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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

A well-known Hadith tells us that one day the Prophet Muhammad was in the
presence of his Companions when he was approached by the Angel Gabriel, who
appeared in the form of a man. He asked the Prophet to explain the meaning of
islam. The Prophet replied by delineating the five pillars of practice: the shahada,
prayer, fasting, the alms tax, and pilgrimage. When asked about iman, the Prophet
listed the six pillars of faith, namely belief in God, prophecy, the angels, scriptures,
the Final Day, and the divine measuring out. And then when asked about ihsan, the
Prophet replied, “It is that you worship God as if you see Him; but if you do not see
Him, He nevertheless sees you.” For many authors in the Islamic tradition, these
prophetic responses came to designate the three spheres which encompass Muslim
life, that is, “right action,” “right thinking,” and “doing the beautiful”

By extension, the areas of knowledge that covered these domains respectively
came to be identified with law (whose focus is the body), theology and philosophy
(whose focus is the mind), and Sufism (whose focus is the heart).! Since the locus of
ihsan is the human heart, this third dimension of the religion is directly related to
introspection, interiority, and the cultivation of the virtues of the heart, beginning
with ikhlas or sincerity.? This explains why ihsan has been commonly equated with
the science of tasawwuf in the Islamic tradition.

As a historical phenomenon, the precise origins of Sufism have been the subject
of extensive debate in Western scholarship.’ From the point of view of the tradition
itself, needless to say, it is to be retraced to the inner life of the Prophet, his own
“mystical” experiences, as well as certain teachings that were transmitted to a
select group of companions who in turn taught others as they moved to regions
as diverse as Kufa, Fustat, Khurasan, and Basra in the rapidly expanding Islamic
world. Basra was particularly important for the development of ideas and practices
later associated with tasawwuf since it was here that the great Abi Miisa al-Ash‘ari
(d. 44/665) was placed in charge not only over the affairs of the city, but also of
teaching the recital of the Quran.® Famous for his own austere life as well as his
sermons that aroused a fear of the Resurrection and a desire to break one’s ties
with the world, he helped to shape the religious ambience of the city and to carve
out the contours of a mode of piety for those serious about seeking God. Among
the most important of his successors was al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728), who would
also emphasize the need to nurture detachment, humility, self-discipline, the fear
of God, and scrupulous self-accounting.

1. The best overview of Islamic thought and practice through the prism of this Hadith is to be found in William Chittick
and Sachiko Murata, The Vision of Islam (New York: Paragon, 1994). See in particular pp. Xxv-xxxiv.

2. See also the helpful analysis in Chittick, In Search of the Lost Heart: Explorations in Islamic Thought, ed. Mohammed Rustom,
Atif Khalil, and Kazuyo Murata (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2012), 10-17.

3. See Nile Green, Sufism: A Global History (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), pp. 15-70 and Alexander Knysh, Sufism:
A New History of Islamic Mysticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017), pp. 15-34. A still very useful overview can
be found in Victor Danner, “The Early Development of Sufism,” in Islamic Spirituality, ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr (New York:
Crossroad, 1987-1991), 1:239-264.

4. Gavin Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam: The Life and Works of al-Muhdsibi (London: Routledge, 2011), 24.
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More than two centuries later, Abii Talib al-Makki (d. 386/996) would credit al-
Hasan al-Basri with laying the foundation for the “science of the heart” (Gilm al-
qulib), a name which for many would be identified with Sufism. The communities
out of which the early tradition would sprout included the qurra@’ (Quran reciters),
qussas (preachers), bakka’ian (weepers), ‘ubbad (worshippers), and nussak (ascetics).’
The role that the love of God played in the spiritual quest in this climate also cannot
be ignored, even if one questions the historicity of the many legends concerning
the great female mystic Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (d. 185/801) which depict her as the
archetype of the selfless lover of God.°

The emergence of tasawwuf as a distinct phenomenon is usually retraced to
the so-called School of Baghdad. By the end of the eighth century, Baghdad was
a thriving, multicultural metropolis where various currents of thinking merged
to produce a rich intellectual and spiritual climate.” As for the School of Baghdad,
its towering personality was Junayd (d. 298/910), a silk-merchant by trade who
studied the religious sciences under the tutelage of some of the leading scholars
and saints of the city.® The formation of his ascetic-mystical outlook came through
mentors that included his uncle Sari al-Saqati (d. 253/867) and al-Harith al-
Mubhasibi (d. 243/857). While these two figures differed considerably on the value
they attached to rational theology, both were deeply affected by the interiorizing
moral psychology of al-Hasan al-Basri, which they in turn transmitted to Junayd. He
would quietly emerge as the leading Sufi master of his day, and would be conferred
with such titles as the “master of masters” (shaykh al-mashayikh) and the “chief of
the tribe” (sayyid al-t@’ifa).

Among the doctrines characteristic of Junayd and his circle was a view of tawhid
that emphasized the necessity of a direct encounter with ultimate reality in order
to grasp its rationally elusive, ineffable nature.’ This was one reason why the early
Sufis, especially those coming out of his circle, were sometimes known as “masters
of tawhid” (arbab al-tawhid): they had plunged into and effaced themselves in a reality
the mystery of which could only be intimated through allusion, or a mind-bending
blend of apophatic and cataphatic language. Among Junayd’s contemporaries
and students, the Baghdadi milieu also included those who discoursed about
the passionate love of God, representing an intoxicated, antinomian, and even
subversive form of Sufism that departed from Junayd’s own emphasis on sobriety
and self-control. But what was common to all of them was a profound reverence for
the sacred sources of faith, as well as a view of existence that saw both the world
and the human ego as illusory in relation to God. More important for our purposes,
the Sufis belonging to the School of Baghdad also shared a vision that placed a

5. Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam, 24-25.

6. In her recent book, Rabi‘a from Narrative to Myth (London: Oneworld, 2019), Rkia Cornell takes a middle ground between
those who entirely reject and accept representations of her in the hagiographical literature. On Rabi‘a as a lover, see pp.
147-212. For far-reaching inquiries into female Sufi modes of divine love, see, inter alia, Maria Dakake, “‘Guest of the Inmost
Heart’: Conceptions of the Divine Beloved among Early Sufi Women,” Comparative Islamic Studies 3, no. 1 (2007): 72-97 and Eric
Geoffroy, Allah au féminin (Paris: Albin Michel, 2020), chapters 7-9.

7. Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam, 27.

8. For recent scholarly treatments of him, see Erik Ohlander, “al-Junayd al-Baghdadi: Chief of the Sect,” in Routledge
Handbook on Sufism, ed. Lloyd Ridgeon (London: Routledge, 2020), 32-45 and John Zaleski, “Sufi Asceticism and the Sunna of
the Prophet in al-Junayd’s Adab al-muftagqir ila Allah,” Oxford Journal of Islamic Studies 32, no. 1 (2021): 1-26.

9. Ahmet Karamustafa, Sufism: The Formative Period (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 16.
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concern for ethics and, more specifically, the refinement of character, squarely at
the center of the mystical quest.

This explains why, at a very early period in the history of Sufism, we see Sufis who
not only spoke of a kind of knowledge that was a fruit of mystical realization, but
also of the states (ahwal) and stations (magamat) which lead to the end of the path
and the realization of this knowledge itself. These usually began with repentance,
and then proceeded through the cultivation of other qualities of the soul such as
patience, gratitude, detachment, contentment, fear, hope, trust, love, longing, and
intimacy.’ While their order, number, and precise features varied from one master
to another, their acquisition entailed not only a divestment of their corresponding
vices, but also a general process of self-transcendence where one peeled away baser
qualities of the self, stripping away the thick layers of the ego in order to encounter
the divine presence that resides in the heart.

Thus, the focus in early Sufi literature was by-and-large not on expositing
metaphysical doctrines (although these were not absent), but on the rules that
governed the inward transformation that accompanied and made the fallen
soul’s return Home possible. In a general sense, this involved the convergence
of overlapping domains—what in modern academic parlance we might call
“virtue ethics,” “moral psychology,” “moral theology,” and “mystical theology”—
that combined to give Sufi ethics its distinctive character. And at the heart of
this convergence there lay a conviction in the belief that man is an exile from a
homeland to which he could only return through the inner life. In other words,
the exile of Adam and Eve which began the drama of human terrestrial existence
involved not only a descent, but also a corresponding exteriorization. Not only was
it a fall; it was also an inversion that cast the human being away from his own
Center. If the outward message of prophecy brought a method to return to the
God’s Paradise above (that is, after death), its inward message, as articulated by
the Sufis insofar as they were the inheritors of the prophets, brought a method to
return to the God of Paradise within, in the eternal Now."

The ethical concerns of the Sufis always lay at the forefront of their teachings,
even if ethics was, in the final analysis, no more than a means to an end that
transcended it altogether. This distinctive feature of their literary output was
highlighted decades ago by Marshall Hodgson when he observed that “Most
[Muslim] mystical writers have spent far more time speaking of the everyday
virtues . . . as they appear in the mystical perspective, than of ecstasies or even
of the cosmic unity these ecstasies seem to bear witness to.”*? Even a work such
as Ibn ‘Arabi’s (d. 638/1240) al-Futithat al-Makkiyya (The Meccan Openings)—which
is often considered to be an encyclopedia not of praxis (ilm al-mu‘amala) but of

10. For inquiries into a number of the virtues, see the studies of Atif Khalil, some of which include Repentance and the
Return to God: Tawba in Early Sufism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2018); “On Cultivating Gratitude in Sufi
Virtue Ethics,” Journal of Sufi Studies 4, nos. 1-2 (2015): 1-26; “Contentment, Satisfaction and Good-Pleasure: Rida in Early Sufi
Moral Psychology,” Studies in Religion 43, no. 3 (2014): 371-389. For a survey of the development of Sufi ethics, see Mukhtar
A. Ali, “Classical Sufi Ethics,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Ethics, ed. Mustafa Shah (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
forthcoming).

11. A fine exposition of this point can be found throughout Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s The Garden of Truth (New York:
HarperOne, 2007).

12. Marshall Hodgson, The Venture of Islam (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1974), 1:396.
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the knowledge of unveiling (Gilm al-mukdshafa)—dedicates lengthy sections to the
virtues “as they appear in the mystical perspective.” To be sure, in no sub-tradition
of Islam has so much collective intellectual energy been devoted to probing the
ontology and teleology of the virtues as we see in tasawwuf. And this, as noted,
rested on the Sufis’ conviction that the inner journey remained impossible except
through tabdil al-akhlaq, or the “transformation of character” This was why as
early a figure as al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi (d. ca. early 4™/10% century) could say of the
abdal, or the “substitutes” who were a special class of God’s friends (awliya’) in the
hierarchy of saints, that they were given this name on account of having replaced
or substituted (through tabdil) their vices or base character traits for virtues or
noble character traits."

While it is true that ethical questions, especially centering around the
virtues, were also explored in Islamic philosophy, the ethics of the falasifa never
had anywhere near the influence over the collective consciousness of Muslims
throughout history as compared to the more scripturally inspired lm al-akhlag of
the Sufis. As for figh or jurisprudence, although ethics was not entirely relegated
to its margins, the principal aim of the discipline was always on a‘mal al-jawarih
(actions of the limbs) as opposed to the a‘mal al-qulib (actions of the heart). This is
why Ghazali (d. 505/1111) argued that while the jurist can tell you everything you
need to know about the outward requirements of canonical prayer, qua jurist he will
have next to nothing to say about its interior requisites, beginning with sincerity
and the presence of heart. Ethics proper was certainly a major concern of kalam,
but there the inquiries centered around much broader issues having to do with the
foundations and ontological status of categories such as “right” and “wrong.” Yet
virtue ethics and the psychology of virtue per se were not major concerns for the
mutakallimiin, content as they were to focus largely on the epistemological roots of
good and evil, the beautiful and the ugly, etc.

For its part, modern scholarship has tended to emphasize the influence of
Greek ethics on the traditions of falsafa and kalam. And to a certain extent that
is a sensible mode of inquiry. But to view tasawwuf and its vast and complicated
ethical traditions with the same lens is quite problematic. This is for two reasons,
the second of which builds off of the first:

1. The failure to account for the mysticism and ethics nexus as a native
concern of Islamic civilization perpetuates a misunderstanding which has
characterized scholarship for far too long; that is, the facile notion that
Islamic civilization’s ethical achievements are to be measured against the
ethical achievements of the ancient Greeks.

2. Given (1) above, the distinctive nature, language, and concerns of Islamic
ethics as enshrined in the vast repository of Sufi texts will consequently be
lost upon us.

13. Sara Sviri, “The Self and its Transformation in Stfism, with a Special Reference to Early Literature,” in Self and Self-
Transformation in History of Religions, ed. David Shulman and Guy Stroumsa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 195-215.
For the most recent study of al-Tirmidhi, see Aiyub Palmer, Sainthood and Authority in Early Islam: al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi’s Theory
of wilaya and the Reenvisioning of the Sunni Caliphate (Leiden: Brill, 2020).
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One example shall suffice. The Sufis have developed a very complicated and
involved understanding of the various stations along the Sufi path. These Sufi
stations correspond to what we would normally refer to as the “virtues,” which
explains why, as indicated above, some modern scholars of Sufism speak of “Sufi
virtue ethics.” If one insists on understanding the Sufi stations along solely Greek
lines and as informed by Greek ethical categories, many of the subtleties that
characterize Sufi ethical discourse must be passed over in silence. This is because
the Sufi stations are what most Sufis, regardless of their intellectual persuasion and
manner of expression, understand to be the “stuff” of the Sufi path.

After all, how are we supposed to understand the Sufi virtue of poverty (fagr)
if not through laying bare the inner logic of Sufi ethical discourse and the Sufi
emphasis on the dawning of the divine qualities (al-takhalluq bi-akhlag Allah)?
Likewise, what sense can we make of the Sufi understanding of humility (tawadu?),
which, for many of the ancient Greeks, was anything but a virtue? The same can
also be said about other major Sufi stations, such as witnessing (shuhtid—considered
by some Sulfis to be a station proper) and love (considered by many Sufis to be the
virtue par excellence).

Apart from some of the studies already noted and several important books,
the relationship between Sufism or Islamic mysticism and ethics is therefore
largely untilled land. The present volume attempts to survey this fertile area of
investigation by attempting to come to a clearer idea of precisely what is meant
by the terms “ethics” and “mysticism” vis-a-vis Islam and vis-a-vis each other.
Needless to say, any such attempt demands a broad lens through which one can
identify, study, and analyze the geographic expanse and various regional contexts
in which these two terms have historically been enacted.

Discerning readers will note that some of the articles in Mysticism and Ethics in
Islam do not have an eye so much on defining what mysticism and ethics in Islamic
civilization are per se, but more on coming to terms with the parameters and
boundaries within which they have historically fallen and been conceptualized. This
allows us to better demarcate the terms, issues, concepts, and even figures which
must be taken into account when approaching the question of the relationship
between mysticism and ethics in Islam from past to present.

For the most part, the volume falls into four clearly demarcated time periods
and foci: early, classical, late pre-modern, and modern and contemporary. Taken
as a whole, these sections give us rich insights into some of the most important
Sufi ideas and expressions which have animated the tradition, zeroing in on how
concepts such as wealth and ownership or grief and godwariness factor into the

14. We particularly have in mind here Francesco Chiabotti, Eve Feuillebois-Pierunek, Catherine Mayeur-Jaouen, and Luca
Patrizi, eds., Ethics and Spirituality in Islam: Sufi adab (Leiden: Brill, 2017); Mayeur-Jaouen, ed., Adab and Modernity: A “Civilising
Process”? (Sixteenth-Twenty-First Century) (Leiden: Brill, 2017); Cyrus Zargar, The Polished Mirror: Storytelling and the Pursuit of
Virtue in Islamic Philosophy and Sufism (London: Oneworld, 2017), part two. One may also profitably consult a number of the
articles in the special issue of the Journal of Islamic Ethics 4, nos. 1-2 (2020) on the theme of futuwwa, which is guest-edited
by Cyrus Zargar, as well Amir Hossein Asghari’s fine discussion on the relationship between Sufism and ethics in modern
Shi‘i Islam: “Replacing Shari‘ah, Tarigah and Haqigah with Figh, Akhlaq, and Tawhid: Some Notes on Shaykh Muhammad Bahari
(1325/1908),” Journal of Sufi Studies 9, no. 2 (2020): 202-214.
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spiritual life, and why the pursuit of love and human wholeness have always been
envisioned as its ultimate telos. Other articles examine the form and function of
ethics and spiritual practice in the writings of several major Sufi authors (and even
philosophers and rational theologians influenced by Sufism) hailing from various
regions of the Islamic world ranging from Egypt and India to Central Asia and China.
still other contributions seek to outline the different genres and writing styles that
have enshrined a range of familiar and not so familiar Sufi literary tropes, motifs,
and images.

Since Sufism is of course not only a historical tradition but one that also has
shaped and continues to shape the texture of ethical and spiritual discourse in the
modern world, a good degree of emphasis in this book is dedicated to coming to
terms with this important insight. What makes the modern reception of Sufism
particularly interesting is, of course, the colonial and post-colonial contexts
in which it has been performed. The papers in the last section of this collection
therefore examine how the classical Sufi tradition was received, naturalized, and
refigured by some of the most important nineteenth- and twentieth-century Sufi
personalities against the backdrop of these two contexts and in regions as diverse
as West Africa and Russia.

In terms of Sufism and ethics today, we had originally conceived of including
a chapter on the important contemporary Moroccan philosopher and mystic
Abdurrahman Taha. Yet, given the fact that there are now two exceptional volumes
dedicated to exploring his ethics in English,”* we decided to conclude our volume
with a contribution on the surprisingly understudied ethical thought of Seyyed
Hossein Nasr, whose critique of modernity and alternative Islamic metaphysics,
ethics, and epistemology predate those of Taha by some two decades.

