Q 4.103), although it is a little imprecise as
to what those times are. Prayer as described in the Qur’an involved ritual
purification, the glorification of God, prostration of the worshipper, reciting
God’s word  all components of the ritual saldt now universally practised
among Muslims.

Prayer was an act of individual submission, but also a collective experience.
According to one famous story, the Prophet stated that the prayer of an
individual in a group was worth twenty five prayers of a solitary man.’
When the body of Muslims assembled, the Prophet himself normally served
as imam, or prayer leader. Already in Muhammad’s day the community was
called to prayer through a public pronouncement. The Muslim tradition
records that Muhammad at first considered the use of a horn or wooden
clappers to summon the faithful, in imitation of, respectively, Jewish and
eastern Christian practice, but that shortly after the hijra he settled on a verbal

5 For a brief survey of the problem see Jonathan P. Berkey, The formation of Islam: Religion
and society in the Near East, 600 1800 (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 57 60.
6 al Bukhari, Sahih, ‘Kitab al adhan’, bab 30, 31.
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call to prayer shouted out from the roof of a mosque.” This development was
symptomatic of the emergence of a distinctive Islamic tradition. More decisive
was the contemporaneous shifting of the gibla, the direction faced by the
assembled worshippers. At first, and for about eighteen months after the hijra,
Muhammad and his Companions faced the holy city of Jerusalem when they
prayed. But then the Qur’an intervened to show them a new path: “We shall
turn you to a gibla you prefer. So turn your face to the sacred mosque [i.e. the
Kaba in Mecca].” The Qur’an spelled out precisely the larger implications of
this shift: “And even if you brought every sign to those who have [previously]
been given the scripture, they would not follow your gibla, nor should you
follow their gibla’ (Q 2:144 5).

A similar transformation revalorised the practice of fasting. Fasting was a
common element in the Near Eastern religious traditions, and some pre
Islamic Arabs may have embraced it as an act of piety. Muhammad insisted
that his followers should fast, at first apparently with the Jews on the day of
‘Ashara’, the tenth day of the month of Muharram, which corresponded with
the Jewish Day of Atonement. But then, in the second year of the hijra, a
revelation again provided new guidance. Now Muhammad’s followers were
instructed to fast during the month of Ramadan, ‘in which the Qur’an was
revealed as a guide for the people’. During this month they were allowed to
‘eat and drink, until the white thread is distinguished for you from the black
thread at dawn’ (Q 2:185, 187). Here too the evolving Muslim practice was
grounded in, but increasingly distinct from, that of the earlier monotheistic
communities.

The differentiation of Islam from the other Near Eastern religions was
paralleled by another development: the growing mistrust of the Jews and
Christians expressed in the Qur’an. The Muslim holy book conveys mixed
messages concerning those known as the ‘people of scripture’, those com
munities that had previously received revelations from God. Those earlier
revelations were certainly genuine. “‘We have revealed the Torah, in which is
guidance and light’, says the Qur’an, and ‘after them [i.e. the Jews], we sent
Jesus son of Mary, confirming the previous [scripture], the Torah, and we gave
him the Gospel, in which is guidance and light’ (Q 5:44, 46). All revelation, in
fact, is God’s: “Say: We believe in God, and what is revealed to us and what
was revealed to Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and the Tribes, and
that which Moses and Jesus received, and what the prophets received from
their Lord. We do not distinguish between them, and we have surrendered to

7 Ibn Ishaq, Life of Muhammad, pp. 235 6.
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Him’ (Q 2:136). At several places the Qur’an indicates that Jews and Christians,
or at least some of them, continue to stand in God’s favour. “Those who
believe, and the Jews and the Christians and the Sabians’ and whoever
believes in God and in the last day and does good deeds they will have
their reward with their Lord, and they shall neither fear nor grieve’ (Q 2:62;
cf. 5:69).

But increasingly the Qur’an also spoke critically of Jews and Christians.
Islam’s underlying historical vision suggests that the new revelation was sent
in response to the unfaithfulness of the earlier recipients of God’s grace. A
dominant motif in the Qur’anic accounts of the previous religions concerns
the contumacy of the Israelites. “We made a covenant with the Children of
Israel, and we sent to them messengers. And when a messenger came to them
with that which their souls did not desire, some of them they rejected, and
some of them they killed” (Q s5:70). Jesus had predicted the coming of an
Arabian prophet, but had been ignored (Q 61:6). Christians faced condemna
tion on theological grounds, too. The Qur’an dismissed the doctrine of the
incarnation as incompatible with God’s essential oneness.

O people of the book, do not go beyond the bounds in your religion, and do
not say anything of God except the truth. Truly, the Messiah Jesus son of
Mary was an apostle of God and his word, which he conveyed to Mary, and a
spirit from him. So believe in God and his apostles, and do not say [that God
is] three. Stop it is better for you. Surely God is one God. He is exalted
beyond having a son. (Q 4.171)

Behind the Qur’an’s growing stridency lay the political realities faced by the
Prophet in Medina. The presence of Jews there may have suggested to
Muhammad that the oasis might prove to be a congenial refuge from the
persecution he faced in Mecca. In fact, relations between the Jewish tribes and
Muhammad quickly broke down. Faced with their reluctance to accept his
political authority and (according to the later Muslim sources) their conspiring
with his enemies among Quraysh, Muhammad first ordered the expulsion of
two of the principal Jewish tribes, and then the execution of the male
members of a third. These events are certainly disturbing, but they reflect
first and foremost the political obstacle that the Jews and their allies among
Quraysh posed to Muhammad’s position. Hence, as the Qur’an says: “You will
find that those who are most strident in their enmity to those who believe are
the Jews and the polytheists.” The Christians, who at this point posed a more

1 The identity of this group is unclear, and the name has been claimed by several different
communities.
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remote political challenge since the seats of Christian power were far removed
from Medina, emerged more favourably: “And you will find that those who
are closest in friendship to those who believe are those who call themselves
Christians’ (Q 5:82).

In the end, Muhammad was successful successful, that is, in overcoming
the opposition of both Jews and polytheists. In the ten years between the hijra
and Muhammad’s death in 11/ 632, virtually all the Arabs of the Peninsula were
brought into the umma: that is, they were brought to make the act of islam,
acknowledging at once the existence and sovereignty of God and the leader
ship of Muhammad. Among other things this meant paying zakat, which
served not simply as an ‘alms tax’ but also as a public recognition of sub
mission to Islam and membership in the umma. So the Qur’an urged Muslims
to resist their polytheist enemies, but ‘if they repent and take up prayer and
pay the zakat, then they are your brethren’ (Q 9:11). Even Quraysh eventually
joined the parade. Faced with a demonstration of the overwhelming power
the umma had amassed, they too became Muslims. For the first time in history
the Arabs were united under a single state.

The political success of Muhammad in uniting the Arabs had profound
consequences for Islam. Most significantly, it confirmed the connection
between the Arabs as a people and the new religion. As Muhammad and
the Qur’an grew more sceptical of Jews and Christians they turned increas
ingly to an Arab past, grounding Islam in a specifically Arab identity. Abraham
and his son Ishmael, recognised as the ancestors of the Arabs, played a special
role in this. Abraham, according to the Qur’an, ‘was not a Jew or a Christian,
but rather a monotheist'” who had submitted to God Thanif muslim] (Q 3:67).
That Abraham and Ishmael were identified as the builders of the Ka‘ba made it
possible to incorporate veneration of that structure and pilgrimage to it into
Muslim ritual:

And when we made the house a place of gathering for the people and a
sanctuary; and take Abraham’s station as a place of prayer. And we made a
covenant with Abraham and Ishmael [saying]: “Purify my house for those who
go around it and those who stay there, in bowing and prostration.” ... And
when Abraham and Ishmael raised the foundations of the house [they said]:
‘Our Lord, accept this from us.’ (Q 2:125, 127)

Muhammad’s desire to perform the ancient ceremonies of the hajj was a
central factor in the submission of Quraysh, and his performance of the

11 The Arabic term hanif is of uncertain meaning, but generally indicates an individual

who had embraced monotheism before the coming of Islam.
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pilgrimage in the final year of his life served as a model for later Muslims.
These factors, even more than the simple fact that the Qur’an was revealed in
Arabic, would bind Arab and Muslim identities closely together once the new
religion moved out of its Arabian homeland.

Despite his success, Muhammad’s sudden and unexpected death in 11/632
came as a devastating blow. The community he had assembled faced several
critical challenges, and might easily have collapsed. That it did not do so
testifies to the strength of the religious vision that lay at its base. And the
manner in which the community survived the choices they made, and their
resolution of the challenges they faced decisively shaped the contours of the
emerging Islamic tradition.

Within hours of Muhammad’s death the community faced schism.
Significantly, the divisive issue was leadership. There was no question of
anyone succeeding Muhammad as a messenger of God: the Sunni tradition
has insisted that with Muhammad’s passing the book of prophecy closed; that
he was, in the Qur’an’s words, the ‘seal of the prophets’ (Q 33:40). But his
authority, especially over political affairs, was another matter. If the commun
ity were to survive, it would have to have a leader. According to the later
Sunni sources Muhammad’s followers among the native Medinans (the ansar,
or ‘helpers’) contemplated naming one of their own as leader of the com
munity. This was unacceptable to Muhammad’s Companions from among
those who had accompanied the Prophet on the hijra (the muhajiriin). This was
a small but powerful group whose status within the community derived from
their early conversion to Islam and their closeness to Muhammad, and also
from the fact that most of them belonged to the aristocratic tribe of Quraysh.
The principal Sunni account describes a confrontation between the ansar and
several of Muhammad’s Qurashi Companions in which the latter persuaded
the Medinan Muslims to accept the leadership of the Prophet’s close friend
and father in law, Abt Bakr. In this way the unity of the umma was preserved.

Abu Bakr thus became the first “successor’ (khalifa) of Muhammad. Under
his leadership the umma survived another dangerous threat. Some of the Arab
tribes living at considerable distance from Medina decided that, with
Muhammad’s death, they were freed of their obligations to his community.
As a mark of their independence they refused to send in their zakat. Abii Bakr
and the Muslim leadership rejected their claim, and fought them in what came
to be known as the wars of the ridda (‘apostasy’). Abui Bakr’s victory over the
rebels did more than preserve the Muslim state as the dominant political
power in the Peninsula. It also confirmed the link between Islam and the
Arabs, by helping to establish the expectation that, unless they had previously
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converted to Judaism or Christianity, all Arabs would from now on be
Muslim. Moreover, it lay behind what eventually became a principle of
Islamic law: that apostasy from Islam is unacceptable.

The events of these years between the hijra and the period just after
Muhammad’s death are critical to an understanding of what Islam became.
Later Muslims understood the actions of Muhammad and his close
Companions to constitute models for correct Muslim practice. Since the
sources on which the narratives are based are all relatively late, it is possible
that they are not completely reliable: they may project backwards onto the
earliest years of Islam values and practices that emerged only later. But
whether or not they are historical, the narratives are normative. The religious
tradition they portray would develop further, but it is recognisably Islam’. At
its heart lay the submission of the individual to the will of a single, creator
God; the acknowledgement of the unique historical role of his messenger,
Muhammad; the organic relationship with, but growing estrangement from,
the other Near Eastern monotheisms; the expression of faith through a precise
array of religious obligations, including prayer, pilgrimage and the payment of
a tax to support the community’s work; the conviction that the Muslim
community itself constituted the instrument of God’s will, and hence the
recognition that the political order was a matter of deep religious concern; the
special role of the Arabs in the historical formation of that community; and
the privileged claim of Arabs of the Quraysh tribe with demonstrable affinity
for and devotion to the Prophet and his mission to the leadership of that
community.

Classical Islam

Despite its roots in Arabia, classical Islam took shape in a much larger world.
This was the result of Muslim Arabs’ sudden and unexpected conquest of
North Africa and much of south west Asia in the century following
Muhammad’s death. These conquests brought the Muslim Arabs face to
face with large communities of Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians and others.
For some time the Arabs remained aloof from the peoples of the lands they
conquered, ruling over them but expecting little besides their submission and
payment of taxes. The non Muslim residents of the dar al islam, those terri

tories brought by conquest under Muslim rule, came to be known as dhimmis,
who held a pact of protection with the Muslim state which guaranteed their
freedom to worship in exchange for their political submission. By and large
the dhimmis were left alone. Indeed, conversion to Islam by non Arabs was at
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first discouraged. The concern was in part fiscal: if the conquered peoples
embraced the new faith, they would be exempt from the special taxes imposed
on non Muslims. But there is a universalist message at least implicit in the
Qur’an, especially in that verse about the Muslims serving as ‘witnesses to
mankind’, and over time that imperative came to the fore. There were reports
that Muhammad himself, shortly before his death, had urged the rulers of
lands beyond Arabia to embrace the new faith.® Eventually and inevitably,
many of the conquered peoples converted to Islam. The timing of the process
is obscure, although it probably peaked some time between the late second/
eighth and the end of the following century.” The conversion of large
numbers of non Arabs changed forever the nature of the Muslim umma.
Within two centuries the radically enlarged and transformed Muslim com
munity had defined much more precisely the fundamental doctrines, practices
and institutions of the new faith.

The mature tradition of Islam took shape against the tumultuous political
history of this formative period, which can be summarised quickly. Abii Bakr
died after only two years as caliph. He was replaced first by another close
friend of Muhammad, ‘Umar ibn al Khattab, and then by ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan.
After ‘Uthman’s murder most Muslims recognised the Prophet’s cousin and
son in law, ‘All ibn Abi Talib, as the fourth caliph. ‘Ali, however, failed to
punish ‘Uthman’s murderers, and the dead caliph’s relatives demanded venge
ance. A civil war ensued, at the end of which ‘Ali was dead and ‘Uthman’s
relative Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan had claimed the throne. Despite consider
able resistance Mu‘awiya and his family (the Umayyads) established a dynastic
claim to the caliphate which they held until the middle of the second/eighth
century. At that point they were overthrown by a rebellion on behalf of
another prominent Muslim family belonging to the tribe of Quraysh, and
more closely related than the Umayyads to Muhammad, the ‘Abbasids.
Having established a new capital, Baghdad, the ‘Abbasids ruled as caliphs
until the middle of the seventh/thirteenth century, when the invading
Mongols destroyed the city. By the fourth/tenth century, however,
‘Abbasid rule was largely formal. Real power had passed to a variety of local
regimes. By that point the contours of classical Islam were in place.

The most contested religious issue was leadership. The account of Abt
Bakr’s selection as caliph told by later Sunni Muslims provided a model for
who the leader should be and how he should be chosen. He should be the

8 Ibid., pp. 652f.
9 Richard Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the medieval period (Cambridge, MA, 1979).
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most worthy man available (Aba Bakr was recognised for his piety, his early
conversion to Islam and his close relationship with Muhammad); he should be
from Muhammad’s tribe of Quraysh (‘we [the emigrants from Quraysh] are
the commanders’, Abu Bakr is said to have told the Medinan Muslims, ‘while

>I0

you are the helpers™™); and he should be chosen through a process of shiira
(consultation, as took place between the leaders of the muhajirin and the
ansar), at the end of which there should be a public proclamation of fealty
(bay‘a) to the new caliph. But that model is in fact a retrospective projection of
the later, fully developed political theory of the Sunni jurists. At the time there
were no widely accepted standards either for the criteria of leadership or for
the character of the ruler’s authority, or even for how he was to be selected.
Sectarian divisions in Islam tend to cluster around these questions, and
sectarian identities emerged gradually in response to disagreements over
how to answer them.

The most immediate problem was establishing guidelines for the selection
of a new ruler. The early caliphs were chosen because of their close con
nections to the Prophet, but the Umayyads and then the ‘Abbasids founded
dynasties. They did so in the face of considerable opposition. Some objected to
the very idea of dynastic rule. For example, the earliest Muslim sectarian
group, who came to be known as the Kharijites, insisted that the imam’s office
should be filled by whoever was the most pious and competent, regardless of
descent. The Kharijites went further, and held that impious or incompetent
rulers can and should be deposed. As a sectarian movement Kharijism never
amounted to much in most of the Islamic world (outside North Africa and
some peripheral parts of the Arabian Peninsula, where Kharijites have
remained active down to the present day). But early Islamic history is littered
with rebellions against the reigning caliphs, inspired by Kharijite thought. A
much more serious movement of opposition formed around the group known
as the Shi‘a. These were the ‘party of ‘All’ (shi‘at ‘ali), and in their view only
‘Al ibn Abi Talib and his descendants (and thus through his wife Fatima,
Muhammad’s daughter, the Prophet’s descendants as well) could legitimately
rule. It took well over a century for a distinctive Shi‘ite sectarian movement to
crystallise, but from the late seventh century the peace of the umma was
disturbed by rebellions on behalf of various descendants of ‘All. The dominant
political theory of the Muslim jurists crystallised against the background of

10 Muhammad ibn Jarir al Tabari, Ta’rikh al rusul wa’l muliik, ed. M. J. de Goeje et al.,
15 vols. in 3 series (Leiden, 1879 1901), series I, p. 1840; trans. as The history of al Tabari,
vol. X: The conquest of Arabia, trans. Fred Donner (Albany, 1993), p. 5.
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conflicts resulting from these movements of opposition to Umayyad and
‘Abbasid rule. Those conflicts produced considerable anxiety, and so the
dominant Muslim tradition (what came to be known as Sunnism) embraced
political quietism, urging the acceptance of established rulers and making
every effort to legitimise the status quo. The Sunni jurists never grew
comfortable with the idea of dynastic rule, but they tacitly accepted it, at
least in the case of the ‘Abbasids, as long as the caliph was a descendant of
Quraysh.

A more complex issue concerned the nature of the ruler’s authority. From
the beginning the caliphs were recognised as having executive authority over
the administration and defence of the umma. But it seems that the early caliphs
played an active role in the religious life of the community as well. Indeed,
there was a widespread conviction that the umma required an authoritative
guide (imam) at its head. The Shi‘a took this idea to the extreme. For them, the
imam that is, the rightful imam, the descendants of ‘Alf who never actually
ruled was the absolute and authoritative arbiter of all matters political and
religious, the only individual endowed by God with correct knowledge of his
will. In the first century or two of the Islamic era, however, the idea that the
caliph was an authoritative guide on religious questions as well as the
recognised executive of political affairs was widely shared in the Muslim
community. The caliph as imam was expected to lead prayers, for example,
and to deliver a sermon at noon on Fridays to the assembled male congrega
tion, as Muhammad had done before his death. The sources frequently credit
‘Umar with making important decisions concerning legal questions, such as
setting the punishment for adultery, or matters concerning the cult, such as
defining precise rules for prayer and establishing the pilgrimage to Mecca as a
religious obligation. His successor ‘Uthman was (according to the dominant
Sunni narrative, although there are others that contradict it) responsible for
collecting what became the received version of the Qur’an, assembling its
verses into siiras (chapters) and arranging them in the order that has prevailed
to this day an action which angered many Muslims who recited the
revelations in a different order, and which may have contributed to
‘Uthman’s assassination. The Umayyad caliphs, too, claimed authority as
imams over religious questions, not only appointing gadis but sometimes
serving as judges themselves, and settling points of law involving not simply
public administration but matters as diverse as marriage and the manumission
of slaves. Later Muslims chastised the Umayyads for taking for themselves the
title khalifat allah (“successor [or viceroy] of God’), a title implying a good deal
of religious authority, rather than Abd Bakr’s more modest khalifat rasiil allah
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(‘successor of the messenger of God’). At the time, however, this seems to
have raised little opposition.”

Under the ‘Abbasids a different vision of leadership and of the proper
distribution of political and religious authority took shape. The roots of this
development lay in a movement of pious opposition which emerged under
the later Umayyads. These Muslims insisted on putting Islam rather than Arab
ethnicity or the interests of one particular family at the centre of the umma’s
identity. They objected to many things about the Umayyads, including their
alleged indulgence in a profligate lifestyle. At its heart, however, the objec
tions of the pious focused on what they saw as the Umayyads’ increasingly
arbitrary rule, which they likened to that of pre Islamic monarchs. In religious
terms, they accused the caliphs of usurping a sovereignty that properly
belonged to God.

The rise of this pious opposition was connected to broader developments in
the religious sphere. Increasingly, Muslims focused on the person of
Muhammad, or rather on their memories of him. That is, they answered
questions of a religious nature what does it mean to be Muslim? and how
should a Muslim behave? by asking what Muhammad himself had said, and
how he had acted. Supply met demand, and reports about the Prophet’s words
and deeds circulated more and more widely among the pious. Along with the
Qur’an, these reports, known as hadith, formed the foundations of a new
edifice of religious scholarship, the construction of which was under way by
the middle of the second/eighth century. This literature, which included
commentaries on the Qur’an (tafsir) as well as discussions of legal matters
ranging from taxes to holy war, was the product of an increasingly self
conscious group of religious scholars. These scholars, known collectively as
the ‘ulama’, saw themselves as defenders of Muhammad’s memory and of the
religion he inspired.

Some sort of collision between the ‘ulama’ and the authority of the caliph
was inevitable. At first the ‘Abbasids embraced the idea that the holder of the
executive office of the caliph served as the community’s authoritative guide as
well. Indeed, their claim to religious authority is implicit in the regnal names
they took for themselves al mansiir (‘the one granted victory [by God]), al
mahdi (‘the divinely guided’), al hadi (‘the one who guides [to God]’) titles
which had a messianic aura. Eventually, however, a de facto separation of
political and religious authority emerged.

11 On the religious authority of the early caliphs see Patricia Crone and Martin Hinds,
God’s caliph: Religious authority in the first centuries of Islam (Cambridge, 1986).
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The process of separation was never complete, but two famous incidents
illustrate the gradual circumscription of caliphal authority. The first involved
the second ‘Abbasid caliph, Aba Ja‘far al Mansiir (r. 136 58/754 75). His vizier
Ibn al Mugqaffa‘, a convert from a family that had served the Sasanian emper
ors, saw the office of caliph through the lens of pre Islamic Persian political
traditions which stressed the absolute, almost divine, authority of the ruler.
To bring order to the increasingly diverse practice of Muslim courts, he urged
the caliph to use his authority to codify Islamic law. Such a move would have
tacitly eliminated the ‘ulama”s role in determining what was properly Muslim.
In the end al Mansir rejected Ibn al Muqaffa®s advice, and indeed had his
vizier executed. Several decades later al Ma’mun (r. 198 218/813 33) also
sought to confirm the caliph’s authority over matters of religious concern.
The test came in an episode known as the mihna, sometimes translated as
‘inquisition’. For reasons that are still debated, al Ma’miin sought to impose
on the ‘ulamd’ a controversial theological doctrine associated with a group
known as the Mu‘tazila: that the Qur’an is created, not, like God, eternal. Most
of the ‘ulama’ subscribed to the opposite view, and in the end they prevailed. A
later caliph, al Mutawakkil (r. 232 47/847 61), brought the mihna to an end,
and in so doing effectively acknowledged the ‘ulama’’s authority over matters
of religious concern.

The separation of political and religious authority in Sunni Islam is not
really analogous to the Western doctrine of the separation of Church and
state. The office of the caliph or the imam, as the jurists preferred to call
him was always conceived in religious terms. Sovereignty, after all, belonged
to God. So, for example, the Sunni jurists considered acknowledging the
authority of a single imam ruling over the umma a religious obligation of
the community. The jurists identified the implementation of the shari‘a, the
religious law, as one of the imam’s fundamental duties, and the qadis of the
religious courts were always appointed by, and derived their authority from,
the ruler. The caliph was expected to lead the community in the Friday noon
prayer, delivering the required sermon (khutba), and to accompany the annual
pilgrimage to Mecca although increasingly the caliphs would delegate these
responsibilities to others. Nor was the process of separation ever complete.
Even after the failure of the mihna subsequent caliphs continued to intervene
in disputes over religious doctrine. In the early fifth/eleventh century, for
instance, the caliph al Qadir (r. 381 422/991 1031) issued a public statement
which embraced a variety of political and theological doctrines and which
stands as one of the fullest statements of Sunni Muslim faith. Nonetheless, the
articulation of religious doctrine, and especially of legal principles and
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judgments, was increasingly left to the collective authority of the ‘ulama’. In
this respect, while the imam was the ‘successor of the messenger of God’, the
‘ulama’ could also claim to be, in the words of a famous tradition, the ‘heirs of
the prophet’.

One of the fullest descriptions of the office and responsibility of the Sunni
caliph was written by a jurist named al Mawardi in the mid fifth/eleventh
century. Al Mawardr's vision is not normative other jurists’ accounts differed
on details but it will serve as a model for the classical Muslim understanding
of the office and responsibility of the ruler. The imam is to be of the tribe of
Quraysh, of legally responsible age and physically and mentally fit. He is to
have a just character, and sufficient knowledge of the law to exercise inde
pendent judgement on legal matters. He must have sufficient courage to
undertake the defence of the Muslim community. His responsibilities demand
action: he is to defend the community and protect its faith from unlawful
innovation, enforce the shari‘a either personally or through jurists he selects,
receive legitimate taxes and booty taken in war and use them in proper legal
fashion for the benefit of the umma."™

There is a certain irony here, since by this point the actual power of the
caliphs had been considerably circumscribed. Already under the early
‘Abbasids, the caliphs delegated much of the administration of government
to their viziers and other bureaucrats. By the late third/ninth century caliphal
authority was severely and, as it turned out, permanently shrunken. In many
parts of the Islamic empire local dynasts took power. Sometimes these were
governors of the caliphs who established autonomous regimes; sometimes
they were local potentates or military strongmen who seized power for
themselves. Even in the capital, Baghdad, the caliphs’ authority was from
the mid fourth/tenth century restricted by a dynasty of Persian Shi‘ite military
leaders (amirs) known as the Buayids. With several important exceptions,
however, most of these local rulers paid at least lip service to acknowledging
the suzerainty of the caliph in Baghdad for example, by seeking a formal
investiture of authority from the caliph. In doing so they demonstrated the
power of the ideal of the unity of the umma under a single caliph for Sunni
Muslims.

For all the importance of disputes over the imamate and the principle of
uniting under a single imam, it was the ‘ulama’ who really defined the classical

12 ‘Ali ibn Muhammad al Mawardyi, al Ahkam al sultaniyya, trans. Wafaa H. Wahba as The
ordinances of government (Reading, 1996); Patricia Crone, God’s rule: Government and Islam
(New York, 2004), pp. 219 43.
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Muslim tradition during the two or three centuries following Muhammad’s
death. Indeed, the emergence of the ‘ulama’ as a distinctive and self conscious
group was probably the most important development in Islam in this period.
Islam, like Judaism, is very much a religion of learning, and it was the arbiters
of that learning, the ‘ulama’, who would to a large degree define what Islam
became.

The word ‘ulama’ means ‘those who know’, and that which they knew was
‘ilm, knowledge’. It is not easy to separate the various disciplines of the
Islamic religious sciences. In the first place, there is considerable intersection
between them: inquiry into the community’s history, for example, and
Qur’anic exegesis and the study of the Prophet’s sayings all overlapped.
Moreover, the chronology of their emergence is still a matter of debate. But
starting with the Qur’an and the hadith, the scholars gradually built up an
intricate and interlocking web of knowledge and speculation about God and
his expectations for his community. Once established, this body of knowledge,
embedded in a vast array of texts and commentaries on those texts, played a
remarkable role as a unifying force in Islamic history. Students studied the
same basic texts, and not just the Qur’an and hadith, in the disparate parts of
the Muslim world. The journey in search of knowledge to learn hadith from
a famous traditionist, or to study a work of religious scholarship with its
author became one of the most highly valued expressions of Muslim piety.

The Muslim religious sciences begin, naturally, with the Quran. The
Qur’an, however, is not an easy book to read or to understand. In the first
place, it is not a sustained narrative. The verses of the holy book were revealed
sporadically over the course of twenty years, and the order in which they were
assembled by ‘Uthman was in some ways arbitrary. Consequently, stories
about Abraham or Moses, for example, or discussions of topics such as fighting
or the rights of women, are scattered throughout the text. Moreover, the
language of the holy book is difficult, to say the least. Its syntax is often
puzzling, and the vocabulary, to later speakers of Arabic, is frequently
obscure. As time moved away from the historical setting of the revelations,
Muslims increasingly needed help understanding their scripture.

These problems gave rise to several basic disciplines of the Islamic religious
sciences, among them tafsir (exposition), or Qur’anic exegesis. Since the
meaning of Qur’anic verses depended in large degree on the circumstances
in which they were revealed, much of the science of tafsir was historical. So,
for example, the Qur’an told believers that ‘once the sacred months are past,
[you should] slay the polytheists wherever you find them’ (Q 9:5). But what
was the specific crisis to which that injunction was addressed? Were there
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clues in the historical circumstances that would serve to limit the injunction’s
force or, conversely, to lend it a more general application? An even more basic
need was determining the meaning of the holy text’s Arabic words and
phrases. To meet that need scholars began to construct a grammar of the
Arabic language, and to compile a record of the meaning of old and obscure
Arabic words. The latter project in particular required the preservation of and
commentary on the oldest Arabic texts, including compilations of the poetry
that had been the premier art form of the pre Islamic Arabs. Significantly,
many of the earliest grammarians and students of Arabic literature were of
non Arab background. Their contribution to the study of Arabic linguistics
reminds us both of how important the Arabic language was for all Muslims,
given the status of the Qur’an as God’s revealed word, and also of how the
composition of the umma was gradually changing through the conversion of
the non Arab peoples of the Middle East.

The other major textual source of Islamic religious knowledge is the hadith.
Gradually, during the first two centuries of Islamic history, many Muslims
came to regard the practice of Muhammad and his Companions, known as
sunna, as normative. T The sunna was known through the stories told about
what the earliest Muslims had said and done that is, through hadith. So
powerful did the attraction of the sunna become that in many ways the hadith
eclipsed the Qur’an as a source of normative guidance. The classic illustration
of this development concerns the issue of adultery. The Qur’an is fairly clear
on the matter: “The adulteress and the adulterer flog each of them with a
hundred stripes’ (Q 24:2). But hadith told a different story, in which
Muhammad and his Companions had approved of the stoning of adulterers,
at least those who were legally competent married adults, and the weight of
Prophetic example carried the day with the Muslim jurists. Examples such as
this gave rise to a more general proposition, that ‘the sunna is the judge of the
Qur’an, not the Qur’an of the sunna’.”

Given the normative force of sunna, it was not long before hadith began to
be fabricated. This was an easy thing to do, since Muslims now lived so widely
dispersed across the Middle East and North Africa, and since at first the hadith
circulated only orally, passed on by word of mouth from person to person.
The early Muslim scholars were aware of this problem. Gradually they

111 The appellation ‘Sunnt’ of course is related to the word sunna. The connection should
not obscure the fact that Shia also recognise the force of sunna. Shi‘ite sunna differs,
however, in identifying the words and deeds of their imams as normative as well.

13 Ignaz Goldziher, Muslim studies, ed. S. M. Stern, trans. C. R. Barber and S. M. Stern,
2 vols. (Chicago and London, 1971), vol. II, p. 31.
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developed criteria for distinguishing authentic hadith from false. These criteria
stressed the need to identify as secure and uninterrupted as possible a chain of
individual transmitters through whom the stories could be traced back to
Muhammad and his Companions although of course these ‘chains of author

ity’ (asanid, sing. isnad) could be fabricated as well. By the late second/eighth
century, if not before, scholars had begun the process of collecting and writing
down the hadith, and thus giving the corpus of Prophetic traditions a more or

less definitive form. One of the earliest comprehensive collections of hadith is
found in a compilation by a Medinan jurist named Malik ibn Anas (d. 179/796).
More influential were two by Muhammad ibn Isma‘l al Bukhari (d. 256/870)
and Muslim ibn Hajjaj (d. 261/875), who sorted through tens of thousands of
hadith and selected for inclusion only those whose chains of authority they
considered reliable.

The importance of the hadith in the religious life of Muslims can hardly be
overstated. Most importantly, they formed one of the foundations of Islamic
jurisprudence (figh), which was crystallising at the same time as (and as part of
the process by which) the body of hadith was stabilised. The amount of actual
legislation in the Qur’an is quite limited; the hadith, by contrast, provide
instruction for an enormous range of problems, from matters of personal
etiquette to correct commercial practice to prayer. The traditions also include
historical accounts of the life of Muhammad and the earliest Muslim com
munity. Consequently they were of great interest to scholars in a variety of
fields. In addition, the hadith played an important role in the popular religious
experience. The public recitation of the major collections of traditions, partic
ularly those of al Bukhari and Muslim, became a standard feature of the
celebrations associated with religious holidays, especially the month long
fast during Ramadan. In addition to the major compilations, scholars fre
quently put together collections of forty hadith selected for their special
importance, or their focus on a single topic, and the recitation and memor
isation of these shorter anthologies became a staple of popular piety.

As vast as the range of topics covered by the hadith was, they were not
sufficient in themselves to support a comprehensive system of law. The
articulation of Islamic law, the shari‘a, was the work of the jurists (fugaha’,
sing. faqih) of the classical period. Chief among them was Muhammad ibn Idris
al Shafi7(d. 204/820), the premier theorist of Islamic jurisprudence. Over time
the jurisprudential methods espoused by al ShafiT and other jurists crystallised
as ‘schools” (madhahib, sing. madhhab) of law  not institutions, but traditions
of legal thought. Originally there were many of these schools, but by the early
medieval period only four remained as living traditions, each named for an
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eponymous scholar who stood at the head of the tradition: the Hanafi, Malikj,
ShafiT and Hanbali schools. Adherence to one school precluded affiliation with
another, but the adherents of each school recognised the others as legitimate.
In terms of substantive law, the differences between the schools were minor.
Shi‘a of course have their own jurisprudential traditions, which have some
times been identified as a fifth school, called the Ja‘fari (named for Ja‘far al
Sadiq, the sixth Shi‘ite imam and a scholar widely respected, even by Sunnis),
although the major issues dividing Sunni and Shi‘a are historical and political
rather than legal.

The system of jurisprudence developed by al ShafiT and other jurists
was built upon a series of four “foundations’ (usiil): the Qur'an; the sunna as
reflected in hadith; human reason (usually meaning qiyas, ‘analogy’); and the
‘consensus’ (ijma’) of the scholarly community. The different schools employed
these sources in varying combinations, but patterns in and conflicts over their
use highlight some of the basic principles and characteristics of the Sunni
tradition. The jurists viewed the shari‘a as God’s law, the fullest revelation of
his will for humanity. Consequently, they were generally sceptical of the free
application of human reason in constructing the law. Indeed, the jurisprudential
traditions developed in part as a reaction against the unfettered use of reason
(ra’y) in the courts of the early community. The Hanbalis, at least in theory,
reject human reasoning entirely, in favour of strict adherence to the precepts
of the Quran and sunna. More commonly the jurists accepted reason as a
source of law, but limited it to analogy, a jurisprudential tool they may have
borrowed from Jewish law. So, for example, while the Qur’an forbids drinking
wine, it says nothing about beer. But analogy suggests that beer, too, is
forbidden: after all, the problem with wine is that it inebriates, a quality shared
by all alcoholic beverages. The human element, however, is also apparent in the
last but in many ways most important of the foundations: consensus  that is,
the consensus of the jurists. While it may be God’s law, Islamic law is in the
final analysis what the jurists say it is. The importance of the principle of
consensus is reflected in a well known hadith, in which the Prophet is alleged
to have said: ‘My community will never agree upon an error.’

