
i. WHA T I S SUFISM?

In recen t year s man y book s hav e bee n publishe d o n
Sufism an d th e spiritua l lif e i n Islam . Each o f the m ha s touche d
upon a  differen t facet , fo r th e phenomeno n usuall y called Sufis m
is so broad an d it s appearance so protean tha t nobody can ventur e
to describ e i t fully . Lik e th e blin d me n i n Rumi' s famou s story,
when the y were mad e to touc h a n elephant , eac h describe d i t ac-
cording to the par t o f the body his hands had touched : t o one th e
elephant appeare d lik e a  throne , t o anothe r lik e a  fan , o r lik e a
water pipe, or like a pillar. But none was able to imagine what the
whole animal would look like (M 3:1259-68).1

Such i s the cas e wit h Sufism , th e generall y accepte d nam e fo r
Islamic mysticism. To approac h it s partial meaning we have to ask
ourselves first , wha t mysticism  means . Tha t mysticism  contain s
something mysterious , not t o be reached b y ordinary mean s or by
intellectual effort , i s understoo d fro m th e roo t commo n t o th e
words mystic  an d mystery,  th e Gree k myein,  "t o clos e the eyes. "

i. See Fritz Meier, "Zur Geschicht e der Legend e von den Blinde n un d de m Elefan -
ten," i n "Da s Proble m de r Natu r i m esoterische n Monismu s de s Islams, " Eranos-
Jahrbuch 1 4 (1946): 174 . "The Blin d Me n and th e Elephant, " a Hindu fabl e by John
Godfrey Saxe . Shah Wallullah of Dehli speaks of the blind who tried to describe a tree
according to the par t thei r hands touched; see Shah Wallullah, Lamafydt,  ed . Ghulam
Mustafa Qasim i (Hyderabad , Sind, n.d.), p. 4.
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Mysticism has been calle d "th e grea t spiritua l curren t whic h goes
through al l religions." I n it s widest sense it ma y be define d a s the
consciousness o f th e On e Reality—b e i t calle d Wisdom , Light ,
Love, o r Nothing. 2

Such definitions, however, merely point our way . For the reality
that i s th e goa l o f th e mystic , and i s ineffable , canno t b e under -
stood o r explaine d b y an y norma l mod e o f perception ; neithe r
philosophy no r reason ca n reveal it . Only the wisdom of the heart ,
gnosis, may give insight into some of its aspects. A spiritual experi -
ence tha t depend s upo n neithe r sensua l no r rationa l method s i s
needed. Onc e th e seeke r has se t fort h upo n th e wa y to thi s Las t
Reality, h e wil l b e le d b y a n inne r light . Thi s ligh t become s
stronger a s h e free s himsel f fro m th e attachment s o f thi s worl d
or—as th e Sufi s woul d say—polishe s th e mirro r o f hi s heart . Onl y
after a  long perio d of  purification—th e via  purgativa  of  Christia n
mysticism—will he be able to reach the via illuminativa,  where he
becomes endowe d wit h lov e and gnosis . From ther e h e may reach
the las t goal o f all mystica l quest, th e unio  mystica.  This may b e
experienced and expressed as loving union, or as the visio beatifica,
in whic h the spiri t see s wha t i s beyond al l vision , surrounded b y
the primordia l light of God; i t may also be described as the "lifting
of the vei l of ignorance," th e vei l that covers the essentia l identity
of Go d and Hi s creatures .

Mysticism can be defined as love of the Absolute—fo r th e powe r
that separates true mysticis m from mer e asceticis m is love. Divine
love makes the seeker capabl e of bearing, eve n o f enjoying, al l th e
pains an d affliction s tha t Go d shower s upon hi m i n orde r t o tes t
him an d t o purify hi s soul. This love can carr y the mystic' s heart
to th e Divin e Presenc e "lik e th e falco n whic h carrie s awa y th e
prey," separating him, thus, from al l that is created in time .

One ca n find these essentially simple ideas in ever y type of mys-
ticism. The mystic s of all religions have tried to symbolize their ex-
periences i n thre e differen t group s o f images : Th e never-endin g
quest fo r Go d i s symbolized in th e "Path " o n whic h th e "way -
farer" ha s to proceed , a s in th e numerous allegorie s dealin g wit h
Pilgrim's Progres s or th e Heavenl y Journey . Th e transformatio n

2. The best introduction to mysticism is still Evelyn Underbill, Mysticism:  A  Study
in th e Nature  an d Development  o f Man's  Spiritual  Consciousness  (1911; paperback ed.,
New York, 1956) .
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of th e sou l throug h tribulatio n an d painfu l purificatio n i s often
expressed i n th e imager y o f alchem y o r simila r processe s fro m
nature an d prescientifi c science : th e age-ol d drea m o f producing
gold from bas e material i s realized on the spiritua l level . Eventual-
ly, th e nostalgi a o f th e love r an d th e longin g fo r unio n wa s ex-
pressed b y symbol s take n fro m huma n love ; ofte n a  strang e an d
fascinating combinatio n o f human an d divin e lov e permeates th e
verses of the mystics.

Notwithstanding similaritie s o f descriptio n o f mystica l experi -
ences, i t i s advisable to distinguish between two main types , which
have bee n classifie d a s Mysticis m of Infinit y an d Mysticis m of
Personality. Th e forme r typ e ha s foun d it s highes t an d pures t
expression i n th e syste m of Plotinus an d i n th e Upanishads , par -
ticularly a s elaborate d i n Shankara' s advaita  philosophy . Sufis m
comes close to it in some of the form s develope d b y the Ib n c Arabi
school. Here , th e Nume n i s conceive d a s th e Bein g beyon d al l
being, o r eve n a s the Not-Being , becaus e i t canno t b e describe d
by an y o f th e categorie s o f finit e thought ; i t i s infinite , timeless,
spaceless, th e Absolut e Existence , an d th e Onl y Reality . B y con-
trast th e worl d possesse s only a  "limite d reality, " whic h derive s
its conditione d existenc e fro m th e Absolut e Existenc e o f th e Di -
vine. I t ma y b e symbolize d as the boundles s ocea n i n whic h th e
individual sel f vanishe s like a  drop, o r a s the desert , whic h shows
itself i n eve r ne w san d dune s tha t hid e it s depths, o r a s the wate r
out o f whic h th e worl d i s crystallized like ice . Thi s typ e o f mys-
ticism wa s ofte n attacke d b y prophet s an d reformers , becaus e i t
seemed t o deny th e valu e o f the huma n personalit y an d t o resul t
in pantheis m o r monism , thu s constitutin g th e greates t threa t t o
personal responsibility . Th e ide a o f continuou s emanatio n i n
contrast t o th e uniqu e divin e ac t o f creatio n wa s considered , b y
both Musli m an d Christia n mystics , to b e incompatibl e wit h th e
Biblico-Koranic ide a o f a  creatio  e x nihilo.  In th e so-calle d Mys-
ticism o f Personality , th e relatio n betwee n ma n an d Go d i s per -
ceived as that of creature and Creator , o f a slave in th e presenc e of
his Lord, or o f a lover yearning for his Beloved . This type is more
commonly foun d i n earlie r Sufism .