This volume grew out of a conference which was held at the American
University of Beirut on May 2nd and 3rd, 2019 under the auspices of the Sheikh
Zayed Chair of Arabic and Islamic Studies at AUB, and was organized by Bilal Orfali,
Radwan Sayyid, and Mohammed Rustom.' The event marked 100 years since the
birth of the late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, the founder of the United Arab
Emirates who was famous for embodying the ethical ideals and values discussed
throughout our volume. Sixteen of this collection’s twenty-five contributions
are derived from papers delivered at the conference, while the remaining nine
represent contributions that came our way after it had concluded. Radwan Sayyid’s
important role as co-organizer was matched by the editorial efforts of Atif Khalil,
who replaced him as a co-editor of this volume.

15. See Wael Hallaq, Reforming Modernity: Ethics and the New Human in the Philosophy of Abdurrahman Taha (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2019) and Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib, eds., Islamic Ethics and the Trusteeship Paradigm:
Taha Abderrahmane’s Philosophy in Comparative Perspectives (Leiden: Brill, 2020).

16. For further details, see the conference report by Louise Gallorini in al-Usir al-Wusta 27 (2019): 267-272.
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We wish to thank the Sheikh Zayed Chair for making this book and that
splendid international gathering a possibility, as well as the hard work of the
conference organizers’ assistants, particularly Aida Abbass. We also wish to
express our gratitude to the AUB Press Editor in Residence Mary Clare Leader and
the many excellent scholars who participated in the event and/or contributed to
this published volume. Without their collegiality and belief in the importance of
interdisciplinary approaches to the study of Islam, this volume would not have
been able to address the question of the relationship between mysticism and ethics
in Islam in so rich and variegated a manner.
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TO GRIEVE OR NOT TO GRIEVE?
THE AMBIVALENCE OF HUZN IN
EARLY SUFISM

Riccardo Paredi

The present paper traces the concept of huzn — variably translated as “sadness,”
“grief,” “sorrow,” or “affliction” — in the early development of Islamic thought. It
begins with an examination of how the term is used in the Quran and the canonical
hadith corpus, proceeds through the time period of the early renunciants and
proto-Sufi and Sufi authors, and ends with the second half of the fifth/eleventh
century. At first glance, the Quranic “do not grieve!” (la tahzan) seems to stand in
stark contrast to early Sufi teachings on sadness, the latter being a necessary trade
(sina‘a) of the wayfarer (salik) and the noblest act of devotion (afdal al-‘ibada). The
question then arises, what should the believer do? To grieve or not to grieve?

1. Depending on context, we will translate huzn as “grief,” “sorrow,” “affliction,” “pain,” and “sadness.” For a brief
overview of these terms in English, see Stanley W. Jackson, Melancholia and Depression. From Hippocratic Times to Modern Times
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 311-312. See also Mary H. Kayyal and James A. Russell, “Language and Emotion:
Certain English-Arabic Translations Are Not Equivalent,” Journal of Language and Social Psychology 32, no. 3 (2013): 261-271.
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Huzn, one Emotion among Many

Huzn, like such similar concepts as khawf, farah, and ghadab, denotes an inward
emotional state,’ and is often mentioned in the Quran and in later Islamic texts.’
It is not to be confused with its usage in other contexts as a recitational or musical
technique,’ or with its possible external manifestations.’ Before proceeding, let us
clarify what precisely is this inward state. What is huzn? To answer this question,
we briefly turn to the field of lexicography and etymology. Confronting what Louis
Massignon describes as the multiple degrees of freedom of the Arabic language,
we begin here with huzn’s semantic root (h-z-n). The Doha Historical Dictionary of
Arabic records one of the earliest uses of this root (hazan, defined as grief—ghamm),
in 230 CE (-404 H), in a poem attributed to Salima b. Malik b. Fahm al-Azdi.’ In
“classical” lexicographical reference works such al-Furiiq al-lughawiyya by Abi Hilal
al-‘Askari (d. c. 400/1010), Lisan al-‘arab by Ibn Manzir (d. 711/1311), and K. al-
Ta‘rifat by ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Jurjani (d. 816/1413), huzn is defined as grief (asaf)
dealing with real things and especially what has passed (ma fata)—i.e., unpleasant
events that have happened—or on account of an object of love that has gone away.
It is an endurable emotion located in the heart (fu’ad); it is more intense than hamm
(often translated as “affliction”) and an intensification (takathuf) of ghamm (also
“grief” or “distress”).® Finally, a glimpse into other nuances of the semantic root
h-z-n might give us further insight: huzn designates “roughness,” denoting a hard

2. Does huzn correspond to one of the six basic emotional states of humanity suggested by Ekman (i.e., anger, disgust,
fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise)? See Paul Ekman, Emotion in the Human Face (Los Altos, California: Malor Books, 2013).
There is no academic agreement upon the definition of our object of study (i.e., emotion, and specifically “grief”) and the
history of emotions in Islamic scholarship is still much undeveloped. See the recent contribution to the field by Julia Bray
and Helen Blatherwick, eds., “Arabic Emotions: From the Qur’an to the Popular Epic,” Cultural History 8, no. 2 (2019). Here we
rely on Bauer’s “tentative working definition of emotion,” which she applies to the Quranic text: “An emotion is a feeling,
universal in nature, but which has learned elements that affect its expression, the triggers for it, and the meanings attributed
to it. Despite these cognitive elements, an emotion is not the result of a rational process of thinking, and often involves
a physiological response. Emotions are a means of social communication, and as such they are related to language and
structures of social power.” Karen Bauer, “Emotion in the Qur’an: An Overview,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 19, no. 2 (2017): 1-30.

3. In his thought-provoking working paper, Paul Heck makes some exploratory remarks on sadness (huzn, but also ghamm
and hamm) in Classical Islam. In particular, he identifies a Stoic and a Neo-Platonic trend, while arguing that an Aristotelian
trend might be identified in further research. As we shall expose, sadness as a virtuous emotion might be close to Heck’s
“Aristotelian-Islamic” sadness “as something to be discerned for the insight it offers into the life of virtue, thus acting
as a step [. . .] towards the face of God.” See Paul Heck, “Sadness in Classical Islam: Its relation to the Goals of Religion,” in
Emotions Across Cultures Working Papers, proceedings of a workshop held in February 2014 at NYU Abu Dhabi. Consulted online
21 February 2020. https://archive.nyu.edu/bitstream/2451/34037/2/Heck.Emotions.NYUAD%281%29.pdf. On sadness in
Persian literature, see Sylwia Surdykowska, “The Idea of Sadness. The Richness of Persian Experiences and Expressions,”
Rocznik Orientalistyczny 68, no. 2 (2014): 68-80.

4. 1In the genre “Manuals on the etiquette of [Quranic] recitation” (adab al-tilawa), huzn is considered a recitation
technique concurring in creating a whole religious and aesthetic experience. See Michael Sells, Approaching the Qur’an: The
Early Revelations (Ashland: White Cloud Press, 1999), 28, and Kristina Nelson, The Art of Reciting the Qur'an (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1985). Compare it with Tala Jarjour, Sense and Sadness: Syriac Chant in Aleppo (New York: Oxford University Press,
2018). Huzn in music augments the worshippers’ desire of God and their devotion, as we read in Ikhwan al-Safa, Epistles of
the Brethren of Purity. On Music: an Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation of Epistle 5, ed. and trans. Owen Wright (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2010).

5. We are especially referring to buka’ (weeping practices), a topic that received much more scholarly attention in Islamic
studies. See, for instance, William Chittick, “Weeping in Classical Sufism,” in Holy Tears: Weeping in the Religious Imagination, ed.
Kimberley Christine Patton and John Stratton Hawley (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 132-144; Linda G. Jones,
“‘He Cried and He Made Others Cry”: Crying as a Sign of Pietistic Authenticity or Deception in Medieval Islamic Preaching,” in
Crying in the Middle Ages: Tears of History, ed. Elina Gertsman (London: Routledge, 2012), 102-135.

6. Louis Massignon, Opera Minora II, ed. Youakim Moubarac (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1969), 540 ff.

7. See Doha Historical Dictionary of Arabic, s.v. “huzn”, date accessed October 4, 2019, https://www.dohadictionary.org/#/
dictionary/BRE .

8. See the entries on huzn, hamm, and ghamm in Abi Hilal al-‘Askari, al-Furiq al-lughawiyya, ed. Muhammad Ibrahim Salim
(Cairo: Dar al-Ilm wa-1-Thaqafa, 1997); Ibn Manzir, Lisdn al-‘arab, ed. “A. ‘A. al-Kabir, M. A. Hasaballah, and H. M. al-Shadhili
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1985); ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Sharif al-Jurjani, K. al-Ta%rifat, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahman Mar‘ashli
(Beirut: Dar al-Nafa’is, 2003).
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ground, rugged mountains, a rough spirit or creation—in this case, the opposite of
“plain,” “flat,” “smooth” (sahl). As Stephan Guth points out, it is difficult to establish
the (causal?) relationship between the sides of this double, two-fold value of the
Arabic root of huzn as “rough ground” and “to be(come) sad.” Nevertheless, if huzn
originally designated distress caused by a rocky terrain, then Arabic would be the
only Semitic language to have preserved this primary value.’

Quranic huzn

Moving on from this etymological prelude and from late lexicographical
definitions in “classical” lexicographical references, it is based on the Quranic
text that the majority of Islamic concepts like huzn take shape. As Karen Bauer
puts it, it is Revelation (wahy) that moulds a new community of believers through
new emotional ties and plots woven into its basic eschatological message.’® The
root h-z-n is mentioned forty-two times in the Quran, in three derived forms and
thirty-five times in a negative form (la tahzan/u)."* This leads Bauer to conclude that
“the main message about grief in the Quran is that one should not grieve, because
God relieves grief,”'? taking as an example the stories of Maryam, Ya‘quib, and Umm
Misa. On the other hand, the nuanced conclusions of Mahshid Turner’s The Muslim
Theology of Huzn shed a more positive light on our emotion.”* Notably, her Izutsian
approach'highlights the strong relational meaning between huzn and khawf (paired
seventeen times in the Quran). Thus, Quranic huzn is predominately portrayed as
an undesirable emotional state that the believer should obviate. In fact, the true
believer should not dwell and cannot actually dwell in it if he possesses faith (iman),
especially in Divine decree (gadar). The Quranic formula “do not grieve,” mainly
directed by God to the believer, is indeed prevalent, and God is never explicitly said
to give grief, while He is often said to relieve believers of it.”* By contrast, secret
conversations (najwa) originating from Satan, grieve the believers (Q 58:10). Surely,
as Turner underlines, huzn felt in trials or huzn as a tool for guidance—especially
in Prophetic narrations—might lead to positive outcomes. However, Quranic huzn
remains ontologically “rough,” undoubtedly linked with loss, being instrumental to
higher spiritual achievements.!°

9. Stephan Guth, “Arab(ic) Emotions - Back to the Roots,” in Reading Slowly: A Festschrift in Honour of Jens Braarvig, ed. Lutz
Edzard, Jens W. Borgland, and Ute Hiisken (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2018), 199-219.

10. Bauer, “Emotion in the Qur’an: An Overview,” 10.

11. See the entry on huzn in the Dictionary of Quranic Usage, ed. Elsaid Muhammad Badawi and Muhammad Abdel Haleem
(Leiden: Brill, 2008). Consulted online on 04 November 2019. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1875-3922_dqu_SIM_000415.

12. Bauer, “Emotion in the Qur’an: An Overview,” 24.

13. Mahshid Turner, The Muslim Theology of Huzn: Sorrow Unravelled (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2018).

14. A method of semantic analysis first utilized by Toshihiko Izutsu (d. 1993) that approaches the terms and concepts
of the Quran as they stand in relation to each other to define the semantic boundaries of these terms through an internal
analysis of the text itself. Such analysis aims at mapping out the ethical and ontological worldview of the Quran. See Atif
Khalil, Repentance and the Return to God: Tawba in Early Sufism (Albany: University of New York Press, 2018), 23 ff.

15. As Lane notes, following the comment of al-Raghib al-Isfahani (fl. before 409/1018) in his al-Mufradat fi gharib al-
Qur’an, the imperative la tahzan/la tahzani does not actually denote a prohibition of becoming sad since sadness does not
come by the will of man (ikthiydr). It must be interpreted as: “do not acquire (ma yarith al-huzn wa-iktisabuhu) sadness.”
However, Lane himself notes that this is “not in every case admissible.” Edward William Lane and Stanley Lane-Poole, An
Arabic-English Lexicon (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1968), 562.

16. The bibliography on the subject, although not vast, is surely more extensive. See, for instance, Nadir Nimr Wadj, al-
Farah wa-I-huzn fi daw’ al-Qur’an al-karim wa-l-sunna al-nabawiyya (Damascus: Dar al-Mugtabas, 2018).
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Huzn in Canonical Hadiths

If huzn has a role in Prophetic narrations as well, how did the Prophet deal with
it?"” Limiting our analysis to the canonical hadith corpus—i.e., al-kutub al-sitta—
we may safely conclude that the value of huzn as an emotional state does not
essentially diverge from the Quranic use: huzn is an exquisitely inner emotional
state®® largely associated with death," satanic inspirations,” sins, and hellfire—
i.e., the place of huzn ila huzn.** Moreover, hadith sources indicate that huzn is an
undesirable emotional state from which the Prophet himself sought refuge.? Thus,
true believers and friends of God do not grieve.”® However, a positive connotation of
huzn timidly emerges from the hadith corpus: nothing is purposeless or unavailing
in God’s creation, and huzn is no exception. Although ontologically negative, it
leads to positive outcomes; it strengthens the believer’s patience and it provokes
God’s mercy, “purifying” the believer: “A believer is never stricken with huzn unless
God will expiate his sins as the leaves of a tree fall.”*

Huzn in zuhd Works from the 27¢/8% and 34/9* Centuries

Building on this scriptural understanding, we may now proceed to investigate
huzn through the vastness of early zuhd literature,” an essential transition point
between the first/seventh century (the milieu of Revelation) and the development

17. As done with the Quranic text, we only consider the mentions of the root h - z - n and not any other root denoting
grief in the hadith corpus.

18. In the hadith corpus, huzn is definitively portrayed as an internal emotion (felt at the level of the heart) although
sometimes this internal grief is externalized, being visible on the face (see, for instance, al-Bukhari 1299). On this internal/
external relationship, Juynboll affirms that “for every point of view expressed in the debate traditions could be adduced,
from harsh Prophetic commands to contain oneself to the Prophet openly weeping [. . .] In the final analysis, restraining
oneself and keeping grief hidden is the preferred conduct.” G. H. A Juynboll, Encyclopedia of Canonical Hadith (Leiden: Brill,
2007), 135.

19. Muhammad shed tears and his heart was grieved for the loss of his son Ibrahim (al-Bukhari 1303) on the deathbed
of his companion Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada (al-Bukhari 1304) and for the deaths of Zayd b. Haritha, Ja‘far b. Abi Talib and ‘Abd Allah b.
Rawaha (Abt Dawiid 3116-3122); he also grieved after the death of Waraqa b. Nawfal, when the Divine Inspiration weakened
(al-Bukhari 4953). Finally, Muhammad’s saddest appearance occurs after the death of the qurr@ (al-Bukhari 1300). The
Prophet is not the only one to grieve: some hadiths report Anas b. Malik’s intense grief (shiddat al-huzn) over those who had
been killed in the Battle of al-Harra (al-Bukhari 4906); the companions of the Prophet were overwhelmed with grief and
distress on his return from al-Hudaybiyya (Muslim 1786); and Fatima’s huzn is also mentioned (Ibn Maja 1689). Generally
speaking, huzn is predominantly present in the chapters on funerals (K. al-Jan@’iz) of the hadith corpus, but it can also be
traced to sections on food, drink, and medicine: for instance, the gruel known as talbina gives comfort to the aggrieved heart
and it lessens grief (al-Bukhari 5417).

20. Muslim 2263.

21. Al-Tirmidhi 2383.

22. A common narrative on huzn is presented in variatio on the following hadith directly attributed to the Prophet:
“0 God! I seek refuge in You from affliction (hamm) and grief (hazan), from incapacity and laziness, from cowardice and
miserliness, from being heavily in debt and from being overpowered by (other) men.” See, for instance, al-Nasa’ 5449.

23. Numerous hadiths evoke the Quranic passages that urge one not to grieve (Ia tahzan/i1): Muhammad comforts Ab
Bakr, telling him not to grieve, although pagans were pursuing them; and the believer should not dwell in huzn if God is
with Him (al-Bukhari 3652). Among the 1a tahzan/ii passages, the most quoted is Q 10:62, on the friends of God (awliya’ Allah),
followed by Muhammad’s explanation that these awliya’ will be envied by prophets and martyrs on the day of the resurrection
and they will not grieve when [other] people will grieve” (Abit Dawiid 3527). This passage receives much attention in ascetic
and Sufi literature, both for its subject (the awliya@’) and its eschatological value.

24. Al-Bukhari 5647.

25. Obviously, the hadith corpus previously analyzed partially overlaps with sayings traceable in zuhd literature.
However, we prefer to present the zuhd literature after the hadith corpus, given the preeminent legal and moral authority
of the latter. On the concept of zuhd, see Leah Kinberg, “What is Meant by Zuhd?” Studia Islamica 61 (1985): 27-44. On the
relationship between “pietism” and “hadith literature,” see Stephen R. Burge, “The ‘hadit literature’: What is it and where is
it?” Arabica 65 (2018): 64-83; Lahcen Daaif, “Dévots et renongants: L'autre categorie de forgeurs de Hadiths,” Arabica 57 (2010):
201-250; Christopher Melchert, “The Piety of the Hadith Folk,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 34 (2002): 425-439.
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of later Sufi doctrines.?® Our analysis takes into consideration zuhd works of the
second/eighth century by ‘Abd Allah b. al-Mubarak (d. 181/797), Mu‘afa b. ‘Imran
al-Mawsili (d. ca. 185/801 or 204/819) and Waki‘b. al-Jarrah (d. 197/812)% as well as
works from the third/ninth century by Abt Bakr b. Abi Shayba (d. 235/849), Ahmad
b. Hanbal (d. 241/855),”® and Hannad b. al-Sari b. Mus‘ab (d. 243/857).2 What does
this zuhd literature tell us about huzn?*

First, huzn is differently represented in these works:*' some authors reserve an
entire chapter or section for it, like Ibn Mubarak’s Bab al-buka’ wa-l-huzn in what is
deemed to be the earliest extant zuhd work, the K. al-Zuhd wa-l-raqd’iq, or like Waki“s
al-Huzn wa-fadluhu in his K. al-Zuhd, while other writers treat it less systematically.