There is a conservative streak to most legal systems, and Islamic law is no
exception. So, for example, if sunna was normative, its opposite was bid‘a,
‘innovation’. According to a well known dictum, also ascribed to Muhammad,
‘every new thing is an innovation, and every innovation is an error, and every
I

error leads to hell’."* More controversial was a doctrine that gained ground

14 Ibn al Hajj, Madkhal al shar‘ al sharif, 4 vols. (Cairo, 1929), vol. I, p. 79.
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among some jurists from about the fourth/tenth century, according to which
at some point the ‘gates of independent reasoning (ijtihad)’ had closed, and
future jurists must practise taqlid, ‘imitation” of those who had gone before.
This doctrine was less widely accepted, and had less comprehensive applica

tion, than Western scholars of Islam once thought. Ijtihad is a nuanced legal
concept. It can mean very different things, and many legal scholars insisted
upon its continuing necessity. The kind of ijtihad that is the subject of this
doctrine was a particular kind of independent reasoning: the fresh and unfet

tered construction of a jurisprudential system from the foundations” alone.
The doctrine was never universally embraced by the Sunni jurists, although in
later centuries they did increasingly stress the importance of taqlid, and of
adhering to the established rulings of the different schools of law.”

Despite their conservative nature, legal systems need to create channels for
growth and response to new circumstances, and again Islamic law conforms to
the rule. The normative power of the Prophetic sunna cast a cloud over the
idea of innovation, at least in theory: if Muhammad had not done something,
why should later Muslims? But in practice some innovations had to be
accepted. Many jurists recognised this, and stipulated that not all bid‘as were
forbidden. Depending on their nature and their conformity to general princi
ples of the faith, some might be praiseworthy, or even required.” One of the
principal mechanisms by which the jurists accepted new things or responded
to new problems was the fatwa. A fatwa is a legal opinion, issued by a legal
scholar (in which capacity he is known as a mufii), in response to some
question: is something, especially some practice, acceptable according to
Islamic law or not? Fatwds had no binding authority; their force reflected
simply the reputation of the jurist issuing the ruling. Consequently there was
plenty of room for disagreement among jurists and, as a result, evolution in
the practical application of legal principles. Indeed, it was one of the hallmarks
of classical Islamic law that it was never codified. Ibn al Mugqaffa“’s abortive
appeal to the caliph to assert his authority was the last major attempt to codify
Islamic law until the modernising reforms of the thirteenth/nineteenth
century.

15 On the subject of ijtihad the most rigorous work is that of Wael Hallaq, esp. “Was the
gate of ijtihad closed?’, IIMES, 16 (1984); A history of Islamic legal theories (Cambridge,
1997); and Authority, continuity, and change in Islamic law (Cambridge, 2001). But see also
Sherman Jackson, Islamic law and the state: The constitutional jurisprudence of Shihab al Din
al Qarafi (Leiden, 1996), esp. pp. XXV XXXV.

16 For a particularly clear and interesting example of this see N. J. G. Kaptein, Muhammad’s
birthday festival: Early history in the central Muslim lands and development in the Muslim west
until the 10th/16th century (Leiden, 1993).
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At least in theory, the shari‘a touched on virtually all matters of concern to
Muslims. It is for this reason that Islam is often described less as a ‘religion’
than as a comprehensive way of life. In this respect it resembles Judaism much
more than it does Christianity. So, for example, the jurists developed a broad
range of guidelines covering commercial life. Sales, loans, business partner
ships, contracts all this and more was regulated by the shari‘a, and such
topics took up significant portions of the legal treatises. Commercial law also
demonstrates, however, how flexible and accommodating Islamic legal prac
tice could be. The lawyers went to some lengths to ensure that their legal
rulings were consonant with the custom (‘utf) of the marketplace. Where
conflicts arose  as, for example, over interest on loans, which the Qur’an
explicitly forbids but which is essential to a functioning market the jurists
developed certain ‘tricks’ (hiyal) which allowed Muslims to conform to the
letter of Islamic law while accommodating the demands of business life. The
jurists appear to have been swayed not only by custom and business necessity,
but also by other legal systems: for example, they probably borrowed from
Jewish law a flexible model of business partnerships which facilitated a
flourishing commercial life in the classical Islamic Near East.”

The comprehensiveness of Islamic law and its centrality to what it means to
be a Muslim highlight the similarities between Islam and Judaism. By contrast,
theology serves to differentiate Islam from Christianity. Almost from the
beginning, Christians embraced doctrines Jesus as the son of God, Christ
as the pre existing Logos, the doctrine of the Trinity = which required
complex theological explanation and justification. The complexity of
Christian theology is evident even in one of the tradition’s basic statements
of faith, the Nicene Creed. Set against such doctrines, Islamic faith seems
remarkably simple. At the heart of Muslim faith is the austere statement
known as the ‘witnessing’ (shahada): “There is no god but God, and
Muhammad is his prophet.” The first of the five ‘pillars” of Islam, the shahada
figures prominently in the formal Muslim prayer (saldt), and in spontaneous
expressions of Muslim piety. Its simple message resonates with the stark
monotheism of the Qur’an, which is emphatic in its rejection of Christian
doctrines it sees as compromising God’s oneness: “Those who say that God is
the third of three are unbelievers’ (Q 5:73).

Eventually Muslims developed a more sophisticated theology. That they
did so was perhaps inevitable, given the diverse religious composition of
the Middle East and the religious competition that diversity engendered.

17 Abraham L. Udovitch, Partnership and profit in medieval Islam (Princeton, 1970).
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If Christians had elaborate theological doctrines, then it was necessary for
Muslims to develop them too. Muslim theology has always had an apologetic
character. It is known as “ilm al kalam, ‘the science of speech’, kalam implying
‘argument’. There were plenty of opportunities for the exchange of argu
ments and ideas across the religious divides. Muslims for the most part did not
live in hermetic isolation from the adherents of other religions, some of whom
on occasion served the Muslim state. Under the ‘Abbasids Muslim, Jewish and
Christian apologists sometimes gathered for spirited theological debates. And
the influence was not a one way street: the impact of Qur’anic language has
been detected in Christian monastic writings from Syria, while the Byzantine
movement of iconoclasm may have been inspired by the Muslim prohibition
on pictorial representation.’®

But the central issues of Islamic theology grew out of specifically Muslim
concerns, most of them raised by a thoughtful reading of the Qur’an. Those
issues included the nature of the Qur’an itself, and whether it was created by
God or co eternal with him the question that lay behind the mihna imposed
by al Ma’miin. The Qur’an’s emphasis on God’s omniscience and omnipo
tence raised doubts as to whether or not human beings could be held
responsible for their own actions essentially a question about the relation
ship of God and justice. How far did God’s mercy run? Do major sins mark a
reversion to a state of unbelief? And finally there was the question of the
nature of God himself, and the connection between God and the divine
‘attributes’ (sifdt) associated with the various names by which God is known
in the Qur’an: the ‘merciful’, the ‘all seeing’, the ‘all knowing’, the ‘just’, the
‘generous’ and so on. How did these separate attributes comport with God’s
fundamental unity and permanence? Did God, for example, really ‘see’?

The theologians saw themselves as defenders of the doctrines of Muslim faith.
So, for example, the great historian and polymath Ibn Khaldan (d. 808/1406)
defined ‘ilm al kalam as the ‘science that involves arguing with logical proofs in
defense of the articles of faith and refuting innovators who deviate in their
dogmas from the early Muslims and Muslim orthodoxy’.” At first their
principal opponents were those whose rational scepticism challenged beliefs
grounded in simple faith. These included philosophers, such as those who

18 Sidney H. Griffith, “The view of Islam from the monasteries of Palestine in the early
‘Abbasid period: Theodore Aba Qurrah and the Summa Theologiae Arabica’, Islam and
Christian Muslim Relations, 7 (1996); Patricia Crone, ‘Islam, Judeo Christianity and
Byzantine iconoclasm’, JSAI 2 (1980).

19 Ibn Khaldan, The muqaddimah, trans. Franz Rosenthal, 3 vols. (Princeton, 1967), vol. III,
p- 34
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participated in the translation movement which, under the patronage of the
early ‘Abbasid caliphs, made many of the classics of Greek philosophy and
science available in Arabic. For a time philosophical scepticism was rife in
intellectual circles, and many perceived in ‘free thinkers’ a serious threat to
Islam. The school of theologians known as the Mu‘tazila saw themselves as
a bulwark against such disbelief, and referred to themselves as ‘the people of
justice and unity’ ie. those who insisted on God’s inherent justice and
who defended the principle of divine oneness. Hence, for example, their
conviction that God’s acts are just, and that they could only be just. Hence
too their insistence that Qur’anic statements about God’s ‘sight’ and similar
attributes, or hadith about how the believers will ‘see’ God in the next life,
should be interpreted metaphorically, and not understood to suggest that
God in some sense has a body. The Qur’an, in their view, was created, not
co eternal with God. If the latter were the case, they argued, would that not
amount to associating something with God in effect, undermining the
principle of divine unity?

The problem was that making this case involved the use of rational argu
ments grounded in philosophical logic in other words, employing the
intellectual tools of the rational sceptics as Ibn Khaldin’s definition of
theology implies. And so the theologians were also challenged from the
opposite end of the intellectual spectrum: from traditionalists who demanded
the uncritical acceptance of Qur’anic statements and doctrines grounded in
hadith, whether or not they made rational sense. Muslims, according to the
traditionalists, had to accept such doctrines bi la kayf, without asking ‘how’.
So, for example, if the Qur’an speaks of God sitting on a throne (Q 7:54; 20:5),
then a Muslim must accept that God sits on a throne, without worrying
about the anthropomorphism such a statement might imply. The tradition
alists did not so much resolve the ethical dilemma of monotheism the
tension between an all powerful God and the reality of evil as simply ignore
it, with the affirmation that God commands everything, and that what he does
is good not because he is good, but because he does it. Such views, associated
especially with Ahmad ibn Hanbal, hero of the traditionalist resistance to the
mihna and founder of the Hanbali school of law, were enormously popular in
the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries.

Kalam as a discipline survived the opposition of the traditionalists, but by
and large their views of God and of God'’s relation to the world prevailed. This
development can be traced in part to Abu °1 Hasan al Ash‘arT (d. 324/935f.), a
theologian who began his career as a Mu‘tazilite but who later embraced
traditionalist positions on matters such as God’s attributes. What al Ash‘arl
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then did was to use the tools of kalam in defence of traditionalist propositions
about God. Not everyone was satisfied, and many strict traditionalists
remained hostile to any application of the tools of rational thinking to matters
of faith. Nonetheless, theology survived. Al Ash‘arT is regarded as the founder
of a school of theological thought that bears his name, and many of the
most famous later Muslim theologians, including al Juwayni (d. 478/1085),
al Ghazali (d. 505/ 1111) and Fakhr al Din al Razi (d. 606/1209) were Ash‘aris. Its
major rival was a school of theology closely associated with the Hanafi
madhhab known as Maturidism. Maturidis embraced positions closer to
Mu‘tazilite rationalism on matters such as God’s attributes and humans’
responsibility for their actions. On the other hand, some later Ash‘aris
moved away from the strict positions of the school’s founder, and it was
primarily among them that the tools of systematic theology flourished within
the Sunni tradition, despite the persistent opposition of the traditionalists.*
The finer points of theology, of course, meant little to most people’s
experience of Islam. For the vast majority of Muslims Islam meant first and
foremost the encounter with God in worship. The elements of worship were
already in place during the Prophet’s lifetime, but in the classical period they
took definitive shape. The central act of worship was prayer. The importance
of prayer is evident from the considerable space accorded to it in most
collections of hadith. Islam literally means ‘submission’ or ‘surrendering’,
and the prostration of the worshipper during the salat symbolised the sub
mission of his soul to God. The sources record a number of stories, most of
them fanciful, explaining why the number of daily prayers was fixed at five.
The most colourful attributes the number to a protracted negotiation between
Muhammad and God during the Prophet’s legendary ascension to heaven
from the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. It has been suggested that the number
five may have been borrowed from Zoroastrian practice. In any case, for many
Muslims the experience of Islam focused principally on the daily salat.
Prayer was not the only form of ritual engagement, however. Of particular
importance was the gathering of the Muslim congregation at noon on Fridays.
This gathering involved performing the salat, but to it was added the pro
nouncement of a sermon (khutba). Muhammad himself had preached to his
community, and at first, following his practice, the caliphs or their official
representatives delivered the sermon. As defined by the evolving tradition,
the khutba consisted less of a free ranging homily than the formulaic

20 For a general survey of the history of Muslim theology see Tilman Nagel, The history of
Islamic theology from Muhammad to the present (Princeton, 2000).
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pronouncement of prayers and blessings upon the Prophet and his family and
on the Muslim community. At its heart, however, the khutba and its setting
had a political purpose. It became customary to mention the name of the ruler
as a marker of his authority; to omit his name, or to mention that of some
rival, constituted an act of rebellion. More generally, the regular gathering of
the community (or at least of its male members) at one time and place served
as a reminder of the umma’s unity and political significance.

Islam largely rejected the hierarchical structure of Christian worship.
Where Muslims gathered together for prayer they would be led by an imam
(‘one who stands in front”  the same word the jurists used to refer to the ruler
of the community), but the imam could be any individual with the requisite
knowledge. Neither he nor the preacher (khatib) was distinguished from the
body of worshippers by anything like the Christian practice of ordination or
consecration. Consequently, prayer could take place anywhere, and any place
that served for worship constituted a masjid, a ‘place of prostration’, from
which the English term ‘mosque’ derives. Nonetheless, from the beginning
Muslim rulers and others established structures designed especially for wor
ship. In particular, a large ‘gathering mosque’ (masjid jami‘) constituted one of
the defining features of Islamic cities. In theory each city or settlement would
have one congregational mosque, since the entire community was expected to
gather there on Fridays for prayers and the khutba, although eventually the
growing numbers of Muslims meant that large towns might boast several such
mosques. These congregational mosques include some of the most famous
structures in the Muslim world, including the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina,
the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus, al Aqsa in Jerusalem and the great
mosque in Cordoba, Spain, which, after the reconquista, became a Christian
cathedral.

For most Muslims, then, Islam was prayer, at least as far as the religious
experience was concerned. For others, however, prayer constituted only the
first step in a larger project of submitting their wills to that of God. In such
individuals lie the origins of the pietistic tradition which later would be called
Sufism. The historical roots of Sufism are obscure, but the tradition grew out
of a cluster of concerns and developments characteristic of Islam in the
classical period. First and foremost was the desire to break free from the
distractions of this world in order to focus on the promise of the next, and on
the love of God himself. So, for example, Rabi‘a of Basra (d. c. 185/801), the
archetypal early Muslim ascetic, embraced her poverty and focused on the
absolute and exclusive love of God. ‘O God,” she is reported to have prayed,
‘my whole occupation and all my desire in this world of all worldly things, is to
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remember Thee, and in the world to come, of all things of the world to come,
** Muslim asceticism, unlike the Christian variety, was never
categorical in its renunciation of the world. Monasticism, according to the

is to meet Thee.

Qur’an, was a Christian innovation which God ‘did not prescribe for them’
(Q 57:27). But Muslims were moved by the Qur’anic admonition that the life of
this world was mere ‘play and amusement’ (Q 6:32), and by stories about the
indifference of Muhammad and some of his Companions to wealth. It is
possible, too, that Muslim pietists were influenced by the well developed
tradition of asceticism among the ‘holy men’ who were so central to the
experience of Late Antique Christianity. The very term “Sufi’ probably derives
from the word siif, ‘wool’, and may refer to coarse woollen garments
embraced by ascetics in the hot Middle Eastern climate a practice for
which there is certainly Christian precedent.

The pietistic tradition that became Sufism thus was grounded in an ascetic
impulse which Muslims shared with other Middle Eastern faith traditions.
But there were other, more specifically Muslim, concerns involved as well.
Accounts of the earliest Sufis are encrusted with legend, but suggest that they
were connected to the pious opposition that arose in reaction to the perceived
excesses of the Umayyad caliphs. The name of al Hasan al Basri (d. 110/728),
for example, a pious preacher who chastised the Umayyads for their world
liness, often appears in Sufi chains of authority. Other early figures claimed by
the Sufi tradition were deeply involved in waging jihad, particularly along the
Byzantine frontier.** Ascetic piety, in other words, did not preclude an active
even violent commitment to the faith. Eventually, in many parts of the
world, including South Asia and Africa, Sufis were instrumental in efforts to
convert non Muslims to Islam.

By the end of the classical period the Sufi tradition moved beyond its ascetic
and pietistic roots to embrace a mystical approach to God. The beginnings of
this development lie in the doctrine of divine love expressed by Rabi‘a and
others. It is possible that mystical doctrines in other religions Christianity,
but also South Asian traditions may have influenced Sufi Islam. For example,
the doctrine of the “annihilation” (fan@’) of the soul in its contemplation of the
divine, as expressed by Sufis such as Abt Yazid al Bistami (d. 261/874) and
Junayd (d. 298/910), recalls certain aspects of Hindu or Buddhist monism. As
in other religions, Sufi mysticism was built around various theories of esoteric

21 R. A. Nicholson, Muslim saints and mystics (Boston, 1976), p. 47.
22 Michael Bonner, Aristocratic violence and holy war: Studies in the jihad and the Arab
Byzantine frontier (New Haven, 1996), pp. 130 545.
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knowledge special ways, that is, in which the mystic came to ’know’ God.
The resulting theological speculation raised concerns with many of the
‘ulama’. Perhaps the most controversial Sufi was the Persian mystic al Hallaj
(d. 309/922). His enthusiastic and apparently outrageous utterances for
example, ‘ana 'l haqq’ (T am the truth’, al haqq being one name for God)
contributed to his gruesome execution for heresy at the orders of the ‘Abbasid
caliph. But it was not only exuberant and theologically dubious outbursts that
angered and worried the ‘ulama’. The mystical path is inherently individual
istic and antinomian, and therefore worrisome to a religious tradition such
as Islam, focused so heavily on social experience and communal identity.
‘Prayer is unbelief, once one knows,” al Hallaj is said to have cryptically
remarked. If the mystical experience could undermine so fundamental a
practice as prayer, what might it do to the larger legal scaffolding that
regulated Muslim life?*?

In the fourth/tenth century the Islamic tradition confronted an existential
crisis. For much of the early Islamic period the distinction between Sunni and
Shrite Islam was not always clear. But in the fourth/tenth century the
sectarian division became extremely sharp. In part this resulted from the
fact that, in the mid third/ninth century, the principal line of Shi‘ite imams
came to an end when (according to the Shi‘a) the twelfth imam went into
protective hiding. The disappearance of the locus of authority for these Shi‘a
(who came to be known as Twelvers) forced them to define their own
tradition more precisely. Even more significant was the rise in various places
of regimes that in one way or another embraced Shiism. These included the
Isma‘li Fatimid state in North Africa and Egypt, which represented a line of
imams different from those recognised by the Twelvers, and which made a
concerted (although unsuccessful) effort to convince Sunni Muslims through
out the Muslim world to recognise their leadership. The Shi‘ite Bayid regime
in Iraq and Iran did not, oddly, challenge the nominal authority of the ‘Abbasid
caliphs, but they did patronise Twelver Shi‘ite scholars, and so helped Twelver
(or Imami) Shi‘ism to take definitive shape.

And so, in the fourth/tenth century, the Islamic tradition generally could
have moved in a very different direction. In the end, however, the Shi‘ite
moment passed. The Fatimids were never able to convince many to embrace
their cause, not even in Egypt. And by the mid fifth/eleventh century the
Buyids were overwhelmed by a new and militantly Sunni political power.

23 On al Hall3j see Louis Massignon, The passion of al Hallaj: Mystic and martyr of Islam,
trans. H. Mason, 4 vols. (Princeton, 1982).
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That set the stage for the further development of the Islamic tradition through
the medieval and early modern periods.

Developments in medieval and early modern Islam

The dominant political development of the medieval period was the rise of a
series of Turkish regimes. The “Turks’ who ruled them were a disparate group,
but mostly had roots in nomadic peoples from Central Asia who spoke various
Turkic languages. They entered the Islamic world beginning in the third/ninth
century, first as slave soldiers purchased and trained by the ‘Abbasid caliphs.
Later whole tribes of nomadic and recently converted Turks moved out of
Central Asia and into the central Islamic world. By and large these regimes
recognised the lingering authority of the ‘Abbasid caliphs, but wielded effec

tive power themselves as sultans from the various cities in which they estab

lished themselves. Among the most important were the Saljiigs, who defeated
the Bayids and ruled over Iraq and Iran in the fifth/eleventh and sixth/twelfth
centuries; a series of Turkish and Afghan regimes which dominated north
Indian politics from the sixth/twelfth and seventh/thirteenth centuries,
culminating with the Turco Mongol regime of the Mughals; the Mamliks, a
dynasty of slave soldiers who ruled over Egypt and Syria from the middle of
the seventh/thirteenth to the beginning of the tenth/sixteenth centuries; and
finally the Ottomans, who from meagre origins on the Byzantine frontier in
the seventh/thirteenth century built the largest and greatest of the medieval
Turkish empires, one which in fact lasted into the twentieth century.

These regimes had an indirect but significant impact on the Islamic reli
gious tradition. In the first place, they were responsible for another round of
expansion in the territories known as the dar al islam. The Saljugs defeated the
Byzantine emperor at the battle of Manzikert in eastern Anatolia in 463/1071.
In the aftermath Anatolia was overrun by Turkish tribes, who established
Muslim regimes in the peninsula and precipitated its Islamisation. From that
process emerged the Ottomans, who carried the battle and the tide of
conversion into south eastern Europe. One result was the emergence in the
Balkan Peninsula of Muslim communities, such as the Bosnians, which have
remained down to the present day. A similar development took place to the
east. Islam had been present in India since at least the late first/early eighth
century, but the medieval Muslim regimes there encouraged further conver
sion, as a result of which the Muslim population of South Asia today stands at
about 25 percent. The significance of this expansion in the dar al islam was
accentuated by contrary developments at the other end of the Islamic world.
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The ninth/fifteenth century saw the end of the process known as the recon
quista, whereby the Iberian Peninsula passed out of Muslim hands. Soon
Spain’s Muslims (as well as its Jews) were either forcibly converted to
Christianity or expelled. With the exception of the Balkans, the demographic
growth of Islam in the medieval and early modern periods occurred not in
Europe but elsewhere, particularly in South, South East and Central Asia.

Religious developments in medieval Islam took place against a background
of new and threatening challenges. The rise of the Shi‘ite regimes in the
fourth/tenth century had already sharpened sectarian identities and tensions.
But even greater dangers loomed. In the late fifth/eleventh and sixth/twelfth
centuries a splinter movement within Isma‘li Shiism waged a violent insur
rection against the Sunni status quo in scattered parts of Iran, Iraq and Syria.
The Assassins, as they were known, had little chance of success, but the
spectre raised by their campaign of targeted killing prompted widespread
panic (and, in response, violent suppression of Isma‘ili communities in the
cities of the region).” Then, in 490/1097, the first Crusaders appeared in Syria.
Their violent challenge to the status quo later Crusader accounts describe
their conquest of Jerusalem that year as an especially bloody affair left the
Muslims in the region bewildered. Before long, however, the Muslims came
to see the Crusaders in a larger context: that they, along with the Normans
who overwhelmed Muslim Sicily and the Spanish and French warriors who
led the reconquista in the west, represented a broad and existential threat from
a newly militant and confident Christian Europe.*

In the first half of the seventh/thirteenth century an even greater threat
appeared: the Mongols. Most of the tribesmen belonging to the Mongol
confederation that conquered Iran and penetrated as far as Syria were
pagan. In 656/1258 they destroyed the city of Baghdad, and slaughtered the
last ‘Abbasid caliph to reign there. Muslims at the time understood the
Mongols to pose a mortal threat to Islam. The Mamliks, who defeated
the Mongols in Syria and so checked their advance, earned the gratitude of
many Muslims for having ‘saved’ Islam. (They also saved what was left of the
‘Abbasid caliphate: a series of refugees from Baghdad who claimed to be
members of the ‘Abbasid family, whom the Mamliiks installed as caliphs but
whose authority was not widely recognised in the Muslim world.) By the late

24 See Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The order of Assassins: The struggle of the early Nizari Isma‘ilis
against the Islamic world (The Hague, 1955).

25 On the impact of the Crusades on Islam see Emmanuel Sivan, L’Islam et la croisade:
Idéologie et propagande dans les réactions musulmanes aux croisades (Paris, 1968); and Carole
Hillenbrand, The Crusades: Islamic perspectives (Chicago, 1999).
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seventh/thirteenth century, however, the Mongols in the Middle East had
converted to Islam, and established regimes in Iran and the area north of the
Caucasus essentially similar to others in the region. They included that of one
of the greatest medieval Muslim warriors, Timir Lang, known to Western
legend as Tamerlane.

The various and apparently nefarious challenges from Shi‘a, Crusaders,
Mongols and others prompted multiple movements in response. Some of
the earliest and most militant appeared in the west significantly, perhaps,
since it was there that Muslims, faced by the reconquista, found themselves in
long term retreat. Both the Almoravids and their successors, the Almohads,
came to power in part as a result of political tensions among the Berber
population of the Maghrib. But both also cast themselves as movements of
religious reform, campaigning against moral laxity and what they perceived to
be unlawful innovations. Having been invited by the weakened Spanish
Muslim princes to assist them in their struggle against the Christians, the
Almoravids and especially the Almohads sought to suppress the liberal and
tolerant cultural atmosphere that, in the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centur
ies, had made Muslim Spain a cosmopolitan and religiously pluralist society.>®
Their religious militancy made life uncomfortable for non Muslims as well,
and many Christians and Jews living under their rule fled. Among them was
the famous Jewish theologian and philosopher Maimonides, who ended up in
the comparatively tolerant society of Cairo, where he served the Jewish
community as a judge and the famous Muslim warrior Salah al Din al
Ayyiibi, better known in the West as Saladin, as personal physician.

The Almohads were unusual for their xenophobia, but a growing suspicion
of non Muslims was a widespread and understandable response to persistent
external threats. In Syria and the central Muslim world the appearance of the
Crusaders sparked renewed interest in jihdd. Several medieval scholars pro
duced treatises collecting hadith on the subject, or extolling the virtues of
waging war on Islam’s behalf. The jurists recognised jihad as what they called
a fard kifdya, an obligation not on individual Muslims but on the community as
a whole. But when Islam itself was threatened, they said, jihdd became a fard
‘ayn, an individual responsibility incumbent on all Muslims. (It is striking that
the 1998 fatwa by a group of Muslim radicals including Osama bin Ladin cites
several Crusader era jurists in support of the proposition that Muslims today

26 On the cultural florescence of early medieval Spain and its suppression see Maria Rosa
Menocal, The ornament of the world: How Muslims, Jews, and Christians created a culture of
tolerance in medieval Spain (New York, 2002).
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are enjoined individually to fight against the Americans.) The targets of the
new jihad spirit were Islam’s external enemies, Christian Europeans and pagan
Mongols, whom envoys of the Pope approached about an alliance against the
Muslims. (Xenophobia often has deep roots.) But inevitably the dhimmis,
especially Christians, came under a cloud of suspicion, since they shared a
religion with some of the most dangerous enemies. There are indications that
their life grew more difficult in this period, as restrictions on their activities,
including public celebrations of their faith, were enforced more rigorously.

Internally, too, Muslim society experienced a sort of “circling of the wagons’
in the face of the new medieval challenges. The period has sometimes been
called one of a ‘Sunni revival’, and indeed the Turkish military regimes
were by and large enthusiastically Sunni. What the period really witnessed,
however, was a process of homogenising religious life, circumscribing the
parameters of permitted thought and behaviour and giving greater force
to the ‘consensus’ (ijma‘) of the jurists and the scholarly elite. The public
creedal statement issued by the caliph al Qadir in the fifth/eleventh century
(see p. 34 above) constituted an early benchmark. The statement reflects the
consensus of traditionalist scholars about what ‘Islam’ was, and by and large
they defined it through a series of negations: to be a Sunni Muslim meant to
reject Christianity, to reject Kharijite intolerance and Shi‘ite sectarianism, to
reject Mu‘tazilism and speculative theology more generally. Another aspect of
the homogenising trend was a reinvigorated opposition to innovation (bid‘a).
This constituted one of the dominant themes of medieval Islamic religious
discourse, and formed the subject of numerous polemical treatises composed
between the sixth/twelfth and tenth/sixteenth centuries; interestingly, many
of them were written by scholars originally from the Maghrib. This is not to
suggest that innovation stopped; simply that many of the ‘ulama’ rejected the
idea of innovations as a matter of principle. The charged atmosphere of the
time is reflected in the language of polemical discourse, in which a scholar
might argue that waging war against innovating Muslims was ‘preferable to
doing so against the infidels of the House of War, as the damage [that they
inflict on Islam] is more severe’.*”

Like other areas of religious experience, the practice of Islamic law, which
was so central to Muslim identity, underwent a degree of regularisation. By
the medieval period most of the earlier schools of law had ceased to exist as

27 Berkey, Formation of Islam, pp. 189 202; Jonathan Berkey, “Tradition, innovation and the
social construction of knowledge in the medieval Islamic Near East’, Past and Present,
146 (1995).
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living traditions, and only the four surviving madhahib  the Hanafis, the
Malikis, the Shafils and the Hanbalis were recognised as legitimate. In
some cases the madhahib became vehicles for the expression or advancement
of other interests. The Hanbalis in particular often constituted not just a school
of law but a broad based community dedicated to traditionalist Islam, and
Hanball crowds in Baghdad sometimes rioted against Shi‘ism or speculative
theology of which they disapproved.*® But the differences of jurisprudence
and positive law separating one school from the next were relatively minor,
and adherents of one school generally recognised the others as orthodox
expressions of Sunni Islam. Although ijtihad did not disappear entirely, the
force of accepted opinion within the madhahib increasingly circumscribed the
judgments most individual jurists could make. The doctrine of taqlid required
that jurists accept not only the jurisprudence but the substantive judgments of
their predecessors.

New institutional forms reinforced the regularisation of religious life. Chief
among them was the madrasa. The madrasa first appeared in eastern Iran in the
fourth/tenth or fifth/eleventh century, but by the seventh/thirteenth and
eighth/fourteenth had become a ubiquitous presence in Islamic cities in the
Middle East and South Asia. The medieval madrasa bore little resemblance to
the similarly named religious schools allegedly breeding Islamic militants
which have come to light in the early twenty first century. The madrasa was
principally an institution dedicated to instruction in figh (Islamic jurispru
dence) according to one or more of the surviving madhahib. The institutions
themselves had little impact on instruction or the curriculum. The trans
mission of religious knowledge depended on the informal ties established
between teachers and students, just as it had in the centuries before the
madrasa made its appearance. One did not ‘enrol’ in a madrasa; one attended
classes given by a particular teacher which happened to meet in one (although
those classes might also take place elsewhere: in a mosque or a home, for
example). Similarly, one did not ‘graduate’ from an institution; instead, one
received an ijaza, a ‘licence’ to teach or to transmit a particular text issued by
the master with whom one had studied. But the spread of madrasas did have
an enormous impact on the networks of scholars through whom religious
knowledge was transmitted and by whom Islam was defined. The madrasas’
endowments created paid professorships which for the first time provided

28 See George Makdisi, Ibn ‘Aqil et la résurgence de I'Islam traditionaliste au Xle siécle (Ve siécle
de ’Hégire) (Damascus, 1963); on Shafils and Hanafis as political factions in medieval
Nishapar see Richard W. Bulliet, The patricians of Nishapur: A study in medieval Islamic
social history (Cambridge, MA, 1972).
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regular compensation for the ‘ulama”s activities. This helped to clarify the
social and professional identity of the learned elite. And the number of these
schools, and consequently the number of scholars they supported, was con
siderable. By the ninth/fifteenth century, for example, Cairo probably had
well over one hundred such institutions. All this helped to establish the
‘ulama’, the class of religious scholars, as a formidable and influential compo
nent of medieval Islamic urban society.*

A similar and equally ubiquitous institution was the Sufi ‘convent’ (known
by several terms: khanqah, ribat, zawiya and others). Like the madrasa, a typical
khanqah might provide lodging and meals, and possibly stipends, to support
the mystics who lived and worshipped in it. There are certain parallels
between the Sufi convents and Christian monasteries, but there are also
important differences. In particular, the khangah, unlike the monastery, was
principally an urban institution. More importantly, its residents did not in
most cases permanently isolate themselves from the surrounding society.
Sufis often married and had families, and worked in ‘normal’ professions.
But the spread of khangahs did reflect the regularisation of the mystical life. It
is significant that the functions of madrasas and khanqgahs overlapped.
Architecturally there was little to distinguish them, and the activities they
supported were often one and the same: Sufis living in khdngahs might take
classes in hadith or Islamic jurisprudence, while students in madrasas might
engage in Sufi rituals.

The spread of Sufi convents reflects one of the most important develop
ments of the medieval period: the integration of Sufism into mainstream
Muslim religious life. By the late classical period Sufi mysticism had evolved
in directions many ‘ulama’ considered subversive. Much of their opposition,
however, dissipated in the ensuing centuries. This was due in part to scholars
such as Aba Hamid al Ghazali (d. 505/ 1111) and Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah al Iskandari (d.
709/1309), who embraced Sufism, sometimes despite initial misgivings, and
saw Sufi practice as a means to cultivate a more sincere and transformative
piety. The acceptance of Sufism was eased by the routinisation of Sufi practice.
By the fourth/tenth and early fifth/eleventh centuries some mystics had begun

29 The literature on the madrasa, religious education and the medieval ‘ulama’ is enor
mous. The interested reader should start with George Makdisi, The rise of colleges:
Institutions of learning in Islam and the West (Edinburgh, 1981); Carl Petry, The civilian elite
of Cairo in the later Middle Ages (Princeton, 1981); Jonathan Berkey, The transmission of
knowledge in medieval Cairo: A social history of Islamic education (Princeton, 1992); Michael
Chamberlain, Knowledge and social practice in medieval Damascus, 1190 1350 (Cambridge,
1994); and Daphna Ephrat, A learned society in transition: The Sunni ‘ulama’ of eleventh
century Baghdad (Albany, 2000).
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to develop rules to guide adepts, and so to discipline and routinise the tradition.
At some point Sufis began to speak of spiritual discipline as a form of jihad or
‘struggle’ what many jurists themselves came to recognise as the ‘greater
jihad’, distinct from and more important than the ‘lesser jihad" of holy war.°
This process was carried further by the crystallisation of the ‘brotherhoods’ or
‘orders” (turuq, sing. tariqa). By joining an order an adept would subject himself
to a certain discipline, and also to the authority of a master (shaykh) who would
guide him on his spiritual path. By the late medieval period affiliation with at
least one tariqa was common if not universal among the ‘ulam@’. Even those
scholars who continued to fault some mystics for offensive practices or beliefs,
such as Ibn Taymiyya, were themselves often members of Sufi tarigas.

The new forms and institutions of religious life transformed the relation
ship between the religious and political elites. Ever since the mihna the ‘ulama’
had prized their hard won independence from political authority. In the
absence of any formal institutional structure such as a Church, and with the
‘ulama@’’s own authority only loosely organised around the principle of con
sensus, the Muslim state had been unable to exercise direct and consistent
control over the religious establishment. But the new institutional structures
changed that equation. Mosques, madrasas and khanqahs were generally
constructed and endowed by individuals, as acts of charitable donation, rather
than by the state. But most of those with the means to establish such an
institution belonged to the political elites. This nurtured an increasingly sym
biotic relationship between the ‘ulama’ and their political benefactors.