These two types of mystical experience, however , are rarely me t
with in their pures t forms . Especially in mystical poetry, an autho r
may describe Go d in terminolog y take n fro m a pure lov e relation
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and a few lines later use language that lends itself t o an exclusively
"pantheistic" interpretation .

A differentiation betwee n the "voluntaristic " and th e "gnostic "
approaches to mystical experience i s somewhat easier. The mysti c
of th e voluntaristic typ e wants to "qualif y himself with the quali -
ties o f God," a s the Propheti c tradition says , and t o unite hi s own
will completel y with God' s will , thu s eventuall y overcoming th e
theoretical difficultie s pose d by the dilemma of predestination an d
free will . This mysticism can be seen as a practical life process . Th e
mystic o f the gnosti c type strives for a  deeper knowledg e of God :
he attempts to know the structur e o f His universe or t o interpre t
the degree of His revelations—although no mysti c could eve r dar e
to "know " Hi s Essence . Did no t Dhu Dn-Nun (d . 859) , usually re-
garded as one of the founders of speculations about mcfrifa, or
gnosis, warn his fello w mystics : "To ponde r abou t th e Essenc e of
God i s ignorance, an d t o poin t t o Hi m i s associationism (shirk],
and rea l gnosi s i s bewilderment " ( N 34) ? Despit e thi s bewilder -
ment, th e gnosti c approach ofte n le d t o the buildin g o f theosoph-
ical system s wit h it s adherent s tendin g t o interpre t ever y aspec t
of mysticis m in th e ligh t o f thei r ow n particula r theories , some -
times eve n denyin g th e simpl e experienc e o f lovin g submission .
In Islami c mysticism, both aspect s are equally strong , and i n late r
periods they are intermingled .

In thei r formativ e period , th e Sufi s admitte d o f a  twofol d ap -
proach to God. As Hujwiri (d . circa 1071 ) says in hi s discussion of
the state s of "intimacy" and "respect" :

There is a difference betwee n on e who is burned b y His Majest y in th e
fire of lov e an d on e wh o i s illuminated b y Hi s Beaut y in th e ligh t of
contemplation. ( H 367)

There is a difference betwee n on e who meditate s upon th e Divin e act s
and on e wh o i s amazed at th e Divin e Majesty ; th e on e i s a follower of
friendship, th e othe r i s a companion o f love. (H 373)

One might also recall the distinction made by Jam! in speaking of
the tw o type s o f advanced Sufis: som e are thos e

to whom th e Primordia l Grac e an d Lovingkindnes s ha s grante d salva -
tion afte r thei r bein g submerged i n complet e union and i n th e wave of
tauhid [unification] , [taking the m out ] o f th e bell y o f th e fis h "Anni -
hilation" on the shore of separation an d in th e arena o f permanent sub -
sistence, so that the y might lea d th e peopl e toward s salvation.

The other s ar e thos e who are completely submerged i n th e ocea n of
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Unity an d hav e bee n s o completel y naughte d in th e bell y o f th e fish
"Annihilation" that never a news or trace comes to th e shore of separa-
tion an d th e direction of subsistence .  . .  and th e sanctit y o f perfectin g
others is not entruste d to them. (N 8-9 )
The distinctio n tha t moder n histor y o f religion s make s between
the so-calle d "prophetic" and th e "mystic " spiri t i s clearly visible
in Jami' s description o f th e tw o type s of mystics—thos e wh o prac -
tice complet e reclusio n (Weltabkehr)  an d ar e solel y concerne d
with thei r ow n salvatio n i n th e firs t "fligh t of th e on e towar d th e
One," an d thos e wh o return fro m thei r mystica l experienc e i n a
higher, sanctifie d stat e o f mind an d ar e abl e t o lea d othe r peopl e
on the right path .

Approaches t o the phenomeno n "Sufism " ar e manifold . To an -
alyze th e mystica l experienc e itsel f i s nex t t o impossibl e sinc e
words ca n neve r plum b th e depth s o f thi s experience . Eve n th e
finest psychological analysi s i s limited; words remain o n th e shore ,
as th e Sufi s woul d say . I t woul d b e easie r t o understan d Sufis m
through an analysis of given structures : th e French scholar Henr y
Corbin, in his book on Ibn 'Arabl , has shown t o what depths such
a stud y o f structur e underlyin g a  specifi c mystical-philosophica l
system ca n lead . Analyse s of th e languag e o f mysticis m and th e
development o f th e "mystica l lexicon " (Loui s Massigno n and ,
more recently , Pau l Nwyia ) ca n hel p illuminat e th e formativ e
period o f Suf i thought . Th e stud y of symbols and image s used b y
the mystic s and o f th e degre e o f thei r interdependenc e belong s t o
this field; i t opens th e wa y to an examinatio n o f the contributio n
of Sufis m t o the developmen t of Islamic languages, literatures , an d
arts.

Since Sufism i s to a very large extent buil t upon th e principl e of
the disciple' s initiation , th e differen t method s o f spiritua l educa -
tion, th e exercise s practiced i n th e Suf i orders , th e psychological
phases of the progress , th e formatio n of orders, an d thei r sociologi-
cal an d cultura l rol e ar e rewardin g field s o f research . O f prim e
importance her e ar e th e penetratin g studie s o f th e Swis s schola r
Fritz Meier .

European scholar s hav e responde d t o th e phenomeno n o f Is -
lamic mysticism in differen t ways , as can b e understood fro m thes e
remarks. Europe' s firs t contac t wit h Suf i idea s can b e trace d bac k
to the Middle Ages: the works of the Catalanian mystic and schola r
Ramon Lul l (d . 1316 ) show a remarkable influenc e of Suf i litera -
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ture.3 The firs t figure fro m th e histor y of Sufis m t o be introduce d
into Europea n literatur e wa s Rabica al- cAdawiyya, th e grea t wom-
an saint of the eighth century; her legend was brought to Europe by
Joinville, the chancellor of Louis IX, in the late thirteenth century .
Rabica's figure was used in a seventeenth-century French treatis e on
pure love as a model of Divine love,4 and he r stor y has been retol d
more tha n onc e in th e West , the lates t echo being a  contemporary
German short story (Max Mell, "Die schonen Hande") .

Travelers wh o visited the Near and Middle East in the sixteenth
and seventeent h centuries brough t bac k informatio n abou t rite s
of th e dervishes , with bot h th e ritua l danc e o f the Whirlin g Der-
vishes (Mevlevis ) an d th e strang e performance s o f th e Howlin g
Dervishes (Rifa ci's) attractin g casua l visitors . In 163 8 the learne d
Fabricius of Rostock University edited an d translated , fo r the firs t
time, a  poem b y the grea t Egyptia n mystic Ibn al-Farid (d . 1235) .

Most o f th e informatio n abou t orienta l spirituality , however ,
was derive d fro m th e translation s o f Persia n classica l poetry —
Sacdi's Gulistdn  ha s bee n on e o f th e favorit e books o f Europea n
intellectuals since Adam Olearius produced it s first complete trans-
lation int o German i n 1651 . A century later, Si r William Jone s a t
Fort William , Calcutta , fostere d th e stud y o f Persia n poetry ,
among other subjects, and a s a result the first translations of Hafi z
became availabl e i n th e West . Hi s idea s abou t Suf i poetr y hav e
influenced man y English-speakin g orientalists, althoug h on e ma y
find, in som e works on Sufis m writte n durin g th e nineteent h cen -
tury, rather absur d view s in wild confusion . Hafiz's poetica l imag-
ery—unfortunately mostl y taken a t fac e value—ha s largely colore d
the Western image of Sufism .