Second, huzn, as with all other aspects in this literature, should be read in
light of the dunyd/akhira dichotomy: sadness of/for this world and sadness of/for
the hereafter are incompatible (la ajma‘)** and inversely proportional.®> On one
hand, this world, with its passions (shahawat) and its inhabitants,* is a source of
sorrow.” Thus, the true believer cannot but be in this world in prolonged grief and
reflection®® (we note here the strict relationship between tafakkur and huzn).*” On
the other hand, God may reward huzn (like Ya‘qaib, whose grief earned him a reward

26. Zuhhad and nussak of the second century are widely regarded as forebears of the Sufis of the later third century. See
Christopher Melchert, “Asceticism,” in EI3, ed. Kate Fleet, Gudrun Krdmer, Denis Matringe, John Nawas, and Everett Rowson.
Consulted online on 04 November 2019 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_0022. In fact, authors of zuhd works
entrust to us a multitude of sayings on huzn which will later become the “building blocks of the later Sufi tradition.” See
Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 21.

27. ‘Abd Allah b. al-Mubarak, al-Zuhd wa-l-raqa’iq, ed. Ahmad Farid (Riyadh: Dar al-Mi‘r3j al-Dawliyya, 1995) Abii Mas‘ad
Mu‘afa b. ‘Imran al-Mawsili, K. al-Zuhd, ed. ‘Amir Hasan Sabri (Beirut: Dar al-Bash@’ir al-Islamiyya, 1991); Waki® b. al-Jarrah,
K. al-Zuhd, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Faryawa’i (Medina: Maktabat al-Dar, 1984).

28. Or by Ahmad b. Hanbal’s school, as suggested in Christopher Melchert, “Ahmad ibn Hanbal’s Book of Renunciation,”
Der Islam 85 (2008): 349-353.

29. AbiiBakr ‘Abd Allah b. Abi Shayba, al-Musannaf, vol. 12, K. al-Zuhd, ed. Usama b. Ibrahim b. Muhammad Abit Muhammad
(Cairo: al-Fariiq al-Haditha li-]-Taba‘a wa-1-Nashr, 2007); Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Hanbal, K. al-Zuhd, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd
al-Salam al-Shahin (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1999); Hannad b. al-Sari al-Kiifi, K. al-Zuhd, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Abd
al-Jabbar al-Faryawa’i (Kuwait: Dar al-Khulafa> li-1-Kitab al-Islami, 1985).

30. Given the vast bibliography, the treatment of huzn in zuhd works by itself would require an independent study that
could also take into consideration later texts where huzn is quoted with different intensity. For instance, huzn is barely quoted
in K. al-Zuhd by al-Husayn b. Sa‘id al-Ahwazi (d. 301/913); in Zuhd al-thamaniya min al-tabi‘in, attributed to ‘Alqgama b. Marthad
(d. 120/737-738) following Ibn Abi Hatim al-Razi’s (d. 327/938) version; and in al-Fawa@’id wa-l-zuhd wa-l-raqa’iq wa-l-marathi
by Jafar al-Khuldi (d. 348/959). On the other hand, it is abundantly quoted in Kitab fihi ma‘na l-zuhd wa-I-magqalat wa-sifat al-
zahidin by Ibn al-A‘rabi (d. 340/951) and in K. al-Zuhd al-kabir by Abti Bakr al-Bayhaq (d. 458/1066).

31. Huzn is not omnipresent in all minor zuhd works of the third/ninth century. It is absent, for instance, in Asad b. Miisa’s
(d. 212/827) K. al-Zuhd, in the K. al-Zuhd within the Sahih of Muslim (d. 261/875), and in al-Marriidht’s (also, al-Marwazi; d.
275/888) al-Wara‘, where huzn is only reported once, quoting Q 9:40.

32. Mu‘afan. 135.

33. For instance, Malik b. Dinar (d. around 127/744-5 or 130/747-8) affirms: “As much as you grieve for this world, your
concern for the hereafter will leave your heart and as much as you grieve for the hereafter, the concern for this world will
leave your heart,” (Ibn Hanbal n. 1864).

34. For instance, Abii al-Darda> (d. early 30s/650s?) stresses the detachment from people and from one’s own nafs to avoid
sorrow (Ibn Abi Shayba n. 36647); similar sayings can also be traced in Ibn Hanbal (Ibn Hanbal n. 713-772) and in Ibn al-Sari
(Ibn al-Sari n. 599).

35. Remembrance of death (dhikr al-mawt) (Ibn al-Mubarak n. 260-266) is associated with a positive huzn that does not
corrupt the heart, while even a short moment of worldly lust might bring long sorrows (Ibn al-Mubarak n. 290 and 850; Ibn
al-Sari n. 499). Prophets, too, developed this idea. For instance, Muhammad is reported to have said: “Indeed, renunciation
in this world relieves the heart and the body. Indeed, desire of/in this world prolongs affliction and sadness,” (Ibn Hanbal n.
51), while Tsa, depicted as a sorrowing traveler in such zuhd works, is reported to have commented on Q 10:62, stating that
the friends of God grieve instead of rejoicing from what they gain from this world (Ibn Hanbal n. 339).

36. Abia Misa al-Ashari (d. ca. 48/668) affirms that from this world only comes huzn and fitna. (Ibn al-Jarrah n. 66).
Similarly, al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728) affirms that the believer does not feel anything but sadness in this world (Ibn al-
Mubarak n. 123). Al-Hasan himself later states that humble hearts do not grieve because they don’t attach importance to this
world nor to its people (Ibn al-Mubarak n. 397).

37. See Ibn Mubarak, n. 209. Also Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 161/778) affirms that reflection (tafakkur) on this world leads to
sorrow and that “sadness is to the extent of one’s foresight,”—i.e., on this world (Ibn al-Mubarak n. 128-167).
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equal to that of one hundred martyrs)®® or, at least, He can relieve it (as in the case
of Tbrahim, whose sorrow for being the only worshipper on earth was relieved).*®
Moreover, huzn has different positive outcomes: it prevents the corruption of the
heart (Malik b. Dinar affirms: “A heart without sorrow is like a ruined house”)* and
it augments virtuous action (“Affliction and grief augment good deeds while sin
and ingratitude augment bad deeds”).* In another anecdote, abundance of huzn
is something to hope for. In a saying attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas (d. around 68/686-
8), sadness caused by trials is equal in virtue to joy brought on by blessings: the
first generates patience while the latter engenders gratitude.® Thus, in the zuhd
literature, huzn can be, at the same time, the best devotion to God or the sign of
doubt in one’s faith, a hellish punishment and an increaser of good deeds. Where
does this ambiguity come from? It is caused by the direction of huzn—i.e., the
ultimate locus of our sadness. Thus, as stated by Ibrahim b. Adham (d. 161/777-8),
the same exact emotional state of huzn can be counted for us (land) or against us
(‘alayna), depending on where we want to direct it, on the intentionality towards
the focus of the emotion.*

Third, in regard to the topic of huzn, one cannot ignore the impact of al-Hasan
al-Basri, who later became the most influential prototype of the grieving ascetic,
“honoring spiritual sorrow.”* He is often described as being of long and constant
sorrow (atwal al-huzn). He famously said, “The believer should wake up and retire
for the night overtaken by sorrow,” and “God was never better worshiped than by
constant sorrow.”*” Al-Hasan al-Basri’s teachings have been constantly reported in
the vast majority of zuhd works, definitively shaping a more positive perspective
on huzn as a major characteristic of the true believer and the best act of worship
(afdal al-‘ibada).”® His overwhelming presence may bias our understanding of the
importance of huzn for other contemporary zuhhad, causing us to overemphasize
the role of this concept in Islamic piety.” However, we can safely affirm that

38. Ibn Abi Shayba n. 35293.

39. Ibn Abi Shayba n. 36341.

40. “A heart (qalb) in which there is no sorrow (huzn) is like a ruined house (bayt kharib),” (Ibn Abi Shayba n. 36684).
Similarly, we read in Ibn Hanbal: “A heart without sorrow is like an abandoned house: it will go to ruin,” (Ibn Hanbal n. 1870).

41. Ibn Hanbal n. 932, attributed to Mansiir b. Zadhan (d. between 127/745 and 129/747).

42. Ibn Hanbal n. 1757.

43. Ibn Abi Shayba n. 35798.

44. Tbn Abi al-Dunya, K. al-Hamm wa-I-huzn, ed. Majdi Fathi al-Sayyid (Dar al-Salam, 1991), n. 31. On this double-entendre,
see Heck, “Sadness in Classical Islam: Its relation to the Goals of Religion,” 6.

45. The sorrowful pietism of al-Hasan al-Basri is well known. However, as Suleiman Ali Mourad states, we must consider
with caution his sayings, sermons, and anecdotes, bearing in mind the crucial role that the perceived reputation, image,
words, and practices of al-Hasan played in the later development of Islamic thought (an observation that applies to most of
the early ascetic figures that were later incorporated in a predominant Sufi narrative). See Suleiman Ali Mourad, Early Islam
Between Myth and History: al-Hasan al-Basi (d. 110H/728CE) and the Formation of His Legacy in Classical Islamic Scholarship (Leiden:
Brill, 2006). For a general overview, see Mun‘im Sirry, “Pious Muslims in the Making: A Closer Look at Narratives of Ascetic
Conversion,” Arabica 57 (2010): 437-454.

46. Ibn al-Mubarak n. 278 and 989.

47. Ibn al-Mubarak n. 126.

48. Massignon theorized that the spiritual weeping in Basra was connected doctrinally to al-Hasan al-Basri’s shaping of
the concept of grief. See Louis Massignon, Essai sur les origines du lexique technique de la mystique musulmane (Paris: Librairie
Philosophique J. Vrin, 1968), 114. In fact, other ascetics of Basra are similarly described: the mu‘tazilite ‘Amr b. ‘Ubayd (d.
ca. 144/761), disciple of al-Hasan al-Basri, “embodied huzn.” See Ibn al-Murtada’s description in Osman Aydinli, “Ascetic and
Devotional Elements in the Mu‘tazilite Tradition: The Sufi Mu‘tazilites.” The Muslim World 97, no. 2 (2007): 174-189.

49. Feryal Salem stresses the hadith traditions on smiling and interacting with a cheerful face as a form of charity towards
other fellow believers, reporting four sayings that wish to counterbalance an exaggerated sorrowful portray of the early
Muslim community. In particular, these sayings would reflect the composure of the Prophet rather than his sadness. Salem,
The Emergence of Early Sufi Piety and Sunni Scholasticism: ‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak and the Formation of Sunni Identity in the Second
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sadness is indeed predominant in zuhd works and enjoys more attention, value,
and virtue than its opposites—i.e., joy and happiness and their possible external
manifestations, laughing and smiling. A renowned saying attributed to the Prophet
should suffice: “Indeed, God dislikes joyful people; indeed, God dislikes cheerful
people; indeed, God detests all overweight people and He dislikes the people who
eat opulent food; indeed, God loves all sorrowful hearts.”*

Lastly, huzn in zuhd literature calls for empathy, following the idea that the
believer’s emotion should mirror the emotions of other believers.”* Such an idea
evokes the important role of shared/sympathetic emotions in forming (religious)
communities, an idea that will accompany huzn throughout Sufi sources.*

Before concluding our investigation of zuhd literature, we add to this variegated
corpus the K. al-Hamm wa-I-huzn by the Baghdadi adib, traditionist, and musannif
Tbn Abi al-Dunya (d. 281/894), who chronologically follows the texts analyzed
thus far and to whom we owe the most systematic and important collection of
sayings (one hundred seventy-nine) on hamm and huzn in the first two centuries
and a half of Islam. The work aims to cover every Islamic personality related to or
reporting on huzn, from the prophets (Muhammad—who himself is described as
being in constant sorrow and everlasting reflection®*—Adam, Ya‘qiib, Dawtd, ‘s,
and Misa) up to Ibn Abi al-Dunya’s contemporaries. Beyond the well-established
huzn-farah/dunya-akhira dichotomy, the positive portrayal of sadness and its
virtues is clear and well supported both by teachings and living examples® (for
instance, pious people enduring the sorrow of all creatures—i.e., huzn al-khalg).”’
It is beneficial for the person who prays;* it leads to reflection and self-control,”

Islamic Century (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 112-121. Indeed, balance, appropriateness and moderation are often quoted as personal
traits of Muhammad. However, in the case of emotion, it is worth noting that the Prophet’s attitude to smiling is opposed
to overtly laughing, which is mostly considered inappropriate throughout the zuhd works analyzed here, and no virtues are
indicated for either of the two. Moreover, one who feels empathy with other believers, as we shall see, is not only restricted
to joy or cheerfulness, but also contemplates emphatic sadness and communal weeping too (Ibn al-Mubarak n. 662).

50. Mu‘afa n. 186.

51. Al-Hasan states that the believer is a mirror (mir’at) for other believers. Thus he rejoices when another believer
rejoices, and he grieves when the other believer grieves (Ibn al-Mubarak n. 662).

52. How did emotional ties shape ascetic and Sufi communities? Does huzn create, for instance, a feeling of mutual
belonging? Could an inner emotional state such as huzn be shared and acquire a “communal value”? Or are communal ties
inevitably linked with or proved by external manifestations, as in the case of the bakka’iin? More research on “Sufi emotions”
is needed, as Arin Shawkat Salamah-Qudsi states: “recent scholarship into early Sufism lacks attempts to reveal some of the
hidden facets of early Sufis’ everyday lives, their emotions, concerns, interpersonal relationships, and conflicts.” See Arin
Shawkat Salamah-Qudsi, Sufism and Early Islamic Piety: Personal and Communal Dynamics (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2019).

53. Ibn Abi al-Dunya, K. al-Hamm wa-l-huzn, ed. Majdi Fathi al-Sayyid (Dar al-Salam, 1991). Ibn Abi al-Dunya is also the
author of a K. al-Zuhd and K. al-I‘tibar wa-a‘qab al-suriir wa-l-ahzan. Many of the sayings reported in these works overlap with
the ones in K. al-Hamm wa-l-huzn, and the majority of dicta concerning huzn elaborates on the dunyd/akhira dichotomy.

54, “The Prophet of God was continuously in sorrow, in everlasting reflection, without rest (raha), in long silence, and
he would not talk unless needed,” (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 1). In the second saying, Muhammad affirms: “Indeed God loves all
sorrowful hearts,” (Ibn Abi al-Dunya, n. 2). Thirdly, ‘A’isha reports that the Prophet said: “If the sins of the servant increase,
and he does not have a way to expiate them, God gives him the trial of sorrow in order to expiate them,” (Ibn Abi al-Dunya
n. 3). It is interesting, here, to note how the concepts of tafakkur and tawba closely relate to huzn, which seems to be a
precondition for both actions.

55. Ibn Abi al-Dunyan. 9, 33, 59, 62, 83, 84, 91, 92, 121, 129, 135, 138, 165.

56. A large number of sayings depict sorrowful people as models of imitation (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 34, 52, 53, 76, 110, 125-
128, 139-147). On the importance of ascetics and proto-Sufis’ ethos as a criterion for recognition, reliability, and influence,
see Feryal Salem, The Emergence of Early Sufi Piety and Sunni Scholasticism.

57. Onthe sorrow of (all) creatures, see Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 41, 43, 132. In his work, we encounter all the previous sayings
of al-Hasan al-Basri and new anecdotes often further exaggerating his sadness (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 21, 22, 35-37, 42, 45, 93,
171, 175).

58. In fact, invocations (al-du‘@) of the sad person are answered (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 16).

59. Sorrow is the luminosity (jala’) of hearts that facilitates the believer’s reflection and it brings cautiousness and self-
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and to proximity with God;® and it is propaedeutic both for good deeds (increasing
them) and for bad (facilitating forgiveness and regret).!

The idea of sadness as an amplifier of good deeds is often expressed by a
suggestive metaphor: sorrow as fertilization. An early saying runs: “Prolonged
sorrow in this world is fertilization (talgih) for good deeds.”®* Similarly, Malik b.
Dinar states: “For everything there is a seed (lagah), and indeed this sorrow is a seed
of good deeds.”®

Finally, huzn represents a primary, cathartic drive: it ripens the nafs, polishes the
heart, and elevates the believer,* as in the words of Bishr b. al-Harith (d. 227/841
or 842): “Sadness is a king that only inhabits a purified heart, and it is the first level
(daraja) of the hereafter.”® Being so positive, it is no surprise that a servant like
Fudayl b. ‘Iyad (d. 187/803) is reported to have advised others to actively request
it.ee

Huzn: From Proto-Sufism to Classical Manuals

In this last section, we explore proto-Sufi and Sufi literature’s treatment of huzn.
Fatemeh Lajevardi, in her Encyclopedia Islamica entry on bukd’, affirms that “from
the very beginning, Sufi authors, or authors with Sufi inclinations, have always
paid particular attention in their writings to the subjects of fear (khawf), sadness
(huzn), and weeping (buka’).”"” However, while both khawf and buka’ have entries
in the Encyclopedia of Islam, huzn does not, although it appears in various manuals
of Sufism and is the subject of numerous falsafa treatises.®® Indeed, from the

control (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 19 and 76).

60. Huzn brings the believer closer to God and, thus, one must not lament for sorrow, but for too little sorrow (Ibn Abi
al-Dunya n. 55, 56, 106).