For the ‘ulama’ the benefits were tangible and obvious. The institutions and
their endowments supported them and their activities directly and materially.
This did not make them subservient to the state and the political elites, but it is
striking that medieval rulers increasingly drew on the ‘ulama’ for political
assistance. The ruling elites most responsible for confronting the Crusaders in
Syria and Palestine, for example, relied heavily on the ‘ulama’ to mobilise
resistance to the European Christian invaders. Rulers such as Nuar al Din ibn
Zangl and his more famous successor, Saladin, commissioned scholars to
compose treatises extolling the virtues of jihad, or lauding the splendours of
the city of Jerusalem, as a way of cultivating enthusiasm among the Muslim
population for military campaigns against the Crusaders. ‘Ulama’ might
accompany troops into battle, reciting hadith about the military struggles of
Muhammad and the early Muslims.

30 David Cook, Understanding jihad (Berkeley, 2005), pp. 32 48.
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In the later medieval period the relationship between state and religious
establishment grew closer. Rulers did not attempt to return to pre mihna days,
or make extravagant claims about their authority to establish religious
doctrine or determine legal practice. But over time the ‘ulama’ did increasingly
become susceptible to political manipulation and control. In Cairo, for
instance, the Mamlik sultans acquired or usurped the right to appoint pro
fessors in the leading madrasas. The shaykh of one of the leading khanqahs in
Cairo acquired the title of shaykh al shuyiikh (‘master of masters’), an office
which he held by royal appointment, and in which official capacity he
exercised some sort of supervisory responsibilities for all the Sufis of Egypt.
In the late ninth/fifteenth century a dispute broke out among the Sufis of
Cairo concerning some controversial lyrics by a Sufi poet named Ibn al Farid
(d. 632/1235). The theological issues at stake led to dissension among the
mystics, but the enormous popularity of Ibn al Farid and his poetry gave
the dispute a political dimension, and the matter was only resolved when
the reigning sultan intervened to affirm the opinions of those who viewed
Ibn al Farid’s verse as perfectly orthodox.*

By the early modern period, with the rise of more centralised states, the
authority exercised by rulers over the religious establishment became even
more pronounced. The Safavids of Iran present a rather unusual case. The
Safavids were in origin one of a number of heterodox Sufi sects active among
the nomadic Turkmen populations of eastern Anatolia in the eighth/four
teenth and ninth/fifteenth centuries. Gradually they drifted towards Shi‘ism,
and under the leadership of their pir Isma‘l (d. 930/1524) they conquered Iran,
establishing a dynasty that lasted into the twelfth/eighteenth century. As
rulers the Safavids began a campaign to convert the Iranian population, up
to this point overwhelmingly Sunni, to Twelver Shi‘ism. To accomplish this
the Safavid shahs created a Shi‘ite clerical establishment through recruiting
Shi‘ite scholars from centres of Shi‘ite learning elsewhere in the Muslim world,
and through the establishment of Shi‘ite mosques and schools. The Safavids
then entrusted to the clerics the conversion of the country, authorising them
to pursue a campaign of (sometimes forced) conversion in the towns and
villages of Iran. All of this made the Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ of Iran particularly depend
ent on the patronage of the rulers.

To the west, the Ottomans present another example of growing state
control over the religious establishment. The Ottoman example had greater

31 T. Emil Homerin, From Arab poet to Muslim saint: Ibn al Farid, his verse, and his shrine
(Columbia, SC, 1994), pp. 55 75.
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long term significance, both because they were Sunnis and because the
Ottomans at one point or another controlled virtually the whole of the
Middle East outside Iran, and so left their imprint on a much wider field. In
the Ottoman empire the ‘ulama’ were for the first time organised in a formal,
institutional hierarchy; along with the military and the bureaucracy, the
religious establishment (which the Ottomans referred to as the ‘ilmiyye) served
as one of the foundations of the political structure. The leading qadis, preach
ers, professors in the madrasas and other important religious and legal figures
became in fact employees of the state. Ottoman gadis not only served as
appointed judges in religious courts, but undertook a variety of administrative
responsibilities on behalf of the state in the territories under their jurisdiction.
At the top of the religious hierarchy stood the seyhiilislam, a scholar appointed
by the sultan who supervised the entire religious institution.”

The authority of the Ottoman government over the religious institution
was also extended by the use of the title caliph. The Ottomans had occasion
ally invoked the title since the early ninth/fifteenth century. At first they
claimed it simply as an honorific, as something due to them by virtue of the
extent of their power. By the tenth/sixteenth century, however, after the
disappearance of the rump ‘Abbasid caliphate of Cairo, some Ottoman jurists
employed the term in a new, juridical sense, to indicate that the ruler had the
right, not to create law, but to rationalise and homogenise the law by choosing
from among the disparate rulings and interpretations included within the
consensus of the ‘ulama’. These claims foreshadowed later, thirteenth/
nineteenth century efforts by the Ottoman sultans to produce a definitive
code of Islamic law.”

Against these homogenising tendencies must be set the persistent diversity
and complexity of the Islamic tradition. The ‘ulama”s reinvigorated campaign
against innovations proved incapable of stamping them out indeed, the very
vigour of that campaign points to the stubborn popularity of religious prac
tices of which the ‘ulama’ disapproved. These practices were many and varied,
but they shared certain common characteristics. They were often associated
with Sufi celebrations. Others reflect a remarkable syncretism, with Muslims,

32 R. C. Repp, “The altered state of the ulema’, in Thomas Naff and Roger Owen (eds.),
Studies in eighteenth century Islamic history (Carbondale, 1977); R. C. Repp, The miifti of
Istanbul: A study in the development of the Ottoman learned hierarchy (London, 1986);
Madeleine Zilfi, The politics of piety: The Ottoman ulema in the postclassical age (1600 1800)
(Minneapolis, 1988).

33 On the Ottoman use of the title caliph see Colin Imber, Ebu’s su‘ud: The Islamic legal
tradition (Stanford, 1997).
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Jews and Christians participating in each other’s festive holidays Egyptian
Muslims, for example, participating in Coptic Easter festivities, or purchasing
amulets inscribed with Hebrew letters. Most of the practices of which the
‘ulamad’ disapproved concerned matters of personal hope or daily survival
rather than issues of law or theology. Many of them sought to invoke the
spiritual power (baraka) of some revered individual, living or dead, or to claim
his intercession (shafa‘a) perhaps with some temporal ruler, or perhaps with
God. Hence the popularity throughout the Islamic world of pilgrimage
(ziyara, “visiting’, as opposed to the formal hajj) to local shrines or to the
tombs of pious scholars or “saints’.**

Sufism, too, despite its integration into the Islamic mainstream, remained
a source of ideas and practices that rankled some in the religious establish
ment. Sufi mystical speculation continued to flirt with theologically trouble
some ideas, particularly those that tended to reduce the sharp distinction
between God and his creation. Such, for example, was the doctrine of
wahdat al wujiid, or the ‘oneness of being’, articulated by the Andalusian
mystic Ibn al ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240). Ibn al ‘ArabT’s ideas were in fact fantas
tically complex, and so resist easy classification, but they did prove remark
ably popular. Their influence can be seen in the Persian poetry of the
Anatolian mystic Jalal al Din Rami (d. 672/1273). Such ideas percolated
more widely through the population via a variety of ritual practices which
gave practical expression to them. So, for example, Riimi and the dervishes
who followed him developed a mode of enthusiastic communion with the
divine through music and dance. Critics worried not only about the theo
logical dubiousness of Ibn al ‘Arabi’s doctrines and Rami’s poetry, but about
the disruptive potential and erotic undertones of music, dance and other
forms of ecstatic worship adopted by some Sufis. Mystical excess and
enthusiasm threatened the established religious order in other ways too.
The inherent individualism and anarchism of the mystical path pushed some
to adopt a sceptical attitude towards shari‘a based orthopraxy. In a famous
couplet Rami himself gave expression to a kind of antinomianism which
challenged the very foundations of religious identity: “What is to be done,
O Muslims? For I do not recognize myself./ I am neither Christian, nor Jew,
nor Zoroastrian, nor Muslim.*

34 On the ziyara see Christopher S. Taylor, In the vicinity of the righteous: Ziyara and the
veneration of Muslim saints in late medieval Egypt (Leiden, 1999); Joseph Meri, The cult of
saints among Muslims and Jews in medieval Syria (Oxford, 2002). On the phenomenon of
‘popular religion” generally, see Berkey, Formation of Islam, pp. 248 57.

35 R. A. Nicholson, Selected poems from the Divani Shamsi Tabriz (Cambridge, 1898), p. 125.
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There were in fact plentiful channels through which Muslims outside the
ranks of the leading ‘ulama’ could influence the general experience of Islam.
The khutba delivered on Fridays in congregational mosques necessarily
retained a formal even official character, but many other opportunities
presented themselves for pious and interested individuals to preach to gather
ings of Muslims. Popular preachers and raconteurs of religious tales held sway
in mosques, homes, the street and other informal settings, delivering homilies
to men and women both. Concerned jurists worried about the suitability of
the religious messages they preached, but the depth of their concerns and the
frequency of their complaints suggest that for many Muslims these itinerant or
poorly educated preachers constituted the principal source of religious
instruction and guidance.** The example of popular preachers serves as a
reminder that, despite the growing regularisation of religious life, and despite
too the ever closer alliance of ‘ulama’ and the Sunni state in the late medieval
and early modern period, the Islamic tradition remained creative and flexible.
Opposition to bid‘a notwithstanding, innovations took root, and often the
‘ulama@’ themselves were persuaded by the force of their popularity to accept
them as legitimate expressions of Muslim piety. The ziyara is a case in point.
So too is the celebration of the Prophet’s birthday, which dates only from the
early Middle Ages. Some scholars worried, no doubt with good reason, that
the festivities bore too close a resemblance to Christmas. But ultimately the
holiday became, with ‘ulama’ approval, one of the most popular in the Muslim
calendar.”

Because of these underlying tensions between the leading ‘ulama’ and
more popular preachers and shaykhs, between the growing control exercised
by political authorities and the persistent independence of the religious
establishment Islam never lost its capacity for renewal. Western complaints
about Islam’s supposed need for a ‘reformation” miss the dynamism and
capacity for reinventing itself at the religion’s heart>® On the cusp of the
modern period this dynamism was fully at work. In the twelfth/eighteenth
century the powerful and centralised states that had dominated political
life since the tenth/sixteenth century the Ottoman, Safavid and Mughal
empires  weakened (and, in the case of the Safavids, disappeared).

36 Jonathan P. Berkey, Popular preaching and religious authority in the medieval Islamic Near
East (Seattle, 2001).

37 See Kaptein, Muhammad’s birthday festival.

38 John Voll, ‘Renewal and reform in Islamic history: Tajdid and islah’, in John L. Esposito
(ed.), Voices of resurgent Islam (New York, 1983); Nehemiah Levtzion and John Voll (eds.),
Eighteenth century renewal and reform in Islam (Syracuse, 1987).
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Simultaneously, various movements of reform and renewal set the stage
for important developments in the modern world. Most notable among
them was that associated with a cantankerous Arabian scholar, Muhammad
ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab, in Arabia, inspired in part by the writings of Ibn
Taymiyya, and another driven by one of the leading Muslim scholars of
India, Shah Wali Allah of Delhi.

The movements led by these religious reformers and their successors have
produced disparate results, but they have also shared certain common char
acteristics. They have tended to combine a fierce commitment to the principle
of restoring an idealised Muslim past associated with Muhammad and his
Companions with the recognition that changed conditions require the full
exercise of all tools, including in some cases that of unfettered ijtihad, to
reconstruct a reformed Islam capable of meeting the new challenges of the
modern world. They have also tended to look to political forces to help
implement the necessary reforms, and to capitalise on a revitalised spirit of
jihad in the Muslim community to defend it against its external enemies. After
the twelfth/eighteenth century the power of those external enemies princi
pally the Western powers proved to be overwhelming. Muslims throughout
the world have had no choice but to confront the challenges posed to them by
the West. Their efforts to do so have been shaped in part by movements of
renewal and reform which have been both modern in their application and
firmly grounded in an authentic and evolving Muslim tradition.
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2
Sufism

ALEXANDER KNYSH

Introduction

The ascetic and mystical element that was implicit in Islam since its very
inception grew steadily during the first Islamic centuries (the seventh ninth
centuries CE), which witnessed the appearance of the first Muslim ‘devotees’
(‘ubbad; nussak) in Mesopotamia, Syria and Iran. By the sixth/twelfth century
they had formed the first ascetic communities, which spread across the
Muslim world and gradually transformed into the institution called tariga

the mystical ‘brotherhood’ or ‘order’. Each tariga had a distinct spiritual
pedigree stretching back to the Prophet Muhammad, its own devotional
practices, educational philosophy, headquarters and dormitories as well as
its semi independent economic basis in the form of a pious endowment (either
real estate or tracts of land). Between the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries
CE Islamic mysticism (Sufism) became an important part of the Muslim
devotional life and social order. Its literature and authorities, its networks
of tariqa institutions and its distinctive lifestyles and practices became a
spiritual and intellectual glue that held together the culturally and ethnically
diverse societies of Islamdom. Unlike Christian mysticism, which was mar
ginalised by the secularising and rationalistic tendencies in western
European societies, Sufism retained its pervasive influence on the spiritual
and intellectual life of Muslims until the beginning of the twentieth century.
At that point Sufi rituals, values and doctrines came under sharp criticism
from such dissimilar religio political factions as Islamic reformers and mod
ernists, liberal nationalists and, somewhat later, Muslim socialists. They
accused Sufis of deliberately cultivating ‘idle superstitions’, of stubbornly
resisting the imposition of ‘progressive” and ‘activist’ social and intellectual
attitudes and of exploiting the Muslim masses to their advantage. Parallel
to these ideological attacks, in many countries of the Middle East the
economic foundations of Sufi organisations were undermined by agrarian
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reforms, secularisation of education and new forms of taxation instituted by
Westernised nationalist governments. The extent of Sufism’s decline in the
first half of the twentieth century varied from one country to another. On
the whole, however, by the 1950s Sufism had lost much of its former appeal
in the eyes of Muslims, and its erstwhile institutional grandeur was reduced
to low key lodges staffed by Sufi masters with little influence outside their
immediate coterie of followers. At that point it seemed that in most Middle
Eastern and South Asian societies the very survival of the centuries old Sufi
tradition and lifestyle was in question. However, not only has Sufism
survived, it has been making a steady comeback of late.” Alongside tradi
tional Sufi practices and doctrines there emerged the so called ‘neo Sufi’
movement whose followers seek to bring Sufi values in tune with the
spiritual and intellectual needs of modern men and women.

This chapter provides a brief historical overview of Sufism’s evolution from
a simple world renouncing piety to the highly sophisticated doctrines and
rituals practised primarily, albeit not exclusively, within the institutional
framework of the Sufi tariga.

The name and the beginnings

Normative Sufi literature routinely portrays the Prophet and some of his
ascetically minded Companions as “Sufis’ (al siifiyya) avant la lettre. However,
the term does not seem to have gained wide currency until the first half of the
third/ninth century, when it came to denote Muslim ascetics and recluses in
Iraq, Syria and, possibly, Egypt. More than just fulfilling their religious
duties, they paid close attention to the underlying motives of their actions,
and sought to endow them with a deeper spiritual meaning. This goal was
achieved through a thorough meditation on the meaning of the Qur’anic
revelation, introspection, imitation of the Prophet’s pious ways, voluntary
poverty and self mortification. Strenuous spiritual self exertion was occasion
ally accompanied by voluntary military service (jihad) along the Muslim

Byzantine frontier, where many renowned early devotees flocked in search
of ‘pure life’ and martyrdom ‘in the path of God’. Acts of penitence and self
abnegation, which their practitioners justified by references to certain
Quranic verses and the Prophet’s normative utterances,” were, in part, a

1 A. Knysh, “The tariga on a Landcruiser: The resurgence of Sufism in Yemen’, Middle East
Journal, 55, 3 (2001).

2 M. Smith, Studies in early mysticism in the Near and Middle East, 2nd edn (Oxford, 1995),
pp. 125 52; cf. A. Arberry, Sufism: An account of the mystics of Islam (London, 1950), pp. 15 30.
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reaction against the Islamic state’s newly acquired wealth and complacency as
well as the ‘impious’ pastimes of the Umayyad rulers and their officials. For
many pious Muslims these ‘innovations” were incompatible with the simple
and frugal life of the first Muslim community at Medina. While some religio

political factions, such as the Kharijites and the early Shi‘a, tried to topple the
‘illegitimate’ government by force of arms, others opted for a passive protest
by withdrawing from the corrupt society and engaging in supererogatory acts
of worship. Even though their meticulous scrupulousness in food and social
intercourse were sometimes interpreted as a challenge to secular and military
authorities, they were usually left alone as long as they did not agitate against
the state. As an outward sign of their pietistic flight from the ‘corrupt’ world,
some early devotees adopted a distinct dress code a rough woollen habit,
which set them apart from the “worldlings” who preferred more expensive and
comfortable silk or cotton. Wittingly or not, the early Muslim devotees
thereby came to resemble Christian monks and ascetics, who also donned
hair shirts as a sign of penitence and contempt for worldly luxuries.? In view of
its strong Christian connotations some early Muslim authorities sometimes
frowned upon this custom. In spite of their protests, wearing a woollen robe
(tasawwuf) was adopted by some piety minded elements in Syria and Iraq
under the early ‘Abbasids. By the end of the second/eighth century, in the
central lands of Islam the nickname siifiyya ("wool people’ or “‘wool wearers’;
sing. siifi) had become a self designation of many individuals given to an
ascetic life and mystical contemplation.

Basic assumptions and goals

While many early Muslims were committed to personal purity, moral
uprightness and strict compliance with the letter of the divine law, there
were some who made asceticism and pious meditation their primary vocation.
These “proto Sufis’ strove to win God’s pleasure through self imposed depri

vations (especially abstinence from food and sex), self effacing humility, super

erogatory prayers, night vigils and meditation on the deeper implications of
the Qur’anic revelation. In their passionate desire for intimacy with God they
drew inspiration from selected Qur’anic verses that stressed God’s immanent
and immediate presence in this world (e.g. Q 2:115; 2:186; 50:16). They found

3 A. Voobus, Syriac and Arabic documents regarding legislation relevant to Syrian asceticism
(Stockholm, 1960); cf. J. van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3 Jahrhundert Hidschra,
6 vols. (Berlin and New York, 1991 5), vol. II (1992), pp. 88, 94, 610 etc.
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similar ideas in the Prophetic traditions (hadith), some of which encouraged
the faithful to ‘serve God as if they see Him’, to count themselves among the
dead, to be content with the little that they have over against the abundance
that may distract them from the worship of their Lord and to constantly think
of God.* In meditating on such scriptural passages, and in imitating the pious
behaviour ascribed to the first Muslim heroes, the forerunners of the Sufi
movement developed a comprehensive set of values and a code of behaviour
that can be defined as “‘world renouncing’ and ‘other worldly oriented’. It may
have had an implicit political intent, as some early ascetics consciously
abandoned gainful professions, avoided any contact with state authorities or
even refused to inherit in protest against the perceived injustices and corrup

tion of the Umayyad regime.” Many disenchanted devotees found solace in the
more benign aspect of divine majesty, and gradually started to speak of love
between God and his servants, citing relevant Qur’anic verses such as Q 5:54.
With time the initial world renouncing impulse was augmented by the idea of
mystical intimacy between the worshipper lover and his divine beloved.
Celebrated in poems and utterances of exceptional beauty and verve, it was
counterbalanced by the worshipper’s self doubt and fear of divine retribution
for the slightest slippage in thought or action (ghafla). Particularly popular
with the early ascetics and mystics was the idea of a primordial covenant
between God and the ‘disembodied’” human race prior to the creation of
individual human beings endowed with sinful and restive bodies. Basing
themselves on the Qur’an (Q 7:172) the proto Sufis argued that during this
covenant the human souls bore testimony to God’s absolute sovereignty and
promised him their undivided devotion. However, once the human souls
were given their sinful bodies and found themselves in the corrupt world of
false idols and appearances, they forgot their promise and succumbed to the
drives and passions of the moment. The goal of God’s faithful servant, there

fore, consists in ‘recapturing the rapture’ of the day of the covenant in order to
return to the state of primordial purity and faithfulness that characterised the
human souls before their actual creation.® To this end the mystic had to
contend not only with the corrupting influences of the world, but also with his
own base self (nafs) the seat of egotistic lusts and passions. These general

4 Waki® ibn al Jarrah, Kitab al zuhd, ed. ‘Abd al Rahman al Faryawani, 2nd edn, 2 vols.
(Riyadh, 1994), vol. I, p. 234.

5 B. Reinert, Die Lehre vom tawakkul in der klassischen Sufik (Berlin, 1968), p. 188; van Ess,
Theologie, vol. I, pp. 228 9.

6 G. Bowering, The mystical vision of existence in classical Islam (Berlin, 1980), pp. 145 65.
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tenets manifested themselves in the lives and intellectual legacy of those
whom later Sufi literature portrayed, anachronistically, as the first Sufis.

The archetypal “Sufis’: al-Hasan al-Basr1
and his followers

The fame of the early preacher and scholar of Basra al Hasan al Basr1 (21 110/
642 728) rests on the unique uprightness of his personality, which made a
deep impression on his contemporaries. He was, above all, famous for his fiery
sermons in which he warned his fellow citizens against committing sins and
urged them to prepare themselves for the Last Judgement by leading pure and
frugal lives, as he did himself. Al Hasan invited his audience to abandon
attachment to earthly possessions, which are of no use to either the living or
the dead. He judged sins strictly, and considered the sinner to be fully
responsible for his actions. Respectful of caliphal authority, despite its real
or perceived ‘transgressions’, he reserved the right to criticise it for what he
saw as its violation of the divinely ordained order of things. Al Hasan’s
brotherly feeling towards his contemporaries and his self abnegating altruism
(ithar) were appropriated by later Sufis and formed the foundation of the code
of spiritual chivalry (futuwwa) which was embraced by Sufi associations in the
subsequent epochs.

Whether or not al Hasan was indeed the founding father of the Sufi move
ment, as he was portrayed in later Sufi literature, his passionate preaching of
high moral and ethical standards won him numerous followers from a wide
variety of backgrounds professional Quran reciters and Qur’an copyists,
pious warriors (nussak mujahidin), small time traders, weavers and scribes.
They embraced his spirited rejection of worldly delights and luxury, and his
criticism of social injustices, oppressive rulers and their unscrupulous
retainers. Their actions and utterances exhibit their constant fear of divine
retribution for the slightest moral lapse and their exaggerated sense of sin,
which they sought to alleviate through constant penance, mortification of the
flesh, permanent contrition and mourning.” This self effacing, God fearing
attitude often found an outward expression in constant weeping, which
earned many early ascetics the name of “‘weepers’ (bakka’iin). Already at that
stage some of them were aware that their exemplary piety, moral uprightness
and spiritual fervour placed them above the herd of ordinary believers, who
were unable to overcome their simplest passions of the moment, not to

7 Waki ibn al Jarrah, Kitab al zuhd, vol. I, pp. 248 63.
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mention the complex moral dilemmas faced by God’s elect folk. Hence the
idea of ‘friendship with’, or ‘proximity to’, God (walaya), which the early
ascetics and mystics traced back to several Qur’anic phrases suggesting the
existence of a category of God’s servants enjoying his special favour in this and
future life (e.g. Q 10:62; 18:65). It is in this narrow circle of early Muslim
ascetics that we witness the emergence of an elitist charismatic piety, which
was gradually translated into superior moral authority and, eventually, into a
substantial social force. At that early stage, however, its social ramifications
were rather limited. It was confined to a narrow circle of religious virtuosi,
whose search for personal salvation through constant meditation on their sins
and extraordinary ascetic feats was too individualistic to win them a broad
popular following. Nevertheless, the arduous sermonising and exemplary
uprightness of al Hasan and his disciples secured them relatively wide renown
among the population of Basra and Kifa. From there the practice of wearing
wool, and the style of piety that it symbolised, spread to Syria and Baghdad,
eventually giving the name to the ascetic and mystical movement that gained
momentum in the mid third/ninth century (see chart 2.1). Most of its repre
sentatives, including such important ones as ‘Abd al Wahid ibn Zayd (d. c. 133/
750) and the famous female mystic Rabi‘a al ‘Adawiyya (d. 185/8o1), are
usually portrayed as spiritual descendants of al Hasan al Bast1. The former is
said to be the founder of the first Sufi ‘cloister’ (duwayra) on the island of
‘Abbadan at the mouth of the Shatt al ‘Arab, while Rabi‘a distinguished herself
as an ardent proponent of ‘pure’ and ‘disinterested” love of God to the
exclusion of all other religious emotions, including the love of the Prophet
and is commonly regarded as the founder of ‘love mysticism’ in Islam.

The nascent Sufi movement was internally diverse, and displayed a variety
of devotional styles: the ‘erotic mysticism’ of Rabi‘a al ‘Adawiyya existed
side by side with the stern piety of Ibrahim ibn Adham (d. 161/777) an
otherworldly recluse who renounced not only what was prohibited by Islamic
law but also much that it permitted. He, in turn, was distinct from both Ibn
al Mubarak (d. 181/797) an inner worldly ‘warrior monk’ from the
Byzantine Muslim frontier or Fudayl ibn ‘Iyad (d. 187/803) a moderate
world renouncer and vocal critic of the rulers and scholarly ‘establishment” of
his time, whom he accused of departing from the exemplary custom of the
Prophet and his first followers. Finally, in Shaqiq al Balkhi (d. 195/810), a
Khurasani ascetic who was killed in action fighting against the ‘pagan
Turks’, we find a curious hybrid of Ibrahim ibn Adham and Ibn al
Mubarak both a holy warrior and an extreme ascetic who strove to avoid
the corrupting influence of the world by completely withdrawing from it.
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Shaqiq is often described as the earliest exponent, if not the founder, of
tawakkul a doctrine of complete trust in, and total reliance on, God, which
entailed absolute fatalism and the abandonment of any gainful employment.®
He is also credited with early theorising about various levels or ‘dwelling
stations’” (manazil) of spiritual attainment, and can thus be viewed as one of
the founders of the “science of the mystical path’ (‘ilm al tarig). The reason why
individuals of so widely disparate temperaments and convictions ended up in
the same classificatory category of ‘early Sufis” should be sought in the
underlying ideological agendas of the creators of the Sufi tradition, which
will be discussed further on.

Some regional manifestations

In the eastern lands of the caliphate the ascendancy of Baghdad style Sufism
was delayed by almost a century by the presence of local ascetic groups,
notably the Karramiyya of Khurasan and Transoxania and the Malamatiyya of
Nishapir, whose leaders resisted the imposition of the foreign’ style of ascetic
piety. We know relatively little about the values and practices of these groups,
which were suppressed by, or incorporated into, the Sufi movement under the
Saljugs.’

In the western provinces of the caliphate we find a few ascetics who studied
under al Hasan al Basr or his disciples, and who taught his ideas to their own
students. The most notable of them were Aba Sulayman al Darani (d. 215/830)
in Syria and Dhii °1 Nin al Mist1 (d. 245/860) in Egypt. The former emphasised
complete reliance on God and unquestioning contentment with his will (rida).
Any distraction from God, including marriage, was, for al Darani, unaccept
able. The amount of one’s knowledge of God was in direct proportion to one’s
pious deeds, which al Darani described as an internal jihdd and which he
valued more than the ‘external’ warfare against an ‘infidel’ enemy. In Egypt
the most distinguished representative of the local ascetic and mystical move
ment was Dhii 1 Nain al MistT, a Nubian whose involuntary stay in Baghdad
on charges of heresy had a profound impact on the local ascetics and mystics.
His poetic utterances brim with the erotic symbolism that was to become so
prominent in later Sufi poetry. They depict God as the mystic’s intimate friend
(anis) and beloved (habib). God, in turn, grants his faithful lover a special,

8 Reinert, Die Lehre, pp. 172 5.
9 J. Chabbi, ‘Réflexions sur le soufisme iranien primitif’, Journal Asiatique, 266, 1 2 (1978);
B. Radtke, “Theologen und Mystiker in Hurasan und Transoxanien’, ZDMG, 136, 1 (1986).
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intuitive knowledge of himself, which Dha '] Nuan called ‘gnosis’ (ma‘rifa).
This esoteric knowledge sets its possessors, God’s elect friends (awliy@’), apart
from the generality of the believers.

The activities and teachings of ascetics and mystics who resided in the
caliphate’s provinces indicate that the primeval ascetic and mystical move
ment was not confined to Iraq. However, it was in Iraq more precisely, in
Baghdad that it came to fruition as a free standing and distinct trend within
Islam.

The formation of the Baghdadi tradition

The ascetic and mystical school of Baghdad the capital of the ‘Abbasid
empire established shortly after the fall of the Umayyads inherited the
ideas and practices of the early Muslim devotees residing in the first Muslim
cities of Iraq: Basra and Kafa. However, the beginnings of the Baghdad school
proper are associated with a few individuals who came to serve as the principal
source of identity to its later followers. One of them was Ma‘raf al Karkhi
(d. 200/815), who studied under some prominent members of al Hasan
al BasiT's inner circle (see chart 2.2). He established himself as an eloquent
preacher who admonished his audience to practise abstention and content

ment with God’s decree from the pulpit of his own mosque in the Karkh
quarter of Baghdad. Al Karkhi took little interest in theological speculation,
and enjoined deeds, not words. Legends describe his numerous miracles, and
emphasise in particular the efficacy of his prayers. After his death his tomb on
the Tigris became a site of pious visits and supplicatory prayers. Equally
important for the self identity of the Baghdad school of Sufism is Bishr ibn
al Harith (al Hafi, ‘the Barefoot’, d. 227/842). He started his career as a jurist
and hadith collector, but later relinquished his studies and embarked on the life
of a pauper, because he realised that formal religious knowledge was irrelev

ant to the all important goal of salvation. We find a similar career trajectory in
the case of another founding father of the Baghdadi school, a learned mer

chant named SarT al Saqati (d. 253/867). His transformation from well to do
merchant and hadith collector to indigent Sufi occurred under the influence of
Ma‘ruf al Karkhi's passionate sermons. Like Bishr, he considered the collec

tion of Prophetic reports, especially when it became a profession, to be ‘no
provision for the Hereafter’. Of the practical virtues required of every believer
he emphasised fortitude in adversity, humility, trust in God and absolute
sincerity (ikhlds), and warned against complacency, vainglory and hypocrisy
(riya@’). In this he was in agreement with another prominent ascetic scholar of
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Ma‘ruf al-Karkhi
(d. c. 200/815)

Bishr al-Haf1
(d. 227/842)

Abu Sa‘id al-Kharraz

(d. c. 286/899 or earlier)

Sari al-Saqatl
(d. 253/867)

al-Junayd
(d. 298/910),
and his circle:

al-Harith al-Muhasibi
(d. 243/857)

al-Jurayri
(d. 312/924),
‘Amr al-Makki
(d. after 291/903)
and others

Abu 'l-Husayn al-Niri ————— al-Shibli
(d. 295/907) (d. 334/946)

[
al-Hallaj
(d. 309/922),

and later ‘ecstatic’/ ‘drunken’ Sufis:

al-Kharaqani

(d. 417/1026),

Bagqli
(d. 600/1209),
both Iran, and others

Chart 2.2 Sufism of the Baghdad school
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|
al-Nasrabadhi
(d. 372/982)

al-Daqqaq
(d. 405/1014),
Khurasan

al-Qushayri
(d. 465/1075),
Khurasan

and later tariga Sufism

that age, al Harith al Muhasibi (d. 243/857). Unlike the individuals just men
tioned, al Muhasibi was a prolific writer, whose written legacy reflects his
intense and occasionally tortuous quest for truth, purity of thought and deed
and, eventually, salvation. His emphasis on introspection as a means
of bringing out the true motives of one’s behaviour earned him the nickname
‘al Muhasibt, or ‘one who takes account of oneself’. By scrupulously examin
ing the genuine motives of one’s actions, argued al Muhasibi, one can detect
and eliminate the traces of riya’ that may adhere to them. Although
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al MuhasibT's ‘theorising’ about mystical experience and theological issues
was spurned by some of his Sufi contemporaries, there is little doubt
that it contributed in significant ways to the formation of ‘Sufi science’
(ilm al tasawwuf). Moreover, the paternal nephew and successor of Sari
al Saqati as the doyen of the Baghdadi Sufis, Abu ’l Qasim al Junayd (d. 208/
o10), cultivated a close friendship with al Muhasibi and was influenced by his
ideas.

Later Sufi literature portrays al Junayd as the greatest representative of
Baghdad Sufism, who embodied the ‘sober’ strain within it, as opposed to the
‘intoxicated’ one of Abu Yazid al Bistami, al Hallaj, al Shibli and their like.
Like al Muhasibi, al Junayd combined scholarly pursuits with ‘mystical sci
ence’, and presented himself as either a scholar or a Sufi, or both. He was
convinced that the most daring aspects of ‘Sufi science” should be protected
from outsiders who had not tasted it themselves. Hence his ‘profoundly
subtle, meditated language” that formed the nucleus of all subsequent elab
oration’."” A popular spiritual master, he wrote numerous epistles to his
disciples as well as short treatises on mystical themes. Couched in recondite
imagery and arcane terminology, his teaching reiterates the theme, first
clearly reasoned by him, that, since all things have their origin in God, they
are to be reabsorbed, after their dispersion in the empirical universe (tafi1g),
into him (jam). On the level of personal experience, this dynamic of the
divine reabsorption/dispersion is reflected in the state of “passing away’ of the
human self (fana’) in the contemplation of the oneness of God, followed by its
return to the multiplicity of the world and life in God (baqa’). As a result of
this experiential journey’ the mystic acquires a new, superior awareness of
both God and his creation that cannot be obtained by means of either
traditional or speculative cognition. Unlike the ‘intoxicated” Sufis, who con
sidered fana’ to be the ultimate goal of the mystic, al Junayd viewed it as an
intermediate (and imperfect) stage of spiritual attainment. On the social
plane, al Junayd preached responsibility and advised his followers against
violating social conventions and public decorum. The accomplished mystic
should keep his unitive experiences to himself, and share them only with
those who have themselves ‘tasted” them. He is said to have disavowed his
erstwhile disciple al Hallaj for making public his ecstatic encounters with
the divine reality. Al Junayd’'s eminence as a great, if not the greatest, master
of the ‘classical age’ of Sufism is attested by the fact that he figures in the
spiritual pedigree of practically every Sufi brotherhood. His awesome stature

10 Arberry, Sufism, pp. 56 7.
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sometimes overshadows some of his contemporaries, whose contribution to
the growth of the Sufi teaching was at least as important as his.

One such contemporary was Abl Sa‘id al Kharraz (d. c. 286/899), who was
probably the first Sufi along with al Tirmidhi al Hakim (d. 310/910) to
discuss the relationship between the prophets (anbiya’) and the (Sufi) “friends
of God’ (awliya’). Al Kharraz argued that the prophetic missions of the former
and the ‘sainthood’ (wildaya) of the latter represent two distinctive if comple
mentary types of relationship between God and his creatures. Whereas the
anbiya’ are entrusted by God with spreading and enforcing the divine law, the
awliya’ are absorbed in the contemplation of divine beauty and majesty and
become oblivious of the world around them. The two thus represent respec
tively the outward (zahir) and the inward (batin) aspects of the divine revela
tion, and their missions are equally valid in the eyes of God.”