In th e nineteenth century, historica l sources an d importan t Suf i
texts wer e mad e availabl e i n prin t bot h i n th e Middl e Eas t an d
in Europe , s o that scholar s coul d begi n t o for m thei r ow n idea s
about th e origin an d earl y development of Sufism. Yet most of th e
sources availabl e were o f rathe r lat e origi n an d rarel y containe d
reliable information about th e earliest stages of the mystica l move-
ment i n Islam . Tha t i s why the interpreter s usuall y agree d tha t
Sufism mus t b e a  foreign plan t i n th e sand y deser t o f Islam , th e

3. Annemarie Schimmel, "Raymundus Lullus un d sein e Auseinandersetzun g mil
dem Islam," Eine Heilige Kirche, fasc. i  (1953-54).

4. Henri Bremond , Histoire du  sentiment  religieux  e n France,  vol. 9 (Paris , 1928) .
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religion tha t was so little known and eve n less appreciated and tha t
could no t possibl y b e relate d t o an y fine r an d highe r spiritua l
movement.5

A Germa n professo r o f Divinity , F . A . D . Tholuck , produced
the firs t comprehensiv e boo k o n Sufis m i n 1821 , calle d Ssufismus
sive theosophia  persarum  pantheistica,  an d fou r year s late r a n
anthology calle d Bluthensammlung  aus  de r Morgenldndischen
Mystik. Amazingl y enough , Tholuck—himsel f a  goo d Protestan t
and therefor e no t a t al l prone t o mystica l ideas—understoo d tha t
"the Suf i doctrine was both generated and mus t be illustrated ou t
of Muhammad' s ow n mysticism. " Thi s statemen t i s al l th e mor e
surprising i n vie w o f th e miscellaneou s characte r o f th e manu -
scripts and printe d books at his disposal.6

During the followin g decades , severa l theories about the origin
of Sufis m wer e brough t forth , a s A. J . Arberr y ha s show n i n hi s
useful boo k An Introduction  to the History o f Sufism. 7 I t wil l suf -
fice to mention a  few of those theories .

E. H. Palmer, in his Oriental Mysticism (1867) , held that Sufism
is "the development of the Primaeva l religion o f the Arya n race"8

—a theory not unknow n t o some German writers during the Naz i

5. Basic sources are: A . J. Arberry , Sufism: A n Account  o f th e Mystics  o f Islam  (Lon -
don, 1950) , whic h deal s wit h th e histor y o f th e classica l perio d o f Sufism ; Marija n
Mole, Les mystiques musulmans  (Paris , 1965) , the bes t short introductio n t o Sufism , it s
history an d meaning ; G.-C . Anawati and Loui s Gardet , Mystique  musulmane  (Paris ,
1961), a  fin e stud y of th e earl y perio d o f Sufis m an d o f Suf i practices , mainl y dhikr,
"recollection," a s see n b y Catholi c theologians . Se e also Loui s Gardet , Experiences
mystiques e n terres  nonchretiennes  (Paris , 1953) . Cypria n Rice , O . P. , Th e Persian
Sufis, a d ed . (London , 1969) , i s a  lovabl e an d understandin g bookle t abou t mystica l
experience. Frit z Meier , Vom  Wesen  de r islamischen  Mystik  (Basel , 1943) , i s a  smal l
but weight y book tha t stresse s the importanc e o f initiation i n Sufism ; i t contain s rich
source material . Seyye d H . Nasr , Ideals  an d Realities  o f Islam  (London , 1966 ; Ne w
York, 1967) , contain s a  numbe r o f importan t remark s abou t th e Irania n aspec t o f
Sufism, which i s dealt wit h more full y i n th e sam e author's Sufi  Essais  (London , 1972) .
Inayat Khan , Th e Sufi  Message,  which ha s bee n reprinte d man y times , i s a  moder n
and subjective , yet impressiv e interpretation . Idrie s Shah , Th e Sufis,  a s wel l a s hi s
other books , should b e avoided b y serious students .

6. Friedrich Augus t Deofidu s Tholuck , Ssufismus  sive  theosophia  persarum  pan-
theistica (Berlin , 1821) , an d th e sam e author' s Bluthensammlung  au s de r Morgen-
landischen Mystik  (Berlin , 1825) , ar e stil l quit e revealing.

7. The histor y of Suf i studie s i n Europ e ha s been discusse d by A. J. Arberr y i n A n
Introduction t o th e History  o f Sufism  (London , 1942) .

8. E. H . Palmer , Oriental  Mysticism:  A  Treatise  o n Suftstic  an d Unitarian  Theos-
ophy o f the Persians  (1867; reprint ed., London, 1969) , i s immature bu t ha s some good
points; Joh n P . Brown , The Dervishes  (1868 ; reprin t ed. , London , 1968) , gives muc h
important material , though i t i s not scholarly .
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period. I n an y case , Sufis m ha s ofte n bee n considere d a  typically
Iranian development insid e Islam . There is no doubt tha t certai n
important Irania n element s hav e survive d throug h th e age s be-
neath it s surface, as both Henr i Corbi n an d Seyye d H. Nasr hav e
recently emphasized.9

Many eminen t scholars , mainl y i n Grea t Britain , hav e stressed
the importanc e o f Neoplatoni c influence s upo n th e developmen t
of Sufism . Nobod y woul d den y tha t Neoplatonis m ha d deepl y
permeated th e Nea r East—th e so-calle d "Theolog y o f Aristotle "
(which is , in fact , Porphyry' s commentary on Plotinus' s Enneads]
was translate d int o Arabic a s early as 840. Neoplatonism wa s "i n
the air, " a s Reynold A . Nicholson pointe d ou t i n th e famou s in -
troduction t o hi s selection fro m Jalaluddi n Rumi' s lyrica l poetry
in 1898—th e first book in the long list of his still unrivaled publica-
tions in the field of Sufism.10 Nicholson , however, understood tha t
the earl y asceti c movement ca n b e explaine d withou t difficultie s
from it s Islami c root s an d that , therefore , th e origina l for m o f
Sufism i s " a nativ e produc t o f Isla m itself." Since Islam grew ou t
of a  soi l i n whic h ancien t oriental , Neoplatonic , an d Christia n
influences were strong, a number o f secondary influences may have
worked upo n Isla m even in it s earliest phase.

It i s only natural tha t th e Christia n influence s shoul d hav e in-
terested man y Europea n scholar s (Adalber t Merx , Aren d Ja n
Wensinck, Margare t Smith), 11 wh o mainl y trie d t o explor e th e
relations o f Muslim s with th e Syria n monks . The bes t studie s i n
this field have bee n writte n b y th e Swedis h Bishop Tor Andrae ,
to who m we also ow e th e classica l discussion of th e veneratio n of
the Prophe t Muhamma d i n mystica l Islam.12

The proble m o f influence s become s mor e difficul t whe n on e
thinks o f the relation s wit h religiou s tradition s outsid e th e Nea r

9. See als o Emi l Brogelmann , Di e religiosen  Erlebnisse  de r persischen  Mystiker
(Hannover, 1932) ; a  shor t surve y i s given b y A. H. Zarrinkoob , "Persia n Sufis m i n It s
Historical Perspective," Iranian Studies  3  (1970): 3—4 .