61. Good deeds: Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 17, 18, 23; bad deeds: Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 28, 30, 81. Ibn Abi al-Dunya also approaches
huzn “medically”: Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 68-71, 97-101. He also reports sayings on the well-established relationship between
huzn and the recitation of the Quran: Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 87, 137, 151-154.

62. Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 167. In later works, this saying is often attributed to al-Hasan al-Basri.

63. Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 33.

64. See also: “Nothing polishes hearts as much as sadness (huzn), nothing enflames them more than the dhikr” (Ibn Abi
al-Dunya n. 50). Similarly, God reveals to Miisa that hamm and ghamm clean the heart (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 131). Dreams
(manam) play an important role in establishing such virtue (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 38, 40). Eventually, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Awza‘t
(d. 157/774) affirms that sorrowful people reach the second highest degree (of closeness to God? Of devotion?), right behind
the first, which pertains to the ‘ulama@ (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 161).

65. Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 162

66. Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 159. The day Fudayl b. ‘Iyad died, it was said: “Today sorrow left the Earth,” (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n.
149). Importantly, huzn cannot be separated from other emotional states or attitudes (tawba, tafakkur, buka’) nor from other
believers’ emotional states in a sort of common emotional tie. Although huzn and buka’ are obviously intertwined and often
quoted together, it is important to emphasize that this relationship is not unavoidable. Buka’ is certainly the most common
externalization of huzn (Ibn AbI al-Dunya n. 78). However, as an external phenomenon, it is not easily interpreted and can
acquire different meanings and values. Al-Hasan differentiates between weeping of the eyes and weeping of the heart,
preferring the latter (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 123). Weeping out of sadness is sweet, while weeping out of fear is bitter (Ibn Abi
al-Dunya n. 74). Weeping is said to bring solace and to dissipate huzn (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 73, 77), although concealing sadness
in one’s heart is more important (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 65, 66). Interestingly, we might suggest that sadness, especially when
externalized, seems to hold a “community character.” Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna (d. 107/725) states: “If a person in this umma who
is overcome with sadness weeps, God Almighty will pardon the entire umma because of his tears.” (Ibn Abi al-Dunya n. 76).

67. Fatemeh Lajevardi and Mukhtar H. Ali, “Buk@,” in Encyclopaedia Islamica, ed. Wilferd Madelung and Farhad Daftary.
Consulted online on 04 November 2019 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1875-9831_isla_SIM_05000019.

68. As we shall analyze the finely “psychological” approach of proto-Sufis and Sufis, we at least mention that, especially
from the third/ninth century, the topic of huzn also received a remarkable amount of attention in the field of falsafa. Above
all, al-Kindi’s (d. ca. 256/873) Risala fi-I-hila li-daft al-ahzan, the earliest Arabic text in the consolatio genre, deeply influenced
later authors in its treatment of huzn, such as Abti Zayd al-Balkhi (d. 322/934), Abu Bakr al-Razi (d. 313/925 or 323/935), and
Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037).
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teachings on sadness of the proto-Sufi Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (ca d. 185/801) in the
second/eighth century until Said Nirsi’s (d. 1379/1960) “theology of huzn” in the
thirteenth/twentieth century, huzn permeates Sufi teachings.®

A short time before Ibn Abi al-Dunya wrote his work on huzn, another master
and precursor of the Classical Sufis™ was exploring the richness of the human
soul, carrying reflections on huzn from a zuhd-centered to a more Sufi-centered
perspective. We are referring to Abi ‘Abd Allah al-Harith al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857),
who noticeably was influenced by al-Hasan al-Basri’s teachings. In two of his
works, in particular,”* Adab al-nufis and K. al-Qasd wa-l-ruji‘ ila Allah, he frequently
provides advice on how to obtain sadness, and he delineates its defining features
and spiritual benefits (especially in overcoming passion).”” As Picken observes,
“maintaining and inculcating grief into the nafs is a major goal in al-Muhasibi’s
system of purifying the soul from the negative quality of its appetites.””* For al-
Mubhasibi, the quality is an intrinsically valuable and necessary element for the full
flourishing and refinement of the soul. His insights into how to educate the nafs not
only help underscore the positive instrumental value of sadness, but also they are
echoed in later Sufi texts.”

Huzn in “Classical” Sufi Manuals

We conclude our investigation of huzn by focusing on teachings extrapolated
from fourth/tenth- and fifth/eleventh-century self-conscious normative Sufi
literature.” Although many of the sayings and anecdotes overlap, each of these
works lay a new “sediment of meaning” over huzn. Huzn is practically absent in the
two seminal works of Sufism: K. al-Luma‘ by al-Sarraj al-Tasi (d. 378/988) and K. al-
Ta‘arruf by al-Kalabadhi (d. 380/990 or 384/994).¢ Nevertheless, in the same period,

69. Here are a few extemporary examples: Abl Ishaq Ibrahim b. ‘Abd Allzh b. al-Junayd al-Khuttali (d. 260/873 or
270/883) affirms that the pleasure of this worldly life consists in the dhikr and in the enjoyment of sadness (taladhdhudh
bi-l-huzn). See Bernd Radtke, Materialien zur alten islamischen Frémmigkeit (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 69. In his Tafsir, commenting on
Q 55:19, Sahl al-Tustari (d. 283/896) compares the human heart and soul to the sea, containing various gems among which
we find huzn (together with other important Sufi terms such as iman, ma‘rifa, tawhid, rida, mahabba, shawg, etc.). See Sahl b.
‘Abd Allah al-Tustari, Tafsir al-Tustari, ed. and trans. Annabel Keeler and Ali Keeler (Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2011), 216. For the
teachings of Rabi‘a, see Rkia Elaroui Cornell, Rabi‘a From Narrative to Myth: the Many Faces of Islam’s Most Famous Woman Saint,
Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (London: Oneworld, 2019); for Niirsi, see Turner, The Muslim Theology of Huzn: Sorrow Unravelled, 139 ff.

70. As Alexander Knysh states, he can safely be considered one of the major exponents of the mystical and ascetic
tradition that flourished in Baghdad in the second part of the third/ninth to the early fourth/tenth centuries, although he
never described himself as a Sufi. See Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History, 47-48.

71. Huzn can also be traced in other works. See Gavin N. Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam: The Life and Works of
al-Muhasibi (London: Routledge, 2014), 131.

72. Al-Harith b. Asad al-Muhasibi, Adab al-nufiis, ed. Majdi Fathi al-Sayyid (Cairo: Dar al-Salam, 1991), 126-127; al-Harith
b. Asad, al-Muhasibi, al-Wasdya - al-Qasd wa-I-ruji‘ ila Allah - Bad> man anaba ila Allah - Fahm al-salat - al-Tawahhum, ed. ‘Abd al-
Qadir Ahmad “Ata (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-“Ilmiyya, 1986), 302-304. Constant sorrow is propaedeutic; it educates and purifies
the soul, and contrasts with Iblis, who seeks the destruction of the believer’s heart. See al-Muhasibi, Adab al-nufiis, 49-51.
Huzn is nearly always coupled with hamm, and they both are associated with repentance (tawba), regret (nadama), vigilance
(tayagquz), and hunger (ji9), and it is said that it kills desires (raghba) and passions (shahawat). Al-Muhasibi often referred to
hunger as a similar purifier, a juxtaposition that can be later found in Abii Qasim al-Qushayri’s (d. 465/1072) Risala, where the
chapter on sadness is immediately followed by the chapter on hunger.

73. Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam: The Life and Works of al-Muhasibi, 179.

74. Al-Muhasibi sometimes refers to huzn as a magam. However, the division between ahwal and magamat is practically
absent in al-Muhasibi’s works. Later Sufi authors defined huzn as a magam (like al-Hujwiri, d. between 465/1072 and 469/1077)
or as a hal (like al-Qushayri).

75. Ahmet T. Karamustafa, Sufism the Formative Period (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 83 ff.

76. InK.al-Luma’, huzn appears in a description of the Prophet’s traits (akhldq), as we have already encountered in Ibn Abi
al-Dunya. See Abii Nasr Abal al-Sarrj, Kitab al-luma’ fi'l-tasawwuf, ed. Reynold Alleyne Nicholson (London: Luzac, 1914), 100.
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we find an extensive examination of huzn in Aba Talib al-Makki’s (d. ca. 386/996)
Qut al-qulab.” A possible reason for such a broad treatment is al-Makki’s intention
to show that Sufism started in Basra, the home of al-Hasan’s teachings on sorrow
that later influenced al-Makki himself.”®

Beyond the ‘classical’ zuhd association” and the exaggerated sadness of al-
Hasan al-Basri,® al-Makki noticeably recalls the necessity of sorrow for true
repentance (tawba) and its positive value when remembering someone’s sins.®' On
the other hand, huzn has a negative connotation if the believer is actually grieving
for temporary miseries or for what has passed, it being a sign of little faith and
a “veil of discontentment.”® Interestingly, in two of the many maxims attributed
to the Prophet, there is a clear stress on how to avoid sorrow, especially through
faith.® Thus, it is evident that the connotation of huzn in the whole compendium
ultimately depends on its function for the believer: it can be actively requested by
the servant in prayer and given by God,* representing a station (magam) or an effect
of other stations,® or on the contrary, it can be considered a sign of disobedience
and, even more, a crime for the gnostic (‘arif).*

Progressing into the fifth/eleventh century, both Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-
Sulami’s (d. 412/1021) Tabagat al-sifiyya” and AbiG Nu‘aym al-Isfahani’s (d.
430/1038) Hilyat al-awliya wa-tabaqgat al-asfiya® not only sum up all the facets of
huzn that we have previously encountered, but also standardize and canonize them,
defining Sufi archetypes. In both works, we trace the double value of huzn (laka and
‘alayka)® and we further note the predominant juxtaposition of huzn with khawf,

Similarly, huzn is barely quoted in the K. al-Ta‘arruf: the only significant appearance can be traced in al-Nari’s (d. 295/907)
description of ecstasy (wajd) as a flame that agitates (tadtarib) the body with delight (tarab) or sadness (huzn). Abt Bakr al-
Kalabadhi, K. al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, ed. Arthur John Arberry (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanjt, 1994), 82. The absence
of any relevant discussion of huzn in the K. al-Luma® and in the K. al-Ta‘arruf may also simply rest on the relative brevity of
these texts in relation to the Qut al-qulab, the latter of which is much closer to an all-embracing encyclopedia of Islamic
spirituality.

77. Aba Talib al-Makki, Qat al-qulab fi mu‘amalat al-mahbib wa-wasf tariq al-murid ila magam al-tawhid, ed. ‘Asim Ibrahim
al-Kayyali. 2 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2005).

78. Suleiman Ali Mourad, Early Islam Between Myth and History: al-Hasan al-Basri, 98.

79. Al-Makki 1:70, 1:316, 2:278.

80. See, for instance, the evolution of his sadness in al-Makki 1:381.

81. Al-Makki 1:325; 1:362; 2:43; 2:264. Huzn (and especially perpetual sadness - dawam al-huzn or al-huzn al-d@’im) is related
to nadam (al-Makki 1:303) for passions and sins (al-Makki 1:306), and to tawba (al-Makki 1:307 ff), and it is associated with
khawf and khushi® (al-Makki 1:401), hasra, ghamm and buka’ (al-Makki 1:392), and tafakkur and ishfdq (al-Makki 1:395).

82. Al-Makki 1:365.

83. Al-Makki 1:21, 1:198, 1:261, 2:66.

84. Al-Makki 1:24, 1:25, 1:314.

85. Al-Makki 2:101, 2:104.

86. Al-Makki 1:312, 2:54.

87. Abii ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami, Tabaqat al-siifiyya, ed. Mustafa ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyya, 1998).

88. Abil Nu‘aym, al-Isbahani, Hilyat al-awliya’ wa-tabaqat al-asfiya, 10 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1985).

89. Hatim al-Asamm (d. 237/851-2) elaborates on the previously reported teaching of Ibrahim b. Adham on the double
value of huzn (Abl Nu‘aym 8:77, 10:49, 10:159). Evidently, as in al-Makki, the same emotion acquires positive or negative
connotations depending on its subject. For instance, in Abli Nu‘aym, sorrow over sins (Abti Nu‘aym 1:324, 8:82) is extremely
encouraged (Abl Nu‘aym 5:62) and actively sought (AbG Nu‘aym 10:44) since it avoids corruption of the heart (Aba Nu‘aym
5:76) and brings proximity to God (Abli Nu‘aym 8:101) and repentance and refuge in God (Abli Nu‘aym 6:176). 1t is a
characteristic of the obedient servant (Abii Nu‘aym 6:94, 10:160) even the most devoted (Abii Nu‘aym 8:194). It is felt by those
who miss God (Abli Nu‘aym 10:95-97). It adds to the servant’s good deeds (Abl Nu‘aym 3:59), and there is consolation (Aba
Nu‘aym 6:51) and recompense (Abli Nu‘aym 4:47, 6:39, 6:56) to such positive sorrow. Therefore, it is better to be sorrowful
(Abii Nu‘aym 8:350), and Sufis grieve for not grieving enough (Abi Nu‘aym 7:286). In sum, this sorrow must be embraced, it
being the trade (sina‘a) of the Sufi (Abli Nu‘aym 1:23). On the other hand, there is a negative, more "ascetic-oriented” huzn
similar to the Quranic “do not grieve”: the believer should not grieve for worldly affairs (Abi Nu‘aym 2:325, 2:337, 3:129,
3:182, 3:232, 4:69, 3:239, 8:63, 9:266); for disgraces (Abli Nu‘aym 3:244); for his poverty (Abii Nu‘aym 4:257, 5:364-365, 8:68);
for worldly things he loves (Abli Nu‘aym 3:244, 4:61, 5:292), desires (Abl Nu‘aym 6:288) or needs (Abii Nu‘aym 3:134, 7:370);
for things that pass or that will come (Abti Nu‘aym 2:14). The zahid is indeed above these feelings (Abii Nu‘aym 8:34, 8:204)
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accordingly to an emotional plot traceable to the Quranic text: huzn is said to be
the sign of fear; a loss in sadness brings a loss in fear. Sari al-Saqgati (d. c. 251/865),
describing ten stations (magamat) of the fearful believer, indicates al-huzn al-lazim
as the first one.”

This last saying brings us to a second observation: in these works, huzn timidly
tries to find its place in Sufi wayfaring (sulik). For example, Bunan al-Hammal
(d. 316/928) states that huzn and hubb pertain to the magam in the second of the
seven heavens. Other Sufi sayings stress the interplay of huzn with other states
or stations, such as qabd, shukr, shawq, and jui¢, which will later find a more stable
standardization.”

For his part, AbQi Nu‘aym definitively canonizes another aspect of huzn that will
later prove influential: its relationship with buka’. Its evidently hagiographic
tone, its hyperbolic praises, and its focus on manifest, external pietism result in
an institutionalization of the sorrowful ascetic-Sufi,” often overlapping with the
profile of the bakka’in.”*

We finally turn to al-Risala al-Qushayriyya fi ‘ilm al-tasawwuf** by al-Qushayri,
among the most popular of Sufi manuals.” The powerful novelty of al-Qushayri’s
treatment of huzn lies both in content® and in form: content-wise, huzn is described
and canonized as a hal and one of the necessary attributes of the Sufi wayfarer,
“speeding” him towards God;” form-wise, al-Qushayri’s treatment of huzn is

and detached even from people (Abii Nu‘aym 6:345). To this world pertain long sorrows (Abl Nu‘aym 5:164, 6:172, 6:198,
6:267, 8:361), similar to Hell (Abli Nu‘aym 4:65, 4:215, 8:184). In sum, as Shaqiq al-Balkhi states, the zahid should rejoice at
being deprived of everything (Abli Nu‘aym 8:60). Sadness for such deprivation is something that God never taught them
(Abli Nu‘aym 5:4).

90. Al-Sulami n. 40 and 158; Abl Nu‘aym 8:207, 9:289 and 10:118.

91. On Bunan al-Hammal, see al-Sulami n. 255. On shawg, Dhil al-Ntn al-Misri (d. 245/859 or 248/862) affirms that
constant sorrow is one of the signs of burning desire for the Beloved (Abli Nu‘aym 9:342); on shukr, AblG Nu‘aym 6:158;
and on ji‘, Abli Nu‘aym 10:67 and al-Sulami n. 372. In this emotional plot, the elements that strengthen khawf and huzn are
tafakkur and tadhakkur (al-Sulami n. 61, 123 and 336). For the sake of completeness, the voice of al-Shibli on huzn seems to be
a discordant one, giving priority to joy rather than sorrow (al-Sulami n. 261).

92. Abi Nu‘aym definitively institutionalizes the sorrowful ascetic/Sufi. See, for instance, the description of ‘Utba al-
Ghulam’s (d. 167/783) sorrow, which is said to be “like the one of al-Hasan” (Abti Nu‘aym 6:226). The hagiographical purpose
brings many admirative descriptions for (exaggeratedly) grievous people (Abil Nu‘aym 1:85, 1:142, 2:131, 4:372, 6:165, 6:169,
6:236, 6:269, 7:84, 8:87, 10:118).

93. On the Bakka’in, see Abti Nu‘aym 1:102, 2:13, 2:13, 7:359, and 10:159. On huzn and buka’, see Abii Nu‘aym 2:375, 5:235,
5:113, 5:200, 6:167, 6:299, 6:302, 7:14, 9:327, and 10:295.

94. Abi al-Qasim al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmiid and Mahmid b. al-Sharif. 2 vols. (Cairo:
Dar al-Kutub al-Haditha, 1966).

95. Two other important early Sufi manuals of approximately the same period of al-Qushayri basically show the same
treatment of huzn of al-Sulami and al-Qushayri with few prior sayings and anecdotes. See Abti al-Hasan al-Sirjani, Sufism,
Black and White a Critical Edition of Kitab al-Bayad wa-I-Sawad of Abii al-Hasan al-Sirjani (d. ca. 470/1077), ed. Bilal Orfali and
Nada Saab (Leiden: Brill, 2012), and Abii-Khalaf al-Tabari, The Comfort of the Mystics: a Manual and Anthology of Early Sufism, ed.
Gerhard Béwering and Bilal Orfali (Leiden: Brill, 2013).