Several individuals in al Junayd’s entourage form a distinct group due to
their shared single minded focus on love of God. One of them was Abu
"l Husayn al N1 (d. 295/907), an associate of both al Junayd and al Kharraz.
Unlike his teachers, he shunned any theoretical discussion of the nature of
mystical experience, and defined Sufism as ‘the abandonment of all pleasures
of the carnal soul’. In expressing his intense passion for the divine beloved al
Nuri frequently availed himself of erotic imagery, which drew upon him the
ire of some learned members of the caliph’s entourage, who charged him and
his followers with blasphemy, and even attempted to have them executed.
Characteristically, in that episode al Junayd is said to have avoided arrest by
claiming to be a mere ‘jurist’ (faqth).

A similar ecstatic type of mysticism was espoused by al Shibli, whose
unbridled longing for God expressed itself in bizarre behaviour and scandal
ous public utterances. He indulged in all manner of eccentricities: burning
precious aromatic substances under the tail of his donkey, tearing up expen
sive garments, tossing gold coins into the crowds and speaking openly of his
identity with the divine, etc.” Faced with the prospect of prosecution on
charges of heresy, he affected madness.

Our description of the Baghdad school would be incomplete without a
mention of al Hallaj, whose ecstatic mysticism bears a close resemblance to
that of al Nuri and al Shibli, but who, unlike them, paid with his life for his
intoxication with divine love. His trial and public execution in Baghdad in 309/

11 P. Nwyia, Exégése coranique et langage mystique (Paris, 1970), pp. 237 42.
2 R. Nicholson (ed.), The Kitab al luma* fi 'l tasawwuf of Abit Nasr ... al Sarraj (Leiden and
London, 1914), pp. 3908 406.
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922 on charges of ‘heresy’ demonstrated the dramatic conflict between the
spirit of communal solidarity promoted by Sunni ‘ulama’ and the individual
istic, at times asocial aspirations of lovelorn mystics a conflict al Junayd and
his “sober’ followers were so anxious to overcome. Al Hallaj’s trial took place
against the background of political intrigues and struggle for power at the
caliph’s court in Baghdad, into which he was drawn, perhaps unwittingly. His
public preaching of loving union between man and God was construed by
some religious and state officials as rabble rousing and sedition. On the other
hand, his behaviour violated the code of prudence and secrecy advocated by
the leaders of the capital’s Sufi community, who followed in the footsteps of
al Junayd. Finally, al Hallaj was also accused of public miracle working (ifsha’
al karamat) with a view to attracting the masses to his message. This too
contradicted the ethos of ‘sober” Sufism, which required that mystics conceal
supernatural powers granted to them by God. All this and perhaps also
jealousy of his popularity led to his disavowal and condemnation by his
fellow Sufis, including al Junayd and al Shibli. While the theme of the union of
the mystic lover with the divine beloved was not unique to al Hall3j, his
public preaching of it and his attempt to achieve it through voluntary martyr
dom were unprecedented and scandalous. Al Hallaj thus came to exemplify
the ‘intoxicated” brand of mysticism associated, apart from him, with such
Persian mystics as Abii Yazid al Bistami (d. 261/875), Ibn Khafif (d. 371/982),
Muhammad al Dastani (d. 417/1026), al Kharagani (d. 425/1033) and Riizbihan
al Bagli (d. 606/1209).”

The age of al Junayd and al Hallaj was rich in charismatic and mystical
talent. Among their contemporaries Sahl al Tustarl of Basra (d. 283/896)
deserves special mention. He and his followers represented a distinct strain
of Sufi piety that assigned a special role to the practice of ‘recollection’ of God
(dhikr) with a view to ‘imprinting’ his name in the enunciator’s heart. After the
mystic has completely internalised dhikr, God begins to effect his own recol
lection in the heart of his faithful servant. This leads to a loving union between
the mystic and his Creator. Al TustarT's mystical commentary on the Qur’an,
which seeks to bring out its hidden, inner meanings, represents one of the
earliest samples of Sufi exegesis.™

As mentioned, the Sufism of Iraq was not the only ascetic and mystical
movement within the confines of the caliphate. In the eastern provinces of the
‘Abbasid empire it had to compete with its local versions, such as the

13 A. Knysh, Islamic mysticism: A short history (Leiden, 2000), pp. 68 82.
14 Bowering, The mystical vision.
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Malamatiyya and the Karramiyya. The eventual ascendancy of Baghdad
Sufism has not yet found a satisfactory explanation. One reason for its success
may lie in ‘the efficacy of its powerful synthesis of individualist and commu
nalist tendencies’, which allowed it to ‘disenfranchise’ its rivals by sapping
them of their spiritual thrust and absorbing their institutional features’.” One
can also point out the role of powers that be in deliberately promoting
Baghdadi Sufism over its rivals, which eventually disappeared from the
historical scene. According to this view, the rulers of the age found the loosely
structured, urban, middle class Sufism to be more ‘manageable’ than the
lower class and largely rural Karramiyya or the secretive and independent
Maldmatiyya.” Finally, the fortunes of all these ascetic and mystical move
ments may have been influenced by the fierce factional struggle between the
Shafi? Ash‘ari and the Hanafi Maturidi parties in Khurasan, which helped to
propel Sufism  associated with the former to the forefront and to push its
opponents to the fringes of local societies.” Another possible reason is that in
the aftermath of the execution of al Hallaj many Baghdadi Sufis migrated to
the eastern lands of the caliphate, where they aggressively disseminated the
teachings and practices of their school among local communities. This process
was accompanied by the emergence in Khurasan and Transoxania of a con
siderable body of apologetic Sufi literature which we shall discuss in the next
section.

The systematisation of the Sufi tradition

The fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries witnessed a rapid growth of
Sufi lore. It was classified and committed to writing by the Sufi writers who
can be considered as the master architects of ‘Sufi science’ (see chart 2.3). They
discussed such issues as the exemplary behaviour of the great Sufi masters of
old, Sufi terminology, the nature of saintly miracles, the rules of companion

ship in Sufi communities, Sufi ritual practices etc. Such discussions were
accompanied by references to the authority of Sufism’s “founding fathers’,
including those whose lives almost surely pre dated its emergence as an
independent trend of piety in Islam. The Sufi writers pursued a clear apolo

getic agenda to demonstrate the consistency of Sufi teachings and practices
with the Sunni creed as laid down by the creators of Islamic legal theory and

15 A. Karamustafa, God’s unruly friends (Salt Lake City, 1994), p. 31.
16 Chabbi, ‘Réflexions’, passim.
17 Knysh, Islamic mysticism, p. 99.
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Abu Nasr al-Sarraj
(d. 378/988),
Khurasan and Baghdad

Abu Bakr al-Kalabadhi
(d. after 380/990),
Transoxania

Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami
(d. 412/1021),
Khurasan

Abu Nu‘aym al-Isbahani
(d. 430/1038),
Khurasan

Abd al-Karim al-Qushayri
(d. 465/1072),
Khurasan

al-Hujwiri
(d. after 465/1073),
Afghanistan, India

Abd Allah al-Ansari
(d. 481/1089),
Afghanistan

Muhammad al-Ghazali
(d. 505/1111),
Khurasan, Baghdad, Syria

Kitab al-luma’, the first extant Sufi manual

Kitab al-ta‘arruf li-‘ilm al-tasawwuf, a
compendium of the Sufi teachings of the
Baghdad School.

numerous treatises on various aspects of
‘Sufi science’; the first extant collection of
Sufi biographies and the first Sufi tafsir

Hilyat al-awliya’, massive collection of ‘Sufi’
biographies that includes those of the pious
individuals of early Islam who are normally
not considered Sufis

al-Risala fi ilm al-tasawwuf, classical
manual of ‘Sufi science’ still in use among
Sufis

Kashf al-mahjub, the earliest known Sufi
treatise in Persian

numerous Sufi treatises and a massive
collection of Sufi biographies in Persian

Thya’ ‘ulitm al-din, a definitive
synthesis of ascetic and mystical ideas and
ethos based on earlier Sufi literature

Chart 2.3 The systematisation of the Sufi tradition

theology. By availing themselves of quotations from the Qur’an and the sunna
they endeavoured to prove that Sufism had been part of Islam from its
inception, and that the Sufis were true heirs to the Prophet and his closest
Companions. In what follows we shall provide a brief survey of normative Sufi
literature of the period.

The earliest surviving Sufi treatise, Kitab al luma‘ fi ’l tasawwuf (The book of
the essentials of Sufism), is the work of Abti Nasr al Sarraj of Khurasan (d. 378/
988). He associated with the major members of al Junayd’s circle in Baghdad
and the followers of al Tustariin Basra. Al Sarraj’s goal was to demonstrate the
pre eminence of Sufis over all other men of religion, since they alone were
able to live up to the high standards of personal piety and worship enjoined by
the Muslim scripture. They thus constituted the spiritual ‘elite’ (al khassa) of the
Muslim community to whom its ordinary members should turn for guidance.
Within this Sufi elite al Sarraj identified three categories: the beginners; the

74

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2011



Sufism

accomplished Sufi masters; and the ‘cream of the cream’ (khdss al khawass) of
Sufism, or ‘the people of the true realities’ (ahl al haqa’iq). Al Sarr3j’s work
represents an early attempt to categorise mystical experiences by placing them
in the prefabricated conceptual pigeonholes corresponding to the three levels
of spiritual attainment outlined above. It also tried to demarcate the limits of
Sufi ‘orthodoxy” and to cleanse Sufism of perceived errors and excesses.

The work of Abu Talib al Makki, Qiit al qulith (Nourishment for the
hearts), presents the teachings of the Basran school of piety associated
with al TustarT and his followers known as the Salimiyya. It is reminiscent
of a standard manual of religious jurisprudence in which meticulous dis
cussions of the mainstream Islamic rituals and articles of the Islamic creed
are interspersed with quintessential Sufi themes, such as the ‘states’ and
‘stations” of the mystical path, the permissibility and nature of gainful
employment, pious self scrutiny etc. Like al Sarr3j, Aba Talib confidently
states that the Sufi teachings and practices reflect the authentic custom of
the Prophet and his Companions, ‘transmitted by al Hasan al Basri and
maintained scrupulously intact by relays of [Sufi] teachers and disciples’."™
Abii Talib’s work was highly influential. It formed the foundation of the
celebrated Ihya’ ‘uliim al din (Revivification of religious sciences) of Abu
Hamid al Ghazali (d. 505/ 1111).

Another famous Sufi author of the age, Abii Bakr al Kalabadhi (d. 380/ 990 or
385/994) of Bukhara, produced the Sufi manual Kitab al ta‘arruf li madhhab ahl
al tasawwuf (Introduction to the teaching of the Sufis). Despite the fact that it
originated in a region located far from Iraq, its author exhibits an intimate
knowledge of Iragi Sufism and its major exponents. Like other advocates of
Sufism, he saw his main task in demonstrating Sufism’s compliance with the
principles of Sunni Islam, as represented by both Hanafi and ShafiT schools
of theology and law. Quoting the Sufi authorities of the Baghdad school,
al Kalabadhi meticulously described the principal ‘stations’ of the muystical
path: repentance, abstinence, patience, poverty, humility, fear, pious scrupulous
ness in word and deed, trust in God, contentment with one’s earthly portion,
recollection of God’s name, intimacy and nearness to God, love of God etc.”

The most influential expositions of ‘Sufi science’ were composed by the
Khurasani Sufis Abt ‘Abd al Rahman al Sulami (d. 412/1021) and ‘Abd al Karim
al Qushayri (d. 465/1072). The former also provided the earliest extant

18 Arberry, Sufism, p. 68.

19 Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al Kalabadhi, The doctrine of the Sufis: Kitab al ta‘arruf
li madhhab ahl al tasawwuf by Muhammad Ibn Ibrahim al Kalabadhi, trans. A. Arberry
(Cambridge and New York, 1977) (repr.).
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biographical account of earlier Sufi masters, entitled Tabaqat al sifiyya
(Generations of the Sufis), and a collection of Sufi exegetical dicta.** Unlike
his predecessors, al Sulami was intimately familiar and sympathetic with the
Malamatiyya ascetic and mystical tradition of Khurasan and included refer
ences to its teachings in his Sufi tracts. Al SulamT’s intellectual legacy became
the foundation of all subsequent Sufi literature, including the celebrated al
Risala al Qushayriyya (QushayrTs epistle [on Sufism]) by al Qushayri
acknowledged as the most widely read and influential treatise on ‘Sufi science’
that is still being studied in Sufi circles. After providing an account of Sufi
lives with obvious edifying intention al Qushayri presented the major
concepts and terms of the Sufism of his age, followed by a detailed account of
various Sufi practices, including listening to music during ‘spiritual concerts’
(sama‘), miracles of saints, rules of companionship and travel and, finally,
‘spiritual advice’ to Sufi novices (muridin). Several other Sufi works were
written around that time, including Hilyat al awliya’ (Ornament of the friends
of God) a massive collection of Sufi biographies by Ab#i Nu‘aym al Isbahani
(d. 430/1038); Kashf al mahjib (The unveiling of the veiled) the first Sufi
manual in Persian; and the numerous Sufi treatises of the Hanbali Sufi ‘Abd
Allah al AnsarT (d. 481/1089) of Herat. Given the diversity of intellectual
backgrounds and scholarly affiliations of these Sufis, their writings display a
surprising uniformity in that they refer to basically the same concepts, terms,
anecdotes, authorities and practices. This indicates that by the first half of the
fifth/eleventh century the Baghdadi/Iraqi Sufi tradition had already stabilised
and spread as far as Central Asia and the Caucasus.” These writings constitute
a concerted effort on the part of their authors to bring Sufism into the fold of
Sunni Islam by demonstrating its complete consistency with the teachings and
practices of Islam’s ‘pious ancestors’ (al salaf). This tendency was brought to
fruition in the life and work of the celebrated Sunni theologian Aba Hamid
al Ghazali (d. 505/ 1111).

The maturity of “Sufi science’: al-Ghazali
the conciliator

A naturally gifted man, al Ghazali, originally from Iran, established himself as
the leading Sunni theologian and jurist of his day. After serving as a professor at

20 G. Bowering (ed.), The minor Quran commentary of Abii ‘Abd al Rahman ... al Sulamt
(d. 412/1021) (Beirut, 1995).
21 See e.g. A. K. Alikberov, Epokha klassicheskogo islama na Kavkaze (Moscow, 2003).
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the prestigious Nizamiyya religious college (madrasa) in Baghdad, he was
suddenly afflicted with a nervous illness (488/1095) and withdrew from public
life into an eleven year spiritual retreat during which he composed a succession
of books including his greatest masterpiece, Ihya’ ‘uliim al din (The revivification
of religious sciences), and his autobiography, al Mungidh min aldalal
(Deliverance from error). The latter provides a poignant account of his difficult
quest for truth and serenity. Upon examining the most influential systems of
thought current in his epoch (speculative theology, the messianic teachings of
Ismailism and Hellenistic philosophy) al Ghazali arrived at the idea of the
superiority of mystical “‘unveiling’ over all other types of cognition. He argued
that Sufi morals and spiritual discipline were indispensable in delivering the
believer from doubt and self conceit and in instilling in him intellectual serenity,
which, in turn, would lead him to salvation.” The concrete ways to achieve this
serenity and salvation are detailed in the Ihy@> a synthesis and amplification of
the ascetic and mystical concepts and ethos outlined in the classical Sufi works
enumerated above (see chart 2.3). This book was intended to serve as a
comprehensive guide for the devout Muslim to every aspect of religious life
from daily worship to the purification of the heart and advancement along the
mystical path. Addressed to the general audience, it highlighted the practical
moral and ethical aspects of Sufism, which al Ghazali presented as being in
perfect harmony with the precepts of mainstream Sunni Islam. The more
esoteric aspects of his thought came to the fore in his Mishkat al anwar (Niche
for the lights) an extended commentary on the ‘Light verse’ of the Qur’an
(Q 24:35) in which al Ghazali identified the God of the Qur’an with the light of
truth and existence, revealing his kinship with the controversial philosophy of
Ibn Sina.* Al Ghazal's ‘{lluminationist’ metaphysics and mystical psychology
received further elaboration in the work of later thinkers, especially Shihab
al Din Yahya al Suhrawardi (d. 597/1191) and Ibn al ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240).

Al Ghazali undoubtedly performed a great service for devout Muslims of
every level of education by presenting obedience to the prescriptions of the
sharTa as a sure and meaningful way to salvation. His Sufi lodge (khanqah) at
Tus (near present day Mashhad), where he retired towards the end of his life
and where he and his disciples lived together, can be seen as an attempt to
implement his pious precepts in real life. To what extent al Ghazali can be
considered the ultimate ‘conciliator’ between mainstream Sunnism and

22 W. M. Watt, Faith and practice of al Ghazali (London, 1953), passim.

23 H. Landolt, ‘al Ghazali and Religionswissenschaft’, Asiatische Studien, 55, 1 (1991), p. 54;
cf. M. Hodgson, The venture of Islam, 3 vols. (Chicago, 1974), vol. II, p. 314; P. Heath,
Allegory and philosophy in Avicenna (Ibn Sina) (Philadelphia, 1992), passim.
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Sufism is difficult to ascertain. His relative success in this regard may be
attributed more to his imposing reputation as a Sunni scholar ‘who com
manded the respect of all but the narrowest of the orthodox’* rather than to
his innovative interpretation of the Sufi tradition. Nevertheless, there is little
doubt that his enthusiastic advocacy for Sufi morals and ethics were of critical
importance in making Sufism a respectable option for both Sunni ‘ulama’ and
the masses.

Al GhazalT's versatility aptly reflects the complexity and sophistication of
Islamic culture, in which Sufism was playing an increasingly important role.
He was instrumental in fusing elements of various Islamic teachings and
practices into a comprehensive world view that formed the ideological foun
dation of the nascent Sufi ‘orders’.

Sufism as literature

Although the goals of poetic expression and mystical experience would seem
to be quite distinct (self assertion as opposed to self annihilation in the divine,
or a silent contemplation of God as opposed to a creative verbalisation of
personal sentiment), under certain conditions they may become complemen
tary, if not identical. Their affinity springs from their common use of symbol
and parable as a means to convey subtle experiences that elude conceptualisa
tion in a rational discourse, which by its very nature requires lucidity and a
rigid, invariable relation between the signifier and the signified. In the same
way as poetical vision cannot be captured by a cutand dried rational
discourse, mystical experience avoids being reduced to a sum total of concrete
and non contradictory statements. Both poetry and mystical experience carry
emotional, rather than factual, content; both depend, in great part, on a stream
of subtle associations for their effect. It is therefore little wonder that mystical
experience is often bound intimately with poetic expression. Both the poetry
and the experience are couched in the formative symbols of the poet mystic’s
religious tradition and shaped by the totality of his personal predisposition and
intellectual environment.

This being the case, it is only natural, then, for mystical experience to be
bound intimately with poetic inspiration and, consequently, poetic expression.
It is with these general considerations in mind that we should approach the
work of Sufism’s greatest poets, Farid al Din ‘Attar (d. between 586/1190 and
627/1230), Jalal al Din Rami (d. 672/1273) and Jami (d. 898/1492).

24 Arberry, Sufism, p. 83.
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Farid al Din ‘Attar of Nishapur is often seen as the greatest mystical poet of
Iran after Jalal al Din Rami, who learned much from him. The genre of his
most important writings is the couplet poem (mathnawi), which was to
become a trademark of Persian mystical poetry from then on. ‘Attar’s
mathnawi usually tell a single frame story which, in the course of the narrative,
is embellished by numerous incidental stories and by various narrative
vignettes.” His more esoteric poems are inward looking and visionary in
character; they show little interest in the events of the external world. Here
a few principal ideas are pursued with intensity and great emotion, and
couched in intricate parables. Among such recurring ideas are: the ecstatic
annihilation of the mystic in God (fan@’); the underlying unity of all being
(there is nothing other than God, and all things are derived from and return to
him); the knowledge of the mystic’s own self which gives him the key to the
vital mysteries of God and of the universe; the indispensability of the Sufi
master (shaykh) for the spiritual progress of his disciple (murid) etc. ‘Attar’s
works are full of allusions to Sufi gnosis (ma‘rifa), which the author presents as
superior to all other types of cognition. He avails himself freely of the sayings
and stories of earlier Sufi masters, among whom he is particularly fascinated
by al Hall3j.

Of ‘Attar’s prose writing special mention should be made of his Tadhkirat
al awliy®®> (Memorial of the saints) a collection of anecdotes about, and
sayings of, the great Muslim mystics before his time. Here ‘Attar’s literary
propensities take precedence over his concern for historical accuracy: he freely
embellishes the dry, factual accounts of the older Sufi biographers with
fanciful details, marvels and legends. While such additions definitely make
‘Attar’s Sufi biographies unreliable as sources of historical data, they tell us a
great deal about the author’s intellectual preferences and religious views as
well as his vision of the ideal Sufi master.*

The family of Jalal al Din Rami, whom his followers often call ‘Our Master’
(mawlana), migrated from Balkh (presentday Afghanistan) to Konya
(Anatolia) on the eve of the Mongol invasions. A turning point in his life
was the arrival in Konya in 642/1244 of a wandering dervish nicknamed
Shams i Tabriz ‘a wildly unpredictable man who defied all conventions
and preached the self sufficiency of each individual in his search for the
divine’.”” In Shams i Tabriz, Rimi found his muse and symbol of ultimate

25 Hodgson, The venture of Islam, vol. II, p. 30s.

26 Farid al Din ‘Attar, Muslim saints and mystics: Episodes from the Tadhkirat al awliya’ by
Farid al Din “‘Attar, trans. A. Arberry (London and New York, 1990) (repr.).

27 Hodgson, The venture of Islam, vol. I, p. 245.
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beauty in which he discovered the genuine meaning of his life. Ramr’s love for
Shams i Tabriz transformed him from an ordinary mortal into a divinely
inspired poet of great stature. Upon Shams’s tragic death Rami suffered a
deep psychological crisis, which he tried to overcome by composing poems
and participating in Sufi concerts and dances in the hope of finding his friend in
his own soul. The real history of the Sufi order founded by Rami (which came
to be known as the Mawlawiyya (or Mevleviyya) after RimT's honorific title)
began with his son Sultan Walad (Veled; d. 712/1312), whose able leadership
secured it high prestige and wide acceptance among the Muslims of Anatolia.
Although originally recruited from among the craftsmen, the order gradually
won over many members of the Anatolian upper class. The distinctive feature
of the Mawlawiyya is the pre eminent role that its leaders assigned to music
and dancing. With time they were regularised, culminating in the famous
‘whirling dance’ ceremony. The Mawlaw1 dancing rituals reflect the joyous
and highly emotional world outlook characteristic of the founder and his
poetry.

Rimi saw himself as neither a philosopher nor a poet in the usual meaning
of these words. Rather, he comes across as a passionate lover of God,
unconcerned about societal conventions and religious stereotypes. At the
same time, he drew heavily on the Sufi tradition systematised by earlier Sufi
writers. He viewed all creatures as being irresistibly drawn to their maker in
the same way as trees rise from the dark soil and extend their branches and
leaves towards the sun. Their aspiration reaches its climax in their mystical
annihilation in the divine essence (fana’), which, however, is never complete.
As the flame of a candle continues to exist despite being outshone by the
radiance of the sun, so does the mystic retain his individuality in the over
powering presence of his Lord. In this state he is both human and divine, and
may be tempted to declare his complete identification with God. Due to the
intensely personal and ‘ecstatic’ character of Ramfi's poetic work, it found
practically no successful imitators in later Persian poetry. In Rimi we find a
paragon of Sufi artistic creativity, who harmoniously combined mystical
experience with poetic inspiration.

‘Abd al Rahman Jami came from the district of Jam near Herat in present day
Afghanistan. As a youth he developed a deep passion for mysticism and decided
to embark on the mystical path. His first spiritual director was Sa‘d al Din
Muhammad Kashghari, a foremost disciple of and the organisational successor
to the founder of the Nagshbandiyya, Bah?’ al Din Nagshband (d. 791/1389).
Later on, Jami made friends with another influential Nagshbandi leader, ‘Ubayd
Allah Ahrar (d. 896/1490), whom he admired and whom he mentioned
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frequently in his poetical works.>® He spent most of his life in Herat under the
patronage of the Timarid sultan Husayn Bayqara, dividing his time between
religious studies, poetry and mystical meditation.

JamT's written legacy in Persian and Arabic includes a giant biographical
history of Sufism, Nafahat al uns (The breaths of divine intimacy), which draws
on ‘Attar’s Tadhkirat al awliya’ and the works of earlier Sufi biographers. Jamt's
Arabic treatises on various difficult aspects of Sufi philosophy are masterpieces
of lucidity and concision. They reveal his deep indebtedness to Ibn al ‘Arabi
and his philosophically minded followers, whose recondite mystical ideas and
terminology he sought to make accessible to a less sophisticated audience. His
writings intricately mingle mystical poetry with didactic, biographical and
metaphysical narratives, providing a helpful summation of various strands of
Sufism in his age.

Sufism as metaphysics: the impact
of Ibn al-‘Arabi

As mentioned, Jami was profoundly influenced by Ibn al ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240). In
this he was not alone  there was hardly a mystical thinker in that age or later who
was not. Although Ibn al ‘Arabi spent the first half of his life in al Andalus and the
Maghrib, his talents came to full bloom in the east, where he composed most of
his famous works  especially his controversial masterpieces Fusiis al hikam (Bezels
of wisdom) and al Futithat al makkiyya (Meccan revelations) and trained his most
consequential disciple, Sadr al Din al Qunawi (d. 673/1274), who spread his ideas
among the Persian speaking scholars of Anatolia and beyond.*

Ibn al ‘Arabrt’s legacy consists, in his own estimation, of some 250 300 works,
although some modern scholars credit him with twice this number of writings.*
Nowhere in these works did Ibn al ‘Arabi provide a succinct and final account of
his basic tenets. On the contrary, he seems to have been deliberately elusive in
presenting his principal ideas, and took great care to offset them with numerous
disclaimers. In conveying to the reader his personal mystical insights, Ibn
al “Arabi made skilful use of ‘symbolic images that evoke emergent associations
rather than fixed propositions’.*" Although familiar with the syllogistic reasoning

28 N. Heer (ed.), The precious pearl: al Jami’s al Durrah al fakhirah (Albany, 1979), pp. 1 2.

29 H. Corbin, Creative imagination in the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabt (Princeton, 1969), pp. 69 71,
224; W. Chittick, ‘Tbn ‘Arabi and his school’, in S.H. Nasr (ed.), Islamic spirituality:
Manifestations (New York, 1991); W. Chittick, ‘Rami and wahdat al wujid’, in A. Banani,
R. Hovannisian et al. (eds.), Poetry and mysticism in Islam (Cambridge, 1994).

30 O. Yahia, Histoire et classification de Uoeuvre d’Ibn ‘Arabi, 2 vols. (Damascus, 1964).

31 Hodgson, The venture of Islam, vol. I, p. 224.
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of Muslim philosophers (falasifa), he always emphasised that their method fell
short of capturing the dizzying dynamic of oneness/plurality that characterises
the relationship between God and human beings, human beings and the
universe. To capture this complex dynamic Ibn al ‘Arabi availed himself of
shocking antinomies and breathtaking paradoxes meant to awaken his readers
to what he regarded as the real state of the universe, namely, the underlying
oneness of all its elements. Oftentimes his discourses strike us as a mishmash of
seemingly disparate themes and motifs operating on parallel discursive levels
from exegesis to poetry and mythology to jurisprudence and speculative theol

ogy. Ibn al ‘Arabi explored such controversial themes as the status of prophecy
vis a vis sainthood; the concept of the perfect man; the relations between the
human ‘microcosm’ and its cosmic counterpart; the ever changing divine
self manifestation in the events and phenomena of the empirical universe; the
different modes of the divine will; and the allegoric aspects of the scripture. He
addressed these issues in ways that were never really repeated or adequately
imitated by any subsequent Islamic author’* The goal of this deliberately
devious discourse was to ‘carry the reader outside the work itself into the life
and cosmos which it is attempting to interpret’.” His recondite narratives were
‘meant to function as a sort of spiritual mirror, reflecting and revealing the inner
intentions, assumptions and predilections of each reader ... with profound
clarity’ ** It is, therefore, hardly surprising that each Islamic century produced
new interpretations of his ideas.

This is not the place to detail Ibn al ‘Arabi’s complex metaphysical doctrine.
Suffice it to say that he viewed the world as a product of God’s self reflection
that urged his unique and indivisible essence to reveal itself in the things and
phenomena of the material universe as in a mirror. This idea scandalised many
medieval ‘ulam@’, who accused him of admitting the substantial identity of
God and the world:

a concept that contravened the doctrine of divine transcendence so central to
Islamic theology. In Ibn ‘Arabr’s system, God was not the absolutely other
worldly and impregnable entity of mainstream Muslim theologians.
Consequently, many of the latter condemned him as the founder of the
heretical doctrine of oneness of being (wahdat al wujiid) understood as pan
theism pure and simple ”

32 J. Morris, ‘How to study the Futithat’, in S. Hirtenstein and M. Tiernan (eds.), Muhyiddin
Ibn ‘Arabi: A commemorative volume (Brisbane, 1993).

33 Hodgson, The venture of Islam, vol. II, p. 315.

34 Morris, ‘How to study the Futithat’, p. 73.

35 A.Knysh, Ibn ‘Arabi in the later Islamic tradition: The making of a polemical image in medieval
Islam (Albany, 1999), p. 14.
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Major intellectual and practical trends in later Sufism

Al Ghazall and Ibn al ‘Arabi’s complex synthesis of Sufi moral and ethical
teaching, theosophy, Neoplatonic metaphysics, gnosticism and mainstream
Sunnism aptly captures the astounding diversity of post classical Sufism. This
diversity allowed it to effectively meet the intellectual and spiritual needs of a
broad variety of potential constituencies from a pious merchant or craftsman
in the bazaar to a refined scholar at the ruler’s court. Contrary to a commonly
held assumption, such philosophical and metaphysical systems were not
‘foreign implants” grafted onto the pristine body of classical Sufism. Rather,
they were a natural outgrowth of certain tendencies inherent in Sufism from
its outset. Early Sufi masters had viewed God as the only real agent in this
world, to whose will and action man should submit unconditionally. In the
fifth sixth/eleventh twelfth centuries this idea evolved probably not with
out the influence of Avicennan ontology into a vision of God not just as the
only agent but also the only essence possessing real and unconditional
existence. This vision, which may loosely be defined as ‘monistic’, was
rebuffed by the great Hanbali scholar Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), who
condemned its followers as heretical ‘unificationists” (al ittihadiyya) bent on
undermining divine transcendence and blurring the all important borderline
between God and his creatures. A fierce polemic between the champions of
Ibn al ‘Arabi and his detractors ensued that has not yet quite subsided. It has
divided Muslim divines into two warring factions, one of which praised Ibn
al ‘Arabi as the greatest ‘saint’ (wall) and divine ‘gnostic’ (‘arif) of all ages,
while the other condemned him as a dangerous heretic who undermined the
very foundations of Islamic faith.>®

In addition to monistic metaphysics, the post Ghazalian period of Sufism’s
history witnessed the institutionalisation of a number of distinctively Sufi
rituals and meditation techniques, including retreat (khalwa), collective recol
lection of God (dhikr) and ritualised listening’ to music and mystical poetry
(sama‘). These practices served as a means to intensify the relationship
between the mystics and God, and to open the former to the outpourings of
divine grace. During sama‘ sessions music was played and mystical poetry
recited in order to induce in the audience a state of ecstasy (wajd) which often
resulted in a spontaneous dance or frantic rhythmical movements. Thanks
to sama‘ mystics could achieve changed states of consciousness, during

36 Ibid,, p. 272.
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which they had visionary or cognitive experiences known as ‘unveilings’
(mukashafat).

The ‘sober’ strain of Sufi piety which drew its inspiration from al Junayd
and his circle tried to purge Sufism of ecstatic, uncontrollable elements and
re emphasise its moral and ethical aspects as the surest way to God. It found an
eloquent exponent in the famous Baghdad preacher ‘Abd al Qadir al Jilani
(d.561/1166) atypical representative of community oriented mysticism. This
sober, socially responsible brand of mystical piety received a further author
itative articulation in the influential Sufi manual entitled ‘Awarif al ma‘arif
(Gifts of divine knowledge) of Shihab al Din ‘Umar al Suhrawardi of Baghdad
(d. 635/1234). A Persian translation and adaptation of this seminal work, which
was made in the ninth/fifteenth century, has served as a standard textbook for
Persian speaking mystics ever since.

The rise and spread of the tarigas

From the sixth/twelfth century onward mystical life was increasingly culti

vated in Sufi associations or orders (turuq; sing. tariga), some of which have
survived down to the present. Taking their origin in relatively small lodges
(zawiya; khangah), Sufi institutions gradually acquired freestanding complexes
of buildings where their members engaged in collective and individual wor

ship undisturbed by the hustle and bustle of everyday life. The conduct of the
members of such Sufi communities was governed by fixed rules enforced by a
hierarchical Sufi leadership. While in the fourth fifth/tenth eleventh centur

ies the teacher disciple relationship was relatively informal, with the disciple
(murid) being free to study under several different masters (shuyiikh; sing.
shaykh), in the Sufi orders it was formalised and strictly regimented. The head
of a Sufi tariqga was capable of supporting his often numerous disciples from
the endowments and pious donations provided by the rulers, blessing seeking
nobility, wealthy merchants and members of the military elite. In return, he
demanded undivided loyalty of his adherents. The training technique of an
individual Sufi master came to be known as his ‘way’ or ‘method’ (tarig).
Metonymically it came to be applied to the entire Sufi community which he
had founded, and which usually assumed his name. The headship of some
orders was hereditary; in others the successor was elected from a pool of
eligible candidates. After the novice had completed his training under the
guidance of a Sufi master, he obtained from him a licence (ijaza) to instruct his
own disciples in accordance with the master’s spiritual ‘method’. His new
status as an independent Sufi was symbolised by the ritual bestowal either
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public or private of a Sufi robe (khirga) upon the graduate. In addition to the
khirga or the patched cloak (muraqqa®), the typical Sufi outfit also included a
prayer rug (sajjada), a rosary (misbaha) and a beggar’s bowl (kashkil). With
time, each Sufi order acquired a distinctive dress code and colours that set
them apart from the members of other Sufi communities.””