10. Reynold A . Nicholson, Th e Mystics  o f Islam  (1914 ; reprin t ed. , Chester Springs ,
Pa., 1962) , is still a  classic , thoug h i t i s outdated a t certai n places . Hi s Studies  i n Is -
lamic Mysticism  (1921 ; reprin t ed. , Cambridge , 1967) , contains thre e excellen t studie s
on outstandin g personalitie s (Ab u Sa cld, Ib n al-Farid . Jill) ; an d hi s Th e Idea  o f Per-
sonality i n Sufism  (Cambridge , 1923 ) is a collection of lectures .

11. Adalbert Merx , Ideen  und  Grundlinien  einer  allgemeinen  Geschichte  de r Mys-
tik (Heidelberg , 1893) . Arend Ja n Wensinck , Abu^l-farag Ba r hebreaus,  Th e Book  of
the Dove  (Leiden , 1919) .

12. Tor Andrae , I  Myrtentrddgdrden  (Uppsala , 1947) . Fo r hi s othe r work s se e th e
Bibliography.



WHAT IS S U F I S M? / 11

Eastern world. 13 Man y scholar s were , an d som e stil l are , incline d
to accept India n influence s on th e formativ e perio d of Sufism, be-
ginning wit h Alfre d vo n Kreme r (1868)  an d Reinhar t P . Doz y
(1869). Bu t eve n Ma x Horten' s numerou s articles  i n thi s fiel d
could no t brin g an y stringen t proo f o f suc h influences 14 i n th e
early period; fo r later times, the situation i s slightly different. 15

For th e earlies t period , influence s fro m Turkesta n ar e muc h
more important , a s Richard Hartman n ha s shown; Igna z Goldzi -
her had already pointe d out paralle l tradition s in Islami c mystica l
tales an d Buddhis t stories , bu t thi s kin d o f parallelis m ca n b e
easily trace d bac k t o th e commo n sources , e.g. , th e India n fable s
of th e Hitopades a an d Panchatantra , whic h wer e translate d int o
the Nea r Easter n language s before and shortl y after th e adven t of
Islam. An d th e miracle s o f saints ar e the sam e al l ove r th e world .
The Turkestan i contributio n is , however, highlighted i n ou r day
by som e Turkis h mystic s who sho w a  tendenc y o f speakin g o f a
typically "Turkish " type of mysticism that comprise s a strict Mys-
ticism o f Infinity , whic h describe s Go d a s "positiv e Not-Being. "
But suc h generalization s ar e dangerous .

Even th e rathe r far-fetche d possibilit y o f earl y Chinese—i.e. ,
Taoist—influences o n Sufis m ha s bee n discusse d (firs t b y Oma r
Farrukh). Fo r th e late r period , th e Japanes e schola r Toshihik o
Izutsu ha s drawn som e interesting parallel s betwee n Taois t struc-
tures o f thought an d Ib n c Arabi's mystical system. 16

The stud y of a single mystic's life and wor k can occupy a scholar
throughout hi s life : Loui s Massignon' s research int o th e person -
ality of al-Hallaj , th e "marty r o f divine love, " i s the bes t exampl e
for thi s approach; Hellmu t Ritter' s masterl y book o n c Attar, Das

13. See Igna z Goldziher , "Materialie n zu r Entwicklungsgeschicht e de s Sufismus, "
Wiener Zeitschrift  fu r di e Kunde  de s Morgenlandes  1 3 (1899). Reynol d A . Nicholson ,
"A Historica l Enquir y concernin g the Origi n an d Developmen t o f Sufism, " Journal  o f
the Royal  Asiatic  Society, 1906 , p . 303 ; Richar d Hartmann , "Zu r Frag e nach de r Her -
kunft un d de n Anfange n de s Sufitums, " De r Islam  6  (1915) ; Annemari e Schimmel ,
"The Origi n an d Earl y Developmen t o f Sufism, " Journal  o f th e Pakistan  Historical
Society, 1958 .

14. Max Horten , Indische  Stromungen  i n de r islamischen  Mystik  (Heidelberg ,
1927-28); lik e hi s articl e "De r Sin n de r islamische n Mystik, " Scientia,  July 1927 , this
book shoul d b e used wit h caution .

15. Robert C . Zaehner, Hindu  an d Muslim  Mysticism  (London , 1960) , i s well docu -
mented and thought-provoking , thoug h i t overstresse s th e Indian elements .

16. Omar Farrukh, At-tasawwuf fPl-Islam  (Beirut , 1957) . For parallel s see Toshihiko
Izutsu, A Comparative  Study  o f th e Ke y Philosophical  Concepts  o f Sufism  an d Taoism,
2 vols . (Tokyo, 1966-67) .
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Meer de r Seele  (Th e Ocea n o f th e Soul) , i s the resul t o f a n idea l
combination o f stric t philolog y combine d wit h aestheti c an d re -
ligious understanding . O n th e othe r hand , a n investigatio n o f a
particular mystica l attitude, like Benedikt Reinert' s study of tawak-
kul, "trus t in  God, " reveal s the  variou s facet s of  one  singl e stag e
of th e Pat h an d shed s light o n many kindred problems .

Whether w e concentrate upo n th e histor y of Sufism , b y using a
vertical cut , or upon it s methods, expressions , an d experiences , b y
taking a  cross section, the mai n proble m i s the fac t tha t previousl y
unknown manuscript s frequentl y com e t o light. 17 Th e librarie s
of th e Islami c countries , and thos e in th e West , stil l contai n man y
works tha t ma y shed ne w ligh t upo n an y of the problem s a t stake .
Even no w ther e i s s o muc h materia l availabl e i n th e differen t
languages o f Isla m tha t an y generalizatio n seem s impossible. 18

That i s why thi s book ca n giv e onl y a  glimpse o f a  fe w aspects of
Sufism; eve n thi s will , probably , b e tinge d b y a personal predilec -
tion fo r mystica l poetr y derive d fro m th e larg e are a o f Irania n
cultural influence .

How did th e Sufi s themselve s interpret th e meanin g o f the wor d
Sufism?