96. Al-Qushayri, in his Bab al-huzn, in addition to earlier sayings, quotes new dicta: Fudayl b. ‘lyad reports that pious
ancestors (salaf) said that constant sadness is the almsgiving (zakat) of the intellect (‘agl), a saying traceable in Shu‘ab al-
Iman by al-Bayhaqi (d. 458/1066); Ibn Khafif (d. 371/982) affirms that sadness prevents the nafs from increasing (nuhiid) vain
pleasure (tarab); Abti ‘Uthman al-Hiri (d. 298/910) reports that the sorrowful person has no time for asking about sadness;
therefore, he suggests: “seek sadness, then ask questions,” (al-Qushayri 1:267 ff). Sadness is mentioned not just in this
chapter, but also elsewhere: Ibn Khubayq (d. 200/815-16) states that one of the characteristics of the best kind of fear is the
one that fills you with sorrow over your omissions (al-Qushayri 1:72); al-TustarT underlines the importance of not showing
off grief (al-Qushayri 2:433); Abii Bakr al-Kattani (d. 322/934) recalls that tagwa inhabits the heart of every sorrowful person
(al-Qushayri 2:569); and, on his side, Abii Turab al-Nakhshabi (d. 245/859) indicates the light of contentment and enjoinment
of the coolness of compliance (muwafaqa) as two conditions that dispel sorrow (al-Qushayri 2:420).

97. Sorrow is also described as a mystical moment (waqt) and a mystical occurrence (warid). More importantly, al-
Qushayri identifies huzn as a state (hal) while in al-Hujwiri’s Kashf al-mahjiib, huzn is a station (magam) and specifically the
station of Dawiid. See ‘AlT b. ‘Uthman al-Jullabi al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-mahjab, ed. and trans. Reynold Alleyne Nicholson (Leiden:
Brill, 1911), 371. In this latter work, the treatment of huzn is less systematic and evidently less extensive than in the Risala.
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authoritative and systematic, and it will be highly impactful: he shows how Sufi
perspectives on huzn are well-grounded in the Quran and the Sunna, and he claims
and stresses the unanimous consensus of Sufis around huzn’s virtues, functions
and features.”® Thus, al-Qushayri’s Risala has proven to be a turning point for many
Sufi concepts, and sadness is no exception: huzn has acquired an official role in the
whole Sufi experience.”

Sediments of Sadness

To conclude our investigation, we move back to the etymological richness of huzn—
i.e., considering huzn as rugged ground (ard hazna or ard hazniyya) composed of
sediments of meaning. In describing this emotion, we have followed a chronological
line—i.e., from the Quranic text until the second half of the fifth/eleventh century.®
Textual evidence brings us to the conclusion that all the works analyzed here have
attempted to “make sense” of huzn, going beyond the Quranic major consolatio
theme. Surely, the believer should not grieve, because God relieves grief. However,
sadness is a basic and necessary component of life. It has played a role in the lives of
Ya‘qiib, Umm Miisa, Maryam, and even in Muhammad’s and other prophets’ lives.
Thus, every author has added layer over layer of meaning, adding sensus (in its
etymologically double entendre, both “meaning” and “direction”) to huzn. First, they
directed huzn towards the “hereafter event,” thus giving it the right direction, which
in turn gives meaning to every worldly affair; second, they focused on the positive
outcomes of huzn—on its functions, its “virtuosity.” Sediment after sediment, huzn
‘ala huzn, the believers’ perceptions of huzn have slowly changed and have been
“sensified” to the point that a detestable event could be considered as a Divine gift
(the mystical state—hal)—i.e., a virtuous emotion.'**

See, on the divergences: Abdul Muhaya, Magamat (stations) and Ahwal (states) According to al-Qushayri and al-Hujwiri: A
Comparative Study (PhD diss., McGill University, 1994).

98. “People have lengthily discussed huzn. All of them say [. . .] Indeed, huzn for/of the hereafter is praiseworthy, while
huzn for/of this world is not praiseworthy,” (my italics). Once again, the object of huzn determines its positive or negative
value as evident in two different sayings of AbG ‘Uthman al-HirT: the latter considered sadness, in all its aspects, a virtue
(fadila) and a surplus (ziyada) for the believer, rectifying (tamhis) him. However, he also states that sadness is a virtue as long
as it is not caused by sins (al-Qushayri 1:267 ff).

99. Heck engages with both Ibn Abi al-Dunya and al-Qushayri. The latter treatment of huzn leads him to conclude that
sorrow is not a mere religious duty, but has a spiritual depth to it, a mark of a spiritual elevated state of the soul. See Heck,
“Sadness in Classical Islam: Its relation to the Goals of Religion,” 7-10.

100. Surely, Sufis have integrated zuhd materials into their teachings and, in turn, zuhd literature has drawn nearly all
its vocabulary from the Revelation. However, conceptual history does not lie only on a diachronic evolution; rather, we also
have to consider Reinhart Koselleck’s “layers of time,"—i.e., the unfolding of history along several different but coexisting
sediments of time which hold diverse features in terms of duration, speed, and intensity, where the singular (unique) and
the recursive event are related. See Reinhart Koselleck, Sediments of Time on Possible Histories, ed. and trans. Sean Franzel
and Stefan-Ludwig Hoffmann (Stanford: California Stanford University Press, 2018). Huzn—this rugged ground that causes
sorrows—is hence composed of the interplay of these sediments of time. Moreover, a map of the works analyzed might also
help us understand why certain authors have placed stress on particular “emotional plots.”

101. “An emotion able to tap into moral value, or even the driving and sustaining force of the moral virtues.” See Kristjan
Kristjdnsson, Virtuous Emotions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 31.
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Similar to al-Muhasibi’s teachings that urge one to instill grief in one’s nafs in order
to educate it to virtues, adab al-nufiis can be seen, especially in its early stages,'*
as a process of sensitization to proper emotions, thus overlapping emotional and
ethical development.'® In this perspective, huzn is both the hard ground that needs
to be cultivated (worldly huzn) and the seed, the fertilization (talgih) through which
this cultivation will be possible (hereafter huzn). Thus, sadness is healed by more
meaningful, “fruitful” sadness—i.e., sadness with/in the right sensus:
Sufyan al-Thawri once lamented: “O sadness!” Rabi‘a answered: “Do

not lie. Say, instead: how little sadness! [. . .] I am not sad because of my
sadness, but because of how little sadness (gillat al-huzn) I feel.”

It is remarkable that this Sufi tendency to “sensify” huzn somehow overlaps with
contemporary psychology scholarship. In his 2018 article on “the quiet virtues
of sadness,”** Lomas identifies three major virtues of sadness, characterized by
instrumental and intrinsic usefulness. First, instrumental sadness, as a protection
from prompting disengagement, echoes detaching oneself from unattainable goals
as the purely ascetic/philosophical approach to huzn; second, in its intrinsic value,
sadness can be an expression of care, such as a manifestation of longing, which
recalls Dhii al-NTin’s concept of shawq hazin, or compassion, and eliciting care (as in
the sayings stressing the emotional bonds between believers—the “mirror” of the
other believer); third, sadness is intrinsic to flourishing—i.e., as a moral sensibility
or an engendering psychological development—through shifting one’s locus of
concern outwards to other people, which clearly recalls al-Muhasibi’s approach
and the idea of sorrow as the seed of good deeds (for God and for others).

To conclude, as this brief comparison has shown, ascetics and later Sufi writers
recognized sadness as a necessary component of a sincere devotional life, moulding
arough ground into a fruit-bearing soil to the point of exclaiming, in the words of
Malik b. Dinar: “Indeed, sadness has ripened me!”

102. We stress the virtuosity of huzn in the early stages of wayfaring. In fact, huzn, as a virtuous emotion closely associated
with fear as well as remorse over past sins, could also become a vice in relation to the soul’s effacement in God (i.e., in later
stages) since it reflects an excessive preoccupation with the self, as in the saying of al-Kharraz (d. 286/899) on the necessity
of abandoning weeping upon arrival (See Khalil, Repentance and the Return, 100).

103. Kristjdn Kristjansson, Virtuous Emotions, 26.

104. Tim Lomas, “The Quiet Virtues of Sadness: A Selective Theoretical and Interpretative Appreciation of its Potential
Contribution to Wellbeing,” New Ideas in Psychology 49 (2018): 18-26.
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THE TREASURERS OF GOD:
ABU SA‘ID AL-KHARRAZ AND THE
ETHICS OF WEALTH IN EARLY
SUFISM

John Zaleski

Introduction

In the Book on Truthfulness (Kitab al-Sidq), the Sufi author Abt Sa‘id al-Kharraz (d.
ca. 286/899) intervened in an early Islamic conversation concerning the ethics of
wealth.! The fundamental issues of this conversation had emerged by the close of
the second century. On the extreme end, some renunciants seem to have held that
any effort at all to pursue economic gain (kasb) undermined the ideal of tawakkul, or
trusting that God will provide for one’s needs. According to al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857),
the Khurasani shaykh Shaqiq al-Balkhi (d. 194/810) even asserted that “pursuit of gain
is an act of disobedience [to God].”? Such a view, however, was a minority position,
and most early Muslims, including those of an ascetic and mystical bent, accepted the
legitimacy of labor and trade as means of securing a livelihood.?

1. The text, al-Kharraz's longest extant work, survives in only one manuscript (Istanbul Siileymaniye MS Sehit Ali Pasa
1374), copied by Isma‘il ibn Sawdakin (d. 646/1248), an important student and commentator of Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240). The
work was first edited and translated into English by Arthur Arberry: The Book of Truthfulness (Kitab al-Sidg), ed. and trans.
Arthur Arberry (London: Humphrey Milford; Oxford University Press, 1937). Citations of the Kitab al-Sidg in this essay are to
the Arabic page numbers of Arberry’s edition. All translations, except for Qurianic passages, are my own.

2. Al-Muhasibi, al-Mas@’il fi a‘mal al-quliib wa-I-jawarih; wa-I-Makdsib; wa-1-‘Aql, ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir Ahmad ‘Ata (Cairo: ‘Alam
al-Kutub, 1969), 194. Cf. John J. Wainwright, Treading the Path of Salvation: The Religious Devotion of Shaqiq al-Balkhi, al-Harith al-
Muhasibi, and Abii Sa‘id al-Kharraz (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Oxford, 2015), 35-39.

3. The classic treatment of debates concerning tawakkul and kasb is Benedikt Reinert, Die Lehre vom tawakkul in der
Klassischen Sufik (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1968).
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Yet a more difficult question remained — to what extent was it legitimate to
earn or retain wealth beyond that needed for daily sustenance? One of the earliest
discussions of this topic is preserved in the Book on Gain (Kitab al-Kasb), a composite
text, the first layer of which was produced by the Iraqi jurist Muhammad ibn
al-Hasan al-Shaybani (d. 189/805).* As Michael Bonner has shown, although al-
Shaybani defended the legitimacy of economic gain (kasb), he also condemned
extravagance and suggested that people should avoid superfluous goods (fadl,
fudiil).’ Moreover, according to al-Shaybani, the poor have a “right” (haqq) to the
superfluous goods of the wealthy, who thus have an obligation to distribute their
surplus to the poor.®

In making these arguments, al-Shaybani appealed to the example of the
prophets and the early caliphs. The fact that they practiced trades and earned a
living justifies the kasb of contemporary believers.” Yet several of the prophets
and early Muslims were known not simply for earning a basic livelihood, but even
for acquiring significant wealth. While al-Shaybani appealed to the authority of
these figures in order to defend the legitimacy of kasb, their very financial success
could become a liability for those, like al-Shaybani, who criticized the pursuit of
superfluous goods. If the prophets and early Muslims retained wealth beyond that
needed to sustain themselves, should not contemporary believers, who seek to
follow their example, also seek to imitate their acquisition and retention of wealth?

This was precisely the dilemma confronted by al-Kharraz in the Kitab al-Sidg.
In this text, composed as a dialogue between a student and a teacher, al-Kharraz
instructed Sufi novices (muridiin) on how to attain “truthfulness” (sidg) in several
stations (magamat) of the Sufi path, such as sincerity, patience, and repentance.®
In the seventh chapter, “Truthfulness concerning the permissible (halal) and the
pure (safi),” the teacher in al-Kharraz’s dialogue advises the student on the proper
treatment of legally permissible goods. The teacher affirms that Sufis should take
whatever licit things are necessary to sustain themselves; like al-Shaybani, however,
the teacher warns against extravagance (saraf) and the pursuit of superfluous goods
(fuduil), the retention of which reveals a lack of trust in God.? Yet here the student
raises an objection:

4. On the composition and authorship of the text, see Michael Bonner, “The Kitab al-Kasb Attributed to al-Shaybani:
Poverty, Surplus, and the Circulation of Wealth,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 121, no. 3 (2001): 410-27.

5. Bonner, “Kitab al-Kasb,” 417, 419.

6. Bonner, “Kitab al-Kasb,” 416-19, 423.

7. Bonner, “Kitab al-Kasb,” 415.

8. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 60. See also the discussion of the purpose and structure of the Kitab al-Sidq in Atif Khalil, Repentance
and the Return to God: Tawba in Early Sufism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2018), 98-100 and Nada Saab, “Sufi
Theory and Language in the Writings of Abil Sa‘id Ahmad ibn “Isa al-Kharraz” (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 2003),
119-120.

9. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 17-18. While this idea is clearly connected to the concept of tawakkul, al-Kharraz here uses the term
al-thiga billah.
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Then how did the prophets (upon whom be peace) own wealth'® and
estates, such as David, Solomon, Abraham, Job, and their peers, and
Joseph (upon whom be peace) over the treasuries of the land,"* and
Muhammad (God bless him and grant him peace), and the righteous
who followed them?'

“This is a big question,” the teacher responds, “and there is much to it.”** Al-Kharraz
devotes the remainder of the chapter to addressing this question, attempting to
justify the seemingly superfluous wealth of the prophets and their successors, the
caliphs Abii Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and “Alj, as well as Talha and al-Zubayr." Only by
assessing how these pious forbears approached wealth is al-Kharraz able to answer
the broader question of how contemporary Muslims, and in particular Sufi novices,
should treat superfluous goods.

Al-Kharraz was not the only one concerned with this issue; there are several
indications that the wealth of the prophets and the early Muslims and the
implications of their wealth for contemporary believers were controversial topics
in the third century. As we will see, al-Kharraz's predecessor in Baghdad, al-
Mubhasibi—a figure who exercised considerable influence on Baghdadi Sufism—also
discussed the wealth of the prophets and tried to square their riches with their
status as renunciants. At the same time, al-Muhasibi was wary of those who claimed
to imitate the wealth of the pious forbears. In his semi-autobiographical work al-
Wasaya, he railed against an unnamed “maniac” (maftin) who had adduced as proof
(ihtijaj) the wealth of ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Awf and other wealthy companions of
the Prophet in order to argue that amassing wealth is better than abandoning it."”
Against this view, al-Muhasibi insisted that renouncing wealth is superior, for even
though many of the Prophet’s companions were wealthy, they were not attached
to their wealth and even rejoiced in their times of want.* Al-Muhasibi’s treatment
of this subject seems later to have circulated as an independent work, a further
indication of the interest generated by this controversial subject.”

10. The Arabic (and Quranic) term underlying my references to “wealth” and occasionally “property” in this essay is
amwal. The authors I examine typically use this term in referring to goods retained beyond those necessary for a basic level
of livelihood and sustenance. In some cases, as with some of the prophets, amwal also indicates a very high or seemingly
excessive level of riches and worldly goods.

11. Q12:55.

12. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 18.

13. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 18.

14. On the significance of al-Kharraz including Talha and al-Zubayr in this company, see n. 60 below.

15. Al-Muhasibi, al-Wasdya, ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir Ahmad ‘Ata (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1986), 69-94.

16. See esp. al-Muhasibi, Wasaya, 81.

17. It has been suggested that al-Muhasibi wrote a separate treatise on this subject, quotations of which are given by al-
Ghazali (d. 505/1111) and Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1200). Al-Ghazali refers to the long passage he quotes as coming from “one of [al-
Muhasibi’s] books on ‘The refutation of one of the wealthy scholars, inasmuch as he has adduced as proof (ihtajja) the wealthy
companions and the great wealth of ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf.”” A work with this as its title is listed as a text of al-Muhasibi in
Fuat Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums (Leiden: Brill, 1967-2015), 1:642, no. 27 and Gavin Picken, Spiritual Purification in
Islam: The Life and Works of al-Muhasibi (London: Routledge, 2011), 87. Both Sezgin and Picken (following Sezgin) refer to this work
as contained in two manuscripts in Turkey: Istanbul Laleli MS 3706/20 and Corum Hasanpasa Kiittiphanesi 701/1. In his review
of Picken, however, van Ess notes that the text in this first manuscript is simply a quotation from al-Ghazall. See Josef van Ess,
“Review of Spiritual Purification in Islam: The Life and Works of al-Muhasibi, by Gavin Picken,” Illahiyat Studies 2 (2011): 126-32. Yet
the quotations given by al-Ghazali and Ibn al-Jawzi are themselves simply extracts from the Wasaya. Al-Ghazali, Thya ‘Ulim al-Din
(Cairo: Lajnat Nashr al-Thagqafa al-Islamiyya, 1937-38), 3:1810-1822 (Kitab dhamm al-bukhl wa-dhamm hubb al-mal) corresponds to
al-Muhasibi, Wasaya, 74-93; and Ibn al-Jawzi, Talbis Iblis, ed. Ahmad ibn ‘Uthman al-Mazid (Riyadh: Dar al-Watan lil-Nashr, 2001),
1052-56 corresponds to al-Muhasibi, Wasdya, 77-79, 81-84, 86, and 90. It thus seems likely that al-Muhasibi’s treatment of the
wealth of the companions in the Wasaya was at some point extracted and circulated on its own; al-Muhasibi himself probably
did not compose a distinct work on the subject. A definitive assessment of the status of this text would, however, require an
evaluation of the Corum manuscript, which I have not yet been able to consult.
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Like al-Muhasibi, al-Kharraz concludes his discussion of wealth in the Kitab al-
Sidq by criticizing those of his contemporaries (ahl zamanina) who appealed to the
example of the prophets and early Muslims in order to justify their own riches. As
al-Kharraz writes, “One of them has even asserted that he owns just as people in
the past (man mada) have owned, and he adduces them as proof (yahtajju bihim) in
order to follow his own inclinations, even though his conduct stands in complete
opposition to the custom of these people (sunnat al-gawm).”*® Both al-Muhasibi and
al-Kharraz thus present themselves as articulating the correct interpretation of the
wealth of the pious forbears in opposition to those who make self-serving appeals
to their wealth.