The major early tarigas  the Qadiriyya, Rifa‘iyya, Suhrawardiyya,
Chishtiyya, Kubrawiyya, Nagshbandiyya and Shadhiliyya were formed in
the seventh ninth/thirteenth fifteenth centuries (see charts 2.4, 2.5 and 2.6).
Each of them had its own character and was initially associated with a
particular geographical region. Thus the Qadiriyya, which originated in
Baghdad, gradually spread across the entire Muslim world from the
Maghrib to India and Indonesia and as far as China. Likewise, the
Nagshbandiyya, founded in Central Asia, thrived in India, where it became
probably the most influential and well organised Sufi community. Later on it
extended its reach to the Caucasus, the Volga basin, the Arab lands and even
North Africa. The Shadhiliyya emerged in the Maghrib, thrived in Egypt and
then spread to Yemen and Indonesia. Despite their international outreach,
these and other orders were, for the most part, decentralised, and their
regional branches had little in common except for a shared initiatic line and
set of litanies, dhikr formulas and ritual requirements, all of which were
usually traced back to the eponymous founder. The political and social roles
of the turuq varied dramatically in time and space, and were usually deter
mined by the personalities of their leaders and the concrete historical circum
stances of their existence. It is very difficult, therefore, to make any
generalisations about any given Sufi order. Nevertheless, such generalisations
abound in both popular imagination and literary sources. Thus, the Qadiriyya
is famous for its emphasis on the role of its founder, who is believed to
maintain his guiding and protective presence among his followers in all epochs
and locations. Apart from this belief, however, its regional branches had little
in common. The ‘loud’, energetic dhikr and exotic dance of Qadiri dervishes
are often contrasted with the ‘silent’ dhikr and restraint of the Nagshbandiyya,
which is considered to be more ‘sober’ and ‘shari‘a abiding’. The Rifa‘iyya
with its ‘howling’ dhikr and spectacular public performances that involve
walking on live coals, eating glass and the piercing of the flesh by its murids
(to demonstrate the spiritual power of their masters) is viewed as “ecstatic’ and
‘libertine’. Similar generalisations are often made about the orders’ stance
vis a vis the powers that be the Nagshbandiyya being regarded as prone to

37 See e.g. John Brown, The darvishes or oriental mysticism, ed. H. A. Rose (London, 1968).
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cooperate with or manipulate them, in contrast to the more standoffish and
independent attitude of the Chishtiyya and the Shadhiliyya. However, as
mentioned, a single order could behave differently under different leaders
and in different historical conditions.® Each order derived its distinct identity
from the following defining rules and characteristics:

1. The order’s “spiritual chain’ (silsila), which was traced back from its con
temporary head to the Prophet Muhammad. It may have thirty to forty
‘rungs’. This ‘chain’ served as the major source of legitimacy for the tariga
leader and of pride and self identity for his followers.

2. The conditions and rituals for admission into the order. Some orders took
men and women, some only men. The novice (murid) owed the shaykh
unconditional obedience and was required to seek his advice and instruc
tion on all matters of worship and personal life. Initiation rituals differed
from one order to another, but were, as a rule, reminiscent of those
practised in artisan guilds, with which the orders were often closely
connected.

3. Instructions about the performance and formulas of dhikr, which were
peculiar to every tariga, and which also gave it a distinct identity. They
stipulate the regulation of breathing, the rhythm and frequency with which
these formulas must be recited, allow or disallow use of music and dance etc.

4. Instructions regarding the terms and conditions of retreat or seclusion
(khalwa), the voluntary withdrawal from communal life by the order’s
members to devote themselves to pious meditation, self reflection and dhikr.

5. Rules of fellowship and communal life, which regulated relations among
the members of a given Sufi community and between the shaykh and his
followers.

Unlike the sophisticated metaphysical theories discussed above, which
were confined to the Sufi intellectual elite, or even deliberately concealed
by them from the rank and file, knowledge of the normative literature of the
order was required of all its literate members. The illiterate ones learned them
in the course of oral instruction by the shaykh of the order or his deputies.

Sufism and the cult of saints

Already during their lifetimes some prominent Sufi masters and heads of Sufi
orders were treated as ‘God’s (elect) friends’ or ‘saints’ (awliya’) by both their

38 Knysh, Islamic mysticism, chaps. 8 and 9.
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(d. 563/1168),

Baghdad
| | |
‘Ammar al-Bidlisi ‘Umar al-Suhrawardi al-Zanjani
(. 618/1221), (d. 632/1234), (no dates)
Anatolia, Iran Baghdad Iran
[al-]Suhrawardiyya order
Najm al-Din Kubra | | | ! 1
(d. 618/1221), [al-]Jamaliyya, [al-]Buzghushiyya, [al-]Zayniyya, [al-]Burhaniyya/ [al-] Suhrawardiyya/ H
Transoxania Iran Shiraz Anatolia [al-]Dasugqiyya, Chishtiyya, H
Kubrawiyya Order Egypt India
‘Umar al-Khalwati
(d. ¢. 800/1397),;
Yahya Shirwani
(d. 869/1464),
i | | 1 Iran and Azerbaijan
[al-]Mawlawiyya, [al-]Dhahabiyya, [al-]Nurbakhshiyya, [al-]Firdawsiyya, [al-JKhalwatiyya order and its branches in
Anatolia Iran Iran India Anatolia, Balkans and Middle East

Chart 2.4 Sufi orders (al Suhrawardiyya, al Kubrawiyya and al Khalwatiyya)
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Baghdad

Abu Madyan

(d. 594 /1197),
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Ibn Mashish

(d. 625/1228),
Morocco

al-Shadhili
(d. 656/1258),
Maghrib and Egypt
| |
al-Jazali Abu 'l-Abbas al-Mursi Ibrahim al-Dasuqi
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Hansaliyya, Tayyibiyya,
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Algeria, Morocco, Tunis
Ibn ‘Ata’ al-Iskandari
(d. 709/1309),
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al-Wafd'iyya, al-Arusiyya, al-Hanafiyya, al-Rashidiyya,
al-Darqawa, etc.,
Egypt and Maghrib

Chart 2.5 The Madaniyya/Shadhiliyya of the Maghrib and Egypt

followers and the local populations not directly affiliated with any Sufi
community. Their elevated spiritual status and lack of self centred impulses
were seen by the populace as signs of their special standing in the eyes of God.
Due to their intimate knowledge of human psychology, which they acquired
through training their disciples, and their special position in society, they often
assumed the role of arbitrators in conflicts between different social and kinship
groups and between rulers and their subjects. Their mediatory functions
further elevated their stature in the eyes of the masses, who came to credit
them with supernatural knowledge and perspicacity and, eventually, the
ability to work miracles (karamat). The revered status of the awliya’ usually
did not cease after their death their tombs often became objects of pious
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‘Abd al-Karim al-Qushayri
(d. 465/1072),
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al-Farmadi
(d. 477/1084),
Khurasan
[ I
Abu Hamid al-Ghazali Yusuf al-Hamadani
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Ahmad Sirhindi
(d. 1034/1624),
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Nagshbandiyya-Mujaddidiyya
Middle East, N. Africa, Yemen, Russia,
South and South-East Asia, East Turkistan

Chart 2.6 The Nagshbandiyya

visits, and even annual pilgrimages (ziydrat) accompanied by special ritual
activities. Visitors brought votive gifts to Sufi shrines and asked the Sufi
masters buried therein for blessing and intercession. Legends were circulated
about their miraculous interference in the lives of their followers during
their lifetimes and after their deaths. These were written down in nume
rous hagiographical collections that became part of Sufi literature. Devotional
activities associated with Sufi shrines were condemned by some puritanically
minded scholars, such as Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab (d. 1206/1791),
al Shawkani (d. 1255/1839) and, later, by thirteenth/nineteenth century Muslim
reformers, as a gross violation of the doctrine of divine oneness, which,
according to them, forbade seeking the assistance of anyone or anything
other than God. It should, however, be pointed out that not all ‘saints’
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were necessarily Sufis, and that some Sufi orders occasionally discouraged
worship at saints” tombs.

Sufi institutions in regional contexts

After examining the rise and subsequent evolution of the first major Sufi
brotherhoods, it would be helpful to consider their respective roles in various
geographical areas of the Muslim world over the last seven centuries.

The Maghrib

Here Sufi lodges and military outposts became an essential part of the local
religious and social landscape, both in towns and in the countryside. The
fundamentals of ‘Sufi science’ were often taught in local religious colleges
(madrasas) and, conversely, Islamic theology and jurisprudence became part
of the curricula of local Sufi lodges, the zawiyas and ribats. In many areas of the
Maghrib Sufi zawiyas and, from the eighth/fourteenth century, Sufi orders
became an important factor of social and political life. Their leaders were
favourably positioned to secure social cohesion of local communities in times
of political anarchy and breakdown of the central power, when the sover
eignty of the state was often confined to a few urban centres, leaving the rest
of the country at the mercy of tribal chiefs and local strongmen. Under such
circumstances Sufi leaders often acted as mediators between warring parties
and tribes, and frequently stepped in to protect the local agricultural popula
tion from their depredations.*

Throughout the Middle Ages, and into the modern epoch, relations
between the Maghribl brotherhoods and the country’s rulers were ambiva
lent, and at times tense. While the latter welcomed the consolidating and
stabilising role of Sufi leaders and therefore lavishly endowed Sufi zawiyas and
ribats, they were suspicious of their autonomous tendencies. Such suspicions
were not always groundless, as some popular Sufi leaders were prone to
entertain their own political ambitions. The most dramatic example of a Sufi
bid for political power is the attempt of the Sufi leadership of the Shadhili
zawiya at Dila’ to wrest power from the Sa‘did dynasty of Morocco in the
eleventh/seventeenth century. The leaders of the Shadhiliyya exercised a
particularly pervasive influence upon the social and political life of the
Maghrib. Of its numerous offshoots, one should mention the powerful and
influential tariga founded by the charismatic recluse Muhammad al Jazali

39 B.G. Martin, Muslim brotherhoods in nineteenth century Africa (Cambridge, 1976), pp. 1 8.
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(d. c. 869/1465).*° His popularity was such that his followers came to see him
as the awaited messiah (mahdt). Apprehensive of al JazalT's charismatic person
ality and influence on the masses, the local governor had him poisoned.
This caused a popular revolt of his numerous disciples that continued until
890/1485.

Al JazalT's popularity sprang, among other things, from his abolition of a
formal Sufi novitiate. Those who wanted to join his tariga, the Jaziliyya, had
simply to declare their allegiance to its founder and his successors. Thanks to
this ‘streamlined’” admission procedure and simplicity of rituals the ranks of
the Jaziiliyya soon swelled, although its followers never formed a centralised
Sufi order.*” The Jaztliyya gave rise to several popular brotherhoods, includ
ing the Hansaliyya and the Tayyibiyya, which enjoyed substantial followings
in the territories of present day Algeria and Morocco.

The early thirteenth/nineteenth century witnessed an attempt to breathe
new life into Maghribl Sufism. A movement for Sufi revival was led by a
popular shaykh of the Shadhill order named al Darqaw1 (d. 1239/1823), who
attacked various popular ‘superstitions’ that had adhered to Sufism in the
course of its long history and preached humility and detachment from the
affairs of this world. Nevertheless, some of his followers adopted an activist
stance and participated in several Berber rebellions against the ruling
dynasty.**

In addition to the Shadhiliyya and the Jaziiliyya, the Qadiriyya too enjoyed
wide popularity among the Maghribi populations both in towns and in the
countryside. Like other Maghribi orders, it usually did not constitute a
cohesive, centralised movement. Rather, one can define it as a spiritual and
devotional tradition current among some local communities.”’ A few branches
of the Khalwatiyya order, especially the Rahmaniyya, gained prominence in
the territories of present day Tunisia and Algeria from the end of the twelfth/
eighteenth century. The teachings of these orders were synthesised by Shaykh
Ahmad al Tijani (d. 1230/1815), the founder of the popular Tijaniyya tariga that
was active in Morocco, the Western Sahara and the Sudan. A follower of both
the Shadhiliyya and the Khalwatiyya, al Tijani adopted the ritual practices of
both orders.** As with the Jaziliyya, he imposed no special penances or
spiritual exercises upon his followers, emphasising above all his role as the

40 V. Cornell, Realm of the saint (Austin, 1998), pp. 155 7I.
41 J.S. Trimingham, Sufi orders in Islam, 2nd edn (Oxford, 1998), pp. 84 5.
42 Ibid., p. 8s.
43 Martin, Muslim brotherhoods, pp. 15 67.
44 J.M. Abun Nasr, The Tijaniyya: A Sufi order in the modern world (Oxford, 1965).
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supreme saint of his age (al qutb) and as the intercessor par excellence between
God and man. Although al Tijani himself belonged to several orders, he
strictly prohibited his followers from joining any other local Sufi institutions.
He encouraged a quiet dhikr and looked down upon visits of saints” tombs in
search of blessing (baraka). Acting through a network of ‘emissaries” (muqad
damiin), he managed to spread his initiatic line across the Maghrib. Under his
successors it penetrated into western and central Sudan, where it gained a
following primarily among the Fulbe and Tokolor.

The brotherhoods that combined shamanistic and animistic practices with
tariga ideology and organisation constitute a special group. The most prominent
among them was the controversial qsawa, founded by Muhammad ibn 9sa al
Mukhtar (d. 931/1524), an ascetic of Shadhili Jazili persuasion (see chart 2.5). His
followers practised spectacular dhikr and faith healing sessions that were often
accompanied by trances and communication with the spirits of local folklore.
Similar practices were cultivated by the related Moroccan order named the
Hamdgishiyya, which originated in the eleventh/seventeenth century.

An important movement for revival of Sufism in various areas of Africa,
including the Maghrib, is associated with Ahmad ibn Idris (d. 1253/1837), a
native of Morocco, who spent most of his life in Egypt and the Hijaz.* His
principal legacy was his numerous students, who converted Sufism into a
powerful instrument of mass mobilisation and instituted several popular
religio political movements in north eastern and eastern Africa, including the
Santsiyya of Cyrenaica and the Central Sahara, the Khatmiyya (Mirghaniyya)
of the Sudan, Egypt, Yemen, Ethiopia and Eritrea, as well as the Rashidiyya
Salihiyya and the Dandarawiyya, which were active in Egypt, Somalia and
South East Asia (Malaysia). These and other orders laid the foundations of
Sufism’s triumph in Africa in the thirteenth/nineteenth century, which is some
times referred to as Africa’s ‘Sufi century’.

Sufism in sub Saharan Africa exhibited many common features with that of the
Maghrib. In fact, it is sometimes hard to draw a crisp geographical borderline
between these regions, since many Maghribi shaykhs proselytised among the
populations of sub Saharan Africa. In many cases the same brotherhood had
branches in both areas; most of the sub Saharan African orders derived their
genealogy from a Maghribi order. The Qadiriyya enjoyed considerable success in
the Western Sahara, from present day Mauritania to eastern Mali, where it
was promoted by the scholars of the Arabic speaking Kunta tribe in the late

45 R. O’Fahey, The enigmatic saint: Ahmad ibn Idris and the 1drisi tradition (Evanston, IL,
1990).
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twelfth/eighteenth early thirteenth/nineteenth centuries. The leader of one of
the Kunta branches, Sidi al Mukhtar al Kabir (d. 1226/1811), who combined
personal charisma with political and commercial acumen, established a major
centre of dissemination of the Qadiriyya. It is from the sub order that he estab
lished, the Mukhtariyya, that most of the QadirT groups in West Africa derive their
affiliation. The Qadiri Tijani rivalry dominated the spiritual and intellectual land
scape of West Africa in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries CE.

Sufism in the Ottoman lands

In Anatolia, the Balkans and the Arab provinces of the Ottoman empire we find
a wide variety of Sufi orders. One of them, the Khalwatiyya, owes its name to
Muhammad ibn Nir, who had earned the sobriquet ‘al Khalwatt’ because of his
habit of spending time in spiritual retreat (khalwa). However, its real founder
was Yahya al Shirwani of Shamakha (present day Azerbaijan), who died in Baku
in 869/1464 (see chart 2.4). Yahya is the author of the Wird alsattar  the
favourite prayer book of most of the Khalwati branches. Yahya's deputies
(khalifas) ‘Umar Rashani and Yasuf al Shirwani spread the order’s teachings
in Anatolia and Khurasan. Their disciples Demirdash al Muhammadi (d. 929/
1524) and Ibrahim Gulshani (940/1533) founded their own orders,
al Demirdashiyya and al Gulshaniyya respectively, both with their centres in
Cairo. Two branches of the latter order gained some renown: al Sez®iyya,
founded by Hasan Sez2’i (d. 1151/1738 in Edirne) and al Haletiyya, founded by
Hasan Haleti ‘Ali Ala (d. 1320/ 1911 in Edirne). Among the khalifas succeeding
Yasuf al Shirwani the most notable were Shams al Din Ahmad Sivasi (d. 1006/
1597 in Sivas) and ‘Abd al Ahad Nuri Sivasi (d. 1061/1650 in Istanbul) who
established their own sub orders, the Shamsiyya and the Sivasiyya.

Initially, the order spread in Anatolia, mainly in the Amasya region, which was
then governed by the future Ottoman sultan Bayazid II. Here, the most notable
shaykh of the order was Jamal al Din al Agsar2’1, known as Celebi Efendi, who
died around 903/1497 near Damascus. This branch of the Khalwatiyya was
named al Jamaliyya after him. After the death of his successor, Yusuf Siinbiil
Sinan al Din (d. 936/1529 in Istanbul), it was renamed al Stinbiiliyya. During the
rule of Bayazid II (886 918/1481 1512) the order’s centre migrated to Istanbul. It
achieved prominence under Siileyman the Magnificent (r. 926 74/1520 66) and
Selim II (r. 974 82/1566 74), when many high ranking officials in the Ottoman
administration were affiliates of the order and favoured it over its rivals. Through
their good offices it received substantial donations in cash and property, which
allowed it to recruit more members.
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Over time new branches of the Khalwatiyya, which are too numerous to be
listed here, appeared in Ottoman Anatolia. The most important of them, the
Shabaniyya, was established by Sha‘ban Wali al Qastamiini, who, after a
period of study at Istanbul, settled in Kastamonu, where he died in 976/
1568. His lieutenant Shaykh Shuja‘ (d. 996/1588) had influence on the mysti
cally minded sultan Murad III (r. 982 1003/1574 95) and his courtiers. The
Sha‘baniyya gained fresh impetus under the leadership of ‘All Qarabash Wali
(d. 1097/1685), who established the popular Qarabashiyya branch of the
Sha‘baniyya Khalwatiyya, which was active in central Anatolia (Kastamonu
and Ankara) and in Istanbul. His teachings had a long lasting impact on the
fortunes of the Khalwatiyya, not just in Anatolia, but also in the Arab
provinces of the Ottoman empire, where it contributed to the revival of the
Khalwati tradition at the end of the twelfth/eighteenth century.*® Qarabash
Wall's pupil Nasthi Mehmed (d. 1130/1718 in Istanbul) established his own
tariqa, al Nasthiyya, which in turn gave birth to the Cherkeshiyya, named
after Cherkeshi Mustafa (d. 1229/1813). Cherkeshi, a native of the town of
Cherkesh, south west of Kastamonu, introduced several innovations aimed at
lightening the ritual and spiritual obligations of the order’s followers and
expanding its popular base. In the first half of the twelfth/eighteenth century
a new branch of the Qarabashiyya emerged under the leadership of Mustafa
Kamal al Din al Bakr1 (d. 1162/1749), called al Bakriyya after him. Al BakiT's
foremost lieutenant and successor in Egypt, Muhammad ibn Salim al Hifni
(d. 1181/1767 in Cairo), presided over a spectacular blossoming of the
Khalwatiyya in Egypt in the thirteenth/nineteenth century.*

On the doctrinal plane, many Khalwati masters adhered to the teachings of
Ibn al ‘Arabi and his followers, especially the concept of the oneness of being
(wahdat al wujiid). Others advised caution and insisted that it can be applied
only to certain levels of existence. Mustafa al Bakri rejected Ibn al ‘Arabi’s
monistic tendencies altogether,*® stressing the unbridgeable chasm between
God and his creatures. He and his followers derived the teachings of the order
from al Junayd the epitome of ‘moderate’ Sufism. On the practical level,
special emphasis was placed on voluntary hunger (jii®), silence (samt), vigil
(sahar), seclusion (i‘tizal), recollection (dhikr), meditation (fikr), permanent

46 F.de Jong, ‘Mustafa Kamal al Bakr (1688 1749): Revival and reform of the Khalwatiyya
tradition’, in N. Levtzion and J. O. Voll (eds.), Eighteenth century renewal and reform in
Islam (Syracuse, NY, 1987).

47 F. de Jong, Turuq and turuq linked institutions in nineteenth century Egypt (Leiden, 1978).

48 E. Bannerth, ‘La Khalwatiyya en Egypte’, Mélanges de Ulnstitut Dominicain d’Etudes
Orientales, 8 (1964 6).
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ritual cleanness and tying (rabt) one’s heart to that of the master. The hallmark
of the Khalwatiyya and its numerous subdivisions is the periodic retreat
(khalwa) that it required of every member.

Apart from the Khalwatiyya, we find several other popular orders in the
Turkic speaking territories stretching from Anatolia to eastern Turkistan. If
we were to identify a typical Turkic order, the Yasawiyya of Transoxania and
Turkistan would fit the bill. From the sixth/twelfth century onward this
loosely structured initiatic line was active in disseminating Islam among the
Turkic peoples of the steppe and the Mongol rulers of the Golden Horde. Its
founder, Ahmad Yasawi, or Yasevi (d. 562/1162), was probably a disciple of the
great charismatic leader Abt Yasuf Hamadani (d. 534/1140), who in turn traced
his spiritual genealogy back to Abii Yazid al Bistami. YasawT's poetic collection
in a Turkic vernacular, Hikmet (Wisdom), became the ideological foundation
of his loosely structured order. Passages from the Hikmet were chanted during
Yasawl assemblies, which were often accompanied by frantic dances and
ecstatic behaviour.” Emissaries and disciples of Ahmad Yasawi spread his
teachings in the regions of Syr Darya, Volga, Khwarazm and as far as eastern
Turkistan. The expansion of the Yasawiyya went hand in hand with the
Islamisation of the Central Asian steppes.” After the tenth/sixteenth century
the Central Asian Yasawiyya gradually lost its influence to the powerful
Nagshbandiyya order, with which it was closely associated.

As early as the seventh/thirteenth century we find references to the
‘wandering dervishes” (qalandariyya) who were to become part of the social
landscape of Central Asia and Anatolia. The Qalandars were individualistic
drifters who did not form permanent communities. However, they donned
distinctive garments and followed the unwritten rules that set them apart from
ordinary, affiliated Sufis. By the tenth/sixteenth century the Qalandari groups
had disappeared from Anatolia, yet they survived in Central Asia and eastern
Turkistan until the beginning of the twentieth century CE.”*

Although the Qalandariyya spread primarily in the eastern lands of Islam,™
it first asserted itself as a recognisable trend within Sufism in Damascus and
Damietta (Egypt) in the early decades of the seventh/thirteenth century. Its

49 T. Zarcone, ‘Le Turkestan chinois’, in A. Popovic and G. Veinstein (eds.), Les voies
d’Allah: Les ordres soufis dans le monde musulman (Paris, 1996), p. 270.

50 D. DeWeese, Islamization and native religion of the Golden Horde: Baba Tiikles and
conversion to Islam in historical and epic tradition (University Park, PA, 1994).

51 Zarcone, ‘Le Turkestan’, pp. 268 7o.

52 J. Baldick, ‘Les Qalenderis’, in A. Popovic and G. Veinstein (eds.), Les voies d’Allah,

pp. 500 I.
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founder, Jamal al Din Sawf, or Savi (d. c. 630/1223), bequeathed to his followers
such distinctive practices as shaving the hair, beard, moustache and eyebrows,
avoidance of gainful employment and itinerancy. After his successful career as
a conventional Sufi master, Jamal al Din grew disgusted with the trappings of
institutionalised Sufism, abandoned his comfortable position as head of a Sufi
lodge, gave up his property and began to roam the land in the company of
forty dervishes. Despite the individualistic and anti establishment message
preached by Jamal al Din, his disciples soon formed a community of wander

ing dervishes. He himself was forced to make concessions to the exigencies of
everyday life in order to sustain the nascent Qalandari community. Contrary
to his original teaching, which demanded that his followers survive on wild
weeds and fruit and go around naked with only leaves to cover the loins, Jamal
al Din issued a dispensation that allowed them to accept alms and wear heavy
woollen garments to cover their private parts.”

Jamal al Din and his followers professed a deep contempt for formal
learning, the conventions of social life and worship and for secular and
religious authorities. They despised precious metals and valuable objects,
but worshipped beautiful faces, which they considered to be manifestations
of divine beauty in a human guise. In Anatolia Jamal al Din’s followers came to
be known as ‘the wearers of sack cloth’ (jawlaqiyya). The movement consisted
of a congeries of small localised groups that were found, apart from Anatolia,
in Iran and India. An extreme version of Qalandari piety was pursued by the
Haydariyya brotherhood, which flourished in the eastern Ottoman domains
in the ninth/fifteenth and tenth/sixteenth centuries. Its members ‘covered
themselves with sacks, coarse felt, or sheep skins” and wore ‘iron rings on their
ears, necks, wrists, and genitals’.>* They took a dim view of official religion
and deliberately flouted the conventions of social conduct. Ottoman scholars
routinely accused the Haydaris of such vices as paedophilia, the smoking of
cannabis and drunkenness.”

Closely related to the Qalandariyya is the Bayramiyya, which was founded
in the ninth/fifteenth century in Ankara by Hajji Bayram (d. 833/1429), who
claimed to be the restorer of the Malamati tradition of Khurasan. In line with
the precepts of the original Malamatiyya he prohibited his followers from
engaging in a public dhikr and ostentatiously displaying their piety. A splinter
group of the Bayramiyya, led by ‘Umar (Omer) the Cutler (Sikkini; d. 880/

53 Karamustafa, God’s unruly friends, pp. 43 4.
54 Ibid., p. 68.
55 Baldick, ‘Les Qalenderis’, p. 501.
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1476) refused to recognise the authority of Hajji Bayram’s successor, Aq Shams
al Din, and formed an independent branch known as Malamatiyya
Bayramiyya. This split was probably caused by the rivalry between two
groups of Hajjl Bayram’s disciples; however, later sources cast their disagree
ment in doctrinal terms. While followers of Aq Shams al Din adopted a
mainline Sufi doctrine that stressed the unbridgeable gap between God and
his creatures, the Bayramiyya embraced al Hallaj’s idea that God can manifest
himself in the personalities of some saintly individuals, especially in the
leaders of the Malamatiyya. This concept scandalised many Sunni ‘ulama’ of
the Ottoman state, who interpreted it as an implicit denial of the finality of the
divine dispensation and the blurring of the all important line between what is
permitted and what is prohibited under the Islamic law. As a result, the
Bayramiyya was subjected to persecutions which forced it underground and
made its followers conceal their true beliefs from the uninitiated masses,
including the ruling class, whom they regarded as mere “animals’ undeserving
of the subtle truths of the Malamati teaching.*®

Until the first quarter of the tenth/sixteenth century the Malamatiyya
Bayramiyya was confined to Central Anatolia. It was introduced to the
Balkans by one Ahmad the Cameleer (d. 952/1545) and became especially
deep rooted in Bosnia, where it adopted an anti government stance by refus
ing to recognise the legitimacy of the incumbent Ottoman sultan. However,
after more than a century of persecution, some branches of the Malamatiyya
finally abandoned their original antinomian beliefs and adopted a moderate
doctrinal position that stressed the primacy of the shari‘a. This transformation
attracted to the Malamatiyya some members of the Ottoman ruling elite, who
were instrumental in consolidating its orthodox credentials.

The history of the Bektashiyya begins with the arrival in Anatolia from
Khurasan of its semi legendary founder Hajji Bektash in the middle of the
seventh/thirteenth century. Little is known about his background except
that he had some association with the babas the itinerant preachers who
spread Islam in Anatolia among the recently immigrated Turkic nomadic
and semi nomadic tribes;” Hajji Bektash may have been a follower of Baba
Ilyas and Baba Ishag, who led a popular revolt that shook the Saljiq state

56 T. Zarcone, ‘Muhammad Nur al ‘Arabi et la confrérie Malamiyya’, in Popovic and
Veinstein (eds.), Les voies d’Allah, p. 480.

57 1. Mélikoff, ‘L’ordre des Bektachis et les groupes relevant de Hadji Bektach’, in
A. Popovic and G. Veinstein (eds.), Bektachiyya: Etudes sur Uordre mystique des Bektachis
et les groupes relevant de Hadji Bektach (Istanbul, 1995), p. 3; cf. S. Faroghi, “The Bektashis:
A report on current research’, in ibid., pp. 9, 13 15.
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in 638/1240. When the rebel army was demolished by the Saljugs in the
same year, Hajjl Bektash was one of the few survivors, and began to
propagate his version of Islam  a mixture of Sufism, Shiism and the
semi pagan beliefs®® of the Turkic tribesmen of Anatolia. While Hajji
Bektash provided the movement with his name, its true organisational
founder was Balim Sultan, who was appointed as head of the chief
Bektashi lodge (tekke) by the Ottoman sultan Bayazid II in 9oy/1501.
Around that time or later, the order split into two factions. One faction,
the Sofiyan, was associated with the presumed descendants of Hajji Bektash,
called Celebi, who occupied the order’s main lodge between Qirshehir and
Qayserl. The other faction, known as Babagan, was ruled by the so called
dede baba (‘grand master’), who was elected from among eligible celibate
Bektashi preachers (babas). Members of this faction derived their genealogy
from Balim Sultan.”® The Ottoman administration was concerned first and
foremost with the Sofiyan Celebi faction that controlled most of the order’s
zawiyas and all but ignored the Babagan, who are practically absent from
official records.®® They were particularly active in the provinces, for exam
ple Albania, which was home to many prominent members of the order.”"
The majority of zawiyas were run by local Celebi families, who, by and
large, acknowledged the tutelage of the chief zawiya of Hajji Bektash. The
headship of all such zawiyas was for the most part hereditary, although the
new incumbent had to secure the approval of the Ottoman administration
and the shaykh of the chief zawiya. This centralised control was essential to
prevent the local branches of the order from being ‘hijacked’ by ‘extremist’
religious groups, which were lumped together under the blanket name of
‘Qizilbash’ or ‘Ghulat’. These groups operated in the countryside and were
notorious for their heterodoxy (e.g. they held ‘Ali, the Prophet’s cousin, to
be a manifestation of God).®* A typical Bektashi tekke consisted of the lodge
proper with an oratory, bakery, women’s quarters, kitchen and a hostel
for travellers and visitors. The tekkes and zawiyas were supported through
pious endowments, usually tracts of land. For the most part such endow
ments were barely enough to provide for the needs of the tekke’s inhabitants

58 Mélikoft, ‘L’ordre’, p. 4.

59 J. Birge, The Bektashi order of dervishes (London, 1937), pp. 56 8; N. Clayer,
‘La Bektachiyya’, in Popovic and Veinstein (eds.), Les voies d’Allah, pp. 468 o.

60 Faroghi, “The Bektashis’, p. 19.

61 Clayer, ‘La Bektachiyya’, p. 470.

62 Mélikoff, ‘L’ordre’, p. 6.
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and their visitors, although several wealthy lodges exported large quantities
of grain.®

The order’s political importance was determined by its close links to the
Janissary Corps, whose warriors regarded Hajji Bektash as their patron
saint. When the sultan Mahmud II decided to disband the Janissaries in
1241/1826, many of the Bektashi centres were closed and their property
confiscated by the Ottoman chancery or given to other orders, primarily
the Nagshbandiyya.**

The origin of many Bektashi beliefs and practices remains moot. Their most
salient feature is their syncretism. Christian elements are evident in the
initiation rituals of the order (e.g. the distribution of cheese, wine and
bread) and in its practices (e.g. a confession of sins before the spiritual leader).
Other beliefs seem to go back to ‘extreme’ Shi‘ism, such as the veneration of
‘Alf and his progeny, as well as to the secret belief that ‘All, Muhammad and
God form a trinity. One can also point out an affinity between Bektashi
teachings and the secret cabbalistic speculations of the heretical Huriifiyya
sect and other ‘extremist’ groups of the Qizilbash Turcomans which deified
their leaders.” Finally, the Bektashiyya combined some pre Islamic Turkic
cults which it inherited from its first Turcoman followers with standard Sufi
teachings, such as the concept of the Sufi path as a means towards self
perfection and entering into the presence of God.

Mughal India

The following brotherhoods have been particularly prominent in India:
Chishtiyya, Suhrawardiyya, Qadiriyya, Shattariyya, Nagshbandiyya,
Kubrawiyya, Firdawsiyya and ‘AydarGsiyya. In the course of their develop
ment they produced numerous semi independent sub orders. While such
tarigas as the Chishtiyya and the Nagshbandiyya were spread out all over
the country, there were also regional, localised brotherhoods. Thus, the
Suhrawardiyya was active mainly in the Punjab and Sind; the followers of
the Shattariyya concentrated in Mandu, Gwalior and Ahmedabad; the
Firdawsiyya was, for the most part, confined to Bihar; the ‘Aydartsiyya
recruited its adherents in Gujarat and the Deccan, etc.

The Chishtiyya and the Suhrawardiyya were the first tarigas to reach India.
Introduced by Khwaja Mu‘m al Din Hasan Chishti (d. 634/1236), the Chisht

63 S. Faroqhi, Der Bektaschi Orden in Anatolien (Vienna, 1981), pp. 53 5.
64 Faroqghi, “The Bektashis’, p. 21; Clayer, ‘La Bektachiyya’, p. 469.
65 Meélikoff, ‘L’ordre’, pp. 4 5; Faroghi, “The Bektashis’, pp. 23 6.
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order thrived under the leadership of Nizam al Din Awliy2’ of Delhi (d. 725/
1325), who gave it all India status. His numerous disciples set up Chishti
centres all over the country.®® The Suhrawardiyya was introduced into India
by Shaykh Baha’ al Din Zakariyya’ (d. 661/1262). A native of Kot Karor (near
Multan), he studied under Shihab al Din al Suhrawardi of Baghdad, who later
sent him as his deputy (khalifa) to Multan (see chart 2.4). On arrival, Baha’
al DIn managed to establish a magnificent khangah, which gradually evolved
into a major centre of Sufism in medieval India. Unlike contemporary Chishtl
Sufis, who were eager to mingle with the masses, Baha’ al Din kept aloof from
the populace and cultivated friendship with men of quality. Thanks to their
donations his khanqah accumulated great wealth, which Baha’ al Din used to
buy off the Mongol armies that threatened to invade Multan. The
Suhrawardiyya reached its acme under Shaykh Rukn al Din Abu °l Fath
(d. 735/1334) and Sayyid Jalal al Din Makhdiim i Jahaniyan (d. 788/1386).

Though both the Suhrawardiyya and the Chishtiyya looked to Shihab
al Din al Suhrawardr’s ‘Awarif al ma‘arif as their guide, they differed in their
organisation of communal life and relations with the state. While the first
Chishti masters refused to accept donations from the government and relied
exclusively on pious gifts of private individuals, their Suhrawardi counterparts
pointedly cultivated friendship with the ruling class, and benefited from its
largesse.”

The Firdawsiyya tariqa, which traced its genealogy back to the Kubrawiyya
of Central Asia, was introduced into India by Shaykh Badr al Din of
Samarqand (see chart 2.4). Initially its leaders were based in Delhi, but later
moved to Bihar, where the order enjoyed great popularity under Shaykh
Sharaf al Din Yahya Maneéri (d. 782/1371), a diligent hadith collector and a
sophisticated exponent of Sufi teachings. The Qadiriyya was established in
India by Sayyid Muhammad Makhdam Gilani (d. 923/1517) and flourished
under such masters as Dawad Kirmani (d. 982/1574), Shah Qumays Gilani
(d. 998/1584), Miyan Mir (d. 1045/1635) and Mulla Shah (d. 1072/1661).