In interpretin g Islami c mystica l texts, one mus t no t forge t tha t
many sayings to which we give a deep theologica l o r philosophica l
meaning may have been intende d t o be suggestive wordplay; som e
of the definitions found in the classical texts may have been uttered

17. For thi s problem se e Fritz Meier , "Ein wichtiger Handschriftenfund zur Sunk,"
Oriens 20 (1967).

18. As an antidot e t o th e larg e amoun t o f Arabi c and Persia n sources , on e shoul d
consult Ibn al-Jauzi , Talbts  Iblls  (Cairo , 1340 h./1921-22), translated by David Samuel
Margoliouth a s "Th e Devil' s Delusion," Islamic Culture  1 2 (1938), a  poisonou s boo k
attacking th e degeneratio n o f Sufis m i n th e twelft h century . Oriental scholar s have
published a number of general studies on th e histor y of Sufism i n th e las t twenty years,
during whic h there ha s bee n a  growing interes t i n th e spiritua l lif e o f Islam . Abu 3!-
cAla3 c Affifi, At-tasawwuf:  ath-thaurat  ar-ruhiyya  fPl-Islam  [Sufism , th e Spiritua l
Revolution i n Islam ] (Cairo , 1963) ; Muhamma d Mustaf a Hilmi , Al-haydt  ar-ruhiyya
fPl-Islam [Spiritua l Life i n Islam ] (Cairo, 1954) ; M . Qasim GhanI , Ta^rlkh-i  tasawwuf
dar Islam [Histor y of Sufism i n Islam] (Tehran, 133 0 sh./ig5i). Among the anthologie s
of Suf i text s produced i n th e West , th e followin g useful collection s should b e men -
tioned: Johanne s Pedersen , Muhammedansk  mystik  (Copenhagen , 1923) ; Margare t
Smith, Readings from  th e Mystics  o f Islam  (London , 1950) ; Margaret Smith , Th e Sufi
Path o f Love  (London , 1954) ; Martin o Mario Moreno, Antologia della  Mistica  Arabo-
Persiana (Bari , Italy, 1951) ; fimil e Dermenghem , Vies  de s saints  musulmans  (Algiers,
1942); Virgini a Vacca , Vite  e  detti  d i Santi  Musulmani  (Torino , n.d.) . Specialize d
studies and anthologie s will be mentioned i n relevan t places .
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by the Suf i masters as a sort of ko^an, a paradox meant to shock th e
hearer, t o kindl e discussion , t o perple x th e logica l faculties , an d
thus t o engende r a  nonlogical understandin g o f the rea l meanin g
of th e wor d concerned , o r o f th e mystica l "state " o r "stage " i n
question. The resolutio n of apparent contradictions in some of these
sayings migh t b e found , then , i n a n ac t o f illumination . Thi s i s
at leas t on e possibl e explanatio n o f the fac t tha t th e master s giv e
many differen t answer s to th e sam e question. Thi s "willfu l para -
dox" and "pious highfalutin" was perhaps "intended t o make thei r
flesh creep a little for their health's sake, " as W. H. Temple Gaird-
ner put s it , who with ful l righ t asks : "D o w e not tak e thei r lan -
guage to o seriously ? It parade s a s scientific ; i t i s reall y poetico -
rhetorical."19 Indeed , on e aspec t o f mystica l languag e i n Sufis m
that shoul d neve r b e overlooke d i s the tendenc y of th e Arab s t o
play with words. The structur e of the Arabic language—built upo n
triliteral roots—lends itself t o the developing of innumerable word
forms followin g almost mathematica l rules . I t migh t b e likene d
to th e structur e o f an arabesqu e tha t grow s ou t o f a  simpl e geo -
metric patter n int o complicate d multiangle d stars , o r ou t o f a
flower moti f int o intricat e lacework . A  tendenc y t o enjo y thes e
infinite possibilitie s o f th e languag e ha s greatl y influence d th e
style of Arabic poets and pros e writers, and i n many sayings of th e
Sufis one can detect a  similar joy i n linguisti c play ; the autho r in -
dulges i n derivin g differen t meaning s fro m on e root , h e love s
rhymes and stron g rhythmica l patterns—features inherite d b y th e
mystics of  the  Persian , Turkish , and  Indo-Musli m tongues . But
this almos t magica l interpla y o f soun d an d meaning , whic h con-
tributes so much to the impressivenes s of a sentence in th e Islamic
languages, i s lost i n translation . S o also are th e numerou s hidde n
allusions inherent i n every root o f the Arabic tongue, which point
to th e whol e rang e o f historical, theological , an d poetica l experi -
ences that may have been presen t i n th e min d o f the autho r o f an
apparently simple statement or a n easy-flowin g verse.

Another problem is posed b y th e fondnes s o f many Suf i author s
for inventin g classifications , usuall y tripartite , t o defin e certai n
mystical states; they often pres s the meaning of a word rather tha n
explain it . The title s o f the book s composed b y Sufis , particularl y

19. W. H . Templ e Gairdner , Al-Ghazzdll's  "Mishkat  al-anwdr":  Th e Niche  fo r
Lights (London , 1915) , p. 71.
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in th e postclassica l centuries , sho w th e sam e peculiarities ; the y
allude to mystical states, to technical expressions, and often contai n
in themselve s a whole spiritual program ; othe r authors ma y give,
by th e numerica l valu e o f th e title , th e dat e o f it s composition .

What, then , di d th e Sufi s sa y abou t th e origi n o f th e nam e
tasawwuf, whic h we translat e a s Sufis m (or , th e olde r form , Sufi -
ism)?

Their definition s g o bac k t o th e earlies t perio d an d thu s def y
the tendenc y of some modern Western writer s to apply this nam e
only to th e late r "theosophical " aspect of Islamic mysticism . Some
of th e piou s woul d eve n as k th e Prophe t whe n h e blesse d the m
with hi s appearanc e i n thei r dreams : "Wha t i s Sufism?" ( N 255)
Hujwlri, i n the mid-eleventh century, summe d u p th e discussion :

Some assert that the Suf i is so called because he wears a woollen garment
(jama-i suf),  other s tha t h e i s so called becaus e h e i s i n th e firs t ran k
(saff-i awwal],  other s sa y i t i s becaus e th e Sufi s clai m t o belon g to th e
ashdb-i Suffa  (th e people of the Bench who gathered around the Proph-
et's mosque). Others , again , declare tha t the nam e i s derived fro m safd
(purity). (H 30)

Another—Western—definition, namel y th e derivatio n fro m
Greek sophos,  "wise, " i s philologically impossible . The derivatio n
from suf,  "wool, " i s no w generall y accepted—th e coars e woole n
garment o f th e firs t generatio n o f Musli m ascetic s was thei r dis -
tinguishing mark . KalabadhI , on e o f th e earl y theoretica l writer s
on Sufis m (d . ca. 990), says in thi s respect:
Those who relate the m t o the Benc h an d t o wool expres s th e outwar d
aspect of their conditions: fo r they were people who had lef t thi s world,
departed from thei r homes, fled from thei r companions. They wandered
about th e land , mortifyin g th e carna l desires, an d makin g nake d th e
body; they took of this world's good only so much as is indispensable for
covering the nakedness and allayin g hunger. (K 5)

But Sufism is more. Junayd, the undisputed leader of the Iraqian
school o f mysticis m (d. 910) , wrote: "Sufis m i s no t [achieved ] b y
much prayin g an d fasting , bu t i t i s the securit y of th e hear t an d
the generosit y of the soul " (Q R 60) . Junayd i s also credite d wit h
a definitio n i n whic h h e see s th e prototype s o f th e Sufi s i n th e
prophets a s mentione d i n th e Kora n (i n late r time s th e ascen t
through th e differen t stage s of th e prophets , o r th e identification
with the spiri t of one o f them, is one aspec t of certain Suf i schools) :