In forming his own perspective on the wealth of the prophets and early Muslims,
al-Kharraz developed means for justifying their wealth that had been advanced
earlier by al-Muhasibi. His apparent dependence on al-Muhasibi represents a
significant and as yet unnoticed link between these two influential figures and a
further indication of the important role of al-Muhasibi in shaping Baghdadi Sufism.*
At the same time, al-Kharraz introduced a more positive valuation to wealth by
presenting it as a divinely sent trial, one from which anyone who owns property
may ultimately derive spiritual gain. He thus developed an ethics of wealth suited
to Sufis who understood their approach to God as accompanied by and advanced
through trial. Al-Kharraz’s discussion of wealth thus illustrates the sophisticated
ways in which Sufis wrestled with ethical dilemmas of broad relevance in early
Islamic society. At the same time, his discussion shows how a matter of practical
ethics—how to treat surplus goods—was intertwined with the central Sufi goal of
drawing nearer to God.

God’s Treasurers

At the beginning of al-Kharraz’s discussion, the student highlights the Prophet
Joseph’s wealth by describing him as “over the treasuries of the land” (‘ala khaza’in
al-ard)—a Qur’anic phrase (Q 12:55) referring to Joseph’s administration of the
storehouses of Egypt. Later, al-Kharraz discusses a Hadith according to which the
Prophet Muhammad is offered the “keys to the treasuries of the land” (mafatih
khaz@’in al-ard). As we will see, the notion of God’s “treasuries” and of the prophets
and their righteous followers as God’s “treasurers” played an important role in
al-Kharraz's understanding of wealth. As the treasurers of God, the prophets and
the righteous could be understood as rich renunciants, who amassed superfluous

18. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 26-27. John Wainwright suggests that this may be directed against al-Muhasibi, on the supposition
that al-Muhasibi understood his own wealth as following the manner of the prophets. Wainwright, Treading the Path of
Salvation, 138. Nevertheless, as we will see, the echoes of al-Muhasibi’s writings in al-Kharraz’s treatment of wealth are so
clear that it seems just as likely that al-Kharraz is here reproducing al-Muhasibi’s own polemic against those who “adduce as
proof” the wealthy forbears in order to justify their own riches.

19. Al-Muhasibi does not seem to have identified himself as a Sufi or to have been named as such by his contemporaries.
Nevertheless, he exercised significant influence on early Sufism both through his writings and through his personal
instruction of Baghdadi Sufis like al-Junayd. See, e.g., Khalil, Repentance, 123-126; Christopher Melchert, “The Transition
from Asceticism to Mysticism at the Middle of the Ninth Century C.E,” Studia Islamica 83 (1996): 55-56; Josef van Ess, Die
Gedankenwelt des Harit al-Muhdsibi (Bonn: Selbstverlag des Orientalischen Seminars der Universitdt Bonn, 1961), 6, 15, 20,
218-224.
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goods only to distribute them to others and who abandoned their wealth in spirit
despite retaining many possessions.

These ideas had roots in the teachings of al-Muhasibi. In a work known as the
Masa’il fi l-zuhd, al-Muhasibi described how even a rich person might be considered
a renunciant (zahid) if he or she assumed the proper attitude toward wealth:

If a person’s resolution and intention is spending on the “rights” (hugig),
and if his lower soul’s refusal to assent to this spending does not prevent
him from spending, then this person is one of the treasurers of God
(khazin min khuzzan Allah). And if his retaining the wealth is not due to
stinginess with it or greed for it, then he is a renunciant (zahid), even if
he has many possessions.?

As al-Muhasibi suggests, being a zahid is not a matter of material possessions, but
of intention. The rich may thus be considered renunciants as long as they do not
retain wealth due to the stinginess and greed of their lower soul (nafs). Moreover,
the rich are “treasurers of God” as long as they intend to spend their wealth on
the hugiig—the “rights” or “claims.” Al-Muhasibi here invokes a complex term that
signified a host of interrelated ideas about the obligations of wealth. As in the Kitab
al-Kasb of al-Shaybani, haqq/huqiig could denote the “right” that the poor have to
the surplus goods of the rich and so the duty of the wealthy to distribute their
surplus to the poor.?! In al-Muhasibi’s use, the term also recalls the idea of the huqig
Allah—the “rights of God,” and so the obligation of God’s servants to render Him His
due. Al-Muhasib1 employs this concept frequently throughout his works, including,
of course, in his magnum opus, The Observation of the Rights of God (Al-Ri‘dya li-Huqiiq
Allah). His reference to spending wealth on the hugiig may thus be understood
either to mean that the treasurers of God devote their riches to God’s causes or that
they devote their riches to the benefit of the poor. Al-Muhasibi likely would have
seen these two ideas as interrelated. As al-Kharraz will suggest, God’s right to all
property obliges the rich to distribute their wealth to the rest of God’s servants.?

To illustrate the proper relationship of God’s treasurers to their wealth,
al-Muhasibi turns to the example of the prophets. Recalling a saying of the Prophet
Jesus, he writes:

It has been related by one of the learned that he read in the wise sayings
of Jesus (upon whom be peace): “I have seen those who have little but who
have intense love for this world, and I have seen others who have much
but are without love for this world, such as the chosen ones, Abraham,
Jacob, David, and Solomon. When God wanted them, they departed from
every kind of possession (kharaji min kull ramala).”*

20. Al-Muhasibi, Mas@il fi l-zuhd: edited in al-Muhasibi, al-Mas@’il fi a‘mal, ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir Ahmad °Ata, 44. See also the
discussion of this passage in Cyrus Ali Zargar, The Polished Mirror: Storytelling and the Pursuit of Virtue in Islamic Philosophy and
Sufism (London: Oneworld, 2017), 192.

21. On this understanding of hagq/huqiig, see Bonner, “Kitab al-Kasb,” 416-19, 423; and M. M. Bravmann, “‘The Surplus of
Property’: An Early Arab Social Concept,” Der Islam 38 (1963): 28-50, at 49; repr. in Bravmann, The Spiritual Background of Early
Islam: Studies in Ancient Arab Concepts (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 229-253, at 252.

22. On the interconnection between the claims of God and of the poor to the wealth of the rich, see Michael Bonner,
“Definitions of Poverty and the Rise of the Muslim Urban Poor,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 6.3 (1996): 335-344, at 337.

23. Al-Muhasibi, Mas@’il fi l-zuhd, 45. 1 translate the last clause, kharajii min kull ramala, idiomatically. Literally, ramala
derives from raml, rimal, “sand, grains of sand;” by extension, it conveys the notion of a possession, especially one that is
excessive or superfluous.
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This saying of Jesus is somewhat ambiguous concerning the wealth of the prophets,
describing them as “having much,” but then suggesting that, as a result of their lack
of worldly desire, they “departed” from their possessions. Al-Muhasibi explains
that this departure was in mind only; the prophets and those who follow them do
not literally abandon their wealth but cease to devote their attention to it. As he
states:

Those who undertake what God has commanded them to undertake by
His order are mindful neither of their family nor their wealth, but [God]
has made them concerned with what they were ordered to do. So they
are only mindful of what they are about, due to their intense concern for
it. Thus they have departed (kharajii) from the lowliness of ownership of
family and wealth.

They did not condemn their accumulation of wealth. They accumulated it
neither for amusement nor pleasure in any sort of disobedience [to God].
Rather, they accumulated it in order by it to enact the rights (hugig).
So they are only mindful of it with regard to that of which God made
them mindful by it, in order to dispose of it in its proper aims. When an
opportunity for spending was presented them, they did not hold it back.

They are not? stingy with it, but if retaining it is better, they retain it, and
if expending it is better, they expend it. So whoever stands in this station
is in the station of the prophets and the righteous believers.?

As al-Muhasibi explains, the prophets were concerned not with their wealth per
se, but only with how to spend their wealth in fulfilling the rights of others. In this
sense, the prophets may be said to have “departed” from their wealth, even though
they continued to possess many things.

Al-Kharraz repeats these ideas in the Kitab al-Sidq. Like al-Muhasibi, he describes
as “treasurers of God” those who retain wealth with the intention of spending it
on the “rights.” This can be seen most clearly in the chapter in the Kitab al-Sidq
on “trust in God” (tawakkul), which appears two chapters after the section on the
permissible and the pure. The two most relevant passages in al-Muhasibi and al-
Kharraz run as follows:

Al-Muhasibi: If a person’s resolution and intention (niyya) is spending
on the rights (hugiq), and if his lower soul’s refusal to assent to this
spending does not prevent him from spending, then this person is one of
the treasurers of God (khazin min khuzzan Allah).?

Al-Kharraz: Thus when God gives possession of a worldly thing to a
person who trusts in God, and it is superfluous for him, he only stores it
for the morrow with the intention (niyya) that the thing belongs to God
alone and is assigned to the rights of God (huqiiq Allah), and he is one of
the treasurers of God (khazin min khuzzan Allah).”

24. Literally: “there is no stinginess with them regarding it.” I follow here the reading laysa in Istanbul Siileymaniye M$S
Carullah 1101, f. 2a, 1. 12, rather than labisa in the edition of ‘Abd al-Qadir Ahmad “Ata.

25. Al-Muhasibi, Mas@’il fi l-zuhd, 45. 1 am grateful to Jeremy Farrell for discussions concerning the translation of these
passages of al-Muhasibi.

26. We have seen the extended version of this passage earlier. See corresponding text at n. 20 above.

27. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 36.
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It is important to recall that al-Kharraz opens the chapter on the permissible and
pure by advising that one avoid superfluous goods (al-fudiil).? Here, however, he
clarifies that it is acceptable to own something that is superfluous (fadala) inasmuch
as one acts as God’s treasurer. His understanding of this concept follows that of al-
Muhasibi. Being a treasurer of God implies both an attitude of detachment toward
what one owns (“the thing belongs to God alone”), as well as an intention to spend
one’s wealth in fulfillment of the “rights” (huqiig). In this case, al-Kharraz identifies
these explicitly as the huquq Allah, the rights of God. His point is that God has a
claim to wealth as its true owner. Al-Kharraz continues by saying, “When [one of
the treasurers of God] sees the proper occasion for [expending] a thing, he is quick
to expend it in rendering assistance, since he and his brothers are equal (saw@’) in
what he owns.”” To affirm God’s ownership of one’s property is thus to recognize
that others have an equal claim to one’s wealth, and this equal right obliges the
wealthy to give their surplus to those who lack.

In the chapter on the permissible and the pure, al-Kharraz applies these ideas to
the prophets and their righteous followers. As he writes:

The prophets (God’s blessings be upon them) and the righteous who came
after them . . . were treasurers for God (exalted be His remembrance) in
everything of which He had given them possession, spending it to fulfill
the rights of God (huqiig Allah).*

Like al-Muhasibi, al-Kharraz concludes from this that the prophets and the
righteous may be understood as “departing” (kharijin) from their wealth, even
though, in a literal sense, they retain superfluous riches:

So, these people®! were departing from their property while amidst
their property (kanti kharijin min milkihim fi milkihim), taking delight in
the remembrance and worship of God and not relying on what they
owned. They neither despaired at its loss when they lost it nor rejoiced in
anything, and they needed no remedy or effort in expending it (ikhrdjih).>”

Al-Kharraz repeats this idea later in the chapter, stating “these people were
departing from what they owned, even while it was in their hands (kanu kharijin
mimma malaka wa-huwa fi aydihim), counting it as belonging to God.”* As these
passages suggest, the wealthy prophets and their rich followers may be understood
as “departing” from their wealth in two senses, which match the senses in which
they are treasurers of God: first, they departed from their wealth by regarding God,
not themselves, as the owner of what they possessed, and secondly, they made
their wealth “depart” (ikhraj) by spending it to fulfill God’s rights.

Al-Kharraz thus appears to draw upon al-Muhasibi’s understanding of prophetic
and pious wealth both lexically and conceptually. Following al-Muhasibi, he is able

28. On this term, in the sense of superfluous goods “subject to the duty of charity,” see Bravmann, “Surplus of Property,”
42; repr. in Bravmann, Spiritual Background, 244.

29. Al-Kharraz, Sidq, 36.

30. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 21.

31. Qawm, here referring back to the prophets and their righteous successors.

32. Al-Kharraz, Sidq, 22.

33. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 25.
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to justify the wealth of the prophets and righteous forbears while, at the same
time, emphasizing their detachment and even “departure” from their wealth. The
prophets and their righteous followers thus provide the model for contemporary
“treasurers of God,” who retain wealth only with the intention of distributing it,
in recognition of the rights of God, who is the true owner of all property. Beyond
simply justifying the retention of surplus goods, however, al-Kharraz presents the
proper treatment of wealth as bearing a positive spiritual value, one that could
be shared by affluent Sufis. As we will see, al-Kharraz indicates that wealth is not
merely a justifiable by-product of the life of a prophet, caliph, or Sufi; rather, it is
a divinely sent trial, designed to test a person and ultimately nourish his or her
spiritual growth. In developing this idea, al-Kharraz departed from al-Muhasibi,
who tended to associate trial not with wealth, but with poverty.

Wealth as a Trial

The idea of wealth as a trial has Qur’anic roots. “Your wealth and your children
are only a trial (fitna),” God says (Q 8:28 and Q 64:15).>* Again, “you will surely be
tried (la-tublawunna) in your wealth and in your souls” (Q 3:186). Several Hadiths
echo these Qur’anic assertions. “Every community,” the Prophet declares, “has a
fitna, and the fitna of my community is wealth.”*> Yet such Qur’anic and prophetic
statements left open the question of how exactly wealth poses a trial for believers.
In turn, Muslim exegetes generally articulated two senses in which the possession
of wealth causes trial. It will be useful to consider these senses before examining

how al-Muhasibi and al-Kharraz understood the trial of wealth.

1. First, when a person possesses wealth and then loses some or all of it,
this loss of wealth constitutes a trial. One passage in the Qur’an presents
this idea explicitly: “We will indeed test you with something of fear and
hunger, and loss of wealth (nags min al-amwal), souls, and fruits; and give
glad tidings to the patient—those who, when affliction (musiba) befalls
them, say, ‘Truly we are God’s, and unto Him we return™ (Q 2:155-56).
Several exegetes suggest that other Quranic statements about the trial of
wealth also refer to loss of or afflictions in wealth. For example, al-Tabari
(d. 310/923) comments on “You will surely be tried in your wealth and in
your souls” (Q 3:186) by stating “[God] means by this saying: You will surely
be tested by afflictions (masa@’ib) in your wealth.”** The gloss of al-Tabarani
(d. 360/971) is yet more explicit: “You will surely be tried in your wealth
and in your souls (Q 3:186); that is, you will surely be tested by loss (nags)
and vanishing of wealth.”*’

34. Translations of the Qur’an are from The Study Quran: A New Translation and Commentary, eds. Seyyed Hossein Nasr,
Caner Dagli, Maria Dakake, Joseph Lumbard, and Mohammed Rustom (New York: HarperOne, 2015), with slight modification.

35. Al-Tirmidhi, al-Jami¢ al-Kabir, ed. Shu‘ayb al-Arna>Gt (Beirut: Dar al-Risala al-‘Alamiyya, 2010), 4:366, no. 2490.

36. Tafsir al-Tabari, ed. ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki (Riyadh: Dar ‘Alam al-Kutub, 2015), 6:290.

37. Sulayman ibn Ahmad al-Tabarani, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, ed. Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Karim al-Badrani al-Mawsili. (Irbid: Dar
al-Kitab al-Thagqafi, 2008), 2:172.
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2. Other exegetes, however, suggest that the very possession of wealth, even
apart from its loss, constitutes the financial trial of believers. The early
mufassir Mugqatil ibn Sulayman (d. 150/767) comments on Q 64:15—"“Your
wealth and your children are only a fitna”—by saying, “that is, a trial (bala’)
and an occupation away from the world to come (shughl ‘an al-akhira).”* In
this sense, wealth and children constitute a trial because their presence
occupies a person’s attention and distracts him or her from attending to
the afterlife. Al-Kharraz’s contemporary, the Sufi author Sahl al-Tustart (d.
283/896), expands upon this idea. Commenting on the same passage, he
states, “If God gives you wealth, you will occupy yourself (tashaghalta) in
retaining it. But if he does not give it to you, you will occupy yourself in
seeking it. So when will you become free for Him?"* For al-Tustari, wealth
is a trial not because it distracts one from the world to come, but because it
distracts one from God. To be free for God, a person must avoid becoming
preoccupied with either seeking or retaining wealth.