The Shattariyya was introduced into India by Shah ‘Abd Allah (d. 890/1485),
a descendant of Shihab al Din al Suhrawardi. On reaching India Shah ‘Abd
Allah acquired a throng of devoted disciples, whereupon he settled at Mandu
and established the first ShattarT khangah. Under his disciples his tariga spread
to Bengal, Djawnpur and in northern India. Under Shaykh Muhammad

66 C. Ernst, Eternal garden: Mysticism, history, and politics at a South Asian Sufi center
(Albany, 1992).
67 A. Schimmel, Mystical dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill, NC, 1975) pp. 342, 352.
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Ghawth of Gwalior (d. 970/1562) the tariga received a compact organisation
and a distinctive ideological direction. A prolific writer and eloquent preacher,
he sought to establish good relations with the Hindus by hosting them in his
khanqah and cultivating bulls and cows. The Shattariyya maintained friendly
relations with secular rulers and played an active role in local politics.
Muhammad Ghawth helped Babur in his conquest of Gwalior, and he and
his elder brother Shaykh Bahliil were on friendly terms with Babur’s succes

sor, Humaytn (r. 937 63/1530 56), whom they instructed in the intricacies of
Sufi teachings. Emperors Akbar and Jahangir built imposing shrines over the
tombs of some popular Shattarl masters. However, after the death of
Muhammad Ghawth the influence of the Shattariyya was overshadowed by
its principal rivals, the Qadiriyya and Nagshbandiyya.

In the tenth/sixteenth century the Nagshbandi tariga was introduced
into India by Khwaja Baqt Bi ’llah (d. 1012/1603). It reached its high water
mark under his chief disciple, Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1034/1624), who
expanded the order so successfully that, according to one observer, his
disciples reached every town and city in India (see chart 2.6). For about
two centuries it was the most influential and popular tariga in India, and
many of the eminent figures of the time, such as Shah Walt Allah, Mirza
Mazhar Jan i Janan, Shah Ghulam “Ali and others, belonged to it. A member
of the Nagshbandiyya, Khwaja Mir Nasir (d. 1172/1758) founded a new
branch of the order called Tariqa yi Muhammadi. Another prominent
Nagshbandi teacher, Sayyid Ahmad Barélwi (d. 1247/1831) instituted a new
order known as Tariqa yi Nubuwwat. It encouraged its followers to emulate
the Prophet’s behaviour. Under Shah Ghulam °Ali the Indian branch of the
Nagshbandi order, which had come to be known as the Mujaddidiyya,
spread across the entire Muslim world.

The heyday of the Indian tarigas was during the Mughal period.
Contemporary sources mention about two thousand Sufi ribats and khanqahs
in Delhi and its surroundings during the ninth/fifteenth century. They experi
enced a gradual decline under British rule. Indian tarigas have a number of
distinguishing features. First, except for the Nagshbandiyya, most of them
embraced Ibn al ‘ArabT’s doctrine of the oneness of being (wahdat al wujiid). To
counter what they regarded as dangerous social implications of this doctrine,
some Nagshbandi leaders introduced the doctrine of the ‘oneness of witnessing’
(wahdat al shuhiid), which denied that the monistic experiences of the mystic
necessarily reflect the real state of affairs in the universe, and held that a strict
distinction must be asserted between God and his creatures. Second, except for
the early Chishti masters, the leaders of all other tarigas were eager to maintain
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close relations with the rulers in an effort to influence state politics as a means of
gaining access to state support. Third, while the Nagshbandiyya required that its
followers engage in rigorous self negating exercises aimed at subduing their ego,
flesh and base instincts, the Chishtiyya and Suhrawardiyya were more concerned
with inculcating in their followers the awareness of the underlying unity of all
existence and, consequently, tranquillity in the face of adversity and hardship.
Fourth, whereas the Chishtiyya disseminated its teachings by word of mouth,
the Nagshbandiyya relied on epistles (mmaktiibat) to propagate its tenets among its
actual and potential followers. The Qadiriyya, on the other hand, made extensive
use of poetry to popularise its ideas. Fifth, the Chishtiyya encouraged communal
living in special dormitories (jama‘at khana), while other tariqas constructed
khangahs and hospices with provision for individual accommodation. Sixth, the
Chishtiyya looked upon concern for social welfare and helping the needy as a
means to achieving spiritual progress and to obtaining the pleasure of God; other
tarigas, particularly the Nagshbandiyya, believed in rigorous individual discipline
and arduous ascetic exercises to reach God. Seventh, the Indian tarigas practised
different types of dhikr. The Nagshbandiyya insisted on the silent ‘dhikr of the
heart’, whereas the Qadiriyya practised both the loud (dhikr i jahr) and the quiet
ones (dhikr i khafi). Eighth, the Shattariyya sought to internalise mystical disci

pline and tried to develop a synthesis of Hindu and Muslim mysticism, whereas
the Nagshbandiyya rejected any compromise with Hinduism. Ninth, each Indian
Sufi was expected initially to belong to a single tariga, and to structure his
spiritual life according to its principles. Later on, Indian murids started to join
several brotherhoods and spiritual lines at once, a practice that undermined the
stability of Sufi institutions. As multiple membership became common among
Indian Sufis, attempts were made at reconciling conflicting points of different
Sufi teachings and practices. Thus Amir Abu 1 ‘Ula Akbarabadi tried to combine
the doctrines and practical teachings of the Chishtiyya and the Nagshbandiyya,
while Shah Wali Allah of Delhi viewed the difference between wahdat al wujid
and wahdat al shuhiid as merely a difference of perspectives that refer to the same
underlying truth. Finally, almost every Indian tariga had one central book on
which its ideology was based: the Fawa’id alfi’ad for the Chishtiyya; the

Shattariyya; the Maktiibat of Sharaf al Din Manéri for the Firdawsiyya, etc.

Indonesia and Iran

The first concrete evidence of Sufism’s presence in Indonesia is found in the
sources from the late tenth/sixteenth century at least three centuries after the
introduction of Islam into this area. This and the following century witnessed a
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rapid dissemination of Sufi ideas and practices among the local populations,
especially in the flourishing Muslim sultanate of Aceh (Atjeh) in northern
Sumatra. Here we find the first prominent exponent of Sufism in the
Indonesian Archipelago, Hamza Fansiri, who was active in the second half of
tenth/sixteenth century. An adherent of the doctrine of wahdat al wujiid and of
seven levels of existence, as expounded by Ibn al ‘Arabi and his follower ‘Abd
al Karim al Jilf (d. 832/1428), Fansii1 is famous for his mystical poems of great
lyrical power and mystical treatises that describe the four stages of the mystical
path (shari‘a, tariqa, haqiqa and ma‘rifa), the nature of existence (wujiid), divine
attributes and mystical rapture. Commentaries on some of Hamza FansarT's
works were written by his disciple Shams al Din al Samatra’1 (d. 1039/1630),
who served as religious adviser and spiritual director to the powerful sultan
Iskandar Muda of Aceh, whom he inducted into the Nagshbandiyya brother
hood. On the death of Iskandar Muda in 1046/1636 and the accession of
Iskandar II, Shams al Din al Samatra’1 lost his position to the Indo Arab scholar
Nuar al Din al Raniri (d. 1068/1658). An ardent adherent of the Indian Sufi
reformer Ahmad Sirhindi, al RanirI vigorously attacked both al Samatra’ and
his teacher, Hamza Fansiiri, on account of their espousal of Ibn al ‘Arabt’s
doctrine of the oneness of being (wahdat al wujiid). Citing the dangerous social
and political implications of this doctrine, al Raniri ordered Shams al Din’s
writings to be burned. From the eleventh/seventeenth century onwards the
orders in Indonesia developed under the influence of some Arabian teachers,
especially the Medinan scholars Ahmad Qushashi (d. 1071/1660), Ibrahim al
Karani (d. 1102/1691) and ‘Abd al Karim al Samman (d. 1189/1775). They had
multiple Sufi affiliations, which they passed on to their students from the
Indonesian Archipelago. One of such students was ‘Abd al Ra’af al Singkili (d.
late eleventh/seventeenth century), who spent nineteen years in the Hijaz.
Upon his return to the sultanate of Aceh he became a vigorous propagator
of the teachings of the Shattariyya order. His best known work, ‘Umdat
al muhtajin (The support of those in need), describes the methods of dhikr,
the formulas of Sufi litanies (rawatib) and breath control techniques during
mystical concerts. On the doctrinal plane, ‘Abd al Ra’Gf was a moderate
follower of Ibn al ‘Arabi and his commentators (especially ‘Abd al Karim
al Jili), whose concepts of seven stages of existence and of the perfect man
(al insan al kamil) he discussed in his works written in both Malay and Arabic.

Indonesian Sufism was initially restricted to court circles, where the teach
ings of Ibn al ‘Arabi and his school, especially the concept of the perfect man,
were used by the rulers to legitimise their power. Only around the twelfth/
eighteenth century did the tarigas begin to win adherents among the common
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people. Although for the most part apolitical, in the thirteenth/nineteenth
century the tarigas sometimes provided the organisational networks for anti
colonial rebellions. As a result of this they were much feared by the Dutch
colonial administration.

Of numerous Iranian Sufi orders one should mention the Kubrawiyya and
the Ni‘matullahiyya. The former flourished in Central Asia and Khurasan,
only to be displaced by the powerful Nagshbandiyya around the eleventh/
seventeenth century. Of the numerous branches of the Ni‘matullahiyya only
the Nurbakhshiyya and the Dhahabiyya enjoyed a substantial following. The
Ni‘matullahiyya, which started as a Sunni order, embraced Shi‘ite Islam under
the Safavids. In the twelfth/eighteenth century it was singled out for perse
cution by the Shiite religious establishment, probably on account of its
‘extreme’ doctrines of a messianic slant. It experienced a revival under the
Q3ajar rulers of Iran (thirteenth/late eighteenth early nineteenth centuries),

whereupon it split into a congeries of mutually hostile sub orders.®®

Conclusion

Even a cursory and incomplete review of Sufism’s evolution across time and
space shows that it has been inextricably entwined with the overall develop
ment of Islamic devotional practices, theology, literature, aesthetics and
institutions. Discussing Sufism in isolation from these religious, social and
cultural contexts will result in serious distortions. Sufism’s cardinal ideas,
practices and values have been continually reinterpreted, rearticulated and
readjusted in accordance with the changing historical circumstances of its
adherents. Any attempt to posit an immutable and unchanging essence of
Islamic mysticism ignores the astounding diversity of religious and intellectual
attitudes that falls under the rubric of ‘Sufism’.

68 S. Bashir, Messianic hopes and mystical visions: The Niirbakhshiya between medieval and
modern Islam (Columbia, SC, 2003); M. van den Bos, Mystic regimes: Sufism and state in
Iran (Leiden, 2002).
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3
Varieties of Islam

FARHAD DAFTARY

The Prophet Muhammad laid the foundations of a new religion which was
propagated as the seal of the great monotheistic religions of the Abrahamic
tradition. However, the unified and nascent Muslim community (umma) of the
Prophet’s time soon divided into numerous rival factions, as Muslims disagreed
on a number of fundamental issues. Modern scholarship has indeed shown that
at least during the first three centuries of their history, marking the formative
period of Islam, Muslims lived in an intellectually dynamic and fluid milieu
characterised by a multiplicity of communities of interpretation, schools of
thought and a diversity of views on a range of religio political issues. The
early Muslims were confronted by many gaps in their religious knowledge
and understanding of Islam, which revolved around major issues such as the
attributes of God, the nature of authority and definitions of believers and
sinners. It was during this formative period that different groups and move

ments began to formulate their doctrinal positions and gradually acquired their
distinctive identities and designations. In terms of theological perspectives,
diversity in early Islam ranged from the stances of those, later designated as
Sunnis, who endorsed the historical caliphate and the authority power struc

ture that had actually emerged in the Muslim community, to various religio

political communities, notably the Shi‘a and the Kharijites, who aspired towards
the establishment of new orders and leadership structures.

The Sunni Muslims of medieval times, or rather their religious scholars
(‘ulam@’), however, produced a picture that is at variance with the findings of
modern scholarship on the subject. According to this perspective, endorsed by
earlier generations of orientalists, Islam from early on represented a mono
lithic community with a well defined doctrinal basis from which different
groups deviated over time. Thus, Sunni Islam was portrayed by its proponents
as the true interpretation of Islam, while all non Sunni Muslim communities,
especially the Shi‘a among them, who had ‘deviated” from the right path,
were accused of heresy (ilhad), innovation (bid‘a) or even unbelief (kufr).
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As a result, the orientalists, too, studying Islam mainly on the basis of Sunni
sources, endorsed the normativeness of Sunnism and distinguished it from
Shiism, or any other non Sunni interpretation of Islam, with the aid of terms
such as ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heterodoxy’ terms grounded in their Christian
experience and categorically inapplicable to an Islamic context.

The Shi‘a, too, have elaborated their own paradigmatic model of ‘true
Islam’, based on a particular interpretation of early Islamic history and a
distinctive conception of religious authority vested in the Prophet’s family
(ahl al bayt). The Shi‘a, whose medieval scholars, similarly to the Sunni
‘ulama@’, did not generally allow for doctrinal evolution, also disagreed
among themselves regarding the identity of the legitimate spiritual leaders
(imams) of the community. As a result, the Shi‘a themselves in the course of
their history subdivided into a number of major communities, notably the
Imami Ithna ‘Asharis or Twelvers, the Isma‘lis and the Zaydis, as well as
several minor groupings. There were also those Shi‘ite communities, such as
the Kaysaniyya, who did not survive even though they occupied important
positions in early Shiism. At any rate, it is to be noted that each Shi‘ite
community has possessed a distinct self image and perception of its earlier
history, rationalising its own claims and legitimising its leadership and the
authority of its line of imams to the exclusion of other communities.

In such a milieu of pluralism and diversity of communal interpretations,
abundantly recorded in the heresiographical tradition of the Muslims, obvi
ously general consensus could not be attained on designating any one inter
pretation of Islam as ‘true Islam’, as different regimes too lent their support to
particular doctrinal positions that were legitimised in different states by the
‘ulama’. It is important to emphasise that many of the original and fundamen
tal disagreements among Sunnis, Shi‘a and other Muslims will probably never
be satisfactorily explained and resolved, mainly because of a lack of reliable
sources, especially from the earliest centuries of Islamic history. As is well
known, almost no written records have survived from the formative period of
Islam, while the later writings of the historians, theologians, heresiographers
and other Muslim authors display variegated ‘sectarian’ biases. It is within
such a frame that this chapter concentrates mainly on Shi‘ism and its divisions.

Origins and early history of Shi'ism
The origins of Islam’s divisions into Sunnism and Shi‘ism may be broadly traced

to the crisis of succession to the Prophet Muhammad, who died after a brief
illness in 11/632. As the ‘seal of the prophets’ (khatim al anbiya’) Muhammad
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could not be succeeded by another prophet (nabi), but a successor was needed to
assume his functions as leader of the Islamic community and state. According to
the Sunni view a successor had not been designated, and in the event this choice
was resolved by a group of Muslim notables who chose Abai Bakr as ‘successor to
the Messenger of God’ (khalifat rasul Allah). The Muslims had now also founded
the distinctive Islamic institution of the caliphate (khilafa). Abti Bakr and his next
two successors, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman, belonging to the influential Meccan tribe
of Quraysh, were among the early converts to Islam and the Prophet’s
Companions (sahaba). Only the fourth of the ‘rightly guided’ (rashidiin) caliphs,
‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (r. 35 40/656 61), who occupies a unique position in the annals
of Shiism, belonged to the Prophet’s own clan of Banii Hashim within the
Quraysh. ‘Al was also closely associated with the Prophet, being his cousin and
son in law, bound by marriage to the Prophet’s daughter Fatima.

It is the fundamental belief of the Shi‘a of all branches that the Prophet
himself had designated ‘All as his successor, a designation (nass) instituted
through divine command and revealed by the Prophet at Ghadir Khumm
shortly before his death. In addition to the hadith of Ghadir Khumm, which
was proclaimed publicly in Kafa by ‘Ali, the Shi‘a have also interpreted certain
Qur’anic verses in support of ‘All’'s designation. ‘All himself was firmly con
vinced of the legitimacy of his own claim to succeed Muhammad, based on his
close kinship and association with him, his intimate knowledge of Islam and
his early merits in the cause of Islam. Indeed, ‘Al made it plain in his speeches
and letters that he considered the Prophet’s family (ahl al bayt) to be entitled to
the leadership of the Muslims." The partisans of ‘Ali also held a particular
conception of religious authority that set them apart from other Muslims.
They believed that a full understanding of Islam, including its inner dimen
sion, necessitated the continuing presence of a religiously authoritative
guide orimam, as the Shi‘a have traditionally preferred to call their spiritual
leader. And for the Shi‘a the ahl al bayt provided the sole authoritative channel
for elucidating the teachings of Islam.

Pro ‘All sentiments and broad Shi‘ite tendencies persisted in ‘AlT’s lifetime,
and were strongly revived during the caliphate of ‘Uthman (r. 23 35/644 56), a
period of strife in the community. ‘All succeeded to the caliphate in turbulent
circumstances following ‘Uthman’s murder, marking the first civil war in Islam.
Centred in Kufa, the partisans of ‘All now became generally designated as shi‘at
‘AlL, “party of ‘AlT’, or simply as the Shi‘a. They also referred to themselves by

1 W. Madelung has produced an exhaustive analysis of the existing historiography on the
subject in his The succession to Muhammad: A study of the early caliphate (Cambridge, 1997).
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terms with more precise religious connotations such as the shi‘at ahl al bayt, or
its equivalent the shi‘at al Muhammad, ‘party of the Prophet’s household’, as
against the shi‘at ‘Uthman, the partisans of the murdered caliph, who were
opposed to ‘All. The Umayyad Mu‘awiya, the powerful governor of Syria and
leader of the pro ‘Uthman party, found the call for avenging ‘Uthman’s murder
a suitable pretext for seizing the caliphate.

The early Shi‘a survived ‘All’'s murder in 40/ 661 and numerous subsequent
tragic events. After ‘All, his partisans in Kifa recognised his eldest son,
al Hasan, as his successor to the caliphate. A few months later, under obscure
circumstances, al Hasan declined to assume the role, and Mu‘awiya was
speedily recognised as the new caliph. Following his peace treaty with
Mu‘awiya, al Hasan retired to Medina and abstained from any political activ
ity. However, the Shi‘a continued to regard him as their imam after ‘All. On
al Hasan’s death in 49/669, the Kafan Shia revived their aspirations for
restoring the caliphate to the Prophet’s family and invited al Hasan’s younger
brother al Husayn, their new imam, to rise against the oppressive rule of the
Umayyads. In the aftermath of Mu‘awiya’s death and the succession of his son
Yazid, al Husayn finally responded to these summons and set out for Kiifa. On
10 Muharram 61/10 October 680 al Husayn and his small band of relatives and
companions were brutally massacred at Karbala’, near Kiifa, where they were
intercepted by an Umayyad army. The martyrdom of the Prophet’s grandson
infused a new religious fervour in the Shi‘a, and contributed significantly to
the consolidation of Shi‘ite ethos and identity. Thenceforth the passion motif
and the call for repentance and martyrdom became integral aspects of Shi‘ite
spirituality. Later, the Shi‘a began to commemorate the martyrdom of
al Husayn annually on 1o Muharram (‘Ashiira’) with special ceremonies and
passion plays (ta‘ziya).

During its first half century Shi‘ism remained unified, and maintained an
almost exclusively Arab membership, with limited appeal to non Arab
Muslims. These features changed with the next important event in the history
of Shiism: the movement of al Mukhtar ibn Abi ‘Ubayd al Thaqgafi, who
launched his own Shi‘ite campaign with a general call to avenge al Husayn’s
murder. Al Mukhtar claimed to be acting on behalf of ‘AlT’s only surviving son,
Muhammad ibn al Hanafiyya, whose mother was a woman of the Bani
Hanifa; he was half brother to al Hasan and al Husayn, ‘AlT’s sons by Fatima.
Ibn al Hanafiyya, who declined to assume the leadership of the movement and
remained in Medina, was proclaimed by al Mukhtar as the imam and mahdi,
‘the divinely guided one’, the messianic saviour imam and restorer of true
Islam who would establish justice on earth and deliver the oppressed from
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tyranny. The concept of the mahdi was a very important doctrinal innovation,
and proved particularly appealing to the mawali the Aramean, Persian and
other non Arab converts to Islam, who under the Umayyads were treated as
second class Muslims. As a large and underprivileged social class, the mawali
provided a major recruiting ground for any movement opposed to the exclu

sively Arab hegemony of the Umayyads. They became particularly drawn to
al Mukhtar’s movement and Shiism, calling themselves the shi‘at al mahdi
(‘party of the mahdr’). Al Mukhtar readily won control of Kafa in an open
revolt in 66/685. The Shi‘a now took revenge for al Husayn, killing those
involved in the massacre at Karbala’. However, al Mukhtar’s success was
short lived. In 67/687 he was defeated and killed together with thousands of
his mawali supporters. But the movement founded by al Mukhtar survived his
demise.

The sixty odd years between the revolt of al Mukhtar and the ‘Abbasid
revolution mark the second phase of early Shi‘ism. During this period differ
ent Shi‘ite groups, consisting of both Arabs and mawali, came to coexist, each
one having its own imams and propounding its own doctrines. Further
more, the Shiite imams now hailed not only from the major branches
of the extended ‘Alid family, namely the Hanafids (descendants of Ibn
al Hanafiyya), the Husaynids (descendants of al Husayn ibn ‘Ali) and, later,
the Hasanids (descendants of al Hasan ibn ‘Ali), but also from other branches
of the Bant Hashim including the descendants of the Prophet’s uncles Abi
Talib and al ‘Abbas. This is because the Prophet’s family, whose sanctity was
supreme for the Shi‘a, was then still defined broadly in its old Arabian tribal
sense. It was after the ‘Abbasid revolution that the Shi‘a came to define the ahl
al bayt more precisely to include only the Fatimid ‘Alids, covering both the
Husaynids and the Hasanids. In this fluid and often confusing setting, Shi‘ism
developed in terms of two main branches or trends, the Kaysaniyya and the
Imamiyya, each with its own internal divisions; and, later, another Shi‘ite
movement led to the foundation of the Zaydiyya. There were also those
Shi‘ite ghulat, individual theorists with small groups of followers, who existed
in the midst or on the fringes of the major Shi‘ite communities.

A radical branch, in terms of both doctrine and policy, evolved out of al
Mukhtar’s movement and accounted for the bulk of the Shi‘a until shortly
after the ‘Abbasid revolution. This branch, breaking away from the religiously
moderate attitudes of the early Kifan Shi‘a, was generally designated as the
Kaysaniyya by the heresiographers who were responsible for coining the
names of numerous early Muslim communities. The Kaysaniyya, named
after the chief of al Mukhtar’s guard, Abt ‘Amra Kaysan, and comprising a
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number of interrelated groups recognising various Hanafid ‘Alids and other
Hashimites as their imams, drew mainly on the support of the mawali in
southern Iraq, Persia and elsewhere, though many Arabs were also among
them. Heirs to a variety of pre Islamic traditions, the mawali played an
important role in transforming Shiism from an Arab party of limited size
and doctrinal basis to a dynamic movement.

On Ibn al Hanafiyya’s death in 81/700, the Kaysaniyya split into several
groups commonly designated as sects (firaq) by the heresiographers. In the
ideas expounded by these Kaysani groups we have the first Shi‘ite statements
of the eschatological doctrines of ghayba, the absence or occultation of an
imam whose life has been miraculously prolonged and who is due to reappear
as the mahdt, and raj‘a, the return of a messianic personality from the dead, or
from occultation, some time before the Day of Resurrection (giyama). The
closely related concept of the mahdi had now more specifically acquired an
eschatological meaning as the messianic deliverer in Islam, with the implica
tion that no further imams would succeed the mahdt during his occultation. Be
that as it may, the majority of the Kaysaniyya recognised Ibn al Hanafiyya’s
son Abi Hashim as their next imam. These Kaysanis, known as the
Hashimiyya, accounted for the bulk of the contemporary Shia. On Abu
Hashim’s death in 98/716 the majority of the Hashimiyya recognised the
‘Abbasid Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn al ‘Abbas as their new
imam. They held that Abdi Hashim had personally appointed his ‘Abbasid
relative as his successor to the imamate. This party continued to be known as
the Hashimiyya and later also as the ‘Abbasiyya; it served as the main instru
ment of the ‘Abbasid movement.

The Kaysaniyya elaborated some of the doctrines that came to distinguish
the radical wing of early Shi‘ism, which was also characterised by messianic
aspirations. For instance, they condemned the three caliphs who preceded ‘Ali
as usurpers. Many of the Kaysani doctrines were propounded by the so called
ghaliya or ghulat (sing. ghali), ‘exaggerators’. The ghulat were accused retro
spectively by the more moderate Shi‘a of later times of exaggeration (ghu
luww) in religious matters and with respect to their imams. In addition to
attributing superhuman qualities to imams, the early ghulat speculated freely
on a range of wider issues, such as the soul, death and afterlife. Many of the
ghulat thought of the soul in terms of the doctrine of metempsychosis or
transmigration of souls (tanasukh), involving the passing of the individual soul
(nafs or rith) from one body to another.

In the mean time there had appeared another major branch or faction of
Shiism, later designated as the Imamiyya, the common heritage of the
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Twelver and Ismaili Shia. The Imamiyya, who like other Shia of the
Umayyad period were based in Kifa, adopted a quiescent policy in the
political field while doctrinally subscribing to some of the views of
the Kaysaniyya, such as the condemnation of the caliphs before ‘Al
The Imamiyya traced the imamate through al Husayn ibn ‘Alf’s sole surviving
son, ‘Alf ibn al Husayn Zayn al ‘Abidin, who gradually came to be held
in great esteem in the pious circles of Medina. It was after ‘Alf ibn al Husayn
(d. c. 95/714) that the Imamiyya began to gain some importance under his son
and successor Abil Ja‘far Muhammad ibn ‘Ali, known as al Baqir. Imam al

Bagqir engaged in active Shi‘ite teachings in the course of his imamate of some
twenty years. Above all, he seems to have concerned himself with the
religious rank and spiritual authority of the imams. He is also credited with
introducing the principle of taqiyya, the precautionary dissimulation of one’s
true religious belief and practice that was to protect the imam and his
followers under adverse circumstances. This principle was later adopted by
the Twelver and Isma‘1li Shi‘a. It should also be added that the teaching of ‘Abd
Allah ibn al ‘Abbas (d. 68/687), the Prophet Muhammad and “AlT’s cousin, had
a significant impact on early Imami religious and legal doctrine.

On al Bagir’s death around 114/732, the majority of his partisans recognised
his eldest son Abti ‘Abd Allah Ja‘far, later called al Sadiq (the Trustworthy), as
their new imam. In the earlier years of al Sadiq’s long and eventful imamate,
the movement of his uncle Zayd ibn ‘Ali, al Baqir’s half brother, was launched
with some success, leading to the formation of the Zaydiyya. Zayd visited
Kiifa and was surrounded by the Shi‘a, who urged him to lead a rising. Zayd’s
revolt proved abortive, however, and he and many of his followers were killed
in 122/740. Few details are available on the ideas propagated by Zayd and his
original followers. According to some later, unreliable, reports, Zayd was an
associate of Wasil ibn ‘At (d. 131/748), a reputed founder of the theological
school of the Mu‘tazila. However, modern scholarship has shown that the
doctrinal positions of the early Shi‘a and the Mu‘tazila were rather incompat
ible during the second/eighth century. It was only in the latter part of the
third/ninth century that both Zaydism and Imami Shi‘ism came to be influ
enced by Mu‘tazilism.”

Meanwhile, the ‘Abbasids had learned important lessons from all the
abortive Shi‘ite revolts against the Umayyads. Consequently, they paid partic
ular attention to developing the organisation of their own movement,

2 See W. Madelung, Der Imam al Qasim ibn Ibrahim und die Glaubenslehre der Zaiditen
(Berlin, 1965), esp. pp. 7 43, which is the best modern study on the subject.
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establishing secret headquarters in Kufa but concentrating their activities in
Khurasan. The ‘Abbasid da‘wa was cleverly preached in the name of al rida
min al Muhammad, an enigmatic phrase which spoke of an unidentified person
belonging to the Prophet’s family. This slogan aimed to maximise support
from the Shi‘a of different groups who commonly supported the leadership of
the ahl al bayt.

However, the ‘Abbasid victory in 132/749 proved a source of disillusion
ment for the Shi‘a, who had all along expected an °‘Alid, rather than an
‘Abbasid, to succeed to the caliphate. The animosity between the ‘Abbasids
and the ‘Alids was accentuated when, soon after their accession, the ‘Abbasids
began to persecute many of their former Shi‘ite supporters and the ‘Alids, and,
subsequently, became the spokesmen of a Sunni interpretation of Islam. The
‘Abbasids’ breach with their Shi‘ite roots was finally completed when the third
caliph of the dynasty, Muhammad al Mahdi (r. 158 69/775 85), declared that
the Prophet had actually appointed his uncle al ‘Abbas, rather than ‘Ali, as his
successor. With these developments, the remaining Kaysani Shi‘a sought to
align themselves with alternative movements. In Khurasan and other eastern
regions many of these alienated Shi‘a attached themselves to groups generi
cally termed the Khurramiyya (or Khurramdiniyya), espousing a variety of
anti ‘Abbasid and anti Arab ideas. In Iraq, however, they rallied to the side of
Imam Ja‘far al Sadiq or Muhammad ibn “‘Abd Allah al Nafs al Zakiyya, then the
main ‘Alid claimants to the imamate of the Shi‘a. With the demise of the
Hasanid movement of al Nafs al Zakiyya in 145/762f., Imam al Sadiq emerged
as the main rallying point for Shia of diverse backgrounds other than the
Zaydis, who were following their own imams.

Meanwhile, Ja‘far al Sadiq had gradually acquired a widespread reputation
as a religious scholar. He was a reporter of hadith, and later cited as such in the
chain of authorities (isnad) accepted by Sunnis as well. He also taught figh
(jurisprudence) and has been credited with founding, after the work of his
father, the Imami Shi‘ite madhhab (school of religious law), named Ja‘fari after
him. Imam al Sadiq was accepted as a teaching authority not only by his Shi‘ite
partisans but by a wider circle that included many other piety minded
Muslims. In time he acquired a noteworthy group of scholars around himself,
comprising some of the most eminent jurist traditionists and theologians of
the time, such as Hisham ibn al Hakam (d. 179/795), the foremost representa
tive of Imami scholastic theology (kaldm). Indeed, the Imamiyya now came to
possess a distinctive body of ritual as well as theological and legal doctrines.
Like his father, Imam al Sadiq attracted a few ghulat thinkers to his circle of
associates, but kept the speculations of the more extremist elements of his
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following within bounds by imposing a certain doctrinal discipline. The fore
most radical theorist in al Sadiq’s following was Abu 'l Khattab al Asadi
(d. 138/755), who acquired many followers of his own, the Khattabiyya.

As a result of the intellectual activities of Imam al Sadiq and his circle of
associates, and building on the teachings of Imam al Bagqir, the basic concep
tion of the doctrine of the imamate had become defined in its outline. This
doctrine, expressed in numerous hadiths reported mainly from Ja‘far al Sadiq,
is preserved in the earliest corpus of Imami hadith compiled by Abu Ja‘far
Muhammad al Kulayni (d. 329/940), and retained by the Isma‘lis in their
foremost legal compendium produced by al Qadi Aba Hanifa al Nu‘man ibn
Muhammad (d. 363/974).> The Imami Shi‘ite doctrine of the imamate, which
was essentially retained by the later Ithna ‘Asharis and the Ismaflis, was
founded on a belief in the permanent need of mankind for a divinely guided
and infallible (1ma‘siim) imam who, after the Prophet Muhammad, would act as
the authoritative teacher and guide of men in their spiritual affairs. Although
the imam, who can practise taqiyya when necessary, is entitled to temporal
leadership as much as religious authority, his mandate does not depend on
having temporal authority. The doctrine further taught that the Prophet
himself had designated ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib as his legatee (wast) and successor,
by an explicit nass under divine command. However, the majority of the
Companions disregarded the Prophet’s testament. After ‘Ali, the imamate was
to be transmitted from father to son by nass, among the descendants of ‘Ali and
Fatima; and after al Husayn it would continue in the Husaynid line until the
end of time. This ‘Alid imam, the sole legitimate imam at any time, is in
possession of special knowledge (‘ilm), and has perfect understanding of all
aspects and meanings of the Qur’an and the message of Islam. Indeed, the
world cannot exist for a moment without such an imam, who is the proof of
God (hujjat Allah) on earth. The imam’s existence is so essential that recog
nition of and obedience to him were made the absolute duty of every believer.

Having established a solid doctrinal basis for Imami Shi‘ism, Ja‘far ibn
Muhammad al Sadiq, the last of the early Shi‘ite imams recognised by both
the Isma‘ilis and the Ithna ‘Asharis (Twelvers), counted as the fifth one for the
former and the sixth for the latter, died in 148/765. The dispute over his
succession caused historic divisions in Imami Shi‘ism leading to the eventual
formation of independent Ithna ‘Ashar and Isma‘ili communities.

3 These hadiths are contained in the Kitab al hujja, the first book in Aba Ja‘far Muhammad
ibn Ya‘qub al Kulayni's al Usal min al kaft, ed. ‘A. A. al Ghaffari, 2 vols. (Tehran, 1388/
1968), vol. I, pp. 168 548, and in the Kitab al waldya in al Qadi al Nu‘man’s Da‘@’im
al Islam, ed. A. A. A. Fyzee, 2 vols. (Cairo, 1951 61), vol. I, pp. 14 98.
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Later Imami Ithna ‘Asharis or Twelvers

On Imam Ja‘far al Sadiq’s death in 148/765 his succession was simultaneously
claimed by three of his sons, ‘Abd Allah al Aftah, Masa al Kazim and
Muhammad al Dibaj, while a group of the Imamiyya denied his death and
awaited his return as the mahdi. As we shall see, there were also those proto
Isma‘i Imamis who now recognised the imamate of al Sadiq’s second son
Ismal or the latter’s son Muhammad. At any rate, the Imamiyya now split
into six groups, one of which eventually acquired the designation of the Ithna
‘Ashariyya or Twelvers, recognising a line of twelve imams.