Sufism i s founded o n eigh t qualities exemplified i n eigh t apostles: th e
generosity of Abraham, who sacrifice d hi s son; the acquiescenc e of Ish-
mael, who submitted to the command of God and gav e up hi s dear life ;
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the patience of Job, who patiently endured the affliction s o f worms an d
the jealousy of the Merciful ; th e symbolism of Zacharias, to whom God
said "Thou shalt not spea k unto men for three days save by signs" (Sura
3:36) and again to the same effect "Whe n he called upon his Lord with a
secret invocation " (Sur a 19:2) ; th e strangerhoo d o f John , wh o wa s a
stranger in his own country and an alien to his own kind amongst whom
he lived ; the pilgrimhoo d of Jesus , wh o wa s so detached therein fro m
worldly thing s that he kep t only a cup an d a  comb—th e cu p h e threw
away whe n he sa w a ma n drinkin g in th e palm s of hi s hand , an d th e
comb likewis e whe n he sa w another man usin g his fingers instead of a
comb; th e wearing of wool by Moses, whose garment was woollen; and
the povert y o f Muhammed, to whom God Almighty sent th e ke y of al l
treasures that are upon the fac e of the earth, saying, "Lay no troubl e on
thyself, bu t procur e every luxur y by means of these treasures, " and h e
answered, "O Lord, I desire them not; keep me one day full fe d and one
day hungry." (H 39-40)
Some o f Junayd' s contemporarie s emphasize d th e asceti c sid e o f
Sufism, a  complet e brea k wit h wha t i s called "th e world " and ego -
tism: "Sufis m i s to possess nothing an d t o be possessed b y nothing"
(L*5).

"Sufism i s freedom an d generosit y and absenc e o f self-constraint "
(L 57) . Ruwaym' s (d . 915) advice t o young Ib n Khafif , "Sufis m is
to sacrific e one' s soul—bu t d o no t occup y yoursel f wit h th e small -
talk of the Sufis! " ( X 90) shows that th e dange r o f talking too muc h
in a  sor t o f technica l an d quasi-esoteri c languag e wa s fel t quit e
early. Th e Suf i shoul d rathe r insis t upo n "faithfulnes s wit h th e
contract" ( N 226 ) and shoul d b e free , "neithe r tire d b y searchin g
nor disappointed b y deprivation" ( L 25). "The Sufi s are people who
prefer Go d to everything and God prefers them t o everything else"
(L 25) . Som e decade s afte r Dhu Dn-Nun (d . 859) , wh o i s credited
with the last sayings, Sahl at-Tustari defined the Sufi : "I t i s he whose
blood i s lici t an d whos e propert y i s allowed [i.e. , h e wh o ca n b e
killed an d whos e property ca n be legally given t o the faithful ] an d
whatever he sees, he sees it from God, and know s that God's loving -
kindness embrace s al l creation" (B 370).

The socia l and practica l aspec t of Sufism i s understood from defi -
nitions lik e those of Junayd an d Nurl , according t o whom "Sufis m
is not compose d o f practices and sciences , but i t i s morals" ( H 42),
and "wh o surpasse s yo u i n goo d mora l qualitie s surpasse s you i n
Sufism" (N  311) . It  mean s to  act  accordin g to  God' s order s and
laws, whic h ar e understoo d i n thei r deepes t spiritua l sens e with -
out denyin g thei r outwar d forms . This way of lif e i s possible onl y
through lovin g devotion : "Sufis m i s the heart' s bein g pur e fro m
the pollutio n o f discord"— a sentenc e whic h Hujwlr i ( H 38 ) ex-
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plains a s follows : "Lov e i s concord , an d th e love r ha s bu t on e
duty i n th e world , namel y t o kee p th e commandmen t o f th e be -
loved, an d i f the objec t o f desire is one, ho w can discord arise? "

The Sufi s hav e spoke n o f th e threefol d meanin g o f tasawwuf
according to the sharl^a,  the Musli m law , th e tariqa,  the mystica l
path, an d th e haqiqa,  the Truth . I t i s a purificatio n on differen t
levels, first from the lower qualitie s an d th e turpitude of the soul ,
then fro m th e bondage o f human qualities , and eventuall y a purifi -
cation an d electio n o n th e leve l of attributes ( L 27-28) .

But ther e ar e also warnings agains t "Sufism. " Shibl i (d . 945), as
was so often th e case, wanted to shock his audience when he asserted:
"Sufism i s polytheism, because i t i s the guardin g o f the hear t fro m
the vision of the 'other,' and 'other ' does not exist " ( H 38) . He thus
attacks the ascetic who closes his eyes to the created world and wants
to concentrat e exclusivel y upon God—bu t sinc e Go d i s th e onl y
Reality, ho w can on e thin k o f "otherness " an d s o try t o avoi d it ?
Therefore, " a tru e Suf i i s he who i s not," a s Kharaqani says , with a
paradox tha t has been repeate d by other mystic s (N 298 , 225).

The Islami c mystics enjoyed the play with the root safd, "purity, "
when they discussed Sufism an d th e qualitie s o f the idea l Sufi : "H e
that i s purified by love is pure (sdfi),  an d h e who i s purified by th e
Beloved i s a Sufi" (H 34) , i.e., he who is completely absorbed in th e
Divine Belove d an d doe s no t thin k o f anythin g bu t Hi m ha s at-
tained th e true rank of a Sufi. It is not surprising that the Sufis mad e
attempts to designate Adam a s the firs t Sufi ; fo r h e wa s fort y day s
"in seclusion " (like the novice at the beginning o f the Path) before
God endowed him with spirit; the n Go d put th e lamp of reason i n
his heart and the light of wisdom on his tongue, and he emerged like
an illuminate d mysti c from th e retiremen t durin g whic h h e was
kneaded b y th e hand s o f God . Afte r hi s fal l h e performe d act s of
penitence i n Indi a fo r 30 0 years unti l Go d "elected " hi m (istafd;
see Sura 3:25) so that he became pure (sdfT)  an d thu s a true Sufi. 20

Even a  poet who cannot be called exactl y a mystic, namely Kha -
qanl, the greates t panegyrist of Iran (d . 1199) , claims : " I a m pur e
since I am a servant of the purity of the Sufi"; an d in one of the lon g
chains of oaths that he likes to insert in his qasldas he swears "by th e
Sufis who love afflictions an d ar e enemies o f wellbeing." He i s thus
close t o Rumi , wh o a  centur y late r define d Sufis m i n thi s way:

20. Qutbaddin al- clbadi, At-tasfiya  ft  ahwdl  as-sufiyya,  o r Sufmame,  ed . Ghula m
Muhammad Yusuf i (Tehran , 134 7 sh./ig68), p . 27.
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"What i s Sufism ? H e said : T o fin d jo y i n th e hear t whe n grie f
comes" ( M 3:3261) . Khaqanl alluded t o th e Sufi s

who carry in their waterbowl the water of life, like Khidr,
and whose  rods are as  miraculous as  the rod  of  Moses.21

Later Persian, Turkish, an d Urdu literatur e abounds in poems that
praise the wonderfu l qualities of this or tha t Suf i sain t o r describ e
the miracles worked by a mystical leader.