These two approaches are not, of course, incompatible or even necessarily in
tension. An author could reasonably present both the loss and the acquisition
of wealth as a trial, and in one place, al-Kharraz suggests precisely this point.*
Nevertheless, we can identify different tendencies in how al-Muhasibi and al-
Kharraz consider the relationship between trial and wealth. Al-Muhasibi, for his
part, tends to associate trial with poverty or the loss of wealth. For example, in
his treatment of the wealth of the early Muslims in the Wasaya, he recalls the
following saying of a companion of the Prophet: “The happiest of my days is that
it should be said that there is nothing in the house, neither dinars nor dirhams nor
food. For when God loves a servant, he imposes trials upon him (ibtalahu).”** So, al-
Mubhasibi explains, to be like the pious forbears (salaf), a person must be “content
with poverty and trial” (radin bi-lI-fagr wa-1-bala’).”? Similarly, in his treatment of
wealth and poverty in the Mas@’il fi I-zuhd, al-Muhasibi associates trial with God’s
withholding of worldly goods:

There can be a person who has much but who is not occupied with
acquiring more . . . [such a person] is grateful for what God has given
him of [worldly things]. If [a worldly thing] is given, the coming down
of the blessing does not prevent him from offering thanks for it, but if it
is withheld, the sending down of the trial (baliyya) does not prevent him
from looking toward the repository of the good.

So he is patient in trial (bald@’), knowing that the hardship of his condition
is better for him than ease, and he receives the trial (baliyya) with
patience and thanksgiving . . . he prefers whatever God has preferred for
him, and when trial (bala’) comes down upon him, he does not reject from
his Master what He has preferred.®

38. Tafsir Mugatil ibn Sulayman, ed. ‘Abd Allah Mahmiid Shihata (Beirut: Mwassasat al-Ta’rikh al-‘Arabi, 2002), 4:353.

39. Sahl al-Tustari, Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Azim, ed. Taha ‘Abd al-Ra’Gf Sa‘d and Hasan Muhammad “Ali (Cairo: Dar al-Haram
lil-Nashr, 2004), 280.

40. See n. 46 below.

41. Al-Muhasibi, Wasaya, 81. Al-Muhasibi does not name the companion.

42. Al-Muhasibi, Wasaya, 90.

43. Al-Muhasibi, Mas@’il fi l-zuhd, 44.
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Al-Muhasibi thus tends to associate trial (bald@’, baliyya) with adversity, especially
financial adversity.** Such trials present an opportunity for believers to cultivate
patience and thanksgiving by accepting, even in times of poverty, what God has
chosen for those whom He loves.

In contrast, in the Kitab al-Sidg, al-Kharraz associates trial primarily not with
the loss, but with the acquisition of wealth. This may be in part because, even more
than al-Muhasibi, al-Kharraz focuses on the questions of the justifiability of wealth
and the obligations that possessing it entails. Much more than for al-Muhasibi, al-
Kharraz’s reflections on trial play a central role in his evaluation of the wealth of the
prophets and their followers. Near the beginning of the chapter on the permissible
and the pure, al-Kharraz describes the trial of wealth as central to God’s plan for
the prophets:

These people were certain that they and their very souls belonged to God
the Exalted, and thus that whatever He bestowed on them and made them
own belonged only to Him, except inasmuch as they were in the abode of
testing (ikhtibar) and trial (balwd), and they were created for testing and
trial in this abode.*

Al-Kharraz’s point is that the apparently superfluous “wealth and estates” owned
by the prophets were not accidental to their mission. Rather, God gave them wealth
in order to try them. This trial is of such importance that al-Kharraz even says the
prophets were “created” (khuliga) for testing and trial.

Yet this trial, al-Kharraz continues, applies also to Sufis who own worldly goods.
As he explains, both adversity (darra@’) and divine favor (ni‘ma) can represent forms
of trial (bal@).* The trial of adversity demands patience, while the trial of divine
favor demands gratitude.” As a result, owning property—a form of divine favor—
imposes both a trial and a demand:

Every person of labor from God the Exalted and every person of
truthfulness (sidg) who owns a worldly thing believes that the thing
belongs to God, may He be glorified and exalted, not to him, except
inasmuch as he is on the path of the right (haqq) of that which God
the Exalted has bestowed upon him; and he is tried (mubla) until he
undertakes the right therein,*

The trial of owning property thus obliges a person to fulfill the right of others
(whether God or the poor) that inheres in his or her property. In turn, the prophets
and their righteous followers reveal how contemporary believers should respond
to this trial. As al-Kharraz writes:

The prophets and the righteous who came after them, who were aware

that God has tried them (ablahum) in the world by means of the abundance

(sa‘a) He bestowed upon them, were reliant upon God, may He be glorified

and exalted, and not on any thing.

”»

44, Zargar identifies the trial discussed by al-Muhasibi here as “the trial [of poverty].” Zargar, Polished Mirror, 193.
45, Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 19.

46. Al-Kharraz thus implies that both the loss and the acquisition of wealth may present a trial.

47. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 20.

48. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 20.
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They were treasurers for God, exalted be His remembrance, in [every]
thing of which He had given them possession, spending it in the rights
of God, neither falling short, nor being excessive, nor slackening, nor
applying interpretation to God. They did not take pleasure in what they
were made to own, and their hearts were not occupied (mashghilin)
by what they owned, nor did they appropriate it to themselves at the
exclusion of [other] servants of God the Exalted.®

Al-Kharraz’s statement that the hearts of the prophets and the righteous were not
“occupied” by their wealth recalls the view advanced by Mugqatil ibn Sulayman
and Sahl al-Tustari that wealth is a trial because it occupies the heart from divine
realities. The prophets and their righteous followers, however, kept their hearts and
their pleasure trained on God. At the same time, they spent what they possessed
on God’s rights—that is, they distributed their wealth to those who lacked, “not
appropriating it to themselves at the exclusion of [other] servants of God.”

The ultimate fruit of the trial of wealth may thus be seen in the lives of the
prophets and early caliphs, and al-Kharraz peppers his discourse with stories of
their austere manners and generous hands. Solomon, as he relates, used to eat only
barley;® yet he would feed his family and guests bread made from pure white flour.
Abraham would not eat at all unless in the presence of a guest. And although Joseph
was “over the treasuries of the land,” he never ate to the point of satiety. What,
then, of the Prophet Muhammad? According to several Hadiths that circulated in
the third century, the Prophet declared that he had been given the keys to the
treasuries of the earth.”” In the Wasaya, however, al-Muhasibi related a version of
this account according to which the Prophet refused the keys: “Gabriel brought
me the keys of the treasuries of the earth,” the Prophet says, “but by Him in whose
hands is the soul of Muhammad, 1 did not stretch forth my hands to them!”*
Similarly, al-Kharraz emphasizes that the Prophet declined the heavenly offer:

He [an angel]** came to the Prophet . . . and said to him: “These are the
keys of the treasuries of the earth, which shall make gold and silver travel
in your company. In them you shall remain until the Day of Judgment,
and they shall not lessen at all what you have with God.” But the Prophet
(God bless him and grant him peace) did not accept that, saying, “I shall
hunger one time and be full another time.”

49. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 20-21.

50. Sha‘r, a diet also adopted by the Prophet Muhammad.

51. Al-Kharraz, Sidq, 22.

52. E.g., al-Bukhari, Sahih, ed. Mustafa Dib al-Bugha (Damascus: al-Yamama, 1990), 1:451, no. 1279 (kitab al-jand’iz, bab al-
saldt ‘ala I-shahid); and 6:2568-69, no. 6597 (kitab al-ta‘bir, bab ru’ya l-layl). Muslim, Sahih, ed. Masa Shahin Lashin and Ahmad
‘Umar Hashim (Beirut: Mwassasat ‘Izz al-Din lil-Tiba‘a wa-1-Nashr, 1987), 4:473-74, no. 30 (kitab al-fad@il, bab ithbat hawd
nabiyyina wa-sifatih).

53. Al-Muhisibi, Wasaya, 91.

54. In contrast to al-Muhasibi, al-Kharraz indicates that the angel was not Gabriel, but rather an angel “who had never
descended” to earth and at whose presence even Gabriel became afraid. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 22-23.
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He counted that as a trial (balwa) and test (ikhtibar) from God, may He be
exalted and glorified. He did not see it as a thing preferred by God the
Exalted, and had it been a thing preferred by God the Exalted, he would
have accepted it. But he knew that the love of God the Exalted consists in
abandoning this world and turning away from its splendor and delight.*

Like his predecessors, the Prophet Muhammad saw wealth as a trial and a test.
Thus although he did not renounce wealth per se, he did reject excessive riches and
submitted instead to a life of balance between wealth and poverty—to “hunger one
time and be full another time.” In so doing, he oriented his love toward God and
away from this world.

The leaders of the Islamic community who followed the Prophet also turned
their hearts away from their wealth. As al-Kharraz relates, Ab@i Bakr wore only one
garment held together by two pins, though the whole world lay at his feet. ‘Umar
ibn al-Khattab gained the treasures of Caesar and Khusraw, yet he lived on only
bread and oil.*® ‘Uthman trained his nafs by humble dress and manual labor, while
Ali borrowed the knife of a cobbler (kharraz)®” to shorten his shirt.*® Al-Kharraz
also emphasizes that the caliphs expended their wealth on the “rights.” Abii Bakr
left his children no inheritance but God and His Prophet, for whenever he saw “the
occasion for the right” (mawdi¢ al-haqq), he gave away what he owned. ‘Umar left
only half his legacy to his family. ‘Uthman expended his riches to equip the military
expedition to Tabuk as well as to purchase a well in Medina for the use of the Muslim
community.”® Al-Zubayr died deep in debt, and Talha gave away even his family
jewels to whoever asked.® Such examples add flesh to al-Kharraz’s understanding
of the trial of wealth. From Abraham to Talha, the prophets and their righteous
followers knew that they were tested by their wealth; yet throughout this trial,
they took pleasure in God alone, and by distributing their wealth to the poor of
their community, they rendered God His due.

The Trial of Sufis and the Trial of Wealth

At the end of the Kitab al-Sidg, al-Kharraz describes the meaning of trial in broader
terms, connecting the trials of the prophets and their followers to those faced by
contemporary Sufis. Although an examination of this final section takes us away,
for a moment, from the trial of wealth, it can help us understand this trial more
fully as an integral part of the testing undergone by Sufis on the path to God.

55. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 23.

56. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 25.

57. Anunusual detail, which our author, Abi Sa‘id the Cobbler, could not resist including!

58. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 26.

59. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 24.

60. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 26. That al-Kharraz includes al-Zubayr and Talha along with the “Rashidun” caliphs as the leaders
who succeeded the Prophet reflects their posmon as candidates, rival to Ali, for the succession to ‘Uthman, as well as
their status as among the “ten promised Paradise,” following Abl Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and ‘AlL. The connection between
these figures is also reflected in the pious works known as kutub al-zuhd. The kitab al-zuhd of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855)
includes, after a chapter on the Prophet Muhammad, chapters on Abii Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and Ali (explicitly identified as
“Commander of the Faithful”), with chapters on Talha and al-Zubayr following shortly thereafter. In turn, the kitab al-zuhd
of Abti Dawiid al-Sijistani (d. 275/889) has, in order, chapters on the Prophet Muhammad, Abti Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, Al
Talha, and al-Zubayr.
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The context for al-Kharraz’s discussion of trial in this final chapter is his
statement that once disciples have advanced through the stations (magamat)
outlined in the Kitab al-Sidq, they will attain rest and joy in the knowledge of God.®*
This prompts the student in al-Kharraz’s dialogue to ask whether, in this exalted
state, a person would practice truthfulness (sidg) almost automatically, “without
occupying himself [with it] and without weariness.”® This is indeed the case, the
teacher explains. In the end, God will grant a Sufi ease and pleasure in the service
of God:

[God] makes easy for him what is hard and what he found difficult on his
own, and [God] gives him sweetness in place of bitterness, lightness in
place of heaviness, softness and gentleness in place of roughness. Rising
up [in prayer] at night becomes easy. Converse with God the Exalted and
seclusion in His service becomes pleasant after his intense suffering . . .
at that time his characteristics change and his nature transforms . . .
truthfulness (sidg) and its characteristics become natural to him . . .
truthfulness and its characteristics become an attribute for him.

Nevertheless, this self-transformation can only be attained following great
struggle.®* Al-Kharraz emphasizes this point by recounting the trials (balwa, bala’)
overcome by the prophets. Moses was hunted as an infant, Joseph cast into a pit
by his brothers, Muhammad and Ab{ Bakr forced to seek refuge in a cave—such
were the prophets and their companions, afflicted for a season, but in the end
triumphant.® Al-Kharraz summarizes their travails by saying:

God . . . imposed trial (bal@’) on them, and they bore the trial (bal@) in
accordance with the honor He had given them, such that He trained
them (radahum) by trial (bal@’), and they gained knowledge by it and were
patient in it for God, until they were given victory (nusiri).*

As this indicates, the trials of the prophets had a pedagogical and salvific function;
through them, the prophets gained knowledge and patience and, at last, victory.
Al-Kharraz dwells on this point because, in his view, Sufis undergo their own form
of trial in the pursuit of truthfulness, a trial which, though different in content
from the trial of the prophets, follows a similar structure. After al-Kharraz has
related the prophets’ many trials, the student asks: “Is there no escape from this
trial (balwa) and testing (ikhtibar)?” The teacher responds, “There is no escape
from it for a person of high value in God’s sight among the people who have direct
knowledge of God (ahl al-ma‘rifa billah).”®

In describing the trials that attend these knowers, al-Kharraz draws upon a
developing Sufi understanding of “trial” as a return to human realities following an
elevated experience of nearness to God. As al-Kharraz’s contemporary, al-Junayd,

61. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 60.
62. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 61.
63. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 62-63.
64. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 61-63.
65. Al-Kharraz, Sidq, 64-67.
66. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 68.
67. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 68.
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described this process, those who have undergone annihilation (fana@’) in God will
then undergo a “trial” (bala@’) consisting in the loss of this self-annihilation and a
continued consciousness of their own human qualities.®® Al-Kharraz portrays an
analogous, albeit less sublime, process of attainment and trial, centered not on
fan@, but rather on the effortless service of God, which is the immediate goal of the
stations in the Kitab al-Sidg. Like al-Junayd, however, al-Kharraz describes a “trial”
that consists in the loss of this exalted state and a renewed consciousness of human
limitations:

When the spirit becomes established in a person’s heart, and he takes
pleasure in pious works, then, after that, [God] imposes on him trial (bala’),
testing (ikhtibar), disasters, adversity, hardship, and strain. Yes, then the
sweetness that he had found is taken from him, and the energy in piety.
So obedience [to God] becomes heavy for him after its lightness, and he
finds bitterness after sweetness, sluggishness after energy, and turbidity
after purity. That is due to the trial (balwd) and testing (ikhtibar).*

Nevertheless, like the trial of the prophets described by al-Kharraz, the trial of the
Sufis is temporary and leads ultimately to a form of victory. As al-Kharraz writes:

Then a languor befalls him.” But if he struggles now and is patient
and endures this despised matter, he will come to the limit of rest and
attainment, and his piety will be doubled in a manifest and a hidden
manner (udifa lahu I-birru zahiran wa-batinan).

Thus it is related in the Hadith that: “For every eagerness, there is a
languor. He whose languor leads toward a sunna is delivered, and he whose
languor leads toward an innovation is destroyed.”” . .. And it is related
in the Hadith that God commands Gabriel, saying, “Seize the sweetness
of obedience from the heart of my servant. If he grieves for it, return it
to him, and give him an increase (wa-zidhu), but if not, then leave him.””?

Al-Kharraz here describes the trial of the Sufis, like the trial of the prophets, as
serving to aid their spiritual development. If Sufis continue their struggle despite
losing their joy and ease in divine service, then their piety will be doubled.
These knowers of God thus recapitulate the process of trial and spiritual growth
undergone by the prophets; like them, Sufis are trained by their trial, and like the
prophets, they can emerge victorious and with spiritual gain.

I suggest that al-Kharraz sees the trial of wealth as belonging to this broader
process of trial undergone by the prophets, the pious, and the Sufis, and as
sharing with this broader trial a shared end of spiritual development. As Sufi
novices struggle to develop “truthfulness” in all aspects of their spiritual life, they

68. Ali Hassan Abdel-Kader, The Life, Personality and Writings of al-Junayd: A Study of a Third/Ninth Century Mystic (London:
Luzac & Company, 1962), Arabic pp. 36-38.

69. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 69.

70. Following the reading fa-ta‘tarih in Istanbul Siileymaniye MS Sehit Ali Pasa 1374, f. 26b, 1. 7, rather than fa-ta‘tariya in
Arberry’s edition. Arberry’s translation also appears to reflect fa-ta‘tarih.

71. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 69. Cf. Ahmad ibn Hanbal, al-Musnad lil-Imam Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Hanbal, ed. Ahmad Muhammad
al-shakir (Cairo: Dar al-Hadith, 1995), 6:32, no. 6477.

72. Al-Kharraz, Sidg, 69.
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encounter various tests. Owning superfluous goods is one of these, for the pleasure
of wealth threatens to divert one’s attention from God. Like the prophets and their
righteous followers, however, Sufis can respond to this trial by orienting their
pleasure away from their possessions and toward God, in part by using their surplus
to help those in need. Wealth thus presents not only a trial, but also an occasion
to advance on the path to God by cultivating truthfulness in one’s material affairs.
Here we may see the flowering in al-Kharraz of a seed planted by al-Muhasibi. If,
as al-Muhasibi suggested, the ethical significance of wealth is a matter of one’s
intentions and attachments, so for al-Kharraz wealth is a means by which God tests
the attachments of His servants and by which they, in turn, render their intention
truthful by affirming God as the true owner and rightful claimant of all they possess.

Conclusion

In writing the chapter on the permissible and the pure, al-Kharraz sought to
determine the proper attitude toward and treatment of superfluous wealth and
so resolve an ethical dilemma concerning the apparently excessive wealth of some
of the prophets and pious forbears. In so doing, he intervened in a conversation
carried on by a wide range of figures in the second and third centuries, from
jurists like al-Shaybani to ascetics and spiritual masters like Shaqiq al-Balkhi and
al-Muhasibi as well as those, like al-Muhasibi’s unnamed “maniac,” who remain
unknown to us. On the one hand, this suggests that we should not draw too stark
a line between Sufi and non-Sufi ethical questions. At least in this case, a debate
concerning financial ethics, which began in non-Sufi circles, was continued and
deepened first by a figure who stood at the threshold of Baghdadi Sufism—al-
Muhasibi—and later by one—al-Kharraz—who stood squarely within the formative
Baghdadi Sufi tradition.