The majority of al Sadiq’s followers initially recognised his eldest surviving
son ‘Abd Allah al Aftah as his successor. When ‘Abd Allah died a few months
later in 149/766, they turned to his younger brother Misa al Kazim, who
already had a following of his own. Those Imami Shi‘a who continued to
recognise ‘Abd Allah as the rightful imam before Miisa became known as
Aftahiyya (or Fathiyya); they constituted an important Imami sect in Kafa until
the fourth/tenth century. Misa al Kazim, later counted as the seventh imam
of the Twelvers, who excluded ‘Abd Allah from the list of their imams, soon
received the allegiance of the majority of the Imami Shi‘a, including the most
renowned scholars in al Sadiq’s entourage. In spite of refraining from all
political activity, Miisa was not spared the persecutions of the ‘Abbasids. He
was arrested several times and imprisoned on the caliph Hartin al Rashid’s
orders. In 183/799, on his death in a Baghdad prison  perhaps due to
poisoning, as the Twelvers claim in the case of almost all their imams
many of his partisans considered him as their seventh and last imam, who
would return as the mahdi. These Imamis formed another sizeable group in
Kafa known as the Waqifa. However, another group of Musa al Kazim’s
following acknowledged his son ‘Alf al Rida as their new imam, later counted
as the eighth in line of the Twelver imams. The caliph al Ma’mun attempted
to achieve reconciliation between the ‘Abbasids and ‘Alids by appointing ‘Alf
al Rida as his heir apparent in 201/816, also giving the imam a daughter in
marriage. This attempt proved futile when ‘Ali died two years later in
Khurasan, where he had joined the entourage of al Ma’min. A new city
near Tus, called Mashhad (martyr’s place), grew around ‘Ali al Rida’s tomb
and became the most important Shi‘ite shrine in Persia. Imam al Rida’s Shi‘a
traced the imamate for three more generations in his progeny down to their
eleventh imam, al Hasan al ‘Askari, with minor schisms. These imams, too,
were brought to Baghdad or Samarra’ (the new ‘Abbasid capital), and watched
closely by the ‘Abbasids.
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On al Hasan al ‘AskarT’s death in 260/873f. his Imami partisans experienced
a crisis of succession, and subdivided into numerous splinter groups.* Many
believed that the deceased imam had left no male progeny, and recognised al
Hasan himself as the mahdi. Others acknowledged al Hasan’s brother Ja‘far as
their new imam, on the basis of different arguments. However, the main
body, later designated as the Ithna ‘Ashariyya, eventually held that a son
named Muhammad had been born to al Hasan al ‘Askari in 255/869 and that
the child had remained hidden. They further held that Muhammad had
succeeded his father to the imamate while remaining in concealment.
Identified as the mahdi or qa’im, Muhammad was expected to reappear in
glory before the final Day of Judgement to rule the world in justice.

According to Ithna ‘Ashari tradition Muhammad al MahdT's occultation fell
into two periods. During his initial lesser occultation” (al ghayba al sughra),
covering 260 329/873 941, the imam remained in regular contact with four
successive agents, called variously the gate (bab), emissary (safir) or deputy
(n@’ib), who acted as intermediaries between him and his community. But in
the ‘greater occultation’ (al ghayba al kubrd), initiated in 329/941 and still
continuing, the hidden imam has chosen not to have any representative living
on earth and participating in the affairs of the world. Enjoying miraculously
prolonged life, his titles include the ‘lord of the age’ (sahib al zaman) and the
‘expected imam’ (al imam al muntazar), among others. Twelver Shi‘ite schol
ars have written extensively on the eschatological doctrines of occultation
(ghayba) of their twelfth imam and the conditions that would prevail before his
return (raj‘a) or parousia (zuhiir). By the first half of the fourth/tenth century,
when the line of the twelve imams had been identified, those Shi‘a believing in
that series of imams became known as the Ithna ‘Ashariyya, and they were
distinguished from all earlier Imami groups.

In the first period of their religious history the Imami (Ithna ‘Ashari) Shi‘a
benefited from the direct guidance and teachings of their imams. It was in the
second period, from the occultation of the twelfth imam until the Mongol age,
that Twelver scholars emerged as influential guardians and transmitters of the
teachings of the imams, compiling collections of Imami hadith and formulating
the law. This period coincided with the rise of the Buyids, or Buwayhids, to
power in Persia and Iraq, as overlords of the ‘Abbasids. The Biyids were
originally Zaydi Shi‘a from Daylam, but now they supported Mu‘tazilism and

4 Abu Muhammad al Hasan ibn Musa al Nawbakhti, Kitab firaq al Shi‘a, ed. H. Ritter
(Istanbul, 1931), pp. 79 94; Sa‘d ibn ‘Abd Allah al Ash‘ari al Qummi, Kitab al magqalat
wa’l firaq, ed. M. J. Mashkdr (Tehran, 1963), pp. 102 16.
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Shiism without allegiance to any of its specific branches. The earliest com

prehensive collections of T'welver traditions of the imams, which were first
transmitted in Kiifa and elsewhere, were compiled in Qumm, in Persia. By the
late third/ninth century, when these activities were well under way, Qumm
had already served for more than a century as a chief centre of Imami Shi‘ite
learning. The earliest and most authoritative of the Imami hadith collections is
the Kitab al kafi by al Kulayni (d. 329/940), which also came to be recognised as
the first of the four Imami canonical collections, al kutub al arba‘a (the four
books), dealing with theology and jurisprudence. The traditionist school of
Qumm, which rejected all forms of kalam theology based on extensive use of
independent reasoning and instead relied on the traditions of the Prophet and
the imams, reached its peak in the works of Ibn Babawayh, also known as
Shaykh al Sadiiq (d. 381/991). He produced the second major compilation of
Imami hadith called Man 1a yahduruhu’l fagih (He who has no legal scholar in
his proximity). Ibn Babawayh was strongly opposed to the Mu‘tazila and their
kalam methodology, preferring to base his own doctrine on the use of hadiths
with a minimum of reasoning.

In the course of the fourth/tenth century, the Shi‘ite century of Islam with
Biyids, Fatimids, Qaramita and others in power, the school of Qumm was
overshadowed by the rise of a rival school of Imami theology in Baghdad
which adhered to the rationalist theology (kalam) of the Mu‘tazila and also
produced the principles of Imami jurisprudence (usil al figh) based on a legal
methodology opposed to unqualified adherence to tradition.” It may be
recalled at this juncture that members of the influential Bani Nawbakht
Twelver family in Baghdad, notably Aba Sahl Isma‘dl (d. 311/923) and his
nephew al Hasan ibn Musa (d. between 300 and 310/912 and 922), had already
pioneered the amalgamation of the Mu‘tazilite theology with Imami doctrine.
The first leader of the Baghdad school was Muhammad ibn Muhammad al
Harithi, known as Shaykh al Mufid (d. 413/1022), who criticised the creed of
Ibn Babawayh, his teacher. He argued for the methodology of religious
disputation and kalam, and espoused the Mu‘tazilite acceptance of human
free will and denial of predestination, also rejecting anthropomorphism. On
the other hand, the Baghdad school rejected those Mu‘tazilite doctrines that
were in conflict with the basic Imami beliefs related to the imamate. Thus,
refuting the Mu‘tazilite dogma of the unconditional punishment of the
Muslim sinner, it allowed for the intercession (shafa‘a) of the imams for the

5 W. Madelung, Tmamism and Mu‘tazilite theology’, in T. Fahd (ed.), Le Shi‘isme imdmite
(Paris, 1970), pp. 13 28.
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sinners of their community to save them from punishment, also condemning
the adversaries of the imams as infidels and maintaining that the imamate was,
like prophecy, a rational necessity.

Shaykh al Mufid was succeeded as chief authority of the Baghdad school by
his student Sharif al Murtada ‘Alam al Huda (d. 436/1044), a descendant of
Masa al Kazim and also head (naqib) of the ‘Alid family. He went further than
al Mufid and insisted, like the Mu‘tazila, that the basic truths of religion are to
be established by reason (‘aql) alone. Even the traditions were to be subjected
to the test of reason rather than being accepted uncritically. It is to be noted
here that al Murtada’s younger brother Sharif al Radi (d. 405/1015) is respon
sible for having compiled the Nahj al balagha (Peak of eloquence), an anthol
ogy of the letters and sermons of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, which serves as one of the
most venerated books of the T'welvers.

Muhammad ibn al Hasan al Tts1 (d. 460/1067), known as Shaykh al T?’ifa,
another member of the Baghdad school who studied with both Shaykh al
Mufid and Sharif al Murtada, became the most authoritative early systematiser
of Twelver law. His two main works, al Istibsar (Consideration) and the
Tahdhib al ahkam (Appeal of decisions), are included among the “four books’
of the Twelvers. Al TtsI also partially rehabilitated the school of Qumm and
its reliance on traditions. He argued that although many of the traditions of
the Imami traditionists were of the ahad (singly transmitted) category and
therefore unacceptable on rational grounds, they were nevertheless to be
sanctioned for having been universally used by the Imami community in the
presence of the imams themselves. It was also during this period that the
earliest Imami bio bibliographical works (kutub al rijal), listing trustworthy
authorities and transmitters of hadith, were compiled by Shaykh al Tusi
himself, as well as others such as Ahmad ibn ‘Al al Najashi (d. 450/1058).

In the mean time Twelver Shi‘ite communities had appeared in numerous
parts of Persia and Transoxania. Shiism received a serious blow when the
Sunni Saljugs succeeded the Shi‘ite Bayids. But the situation of the Twelver
Shi‘a improved when the Mongols established their rule in south west Asia. By
then a number of local dynasties in Iraq and Syria adhered to T'welver Shi‘ism
and encouraged the work of their ‘ulama’, such as the ‘Uqaylids of Iraq and the
Hamdanids and Mirdasids of Syria. With the collapse of the Qarmati state of
Bahrayn, a number of Twelver communities and dynasties had also begun to
gain prominence in eastern Arabia and in other locations around the Persian
Gulf. Foremost among these local dynasties were the Mazyadids, who had
their capital at Hilla on the banks of the Euphrates. Indeed, from the
opening decade of the sixth/twelfth century Hilla was established as an
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important centre of Shi‘te activity, and it later superseded Qumm and
Baghdad as the main centre of Imami scholarship. Meanwhile, Sharif al
Murtada’s basic approach to kalam, holding that reason alone was the sole
source of the fundamentals of religion, had become widely accepted in
Twelver circles. The same approach was later adopted, without any significant
revision, by the then chief exponents of Imami kalam, Khwiaja Nagir al Din al
Tsi (d. 672/1273f.) and his disciple al Hasan ibn Yasuf Ibn al Mutahhar al Hillt
(d. 726/1325), who in fact represented the last school of original thought in
Twelver theology. Subsequently, with a few exceptions, Twelver Shi‘ite
scholars mainly produced commentaries on, or restatements of, the earlier
teachings. Indeed, with the Mongol invasions and Nasir al Din al TisI a third
period was initiated in Twelver Shi‘ism, which lasted until the establishment
of the Safavid dynasty. In this period the influence of al TusI in both theology
and philosophy was a key factor, while close relations developed between
Twelver theology and the Sufism of Ibn al ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240).

Ibn al Mutahhar al Hilli, known as ‘Allama al Hilli, was a major scholar
from Hilla. A prolific writer and author of numerous legal treatises, ‘Allama al
Hilli had lasting influence on the development and theoretical foundations of
Twelver jurisprudence. Following in the tradition of the Baghdad school, he
provided a theoretical foundation for ijtihad, the principle of legal ruling by the
jurist through reasoning (‘aql). In his Mabadi® al wusil ila “ilm al usil (Points of
departure for attaining knowledge of the principles) ‘Allama al Hilli expounds
the principles of ijtihad, exercised by mujtahids, who, he argues, are fallible by
comparison to infallible imams. The mujtahid can, therefore, revise his deci
sion. Ijtihad also allowed for ikhtilaf, or differences of opinions among mujta
hids. Al HillT's acceptance of ijtihad represents a crucial step towards the
enhancement of the authority of the jurists (fugaha’) in Twelver Shi‘ism.
Ijtihad also gained importance within the Zaydi Shiite communities, but it
was rejected by the Ismaflis.

Meanwhile, Shi‘ite tendencies had been spreading in Persia and Central
Asia since the seventh/thirteenth century, creating a more favourable milieu
in many predominantly Sunni regions for the activities of the Shia (both
Twelvers and Isma‘lis) as well as a number of other movements with Shi‘ite
inclinations. In this connection particular reference should be made to the
Huriafi movement founded by the Shi‘ite Sufi Fadl Allah Astarabadi (d. 796/
1304), whose doctrines were later adopted by the Bektashi dervishes of
Anatolia; and the Nugqtawis who split off from the Hurtfiyya under the initial
leadership of Mahmtdi Pasikhani (d. 831/1427). There were also the
Twelver related Musha‘sha® of Khiizistan, founded by Ibn Falah (d. c. 866/
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1461), who claimed Mahdism. The Musha‘sha‘ ruled over parts of Iraq, and
under their persecutionary policies Hilla lost its prominence as a centre of
Twelver learning to Jabal ‘Amil in Lebanon. These movements normally
entertained messianic aspirations for the deliverance of oppressed and under
privileged groups. Instead of propagating any particular form of Shi‘ism,
however, a new syncretic type of popular Shiism was now arising in post
Mongol Central Asia, Persia and Anatolia, which culminated in early Safavid
Shiism. Marshall Hodgson designated this as ‘tarigah Shiism’, as it was trans
mitted mainly through a number of Sufi orders then being formed.® The Sufi
orders in question remained outwardly Sunni, following one of the Sunni
madhhabs, while being particularly devoted to ‘Ali and the ahl al bayt. It was
under such circumstances that close relations developed between Twelver
Shi‘ism and Sufism, and also between Nizarl Isma‘dlism and Sufism in Persia.
The most important Twelver Shi‘ite mystic of the eighth/fourteenth century,
who developed his own rapport between Twelver Shi‘ism and Sufism, was
Sayyid Haydar Amuli (d. 787/1385), who was influenced by the teachings of
Ibn al ‘Arabl.

A fourth and final period may be identified in the development of Twelver
Shiism, from the establishment of Safavid rule to the present. Among the Sufi
orders that contributed to the spread of ‘Alid loyalism and Shi‘ism in predom
inantly Sunni Persia, the most direct part was played by the Safawiyya tariga,
founded by Shaykh Safi al Din (d. 735/1334), a Sunni of the Shafi‘t madhhab. The
Safawi order spread rapidly throughout Azerbaijan, eastern Anatolia and other
regions, acquiring influence over several Turcoman tribes. With Shaykh Safi’s
fourth successor, Junayd (d. 864/1460), the order was transformed into a
revolutionary movement. Junayd’'s son and successor Shaykh Haydar (d.
893/1488) was responsible for instructing his soldier Sufi followers to adopt
the scarlet headgear of twelve gores commemorating the twelve imams, for
which they were dubbed the Qizilbash, a Turkish term meaning redhead.

The eclectic Shiism of the Qizilbash Turcomans became more clearly
manifested when the youthful Isma‘il became the shaykh of the Safawl
order. Isma‘l represented himself to his Qizilbash followers as the represen
tative of the hidden imam, or even the awaited mahdi himself, also claiming
divinity. With the help of his Qizilbash forces Isma‘il speedily seized
Azerbaijan from the Aq Qoyunlu dynasty and entered their capital, Tabriz,
in 9o7/1501. He now proclaimed himself shah (king), and at the same time

6 Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The venture of Islam: Conscience and history in a world civilization,
3 vols. (Chicago, 1974), vol. I, pp. 493ft.
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declared Twelver Shiism the official religion of his newly founded Safavid
state. Shah Isma‘l brought all of Persia under his control during the ensuing
decade, and his dynasty ruled until 1135/ 1722.

The Safavids originally adhered to an eclectic type of Shiism which was
gradually disciplined and brought into conformity with the tenets of ‘ortho
dox” Twelver Shiism. In order to enhance their legitimacy, Shah Isma‘l and
his immediate successors claimed variously to represent the hidden mahdi, in
addition to fabricating an ‘Alid genealogy for their dynasty, tracing their
ancestry to Imam Miisa al Kazim. Shiism was, in fact, imposed on the subjects
of the Safavid empire rather gradually, while the Safavids from early on strove
to eliminate any major religio political challenge to their supremacy. As a
result, under Shah Isma“l (r. 9oy 30/1501 24) and his son and successor
Tahmasp (r. 930 84/1524 76) the Safavids articulated a religious policy for
the elimination of all millenarian and extremist movements, persecution of
Sufi orders and popular dervish groups and suppression of Sunnism while
actively propagating Twelver Shiism. As Persia did not have an established
class of religious scholars, however, the Safavids were obliged for quite some
time to invite scholars from the Arab centres of T'welver scholarship, notably
Najaf, Bahrayn and Jabal ‘Amil, to instruct their subjects. Foremost among
these Arab Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ mention should be made of Shaykh ‘Ali al Karaki al
‘Amili (d. 940/1534), known as the Muhaqgqiq al Thani, who adhered to the
Hilla school of Imami kalam with its recognition of ijtihad for the qualified
scholars, combined with taglid, or authorisation of the majority who emulated
the mujtahid.

Meanwhile, the Safavids encouraged the training of a class of Imami legal
scholars who would propagate the established doctrines of Twelver Shiism.
The training of the Twelver scholars was further facilitated through the
foundation of a number of religious colleges. By the time of Shah ‘Abbas I
(r. 995 1038/1587 1629), the greatest member of the dynasty, who established
his capital at Isfahan, the Safavids’ claim to any divine authority or to repre
senting the mahdi were rapidly fading, while the Qizilbash had lost their
influence and the Sufi orders had disappeared almost completely from
Persia. On the other hand, Twelver Sht‘ite rituals and practices, such as regular
visiting (ziyara) of the tombs of the imams and their relatives in the ‘atabat
Najaf, Karbal2’> and other shrine cities of Iraq, as well as in Mashhad and
Qumm in Persia had gained wide currency.

The Safavid period witnessed a renaissance of Islamic sciences and Shi‘ite
scholarship. Foremost among the intellectual achievements of the period
should be noted the original contributions of a number of Shi‘ite scholars
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belonging to the so called ‘school of Isfahan’. These scholars integrated a
variety of philosophical, theological and gnostic traditions within a Shi‘ite
perspective into a metaphysical synthesis known as al hikma al ilahiyya (Pers.
hikmat i ilahi), divine wisdom or theosophy. The founder of this school was
Muhammad Bagqir Astarabadi (d. 1040/1630), known as Mir Damad, a Shi‘ite
theologian, philosopher and poet who was also the shaykh al Islam (chief
religious authority) of Isfahan.

The most important representative of the school of Isfahan in theosophical
Shrism was, however, Mir Damad’s principal student, Sadr al Din Muhammad
Shirazi (d. 1050/1640), better known as Mulla Sadra. He produced his own
synthesis of four major schools of Islamic thought: kalam theology; Peripatetic
philosophy (al hikma al mashsh@’iyya); the illuminationist philosophy of Shihab
al DIn Yahya al Suhrawardi (al hikma al ishraqiyya); and gnostic mystical tra
ditions (‘irfan), particularly the Sufism of Ibn al ‘Arabi. Similar to the ‘philo
sophical Isma‘ilism’ expounded by the Iranian Isma‘dli da%s of the Fatimid
times, the members of the school of Isfahan, too, elaborated an original
intellectual perspective in philosophical Shi'ism. Mulla Sadra trained eminent
students, such as Mulla Muhsin Fayd Kashani (d. 1091/1680) and ‘Abd al
Razzaq Lahii (d. 1072/1661), who passed down the traditions of the school
of Isfahan in later centuries in both Persia and India.

The Twelver ‘ulama’, and especially the jurists among them, played an
increasingly prominent role in the affairs of the Safavid kingdom. This trend
reached its climax under the last Safavids with Muhammad Bagir Majlisi
(d. 111/1699), who held the highest clerical offices and consolidated the
influence of the Imami hierocracy. The author of an encyclopaedic hadith
collection, Bihar al anwar (Seas of lights), Majlisi, like many other jurists, was
opposed to philosophers and Sufis. However, the ‘ulama’ also disagreed
among themselves on certain theological and juristic issues, and became
particularly divided into two opposing camps, generally designated as
Akhbari and Usili, on the role of reason in religious matters. From early on,
traditionist and rationalist trends had existed within Twelver Shiism. The
original predominance of the Imamis adhering to the traditionist Akhbari
position was superseded by the scholars of the school of Baghdad who
established the rationalist Usili doctrine on a solid foundation by adopting
Mu‘tazill kalam principles. However, by the early eleventh/seventeenth
century Mulla Muhammad Amin Astarabadi (d. 1033/1624) had articulated
the traditionist position afresh and, in effect, became the founder of the
later AkhbarT school that sought to establish Shiite jurisprudence on the
basis of traditions (akhbar) rather than the rationalistic principles (usiil) of
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jurisprudence used in ijtihdd. Indeed, he attacked the very idea of ijtihad and
branded the Ustli mujtahids as enemies of religion. Criticising the innovations
of the schools of Baghdad and Hilla in usil al figh and theology, Astarabadi
recognised the akhbar of the imams as the most important source of law,
required also for correct understanding of the Qur’an and the Prophetic
traditions.

The Akhbari school flourished for almost two centuries in Persia and the
shrine cities of Iraq; its teachings were adopted by many eminent Twelver
scholars such as Muhammad Taqt Majlisi (d. 1070/1660) and Muhammad al
Hurr al ‘Amili (d. 1104/1693), who compiled another vast collection of the
akhbar of the imams. In the second half of the twelfth/eighteenth century,
when Twelver Shiism was already widespread in Persia, the Usill doctrine
found a new champion in Muhammad Bagir Bihbahani (d. 1208/1793), who
defended ijtihad and successfully led the fight against the Akhbaris. He went so
far as to brand the Akhbaris as infidels. Thereafter the Akhbaris rapidly lost
their position to the Usilis, who emerged as the prevailing school of juris
prudence in T'welver Shi‘ism. The re establishment of the Usali school was to
lead to unprecedented enhancements in the authority of the ‘ulama’ under the
Qajar monarchs of Persia and in modern times.

Meanwhile, Twelver Shiism had also spread in southern Lebanon and
certain regions of India. Twelver mujtahids, who were often of Persian origin,
were particularly active in India after the disintegration of the first Muslim
state, the Bahmanid kingdom in the Deccan, and the appearance of five
independent successor Shi‘ite states, which were under the influence of the
Safavids. The ‘Adil Shahis of Bfjapiir (r. 895 1097/1490 1686) were the first
Muslim dynasty in India to adopt Twelver Shiism (in 908/1503) as the
religious doctrine of their state. Later, Shah Tahir al Husayni, a scholar and
a Muhammad Shahi Nizari [sma‘ili imam, converted Burhan Nizam Shah, who
in 944/1537 proclaimed Twelver Shi‘ism as the official faith of the Nizam
Shahi state. Sultan Quli (r. 901 50/1496 1543), the founder of the Qutb Shahi
dynasty of Golconda, also adopted T'welver Shi‘ism. In India too the Imami
‘ulama@’ encountered the hostility of the Sunnis. Nar Allah Shishtari, another
eminent Twelver theologian jurist who emigrated from Persia to India and
enjoyed some popularity at the Mughal court, was executed in 1019/1610 at
the instigation of the Sunni ‘ulama’ and on Emperor Jahangir’s orders.
However, Shi‘ite communities survived even in the Mughal empire, especially
in the region of Hyderabad. Twelver Shi‘ism also spread to northern India
and was adopted in the kingdom of Awadh (1722 1856) with its capital at
Lucknow.
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The Isma‘lis, Qaramita and Druzes

Representing the second most important Shi‘ite community, the Isma‘lis
have had their own complex history. Imam Ja‘far al Sadiq had originally
designated his second son, Isma‘l, the eponym of the Isma‘liyya, as his
successor to the imamate by the rule of nass. According to the Isma‘ili
religious tradition Isma‘il survived his father and succeeded him in due
course, while most non Isma‘li sources relate that he predeceased his father.
At any rate, Isma‘il was not present in Medina or Kiifa at the time of Imam
al Sadiq’s death in 148/765, when three of his brothers claimed the succes
sion. As noted above, this confusing succession dispute split the Imamiyya
into several groups, two of which may be identified as proto Isma‘is or the
earliest Isma‘dlis. One group denied the death of Isma‘dl ibn Ja‘far in his
father’s lifetime. Dubbed alisma‘liyya al khalisa (the ‘pure Isma‘dliyya’),
these Imami Shiites awaited Isma‘il’s return as the mahdi” The second
proto Isma‘ili group, known as the Mubarakiyya, derived from Ismail’s
epithet al Mubarak (the blessed one), affirmed Ismail’s death during the
lifetime of his father and recognised his son Muhammad as their imam.
Before long, Muhammad ibn Isma‘l, the seventh imam of the Isma‘lis,
went into hiding, marking the initiation of the dawr alsatr (period of
concealment) in early Ismaili history, which lasted until the emergence of
the Isma‘ili imams as Fatimid caliphs.

It is certain that for almost a century after Muhammad ibn Isma‘l (d. c. 179/
795) a group of leaders worked secretly for the creation of a unified, revolu
tionary movement against the ‘Abbasids. These leaders did not openly claim
the imamate for three generations. ‘Abd Allah, the first of these leaders, had in
fact organised his campaign around the central doctrine of the majority of the
earliest Isma‘ilis, acknowledging Muhammad ibn Isma‘il as the awaited mahdi.
This was perceived as a tactic to safeguard the leaders of the movement
against ‘Abbasid persecution. At any rate, ‘Abd Allah eventually found refuge
in Salamiyya, which served as the secret headquarters of the early Isma‘li
movement. The Isma‘ilis now referred to their movement simply as al da‘wa
(the mission) or al da‘wa al hadiya (the rightly guiding mission).

The efforts of ‘Abd Allah and his successors began to bear fruit in the 260s/
870s when numerous da‘Ts appeared in southern Iraq and other regions. In
261/874 Hamdan Qarmat was converted to Isma‘ilism in the Sawad of Kifa.
Hamdan and his chief assistant ‘Abdan organised the da‘wa in southern Iraq

7 al Nawbakhti, Firaq al Shi‘a, pp. 57 61; al Qummi, Kitab al magqalat, pp. 8o 1, 83.
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and adjacent regions. The Isma‘lis of southern Iraq became generally known
as the Qaramita, after their first local leader. The da‘wa in Yemen was initiated
by Ibn Hawshab (d. 302/914), later known as Mansiir al Yaman. By 280/893 the
da‘7 Aba ‘Abd Allah al Shi (d. 298/ 911) was already active among the Kutama
Berbers in the Maghrib. Meanwhile, Aba Sa‘d al Jannabi was dispatched to
Bahrayn, in eastern Arabia, where he rapidly won converts from among the
Bedouin and the Persian emigrants. It was also in the 260s/870s that the da‘wa
was taken to al Jibal, the west central and north western parts of Persia, where
the da‘ts adopted a new policy, targeting the elite and the ruling classes. The
same policy was later adopted successfully, at least temporarily, by the da‘s of
Khurasan and Transoxania.

In 286/899, soon after the future Fatimid caliph ‘Abd Allah al Mahdi had
succeeded to the central leadership of the da‘wa in Salamiyya, Isma‘lism
was rent by a major schism. ‘Abd Allah now felt secure enough to claim the
imamate openly for himself and his predecessors, the same individuals who
had organised and led the early Isma‘ili da‘wa. Later he explained that, as a
form of taqiyya, the central leaders of the da‘wa had adopted different
pseudonyms, also assuming the rank of hujja (proof or full representative)
of the absent Muhammad ibn Isma‘l. ‘Abd Allah further explained that the
earlier propagation of the return of Muhammad ibn Isma‘l as the mahdr was
itself another dissimulating measure.® ‘Abd Allah al Mahdi's reform split the
then unified Isma‘ili movement into two rival branches. One faction
remained loyal to the central leadership and acknowledged continuity in
the Isma‘li imamate, recognising ‘Abd Allah al Mahdi and his ‘Alid ancestors
as their imams, which in due course became the official Fatimid Isma‘li
doctrine. On the other hand, a dissident faction, originally led by Hamdan
Qarmat and ‘Abdan, rejected the reform and maintained their belief in the
Mahdism of Muhammad ibn Isma‘il. Thenceforth the term Qaramita came
to be applied more specifically to the dissident Isma‘dis who did not
acknowledge ‘Abd Allah al Mahdi and his successors in the Fatimid dynasty
as their imams. The dissident Qaramita, who lacked central leadership, soon
acquired their most important stronghold in Bahrayn, where a Qarmati state
had been founded in the same eventful year, 286/899, by Abu Sa‘id
al Jannabi. Soon after these events ‘Abd Allah left Salamiyya and embarked
on a a historic journey which ended several years later in North Africa,
where he founded the Fatimid caliphate.

8 See the letter of the first Fatimid caliph addressed to the Yemeni Isma‘ilis, in Husayn F. al
Hamdani, On the genealogy of Fatimid caliphs (Cairo, 1958), text pp. 10 I2.
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The early Isma‘lis elaborated the basic framework of a system of religious
thought which was further developed or modified in the Fatimid period, while
the Qaramita followed a separate doctrinal course. Central to the Isma‘ili
system of thought was a fundamental distinction between the exoteric (zahir)
and the esoteric (batin) aspects of the sacred scriptures and religious com
mandments and prohibitions. They further held that the zahir, the religious
laws enunciated by prophets, underwent periodical changes, while the batin,
containing the spiritual truths (haqa’iq), remained eternal. These truths, rep
resenting the message common to Judaism, Christianity and Islam, were
explained through the methodology of ta’wil (esoteric interpretation), which
often relied on the mystical significance of letters and numbers.

The esoteric truths (haqa’iq) formed a system of thought for the Isma‘lis,
representing a distinct world view. The two main components of this
system were a cyclical history of revelations or prophetic eras and a
cosmological doctrine represented through the language of myth. Their
cyclical conception, applied to Judaeo Christian as well as several other
pre Islamic religions, was developed in terms of eras of different prophets
recognised in the Qur’an. Accordingly, they held that the religious history of
humankind proceeded through seven prophetic eras (dawrs) of various
durations, each inaugurated by a speaker or enunciator (natiq) of a divinely
revealed message which in its exoteric (zahir) aspect contained a religious
law (shari‘a). The natigs of the first six eras were Adam, Noah, Abraham,
Moses, Jesus and Muhammad. As the seventh imam of the era of Islam,
Muhammad ibn Isma‘il was initially expected to return as the mahdi (or
qa’im) as well as the natiq of the seventh eschatological era when, instead of
promulgating a new law, he would fully divulge the esoteric truths of all the
preceding revelations. Recognising continuity in the imamate, the advent of
the seventh era lost its earlier messianic appeal for the Fatimid Isma‘lis, for
whom the final eschatological age was postponed indefinitely. On the other
hand, the Qaramita of Bahrayn and elsewhere continued to consider
Muhammad ibn Isma‘il as their mahdi who, on his reappearance as the
seventh ndtiq, was expected to initiate the final age.

The Fatimid period represents the ‘golden age’ of Isma‘dlism, when the
Isma‘lis possessed a state of their own and Isma‘fli scholarship and literature
attained their summit.” The foundation of the Fatimid caliphate in 297/909 in

9 The Fatimid era of Isma‘li history is one of the best documented periods in Islamic
history: see P.E. Walker, Exploring an Islamic empire: Fatimid history and its sources
(London, 2002).
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Ifrigiya in North Africa indeed marked the crowning success of the early
Isma‘dlis. The religio political da‘wa of the Isma‘liyya had finally led to the
establishment of a state (dawla) headed by the Isma‘li imam, ‘Abd Allah al
Mahdi (r. 297 322/909 34). In line with their universal claims, the Fatimid
caliph imams did not abandon their da‘wa activities on assuming power, as
they aimed to extend their rule over the entire Muslim community. And they
concerned themselves with the propagation of the Isma‘dli da‘wa, especially
after the transference of the seat of the Fatimid state in 362/973 to Egypt,
where Cairo was founded as their new capital city. The religio political
messages of the da‘wa were disseminated by networks of da‘7s within the
Fatimid dominions as well as in other regions referred to as the jaza’ir (sing.
jazira, ‘island’).

It was during the Fatimid period that the Isma‘li da‘ts, who were at the
same time the scholars and authors of their community, produced what were
to become the classical texts of Isma‘li literature, dealing with a multitude of
exoteric and esoteric subjects as well as ta’wil, which became the hallmark of
Isma‘fli thought.”® The da%s of the Iranian lands set about in the course of the
fourth/tenth century to amalgamate Isma‘li Shi‘ite theology (kalam), revolv
ing around the doctrine of the imamate, with ideas drawn from Neoplatonism
and other philosophical traditions into complex metaphysical systems of
thought. This led to the development of a unique intellectual tradition of
‘philosophical theology’ within Isma‘dlism. The major proponents of this
tradition were the da‘’s Muhammad ibn Ahmad al Nasafi (d. 332/943), Abu
Hatim al Razi (d. 322/934), Abu Ya‘qub al Sijistani (d. after 361/ 971) and Hamid
al Din al Kirmani (d. after 411/1020). Nasir i Khusraw (d. after 462/1070), who
spread the da‘wa in Badakhshan, was the last major member of this Iranian
school of Isma‘ilism. Neoplatonic philosophy also influenced the cosmology
elaborated by the Isma1li affiliated Ikhwan al Saf2> (the ‘Sincere Brethren’), a
group of anonymous authors in Basra, who produced an encyclopaedic work
of fifty two epistles, Rasa’il Ikhwan al Safd’, on a variety of sciences during the
fourth/tenth century.

The Sunni polemicists always accused the Isma‘lis of ignoring the shari‘a,
supposedly because of their emphasis on its hidden meaning, and hence they
were commonly referred to as the Batiniyya (Esotericists). However, the
Fatimids from early on concerned themselves with legal matters and the
precepts of Imami Shi‘ite law. The promulgation of an Isma‘ili madhhab
resulted mainly from the efforts of al Qadi Abt Hanifa al Nu‘man ibn

10 See I. K. Poonawala, Biobibliography of Isma‘ili literature (Malibu, 1977), pp. 31 132.
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Muhammad (d. 363/974), the foremost Isma‘li jurist who was officially com
missioned to prepare legal compendia. He codified Isma‘ili law by systematic
ally collecting the firmly established hadiths transmitted from the ahl al bayt,
drawing on existing collections. Al Nu‘man’s efforts culminated in his Da‘@’im
al Islam, which served as the official code of the Fatimid state. The authority of
the infallible ‘Alid imam and his teachings became a principal source of Isma‘ili
law. The Da‘@’im al Islam has continued to be used by Tayyibi Isma‘lis as their
main authority in legal matters, while the Nizari Isma‘lis continue to be
guided in their legal affairs by their living imams.

The Fatimid caliph imam al Hakim’s reign (386 411/996 1021) witnessed
the opening phase of what was to become known as the Druze religion. A
number of da‘ts who had come to Cairo from Persia and Central Asia, notably
al Akhram (d. 408/1018), Hamza and al Darazi, began to propagate certain
extremist ideas regarding al Hakim and his imamate. Drawing on the tradi
tions of the Shi‘ite ghulat and eschatological expectations of the early Isma‘lis,
these da‘s founded a new religious movement, and proclaimed the end of the
era of Islam and the abrogation of its shari‘a. By 408/1017 (the opening year of
the Druze era) Hamza and al Darazi were also publicly declaring al Hakim’s
divinity. It was after al Darazi that the adherents of this movement later
became known as Daraziyya or Duriiz; hence their general designation as
Druzes.

The Fatimid da‘wa organisation in Cairo launched a campaign against the
new doctrine. The da‘? al Kirmani was invited to Cairo to refute officially the
new doctrine from a theological perspective. He composed a number of
treatises reiterating the Isma‘ili Shiite doctrine of the imamate and rejecting
the idea of al Hakim’s divinity. Nonetheless, the Druze movement acquired
momentum and popular appeal; and when al Hakim disappeared mysteri
ously during one of his nocturnal outings in 411/1021, the Druze leaders
interpreted this as a voluntary act initiating al Hakim’s ghayba (occultation).
In the same year Hamza went into hiding; he was succeeded as the leader of
the movement by Bah2’ al Din al Muqtana. With the subsequent persecution
of the Druzes in Fatimid Egypt, the movement found its greatest success in
Syria, where a number of Druze da‘is had been active.