Sufism meant , i n the formative period , mainl y an interiorizatio n
of Islam, a personal experience of the centra l myster y of Islam, that
of tauhld,  "to declare that God is One." Th e Sufi s alway s remaine d
inside the fold of Islam, and their mystica l attitude was not limited
by their adherenc e t o any of the legal o r theologica l schools . They
could reac h thei r goa l fro m an y startin g point—neithe r th e differ -
ences between the legal madhhabs nor theologica l hairsplitting was,
basically, o f interest t o them . Hujwir i sum s up th e earl y Suf i atti -
tude towar d scienc e an d theolog y whe n h e poignantl y observes :
"Knowledge i s immense and lif e i s short: therefor e it i s not obliga -
tory to learn al l the science .  . . but onl y so much a s bears upon th e
religious law " ( H 11) . That means : enoug h astronom y t o fin d th e
direction o f Mecca as required fo r the correc t performanc e of pray-
er, enough mathematic s to figure out th e lega l amount o f alms one
has t o pay—tha t i s what th e Sufi , lik e ever y goo d Muslim , shoul d
know. For God has condemned useles s knowledge (Sura 2:96) , an d
did not the Prophet say : "I tak e refuge wit h Thee from knowledg e
that profitet h naught " ( H n)? 22 c//m, "knowledge, " th e pursui t of
which i s incumben t upo n ever y male an d femal e Muslim , i s th e
knowledge of a Muslim's practical duties: "D o no t rea d C z7ra except
for th e true life . .  . . Religious science is jurisprudence an d exegesi s
and tradition—whoeve r reads anything else , become s abominable "
(U 54) . True gnosis, namely the gnosi s of the One , i s not attaine d
through books , and many a legend tells how a Sufi who had reached ,
or though t h e ha d reached , hi s goa l thre w awa y hi s books , for :
"Books, y e are excellent guides, but i t i s absurd t o trouble abou t a
guide after the goal has been reached" (N S 21).

"To brea k the ink-pots and t o tear the books" wa s considered b y
some mystics the first step in Sufism . Th e grea t sain t cUmar Suhra -
wardi, who studied scholasti c theology in hi s youth, was blessed by

21. Khaqani, Diwan, ed. Sajjadi (Tehran , 133 8 sh./i959) , qasida p . 250 , 51, 369 .
22. N 3 2 attributed t o Ab u Hashi m as-Sufi .
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a saint who put hi s hands on hi s chest and mad e him forge t all he
had studied, "but h e filled my breast with the c ilm ladunni"  (Sur a
18:65), th e "knowledg e immediately derived fro m God " ( N 515) .
cAbduDl-Qadir Gilan i performe d a  miracl e b y suddenl y washin g
away the text of a philosophy book he considered dangerou s t o his
disciple ( N 517) ; other Sufi s wer e urge d b y dream s t o cas t thei r
precious collections of books into a river (N 432).

This predilectio n fo r immediat e knowledg e a s contrasted wit h
legalistic scholarshi p was expressed i n late r time s b y man y poet s
and mystic s who ridiculed th e founders of the grea t law schools, es-
pecially Abu Hanif a (d. 767) and Shafi ci (d . 820). Sanaa's verse (at-
tributed t o bot h c Attar [A D 100 ] and Rum i [ D 498]) i s a case i n
point:

Abu Hanif a has not taugh t love,
Shafici ha s no tradition s abou t it .

(SD 605)

Sana5! (d . 1131 ) ha s ofte n contraste d th e Sufi  wit h th e Kufi,  th e
learned lawye r Abu Hanif a fro m Kufa , an d stil l i n eighteenth -
century Sindh i mystica l poetr y th e Suf i i s calle d Id-kiifl,  "non -
Kufi," i.e., not bound to a particular religious rite.23

The Sufi s claime d tha t th e whol e wisdo m wa s included i n th e
letter alif,  th e firs t lette r i n th e alphabe t an d symbo l of Go d (se e
Appendix i) . Are not many scholars who rely upon book s "like th e
donkey whic h carries books" (Sur a 62:5) ? Di d no t Noa h liv e fo r
nine hundre d years , with onl y th e recollectio n o f God ? And , a s
Rumi adds with a slightly ironical bent, "h e had not read the risdla
nor th e Qut  al-qulub"  ( M 6:2652-53), the tw o handbooks of mod-
erate Sufism . Fo r although th e Sufi s often condemned th e bookish -
ness of scholars and admonished their disciples to "strive t o lif t th e
veils, not t o collect books," 24 it i s a fac t tha t they themselves were
among th e mos t productiv e writers in Islami c history. And many
of thei r theoretica l works are no mor e readable o r enjoyabl e than
the dogmatic treatises that they attacked in their poems.

The mai n targe t of Sufi criticis m was philosophy, influenced by
Greek thought : "Ther e is nobody more distant fro m the law of the

23. For th e whol e comple x se e Annemari e Schimmel , "Sha h c Abdul Latlf' s Be -
schreibung de s wahren Sufi, " i n Festschrift  fu r Fritz  Meier,  comp . Richar d Gramlic h
(Wiesbaden, 1974) .

24. Maulana c Abdurrahman Jami , LawcPih  (Tehran , 134 2 sh./igGs), no . 24 , p. 40 .
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Hashimite prophe t tha n a  philosopher" ( U 54 ; see also M T 291) ,
says cAttar, echoing Sanaa's sentiments when he wrote:

From words like "primary matter " an d "primar y cause "
you will not find the way into the Presence of the Lord. 25

The whol e "Universal Reason " i s nothing i n th e presenc e of a sin-
gle divine order, "Say!" (U 45)—a fine pun on hull, "universal," an d
qul, "say," th e divine addres s t o the Prophet . Th e "littl e philoso -
pher" is both th e laughing stock and th e scapegoa t for the mystics.
Strangely enough , Ib n Sm a (Avicenna , d . 1037 ) has becom e th e
representative o f dr y rationalism , althoug h h e wa s a s much o f a
mystical thinke r a s some of thos e classifie d a s Sufis. 26 Perhap s th e
Sufi aversio n t o him, though alread y visible in Sanaa' s poetry (SD
57), was fostered b y a  story about Majduddl n Baghdad ! (d. 1219) :
"He sa w the prophe t i n hi s dream an d wa s informed b y him tha t
'Ibn Sina wanted to reach God without my mediation, and I  veiled
him with my hand, and he fell into the fire' " (N 427).

Such a n anti-intellectualism , a s i t wa s sensed b y th e orthodox ,
could lea d t o dangers fo r the communa l life . On e migh t mentio n
the typ e of the "wis e idiot," 27 represented i n Islami c lor e firs t b y
Buhlul, a strange character who lived during the caliphate of Harun
ar-Rashid (d. 809). To him, as later to many unknown and unname d
mentally deranged persons , are ascribed sayings in which they give
frank expressio n o f their criticis m o f contemporary life . Bu t sinc e
they wer e insane the y escaped punishment : "Go d ha s free d the m
from orde r an d prohibition " ( N 296) . They ar e se t fre e b y Go d
from thei r normal stat e as "slaves" and live in perfec t lovin g unio n
with Him, as c Attar point s out (MT 245) . The typ e of the majdhub,
the "enraptured one " who , under th e shock of a mystical vision or
any psychologica l experience , i s beref t o f hi s sense s an d walk s
around i n a  fashio n prohibite d b y th e religiou s la w (i.e. , star k
naked) belongs to the darker side of the Suf i world. Many a mystical
leader ha s complaine d abou t simpleton s who attracted , b y thei r
strange behavior and thei r alleged miracle mongering, th e interes t
of the crowd, who took them for representatives of true spirituality .

25. Abu3l-Majd Majdu d Sana 3!, "Sana'Pabad, " i n Mathnawiha,  ed . Mudarri s
Razawi (Tehran , 134 8 sh./igGg), line 42.

26. Henri Corbin , Avicenna  an d th e Visionary  Recital  (Ne w Yor k an d London ,
1960).

27. Paul Loosen , "Di e weise n Narren de s Naisaburi," Zeitschrift  fiir  Assyriologie  2 7
(1912), deals wit h thi s type of mentally deranged "wise " ma n o r "saint. "
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In the introduction to his Nafahdt al-uns,  Jam! poignantly criticize s
the imitators of the different Suf i types and their vain and dangerou s
attitudes. The innumerabl e verse s of Persian poet s wh o juxtapos e
molla and lover, pulpi t and gallows, and claim that true love is the
greatest enemy of reason an d tha t th e love r shoul d b e comparabl e
to Majnun, th e demented love r who was the laughing stock of chil-
dren, ma y have enhanced th e importanc e o f this class of illiterate ,
crude, and sometime s even very nasty "saints."

Comparatively harmless types, living on the charity of the pious ,
did no t reall y endanger th e Suf i movement ; bu t th e degeneratio n
of th e wanderin g dervishe s o r faqirs,  th e "poor, " wh o performe d
miracles and were beyond the law (bl s/mrc), has done much to bring
Sufism int o discredit . I t was such people whom European traveler s
in the East met first, so that one of the honorific names given to the
genuine mystic, faqlr, "poor, " has become, in German, th e designa-
tion of a mere trickster .

From th e ver y beginning, th e mystic s strictly distinguished be -
tween the true Sufi, the mutasawwif  wh o aspires at reaching a  high-
er spiritual level, and the mustawif,  th e man who pretends t o be a
mystic but i s a useless, even dangerous , intruder. They knew wel l
that the spiritual pat h i s "hard to trave l except fo r those who were
created for that purpose" ( H 4), and that it is impossible to become a
true Suf i if one is not born that way: "This patched frock must have
been sew n in pre-eternity, " for , as much a s a person ma y strive t o
reach the rank of a Sufi, "no as s can turn into a horse by energy and
zeal" ( U 70-71) . Therefore , th e complain t abou t th e declin e o f
Sufism almos t coincides with it s beginning; a  saying of th e ninth -
century mystic , the Persia n Yahy a ib n Mu cadh, warn s hi s fello w
mystics: "Avoid th e society of three classes of men—heedless savants,
hypocritical Koran-readers , and ignorant pretender s t o Sufism" ( H
17; cf. B 411). Poets have satirized the self-styled Sufi ( S 666), and i n
the elevent h centur y i t wa s repeatedly said : "Toda y Sufis m i s a
name withou t reality , bu t formerl y i t was a reality without name .
.. . The pretenc e is known and the practice unknown" ( H 44). Peo-
ple were content with empty confession, and "blind conformity has
taken th e plac e of spiritual enthusiasm " ( H 7) . The mystica l con-
certs in which the Sufis might become enraptured and begin t o spin
around thei r axi s were taken , by many , fo r th e essence,o f Sufism .
And t o preten d mystica l knowledge and experienc e was—an d stil l
is—quite easy . Th e stoc k o f delightfu l stories an d th e legend s o f
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ancient saints could always attract people ; well-recited verses might
move the listeners to tears; and i t was certainly easier to beg food at
the doors of the rich and give a blessing in exchange than t o pursu e
a normal profession. Thus a saint of the eleventh century angrily de-
clared: " I looke d int o Hell , an d I  sa w that mos t o f its inhabitant s
were thos e donning a  patched frock an d carryin g a food-bowl " (B
309). These accursed peopl e are , a s Baqli explain s th e saying , th e
traitors t o mysticism, those who claim gnosis but hav e only the ex-
ternal colo r o f truth, because they lack knowledge o f the Muham -
madan religiou s law . "Their prayer-directio n i s the charmin g be -
loved [shdhid],  th e candle [sham c a t joyous meetings] and th e bell y
[shikam]" (S D 82). As time passed the complaints about th e degen -
eration of Sufism became more eloquent. cUrfi, one of Akbar's court-
poets (d . 1591) , says in a  quatrain:

The Suf i is busy with deceiving men an d women,
The ignoran t one is busy with building up his body ,
The wis e man i s busy with the coquetry of words,
The love r i s busy with annihilating himself. 28

He thus attributes to the lover the quality that should be that of the
Sufi: namely , to annihilate himself i n th e Beloved .

The wor d Sufi  becam e a  pejorativ e expression ; the  grea t mystic
of Delh i in th e eighteent h century, Mir Dard , insistentl y repeate d
that he did not want to be called a  Sufi, but rather "a true Muham -
madan." He did no t hesitat e to call the representatives of mystical
doctrines oppose d t o his stern, law-bound mysticis m "pig-natured,"
and h e ofte n expresse d his contempt fo r th e "shopkeepe r sheikh, "
the "selle r o f patche d frocks " wh o wa s found everywher e i n th e
country. H e woul d have agreed completely with hi s Arabian con -
temporary al-Bad r al-Hijazi , whos e satire o n th e declin e o f Sufis m
Arberry has translated:29

Would that we had not lived to see every demented madman held up by
his fellow s a s a  Pole!

Their ulema  tak e refuge i n him , indeed, they hav e even adopte d hi m
as a Lord, instead of th e Lord of the Throne.

For the y hav e forgotte n God , sayin g "So-and-s o provide s deliverance
from sufferin g fo r al l mankind."

28. Muhammad c UrfI ShirazI , Kulliydt,  ed . Al i Jawahir i (Tehran , 133 6 sh./ig57) ,
p. 448.

29. Arberry, Sufism, p . 128 .



22 /  WHA T I S SUFISM ?

When he dies , the y mak e hi m th e objec t o f pilgrimage, and haste n to
his shrine, Arabs and foreigner s alike;

Some kiss his grave, and some the threshold of his door, and the dust . . ..
Hijazi ha s put hi s finge r o n th e dange r o f the exaggerate d venera -
tion o f the spiritua l master, the sheik h or pir  (se e chapter 5) , what
Muhammad Iqba l ha s called "pirism, " which means th e absolut e
sway of the leader over his followers and th e attendant exploitatio n
of ignoran t peasant s and villagers .

In thei r criticism of saint worship and pirism— a face t o f popular
Islam th e dange r o f which on e ca n scarcel y realiz e withou t hav -
ing live d i n th e East—Musli m modernist s an d moderat e Sufi s ar e
united. But to reach this point, we have first to travel the long road
through the outward histor y of Sufism. We shall see how this move-
ment ha s assumed various shapes appropriate t o the time s and th e
personalities o f it s leaders , thoug h it s substance has remained th e
same.