The Druzes eventually developed their own body of theological doctrine.
In particular, the extant letters and other writings of al Muqtana and Hamza
have been collected into a canon, arranged in six books and designated as the
Rasa@’il al hikma (Epistles of wisdom), which has served as the sacred scripture
of the Druzes. A highly closed and secretive community, and observing
taqiyya very strictly, the Druzes who call themselves the Muwahhidin
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(Unitarians) possess elaborate doctrines of Neoplatonic cosmology, eschatol
ogy and metempsychosis (tanasukh). Considering al Hakim as the last maqam
(locus) of the Creator, the Druzes await his reappearance (raj‘a) together with
Hamza, who is considered an imam. Druze teachings effectively represent a
new religion falling outside Isma‘lism. Under the Ottomans the Druzes of
Syria and Lebanon were ruled by their own amirs, especially those belonging
to the Ma‘nid and Shihabid dynasties, who remained in power until the end of
the twelfth/eighteenth century.

Meanwhile, the Qaramita had survived in Bahrayn and in other commun
ities scattered in Iraq, Yemen, Persia and Central Asia. All the Qaramita were
still awaiting the reappearance of Muhammad ibn Isma‘ll as the mahdi and final
natiq, though some Qarmati leaders themselves claimed Mahdism. After Aba
Sa‘id al Jannabi (d. 300/913), several of his sons rose to leadership of the
Qarmati state of Bahrayn, where communal and egalitarian principles played
an important role. Under his youngest son, Abii Tahir Sulayman (r. 311 32/
923 44), the Qaramita became infamous for their anti ‘Abbasid raids into Iraq
and their pillaging of the Meccan pilgrim caravans. Abdi Tahir’s ravaging
activities culminated in his attack on Mecca during the pilgrimage season in
317/930, when the Qaramita committed numerous abominations, and dis
lodged the Black Stone (al hajar al aswad) from the corner of the Ka‘ba and
carried it to al Ahs?’, their capital in Bahrayn. This sacrilegious act, presum
ably committed in preparation for the coming of the mahdt, shocked the entire
Muslim world and provided a unique opportunity for Sunni polemicists to
condemn the whole Isma‘li movement as a conspiracy to destroy Islam. The
Qaramita eventually returned the Black Stone in 339/950 for a large ransom
paid by the ‘Abbasids and not, as alleged by anti Isma‘ili sources, at the
instigation of the Fatimid caliph. By the time the Qarmati state of Bahrayn
was finally uprooted in 470/1077 by the local tribal chieftains, other Qarmati
groups in Persia, Iraq and elsewhere had either disintegrated or switched their
allegiance to the Isma‘ili da‘wa of the Fatimids.

In the mean time, Isma‘ili da‘wa activities, especially outside the Fatimid
dominions, reached their peak in the long reign of al Mustansir (427 87/1036
94), even after the Sunni Saljuqgs replaced the Shi‘ite Biyids as overlords of the
‘Abbasids in 447/1055. The Fatimid da‘ts won many converts in Iraq, Persia
and Central Asia as well as Yemen, where the Sulayhids ruled as vassals of the
Fatimids from 439/1047 until 532/1138. On al Mustansir’s death in 487/1094 the
unified Isma‘li da‘wa split into two rival factions, as his son and original
heir designate Nizar (d. 488/1095) was deprived of his succession rights by
the all powerful Fatimid vizier al Afdal, who installed Nizar’s younger brother
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on the Fatimid throne with the title al Musta‘li bi'llah (r. 487 95/1094 1101).
The imamate of al Musta‘li was also recognised by the Isma‘ili communities of
Egypt, Yemen and western India. These Musta‘ll Isma‘lis traced the imamate
in the progeny of al Musta‘li. On the other hand, the Isma‘ilis of Persia
supported the succession rights of Nizar and his descendants. The two factions
were later designated as the Nizariyya and the Musta‘liyya.

The power of the Fatimid caliphate declined rapidly during its final decades.
The Musta‘li Isma‘ilis themselves split into Hafizi and Tayyibi branches on the
assassination of al Musta‘f’s son and successor al Amir in 524/1130. Al Amir’s
successor on the Fatimid throne, al Hafiz, and the later Fatimid caliphs were
recognised as imams by the da‘wa headquarters in Cairo and the Musta‘l
Isma‘dlis of Egypt, Syria and a portion of the community in Yemen. These
Musta‘li Isma‘ilis, known as the Hafiziyya, did not long survive the downfall of
the Fatimid dynasty in 567/1171. On the other hand, the Musta‘li community of
Sulayhid Yemen recognised the imamate of al Amir’s infant son al Tayyib and
became known as the Tayyibiyya. According to the Tayyibis the disappear
ance of al Tayyib soon after his father’s death in 524/1130 initiated another
era of satr (concealment) during which the Tayyibl imams have all remained
hidden (mastiir); the current satr will continue until the appearance of an
imam from al Tayyib’s progeny. Meanwhile, the affairs of the Tayyibi da‘wa
were led by da‘s with absolute authority, known as da‘T mutlaq. Around 997/
1589 the Tayyibis were divided over the question of the succession to their
da‘7 into D2 adi and Sulaymani factions. The D2’uadis, accounting for the bulk
of the Tayyibi Isma‘lis, were mainly converts of Hindu origin, and were
known as Bohras in India, while Yemen remained the stronghold of the
Sulaymans.

The NizarT Isma‘ilis have had their own complex history. By the time of
the Nizari Musta‘li schism of 487/1094, Hasan i Sabbah (d. 518/1124), who
preached the Ismaili da‘wa within the Saljiq dominions in Persia, had
emerged as the leader of the Persian Isma‘ilis. His acquisition of the fortress
of Alamit in 483/1090 had, in fact, signalled the foundation of what would
become the Nizarl Isma‘li state. In the dispute over the succession to al
Mustansir, Hasan supported Nizar’s cause, and severed his relations with the
Fatimid regime. Hasan then also founded the independent Nizarl Isma‘ili
da‘wa on behalf of the Nizari imam, who remained inaccessible. At the same
time, da‘Ts dispatched from Alamit organised an expanding Nizari community
in Syria.

From early on the Nizarl Isma‘lis were preoccupied with survival in an
extremely hostile environment. Nevertheless, they did maintain a sophisticated
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intellectual outlook and a literary tradition, elaborating their teachings in
response to changed circumstances. Hasan i Sabbah himself is credited with
restating in a more rigorous form the old Shiite doctrine of ta‘lim, or author
itative teaching by the imam of the time. Emphasising the autonomous teaching
authority of each imam in his own time, this became the central doctrine of the
Nizaris who were thenceforth known as the Talimiyya. The intellectual chal
lenge posed to the Sunni establishment by the doctrine of ta‘lim, which also
refuted the legitimacy of the ‘Abbasid caliph as the spiritual spokesman of all
Muslims, called forth the reaction of the Sunni establishment. Many Sunni
scholars, led by Abti Hamid al Ghazali (d. s05/1111), sought to refute this
Isma‘li doctrine.

The fourth lord of Alamut, Hasan II (1. 557 61/1162 6) to whom the Nizaris
refer with the expression ‘ala dhikrihi’l salam (on his mention be peace),
declared the giyama (day of resurrection) in 559/1164, initiating a new phase
in the religious history of the Nizarl community. Relying extensively on
Isma‘li ta’wil and earlier traditions, Hasan II interpreted the giyama symbolic
ally and spiritually. Hasan II was also recognised as an imam, a descendant of
Nizar; and thereafter the Nizari imamate continued in his line of descent.

The surrender of the Alamiit fortress to the all conquering Mongols in 654/
1256 sealed the fate of the Nizari state. The Mongols massacred large numbers
of Nizaris, also destroying their fortresses in Persia. In Syria, where the Nizarls
attained the peak of their power and fame under their most eminent da<,
Rashid al Din Sinan (d. 589/1193), the sectarians attracted the attention of the
Crusaders, who made them famous in Europe as the Assassins (derived from
hashishiyyin  alocal term of abuse). Medieval Europeans also disseminated a
number of legends about the secret practices of the Nizaris. By 671/1273 the
Syrian NizarT fortresses had all fallen into Mamlak hands, but the Nizaris were
permitted to remain in their traditional abodes there as subjects of Mamluks
and Ottomans.

In the post Alamut period of their history the Nizari Isma‘ili communities,
scattered from Syria to Persia, Central Asia and South Asia, elaborated a
diversity of religious and literary traditions in different languages. They also
resorted to taqiyya practices under different external guises, especially Sufism.
Indeed, by the ninth/fifteenth century a type of coalescence had developed
between Persian Sufism and Nizari Isma‘dlism. An obscure dispute over the
succession to Imam Shams al Din Muhammad (d. ¢. 710/1310) split the line of
the Nizarl imams and their followers into the Qasim Shahi and Muhammad
Shahi branches. The Muhammad Shahi Nizarl imams transferred their seat to
India in the tenth/sixteenth century, and by the end of the twelfth/eighteenth
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this line had become discontinued. By the end of the eleventh/seventeenth
century the Qasim Shahi Nizarl da‘wa had been particularly successful in
Afghanistan, Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent. In South Asia the
converts became known as Khojas, who developed their own distinctive
tradition of NizarT Isma‘lism, known as Satpanth (the ‘true path’), as well as
a devotional literature, the ginans. The Qasim Shahi Nizari imams and com
munities have survived to the present time, and their last four imams have
enjoyed prominence under their hereditary title of the Aga Khan.

The Zaydis

Representing another major Shi‘ite community, the general influence and
geographical distribution of the Zaydiyya, named after their fourth imam,
Zayd ibn ‘Ali Zayn al ‘Abidin, have been more restricted than those of the
Twelvers and the Isma‘lis.” The Zaydi branch of Shi‘ism developed out of
Zayd ibn ‘AlT’s abortive revolt in 122/740. The movement was initially led by
Zayd’s son Yahya, who escaped from Kiifa to Khurasan and concentrated his
activities in that eastern region. Counted as one of the Zaydi imams, Yahya
was eventually tracked down by the Umayyads and killed in 125/743. The
Zaydis were later led by another of Zayd'’s sons, Isa (d. 166/783), and others
recognised as their imams. In early ‘Abbasid times groups of Zaydis partici

pated in a number of abortive ‘Alid revolts in the Hijaz and elsewhere. By the
middle of the third/ninth century the Zaydis had shifted their attention away
from Kifa and concentrated their activities in regions removed from the
centres of ‘Abbasid power, namely the Caspian region in northern Persia
and Yemen, where two Zaydi states were soon founded.

The early Zaydis essentially retained the politically militant and religiously
moderate attitude prevailing among the early Kiafan Shia. However, the
Zaydiyya elaborated a doctrine of the imamate that clearly distinguished
them from Imami Shiism and its two subsequent branches, the Ithna
‘Ashariyya and the Isma‘liyya. The Zaydis did not recognise a hereditary
line of imams, nor did they attach any significance to the principle of the nass.
Initially they accepted any member of the ahl al bayt as an imam, though later
their imams were restricted to the Fatimid ‘Alids. According to Zaydi doctrine,
if an imam wished to be recognised he would have to assert his claims publicly
in a rising (khuriij) sword in hand if necessary in addition to having

11 Our discussion of the Zaydiyya is based on Madelung’s Der Imam al Qasim and his
numerous other studies.
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the required religious knowledge (‘ilm). Many Zaydi imams were learned
scholars and authors; and, in contrast to the Twelvers and the Isma‘lis, the
Zaydis also excluded under age males from the imamate. They also rejected
the eschatological idea of a concealed mahdi and his expected return. As a
result, messianic tendencies remained rather weak in Zaydi Shi‘ism. Their
emphasis on activism also made the observance of taqiyya alien to Zaydi
teachings. The Zaydis did, however, develop a doctrine of hijra, the obligation
to emigrate from land dominated by unjust, non Zaydi rulers.

During the second/eighth century the Zaydis were doctrinally divided into
two main groups, the Batriyya and the Jaradiyya. Representing the moderate
faction of the early Zaydiyya, the Batriyya upheld the caliphates of Aba Bakr
and ‘Umar. They held that though ‘All was the most excellent (al afdal) of
Muslims to succeed the Prophet, the caliphates of his less excellent predeces
sors (al mafdiil) were nevertheless valid, because ‘Ali had pledged allegiance to
them. In the case of ‘Uthman the matter was more complicated; the Batriyya
either abstained from judgement or repudiated him for the last six years of his
rule. The Batriyya, by contrast to the Jaradiyya, did not ascribe any particular
religious knowledge to the ahl al bayt, or to the ‘Alids, and accepted the
knowledge transmitted in the Muslim community. They were closely affili
ated to the Kafan traditionist school and, with the latter’s absorption into
Sunnism in the third/ninth century, the Batriyya Zaydi tradition also disap
peared. Thereafter the views of the Jartdiyya on the imamate prevailed in
Zaydi Shi‘ism. The Jaradiyya adopted the more radical doctrinal views of the
Imamiyya.

By the fourth/tenth century Zaydi doctrine, influenced by Jartidi and
Mu‘tazilite elements, had been largely formulated. The Zaydis were less
concerned than Imami Shi‘a to condemn the early caliphs and the Muslim
community at large. They held that ‘Ali, al Hasan and al Husayn had been
imams by designation (nass) of the Prophet. However, the designation had
been unclear and obscure (khafi or ghayr jali), and its intended meaning could
be understood only through investigation. After al Husayn ibn ‘Al the ima
mate could be claimed by any qualified descendant of al Hasan and al Husayn
who was prepared to launch an armed uprising (khuriij) against the illegitimate
rulers and issue a formal summons (da‘wa) for gaining the allegiance of the
people. Religious knowledge, ability to render independent ruling (ijtihad)
and piety were emphasised as the qualifications of the imam, in addition to his
‘Alid descent. The imams were not generally considered as divinely protected
from error and sin (ma‘siim), with the exception of the first three imams. The
list of the Zaydiimams has never been completely fixed, though many of them
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are unanimously accepted. There were, indeed, periods without any Zaydi
imam; and in practice at times there was more than one. Due to high
requirements in terms of religious learning the Zaydis often backed ‘Alid
pretenders and rulers as summoners (dd‘7s) or imams with restricted status
(muhtasibiin or mugqtasida), rather than as full imams (sabigiin).

In theology, the Kifan Zaydiyya, like the early Imamiyya, were predestin
arian and opposed to the Mu‘tazila, but later developed close relations with
this rationalist school of kalam. By the fourth/tenth century the Zaydis had
adopted practically all the principal Mu‘tazilite tenets, including one rejected
by the Twelvers and the Isma‘lis: the unconditional punishment of the
unrepentant sinner. In law, the Zaydis initially relied on the teachings of
Zayd ibn ‘All himself and other ‘Alid authorities. By the end of the third/
ninth century, however, four legal schools (madhhabs) had emerged on the
basis of the teachings of different Zaydi scholars, including Imam al Qasim ibn
Ibrahim al RassI (d. 246/860), founder of the school later prevalent in Yemen
as well as among a faction of the Caspian Zaydis.

Zaydi doctrines were first effectively disseminated in Persia by some local
followers of al Rassi, who lived and taught on the Jabal al Rass near Medina.
As a result, al RassT's legal and theological teachings, which were partially in
agreement with Mu‘tazilite tenets, were spread in western Tabaristan (today’s
Mazandaran) in the Caspian region, known in medieval times as Daylam. In
250/864 the Hasanid al Hasan ibn Zayd led the local Daylamis in a revolt
against the region’s Tahirid governor, who ruled on behalf of the ‘Abbasids
and established the first Zaydi ‘Alid state in Tabaristan with its capital at Amul.
On his death in 270/884 he was succeeded by his brother Muhammad ibn
Zayd. The two ‘Alid brothers, who adopted the regnal title al Da‘7Tila’l Haqq
and were not generally recognised as full imams, supported Zaydi doctrine
and Mu‘tazilite theology. The first period of Zaydi rule in Tabaristan ended in
287/900 when Muhammad ibn Zayd was killed in battle against the Samanids,
who restored their rule and Sunnism to Daylam.

In 301/914 Zaydi ‘Alid rule was restored in Tabaristan by the Husaynid al
Hasan ibn ‘Ali al Utrish, known as al Nasir 1i'l Haqq. He reigned until his death
in 304/ 917, and was succeeded by his vizier, the Hasanid al Hasan ibn al Qasim,
also known as al DaT ila’l Haqq. Al Hasan had an eventful career and was
eventually killed in 316/928 by Mardavyj ibn Ziyar (d. 323/935), the founder of
the Ziyarid dynasty of northern Persia. At the same time Tabaristan was invaded
by the Samanids, who once again ended Zaydi rule there. Al Nasir
had converted many Daylamis and Gilis, and was generally recognised as an
imam; it was also in his armies that the Biiyids of Daylam had first risen
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to prominence. A learned scholar with numerous works on theology and law,
al Nasir’s teaching differed somewhat from that of al RassT; in particular, in ritual
and law he was close to the Kifan Zaydi tradition and to Imami doctrines. In
fact, al Nasir founded his own doctrinal school of Zaydi Shiism, known as the
Nasiriyya, in distinction from the older school of the Qasimiyya prevalent in
Daylam and later in Yemen. As a result, the Daylami Zaydis were thenceforth
divided into two rival factions: the Qasimiyya, concentrated in western
Tabaristan and Riiyan; and the Nasiriyya, in eastern Gilan and the interior of
Daylam. There was much antagonism between the two Zaydl communities,
which often supported different imams, da‘%s or amirs. Matters were further
complicated by ethnic differences and the close ties existing between the
Qasimiyya and the Zaydis of Yemen. Prolonged Zaydi sectarian hostilities
ceased in Daylam when around the middle of the fourth/tenth century Abd
‘Abd Allah Muhammad al Mahdi li Din Allah (d. 360/970), an imam of the
Qasimiyya, declared both doctrinal schools equally valid because they were
based on the ijtihad of legitimate imams. This ruling became generally accepted
by the Caspian Zaydis, who nevertheless remained divided in terms of their
adherence to the two schools.

In the mean time, after the collapse of the second Zaydi state of Tabaristan
in 316/928 under Samanid attacks, other ‘Alid rulers had appeared in the
Caspian provinces. In 320/932 Hawsam, and later Lahjjan in Gilan, became
the seats of the Zaydi ‘Alid dynasty of the Tha’irids, who reigned as amirs
without claiming the Zaydi imamate, as well as other ‘Alid rulers supporting
the Nasiriyya school. At the same time, a number of ‘Alids recognised as Zaydi
imams by the Qasimiyya were active in Daylaman, with their seat at Langa.
The Zaydi imams belonging to the Qasimiyya branch espoused the theo
logical doctrines of the Basran school of Mu‘tazilism. In the course of the
sixth/twelfth century the Caspian Zaydis lost much of their prominence to the
Nizari Isma‘ilis, who had then successfully established themselves in
Daylaman with their seat at Alamat. Subsequently, the Zaydis, now restricted
mainly to eastern Gilan, were further weakened due to incessant factional
quarrels among different ‘Alid pretenders. However, minor ‘Alid dynasties
and Zaydi communities survived in Gilan and Daylaman until the tenth/
sixteenth century when the Zaydis of the Caspian provinces converted to
Twelver Shi‘ism under Safavid rule over Persia. Thereafter Zaydi Shi‘ism was
confined to Yemen.

In Yemen, Zaydi rule and imamate were founded in 284/897 by Imam
Yahya ibn al Husayn al Hadi ila’l Haqq (d. 208/911), a Hasanid ‘Alid and
grandson of al Qasim ibn Ibrahim al Rassi. With the help of the local tribes
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he established himself in Sa‘da, in northern Yemen, which remained the strong
hold of Zaydi Shi‘ism, da‘wa and learning in Yemen. Concerning the imamate,
he adopted the radical Shiite and Jartidi position, condemning Abw Bakr and
‘Umar as usurpers of ‘All’s rights. In his theology al Hadi essentially supported
the contemporary doctrine of the Mu-‘tazilite school of Baghdad, while in law his
teaching was based on that of his grandfather Imam al Rassi with more specif
ically Shiite views, which were further elaborated by his sons, Muhammad al
Murtada (d. 310/922) and Ahmad al Nasir li Din Allah (d. 322/934), who were
consecutively recognised as imams. Al Hadr's legal teachings, collected and
further elaborated later, provided the foundation of the Hadawiyya legal school,
which became authoritative in parts of the Caspian Zaydi community while
serving as the only recognised school in Yemen.

The descendants of Imam al Hadi, after his two sons, quarrelled among
themselves and failed to be acknowledged as imams, undermining Zaydi rule
in Yemen. In the fifth/eleventh century the Yemeni Zaydis experienced
further problems due to two schismatic movements in their community.
Earlier, in 389/999, the Zaydi imamate of the Rassid line had been reinstated
in Yemen by al Manstr bi'llah al Qasim al ‘Iyani (d. 393/1003), another
descendant of Imam al Rassi. However, al Mansiir’'s son and successor al
Husayn al Mahdi li Din Allah, also recognised as an imam, made the unusual
Zaydi claim of being the Shi‘ite mahdt; when he was killed in battle in 404 /1013
his partisans did, in fact, deny his death and awaited his return. These Zaydis
became known as the Husayniyya. Led by the descendants of al Mahdi, the
Husayniyya Zaydis had numerous confrontations with the Isma‘li Sulayhids
who ruled over parts of Yemen as vassals of the Fatimids. Later in the fifth/
eleventh century another splinter Zaydi sect, known as the Mutarrifiyya,
appeared in Yemen. Its founder, Mutarrif ibn Shihab (d. after 459/1067),
interpreted the Zaydi teachings of the earlier authorities and imams in an
arbitrary fashion. As a result, serious discrepancies arose between the
Mutarrifiyya views and the teachings of the contemporary Yemeni Zaydi
imams, as well as those of the Caspian Qasimiyya Zaydis who espoused
Basran Mu‘tazilite doctrines. The Mutarrifiyya were also inclined towards
pietism and asceticism, and founded numerous hijras or “abodes of emigra
tion’, where they engaged in worship and ascetic practices. The Husayniyya
and Mutarrifiyya sects disappeared by the ninth/fifteenth century.

The Zaydi imamate and its fortunes were briefly restored in Yemen by
Ahmad ibn Sulayman al Mutawakkil (532 66/1138 71), who favoured the unity
of the Zaydiyya and recognised the Zaydi teachings of the Caspian authorities.
As a result, numerous Zaydi texts of Caspian provenance were brought to
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Yemen. At the same time, certain Yemeni imams were now acknowledged by
the Caspian Zaydis. A key role was played in these unifying developments by
Shams al Din Ja‘far ibn Abi Yahya (d. 573/1177), a Zaydi jurist and scholar, who
founded a school holding that the Zaydi imams of the Caspian region were
equal in authority to those in Yemen.

The Zaydi imamate prevailed in Yemen even after the occupation of
southern Arabia by the Sunni Ayyibids in 569/1174, though the power of
the imams was now considerably restricted. The Yemeni Zaydis were at times
obliged to develop better relations with the Sunnis by modifiying some of
their own doctrines. For instance, Imam al Mu’ayyad bi'llah Yahya ibn Hamza
(729 47/1329 46) praised the early caliphs as the Companions of the Prophet
deserving respect equal to that due to ‘All In later centuries, too, especially as
the Zaydi imams extended their rule to the predominantly Sunni lowlands of
Yemen, the Zaydis attempted to achieve a certain doctrinal rapport with their
Sunni subjects. In particular, they favoured the neo Sunni school that emerged
out of the teachings of Sayyid Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al Wazir (d. 840/1436).
On the other hand, the Yemeni Zaydis maintained their traditional hostility
towards the Sufis, even though a Zaydi school of Sufism was founded in
Yemen in the eighth/fourteenth century. They also had prolonged conflicts
with the Yemeni Isma‘ilis, and wrote numerous polemical treatises refuting
their doctrines.

The final phase of the Zaydi imamate in Yemen started with al Mansar
bi'llah al Qasim ibn Muhammad (1006 29/1597 1620), the founder of the
Qasimi dynasty of imams who ruled over much of Yemen until modern
times. A warrior imam, al Mansur reaffirmed the Jaradi position of the
Zaydis on the imamate and pointed to certain divergencies between the
Zaydi and Mu‘tazilite views; he also fought against the Ottoman occupation
of Yemen (945 1045/1538 1636). However, it was his son and successor, al
Muw’ayyad bi’llah Muhammad (1029 54/1620 44), who expelled the Ottomans
from Yemen in 1045/1636. Thereafter San@ served as the capital of an
independent Zaydi state and imamate for more than two centuries until
1289/1872, when Yemen once again became an Ottoman province. The later
Qasimi Zaydi imams ruled over Yemen on a purely dynastic basis (until 1382/
1962), though still claiming the title of imam.

The Nusayris or ‘Alawis
A Shiite community with syncretic doctrines, the Nusayriyya, who were

initially also called the Namiriyya, retained the traditions of the early Shi‘ite
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ghulat. The origins of the Nusayris may be traced to a certain Imami ghali,
Muhammad ibn Nusayr al Namiri (d. 270/883), who was a supporter of the
tenth and eleventh Twelver imams and also enjoyed some favour at the
‘Abbasid court in Baghdad. Ibn Nusayr was particularly close to the eleventh
imam, al Hasan al ‘AskarT (d. 260/873f.) and, according to Nusay1 tradition,
was entrusted with a new revelation by him. Not much more is known about
the eponymous founder of the Nusayriyya other than that he deified the
imams and professed metempsychosis (tandsukh), which has an important
function in Nusayri cosmogony. After Ibn Nusayr, the sect founded by him
continued to grow under other leaders such as Muhammad ibn Jundab and
‘Abd Allah al Junbulani al Jannan (d. 287/900), who was of Persian origin and
was possibly responsible for incorporating the Persian festivals of the spring
and autumn equinoxes, Nawriiz and Mihragan, into Nusayri rituals, cele
brated as the days when the divinity of ‘Ali is manifested in the sun.

Abii ‘Abd Allah al Husayn ibn Hamdan al Khagibi (d. c. 346/957), who initially
led the sect in the Baghdad Shi‘ite suburb of Karkh and was also a poet at the
Biyid court, was the person responsible for propagating the Nusayri doctrines
in northern Syria, the permanent stronghold of the community. The author of
numerous works, he dedicated his Kitab al hidaya al kubrd (Book of the great
guidance) to Sayf al Dawla (r. 333 56/944 67), the Shiite Hamdanid amir of
Aleppo. In 423/1032 al KhasibT's grandson and student Abi Sa‘idd Maymiin ibn al
Qasim al Tabarani (d. 426/1034f.) left Aleppo for Ladhigiyya (Laodicea) in the
northern coastal region of Syria, then still under Byzantine domination. Al
Tabarani became the real founder of the Nusayri community and teachings; his
numerous writings account for the bulk of the Nusayri sacred scriptures. As a
result of the efforts of al Tabarani and his disciples, the rural inhabitants of the
Syrian coastal mountain range converted to Nusayrism.

The later medieval history of the Nusayris is rather obscure. They had
encounters with the Frankish Crusaders who established themselves in the
northern part of the Jabal Ansariyya (today known as Jabal al ‘Alawiyyin),
the heartland of the community. They also had prolonged conflicts with the
Nizari Isma‘ilis, who by the middle of the sixth/twelfth century had acquired a
network of fortresses in the same area. In 584/1188, following Saladin’s capture
of Ladhiqiyya and a number of fortresses in the region, Jabal Ansariyya was
incorporated into the Ayytbid sultanate. By 622/1225 the Nusayris had
appealed for help to some Bedouin tribes of the Jabal Sinjar to repel Isma‘ili
attacks. Thereupon, a number of these tribes settled in the Jabal Ansariyya and
later evolved into the Nusayri tribes of the Haddadiyya, Matawira and others.
In Mamltk times both Baybars and Qalawin unsuccessfully attempted to
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convert the Nusayris to Sunni Islam. Soon afterwards the famous Hanbali
jurist Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) issued a fatwa against the Nusayris, describ
ing them as more heretical than even idolaters, and authorising jihdd against
them. The Mamliks also made efforts to destroy Nusayribooks and confiscate
their properties. Under the Ottomans, however, the Nusayris were recognised
as a distinct group with their own judicial practices. Intent on emphasising
their Shi‘ite roots, in the 1340s/1920s the Nusayis, situated in Syria, Lebanon
and south eastern Turkey, changed their name to ‘Alawis.

The Nusayris or ‘Alawis are a secretive community, observing tagiyya and
guarding their literature and doctrines closely. Even within the community
the Nusayri teachings are accessible only to the initiated members (khassa), as
distinct from the uninitiated masses (‘@mma); women are excluded from the
process. At the basis of the Nusayri complex religious system of thought is a
cosmogony. Nusayris also believe in metempsychosis (tanasukh) and incarna
tion (huliil) of the divine essence (ma‘nd) in certain historical and mythical
figures as well as the imams. The Nusayr religion indeed draws on pre
Islamic, Christian and Islamic traditions (both Sunni and Shi‘ite). They also
resort to allegorical interpretation (ta’wil) of the Qur’an. Central in this system
of thought is the deification and exclusiveness of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib. Aspects of
Nusayri teachings are to be found in the Kitab al haft wa’l azilla (Book of the
heptad and the shadows), a Mufaddali Nusayri text preserved by the Isma‘lis,
who recruited converts from the Nusayri community in the sixth/twelfth
century.

Espousing a cyclical view of history, the Nusayris hold that the deity has
been manifested in seven eras (akwdr or adwar), each time in the form of a
trinity. In each case, two entities or persons emanate from the divine essence
(ma‘na), namely ism, the Name (or hijab, the Veil), and bab, the Gate. In each
era the ma‘na is veiled by the presence of ism or hijab, representing the
prophets from Adam to Muhammad. Each prophet is, in turn, accompanied
by a bab, the gate through which the believer may contemplate the mystery of
divinity. In the seventh and final era, that of Islam, the divine trinity is
represented by ‘All as ma‘na, Muhammad as ism or hijab and Salman al Farisi
as bab. In Nusayri thought this trinity is designated symbolically by ‘ayn mim
stn’, standing for the first letters of the names ‘Alf, Muhammad and Salman and
functioning as the primary initiatory expression of the Nusayris. Later the
deity was manifested in the imams and their disciples. For instance, Ibn
Nusayr himself is regarded as the bab of the eleventh Ithna ‘AsharT imam, al
Hasan al ‘Askari, whose secret revelation was preserved exclusively for the
Nusayris. The syncretic nature of the NusayrI religion is also reflected in the
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Nusayri calendar of festivals rooted in different local, Persian, Christian and
Islamic traditions, which are often interpreted allegorically.

The Kharijites

Representing one of the earliest schismatic movements in Islam, the original
Kharijites (Khawarij) may be identified as those who seceded from ‘Al’s army
in protest against his arbitration agreement with Mu‘awiya after the battle of
Siffin in 37/657. They were initially also called the Hartiriyya, after the locality
(Harar?’) near Kifa to which the first seceders had retreated, as well as the
Shurat (sing. Shari, ‘the vendor’), signifying those who sold their souls for the
cause of God. Seriously opposed to both Sunni and Sht‘ite Islam, to ‘Uthman
and Mu‘awiya as well as ‘Ali, the Kharijites organised a rapidly spreading
movement, comprised of numerous branches and sects, that many times in
the later history of Islam challenged any form of dynastic rule. Only the Ibad

iyya (or Abadiyya), the most moderate branch of the Kharijites, as well as their
literature, have survived, and Ibadi communities are still to be found in Oman,
East Africa and southern Algeria. The heresiographers with their biases
provide the main source of information on non Ibadi Kharijites.

The Kharijites did not have a uniform body of doctrine. But they were
uncompromising in their application of the Islamic theocratic principle hold
ing that judgement belongs to God alone’ (la hukma illa li’llah), after which
they were also called the Muhakkima. Even caliphs or imams must observe
this principle as embodied in the Qur’an. If they deviate in any sense from the
right conduct, they must repent or be removed, if necessary by force,
notwithstanding their previous meritorious behaviour and services to Islam.
The unjust imam, who has thus lost his legitimacy, and his partisans are all
considered infidels. Any Muslim who fails to dissociate himself (bara’a) openly
from them shares their state of infidelity. Similarly, Muslims who do not
declare their solidarity (walaya) with the just imams, such as Aba Bakr, ‘Umar
and imams recognised by the Kharijites, are infidels. In their view both
‘Uthman and ‘Al became infidels, though they had initially ruled legitimately;
‘Uthman during the first six years of his caliphate and ‘Ali until his acceptance
of the arbitration. Their emphasis on right conduct, which would guarantee
the believer’s salvation, led to continuous factionalism within the Kharijite
movement. According to general Kharijite doctrine the establishment of the
imamate is obligatory on the community, and the imam is to be elected. Any
qualified Muslim could be elected as the legitimate imam deserving of the title
commander of the faithful (amir al muw’minin). The imam’s qualifications were
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related to his religious merit rather than any legitimist principles or hereditary
attributes. Among these qualifications, special emphasis was placed on his
moral austerity as well as his duty to ‘command right and prohibit wrong’; he
was also expected to lead the jihad against the non Kharijite Muslims.

The Kharijites were originally concentrated in Kiifa, where they survived
until early ‘Abbasid times. However, they soon established their stronghold in
Basra, where they organised numerous revolts. Kharijite activities assumed
serious dimensions after the second civil war in Islam, following Yazid’s death
in 64/683, and also spread to Persia and the eastern regions. Meanwhile, the
Islamic egalitarianism of the Khawarij had drawn the mawali to their move
ment. In the event, large numbers of the Azariqa, a major Kharijite sect in
Basra, sought refuge in Persia and became active in Fars, Kirman and other
provinces there. Named after their leader, Nafi‘ ibn al Azraq al Hanafi, the
Azariqa represented the most radical sect of the Khawarij. They subscribed to
the principle of isti‘rad (religious murder) and held the killing of the women
and children of non Kharijite Muslims licit, also considering as polytheists
(mushrikiin) even those Kharijites who did not join them. Meanwhile, the
Najdiyya Kharijites, who repudiated some of the more radical views of the
Azariqa, were mainly active in Arabia. The Kharijites who refused to join
them were considered only as hypocrites (mundfigiin); thus they were not to
be killed. Unlike the Azariqa, who condemned taqiyya, the Najdiyya also
permitted this practice. The ‘Ajarida, a sub sect of the Najdiyya with its own
numerous groups, were active in Khurasan and other regions of the eastern
Iranian world. By the end of the third/ninth century the Kharijites as an
insurrectional movement had practically disappeared from Persia and Iraq.
Thenceforth Kharijism survived in its moderate forms in the remoter corners
of the Islamic world, notably in North Africa and eastern Arabia.

The moderate wing of Kharijism was represented by the Sufriyya, who
have not survived, and the Ibadiyya, with its own internal divisions. In
contrast to the Azariqa, the Ibadiyya considered other Muslims as well as
the sinners of their own community as ‘infidels by ingratitude” (kuffar ni‘ma)
rather than polytheists (mushrikiin); therefore they rejected their murder. It
was also licit to intermarry with them. The practice of isti‘rad was, however,
authorised by Abu Yazid Makhlad ibn Kaydad (d. 336/947), one of the imams
of the Nukkari sub sect of the Ibadiyya who was also involved in a long,
drawn out conflict with the Fatimid rulers of North Africa. Earlier the
Fatimids had uprooted the Ibadi imamate and principality of the Rustamids
of Tahert in the Maghrib. However, the success of Ibadi Kharijism among the
Berbers of North