Yet al-Kharraz seems to have brought a distinctively Sufi perspective to this
conversation. In addition to adopting many of al-Muhasibi’s teachings on wealth,
he drew upon earlier and contemporary traditions about wealth as a form of
trial (bala@’, balwa, baliyya, ikhtibar). These ideas, which had roots in Qur’anic and
exegetical reflection on wealth, coalesced with Sufi understandings of the trials
of God’s friends. As al-Kharraz suggests, Sufis should see in wealth a trial that at
first threatens to veil their hearts from God but through which they may train
their hearts even more in the pleasure of divine service. In al-Kharraz’s analysis,
the ethical questions concerning the legitimacy of wealth, the proper treatment
of superfluous goods, and the moral status of the wealthy forbears thus also
became the spiritual question of how Sufis may approach God not only through
poverty, but also through property—not only through their dependence on God,
but also through the devotion of their surplus to those who depend on them. In
this sense, al-Kharraz tells us, the ethical valuation of wealth is inseparable from
its significance as either an obstacle to or means of progress on the mystical path.
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ON PATIENCE (SABR) IN SUFI
VIRTUE ETHICS

Atif Khalil

In his brief chapter on the “station of Sufism,” or magam al-tasawwuf in the Meccan
Revelations, Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638/1240 CE) opens his inquiry by quoting a saying of
the Sufis. “The Folk of the Way of God,” he writes, “say that Sufism is good character,
and that he who surpasses you in character has surpassed you in Sufism.”* The word
used for “character” here is khulug. Indeed, this is the same khuluq of which we read
in the Quran when the Prophet, according to Muslim tradition, is addressed by
God with the words, innaka la‘ala khulugin ‘azim, which is to say, Surely you are of a
tremendous character (68:4). The Prophet himself underscored the importance of the
formation of khulug, or character development, in his mission when he declared
in a well-known hadith, “I was sent to bring beautiful character to perfection,” a
sentiment he reiterated on another occasion when he said, “Surely those of you
most beloved to me are those of most beautiful character.”

If we are to take seriously the words of the “Folk of the Way of God,” Sufism
in the deepest sense is Islam’s science of akhlag, or character formation. Even the
unveilings and metaphysical insights of which the Muslim mystics have often
spoken and celebrated are themselves rooted and made possible by tabdil al-akhlag,
the “transformation of character” required by the inner life of Islam, without which
any claims to higher knowledge remain empty, at least from the vantage point of

1. Ibnal-‘Arabi, al-Futihdt al-Makkiyya (Cairo, n.d.), 2:266 (chapter 164). The saying is attributed to Abii Bakr al-Kattani (d.
322/934) in Qushayri’s Risala, ed. ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmiid and Mahmiid b. Sharif (Damascus: Dar al-Farfiir, 2002), 427.

2. Malik, Muwatta’, Husn al-khulug, 8.

3. Bukhari, Fad@’il al-sahdba, 27; Tirmidhi, Birr, 71.
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Sufism itself. This is because only by drawing into the proximity of God through
the assumption of the divine Names, or Qualities, in the form of beautiful character
traits—premised on the principle that like attracts like—may the soul open itself up
to celestial knowledge. To the extent that the transformation of character involves
the acquisition and internalization of certain key virtues and the uprooting and
divestment of corresponding vices, Sufism in so far as it is the science of akhlag may
also be described as a discipline that encompasses (but is not confined to) Islamic
virtue ethics, and it is for this reason that the most elaborate inquiries into what
outsiders might classify as Islamic virtue theory often took place within the pages
of Sufi manuals (in particular, to those sections of the texts devoted to the states
and stations).*

Generally speaking, the akhlag, or virtues, central to Islamic piety may be divided
into two categories. There are, first, those involving one’s relationship with others,
and then there are those involving one’s relationship with God. The character traits
are not restricted to just one’s dealing with God’s creatures here below, but must
also define one’s relation with Heaven above. Among the latter are such virtues as
repentance (tawba), fear (khawf), trust (tawakkul), and hope (raja’). One thus turns in
repentance only to God, fears only Him, places trust only in Him, and puts all hopes
in none other than Him. Among the character traits that involve interpersonal (and
even inter-sentient) relations with others are such virtues as generosity (sakhawa),
compassion (rahma), and forbearance (hilm). One thus shows generosity not to
God, but to people; one is compassionate not to God, but towards His creatures;
one is gentle and benevolent towards others, but not towards God. Indeed, just as
we are ourselves the passive objects of divine mercy, generosity, benevolence and
kindness, we actively manifest (or are at least summoned to manifest) these very
qualities towards all of God’s creatures. As the Prophet said, “Be compassionate to
those on the earth and the One in Heaven will be compassionate towards you,” and
“He who does not show compassion will not be shown compassion.”®

To these two, we can also add a third category of virtues that overlap insofar
as their objects include both God and His creatures. Among them, we may identify
such qualities as sincerity (ikhlas), gratitude (shukr), and having a good opinion
of the other (husn al-dhann). After all, we are to be sincere and grateful towards
both God and people, just as we are to think well of them. It is true that the early
Sufi manuals tend to give pride of place to the virtues centered around relations
with God in light of the theocentric nature of Islam and, by extension, its mystical
tradition. This, however, is not because the virtues involving others are considered
less important, but rather due to the belief that by setting aright one’s standing
with God, one’s relations with others will follow suit. Moreover, since the higher

4. For more on this theme, see my essay, “Sufism and Qur’anic Ethics,” in The Routledge Handbook on Sufism, ed. Lloyd
Ridgeon (New York: Routledge, 2020), 159-171. On the states and stations, see idem., Repentance and the Return to God: Tawba
in Early Sufism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2018), 77-83; Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Sufi Essays (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1991), 68-83. On Sufi ethics, see Cyrus Zargar, The Polished Mirror: Storytelling and the Pursuit of
Virtue in Islamic Philosophy and Sufism (London: Oneworld, 2017), 15-19, 153-296.

5. Tirmidhi, Birr, 16.

6. Bukhari, Adab, 18; Muslim, Fad’il, 65.
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metaphysics of Sufism often blurs the distinction between the world and its divine
origin, even in one’s interactions with others, there is an awareness that one is
in fact interacting with God. This point was colorfully illustrated by the famous
remark of Sahl al-Tustari (d. 283/896), “For thirty years I have been speaking to
God, while people imagined that I was speaking to them.””

In broad terms, it would not be incorrect to suggest that the categories of the
two sets of virtues just described (those involving God and His creatures) reflect
two categories of acts in Islamic Law: those that lie within the domain of ‘ibadat, on
the one hand, and those that fall within the purview of mu‘amalat, on the other. The
former, as we know, involve individual expressions of religious piety ranging from
ritual prayer to the fast in Ramadan, the obligations of which collectively form the
hugtig Allah, or “rights of God.” The latter involve one’s dealings with others and
comprise what are often called the huqig al-‘ibad, the “rights of God’s servants,”
that is to say, the rights others have over us or our obligations towards them. And
in the same way that certain sets of religious obligations overlap, creating in effect
a third category, such as the payment of the alms tax (zakat), similarly, certain
virtues as we just saw also intersect. Moreover, in the same way that the laws of
the shari‘a determine and regulate what Muhasibi (d. 243/857) and other moral
psychologists described as the a‘mal al-jawarih, or “acts of the limbs,” the laws of the
tariga determine and regulate what have been described as the a‘mal al-qulib, the
“acts of the heart.” To speak of the virtues, or what may also be called the fada’il, is
therefore to speak of a realm of human conduct that is more interiorized and less
perceptible than outward activity, even though it is itself the basis of what happens
even in the realm of action, much like the unseen world that is itself the ground of
the seen world—like a tree whose intertwined roots lie concealed under the surface
of the earth.

When it comes to the theme of sabr, or patience, we are dealing with a virtue
that falls within the third category, one involving our relation with both God and
others. The centrality of the virtue in Muslim piety is underscored by the frequency
with which the s-b-r root (from which the word stems) occurs in the Quran. Its
derivatives appear in more than a hundred instances, in such verses as, So patiently
bear your Lord’s judgement (76:24), and Surely in that are signs for every patient and
thankful one (14:5, 31:31, 34:19, 42:33).° And the Prophet extolled the eminence of
patience in numerous traditions, as when he said, “In patience over those matters
which you detest, there is much good.”*° In the hadith literature, sabr also figures as
a divine quality,! thereby providing a basis for the inclusion of al-Sabir, the Ever-

7. Abi Bakr Muhammad al-Kalabadhi, al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, ed. Yuhanna Sadir (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2001),
107. For more on Sahl, see Gerhard Bowering, The Mystical Vision of Existence in Classical Islam: The Qur’anic Hermeneutics of the
Saafi Sahl at-Tustari (d. 283/896) (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1980).

8. On the influence of this distinction in medieval Jewish piety, see Diana Lobel, A Sufi-Jewish Dialogue: Philosophy and
Mysticism in Bahya Ibn Pagiida’s Duties of the Heart (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 196-197. The best
study of Muhasibi’s moral psychology to date is to be found in Gavin Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam: The Life and Works of
al-Muhasibi (London: Routledge, 2011), 168-215.

9. I follow here the translation in The Study Quran: A New Translation and Commentary, eds. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Caner
Dagli, Maria Dakake, Joseph Lumbard, and Mohammed Rustom (New York: HarperOne, 2015).

10. Ahmad b. Hanbal, Musnad, 1:307.

11. See Tirmidhi, Da‘awat, 82; Muslim, Jihad, 68.
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Patient, among the Names of God in Islamic theology. It also became the basis for
later Sufi inquiries into the precise nature of the sharing of the quality between
God and the human being.*

While usually translated as “patience,” sabr can also be mean “forbearance”
and “steadfastness.” In Arabic, the principal lexical sense of the word is habs al-
nafs, that is to say, “to hold the soul back” or “exercise self-restraint” with respect
to what it might otherwise have a natural inclination towards. In his lexicon of
Quranic vocabulary, al-Raghib al-Isfahani (d. 443/1060) defines sabr as “habs al-nafs
with regard to what is demanded of it by the intellect or religious law—or both.”**
And in the Qiit al-quliab (Nourishment of Hearts), Abti Talib al-Makki (d. 996 CE) states
that sabr is “habs al-nafs from moving towards passion, and it is to restrain the self
so that it might struggle to earn the good-pleasure of its Master.”** The accent on
a conscious, willful, volitional, and taxing act of control and restraint cannot be
overstated, and is illustrated by the word’s use in pre-Islamic Arabic, where it might
signify binding and holding an animal down for slaughter.” The etymology of sabr
also allows us to identify some subtle differences with our English term “patience,”
aword that stems from a Latin root having to do with suffering (patiendo). Cicero (d.
43 BCE) writes that “patience is the voluntary and prolonged endurance of arduous
and difficult things for the sake of virtue or profit.”** And for Thomas Aquinas (d.
1274 CE), “patience, like fortitude, endures certain evils for the sake of good.””
There is a passiveness here in the sense of enduring toil and hardship that appears
to be lacking in the Arabic, whose root connotes a more active and engaged virtue.

Sabr also appears to be a much broader quality than what we might typically
associate with patience, and this extends far beyond simply etymological
considerations. In the early Sufi literature, the authorities often speak of four
categories of the virtue. There is sabr in carrying out God’s commandments, sabr in
avoiding His prohibitions, sabr in acquiescing to His pre-eternal decree in the form
of trials and afflictions, and finally, sabr in enduring injuries brought on by others
without a desire for retribution.

At least some of the early masters considered self-restraint in the face of
breaching divine law to be the most eminent form of the virtue. There is a
tradition where Sahl said that sabr is a testament to one’s veracity and sincerity
(tasdig al-sidq), and that “the loftiest form of obedience to God entails patience in
restraining oneself from sin, and then after that, in fulfilling God’s injunctions.”*

12. Onal-Sabir, see Ghazali’s discussion in al-Magsad al-asnd (Cairo: Dar al-Salam, 2008), 211. See also the recent translation
of Ahmad Samni’s (d. 562/1166) treatise on the divine Names by William Chittick, The Repose of the Spirits: A Sufi Commentary
on the Divine Names (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2019).

13. Al-Raghib al-Isfahani, Mufradat alfaz al-qur’an, ed. Najib al-Majidi (Beirut: al-Maktaba al-‘Asriyya, 2006), 291.

14. Abu Talib al-Makki, Qit al-qulib, ed. Sa‘id Nasib Mukarram (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1995), 1:394.

15. See “Trust and Patience” (Scott Alexander), in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, ed. J. D. McAuliffe (Leiden: Brill, 2001-2006).

16. Cited in Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (Allen, IN: Christian
Classics, 1981), 3:1743. For the entire discussion, see 3:1743-1747.

17. Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 3:1747.

18. Makki, Qit, 1:391. Since other seemingly contrary views have also been ascribed to Sahl, even in Makki’s own works,
one has to be careful about absolutizing positions attributed to him. The rhetorical element (also present in the hadith
literature) cannot be ignored either.
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Incidentally, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350)* would later explain that sabr
in avoiding wrongs is superior to the patient endurance of trials because the
former is governed by a person’s free choice, while the latter is not. Recounting Ibn
Taymiyya’s (d. 728/1328) commentary on the Quranic story of Joseph, he quotes his
teacher as saying, “The patience of Joseph in withholding himself from yielding to
the demands of the viceroy’s wife was more perfect than his patience in enduring
being thrown into the well by his brothers, being sold, and being separated from his
father by them. This was because he had no choice in these matters.”” But unlike
Sahl, Ibn Taymiyya considered sabr in fulfilling a positive commandment superior
to avoiding a negative one, because the former brought one closer to perfection.”

As for sabr in carrying out divine commandments, Makki argues that the virtue is
required in three stages: before, during, and after the completion of the pious deed.
Sabr before the act is to hold the soul back from misplaced and impure intentions,
to strive for ikhlas or sincerity. Sabr during its performance entails striving to bring
it to perfection. And sabr in its wake is to conceal the deed from others, to hold
the soul back from revealing it to the public, to avert one’s own attention from
it, and to belittle it in one’s own eyes lest one fall into pride, self-admiration, and
spiritual hubris.?? After all, as Makki notes, the Quran warns, And do not nullify your
deeds (44:33),” which is to say, do not nullify them by displaying them before the
gaze of others. Unsurprisingly, Ghazali (d. 505/1111) elaborates upon this tripartite
classification of sabr in his own book on patience and gratitude in the Thya wulam
al-din (Revival of the Religious Sciences), where he also points out that because of the
close relation of the virtue to volition and will, patience is altogether absent in both
the angels and the beasts, and therefore unique to humans and God.**

Part of sabr, as noted, is to endure the harm of others. Hatim al-Asamm (d.
237/852), a disciple of Shaqiq al-Balkhi (d. 194/810), considered it one of the four
requisites of the spiritual life. “Whoever desires to follow our way,” he once said,
“must assume four qualities of death.” These include the “white death” of hunger,
the “red death” of opposing the passions, the “green death” of donning patched
garments, and finally the “black death” of putting up with the injuries and abuses
brought upon one by others.” These were for Hatim four intertwined dimensions
of the death of which the Prophet spoke when he said, “Die before you die.”* As for
the black death involving patient forbearance of the harms (adha) inflicted upon
one by God’s creatures, this is a recurring theme in the Sufi literature on sabr. Makki
writes that, “One of the marks of patience is to restrain the self from requital against
injuries brought upon by others, and to patiently endure their harms, all the while

19. For some reflections on his relation to Sufism, see Ovamir Anjum, “Sufism without Mysticism? Ibn Qayyim al-
Jawziyyah's Objectives in Madarij al-Salikin,” Oriente Moderno 90, no. 1 (2010): 153-180.

20. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Madarij al-salikin (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, n.d.), 2:163.

21. Likewise, he felt that the heinousness of failing to carry out an obligatory act was greater than of performing a
prohibited one. See Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Madarij, 2:163.

22. Makki, Qit, 1:396.

23. Alternatively, Let not your deeds be in vain (from The Study Quran).

24. Ghazali, Book of Patience and Thankfulness, trans. H. T. Littlejohn (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2011), 14-16.

25. Qushayri, Risala, 83.

26. For a commentary on these deaths, see ‘Abd al-Majid al-Sharniibi, Sharh t@iyyat al-sulik ila malik al-muliik (Beirut:
al-Maktaba al-‘Asriyya, 2011), 57.
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placing one’s trust (tawakkul) in God.”” He also quotes one of the gnostics, “The
servant of God does not become firmly rooted in the station of trust in God until he
is harmed and patiently endures the harm to which he is subjected.”? Tbn al-‘Arabi
goes so far as to say that God describes Himself as Sabiir because He endures the
“harm” of human beings:

Know—God grant you success—that God says, Those who harm God and His

Messenger (33:57). He reports that He is harmed, and this is why He is

named al-Sabir. It is on account of the harm done by His creatures. And,

just as He asks His servants to avoid this harm for which He rightfully

deserves His name al-Sabiir, so too is the name “patient ” never lifted

from the servant when he is in a state of tribulation and asks God to

lift that tribulation from him. Such was the case with Job when he said

[in sorrow], harm has touched me [21:83]—from You—and You are the most

Merciful of the merciful [21:83]. Despite his request, God praised him and

said, Surely We found him patient [38:44].

Patience is not to restrain the self from complaining to God that He
lift or avert a tribulation. Patience is merely to restrain the self from
complaining to and relying upon other than God. I have made it clear
to you that God requests from His servants to avoid that harm by which
they cause Him harm, despite His being able to not create that quality of
harming in them. Understand then the mystery of this patience, for it is
among the most beautiful of mysteries!®

In other words, just as humans exercise sabr in response to the injuries and hurt
they inflict upon each other, so too does God. In fact, for Ibn al-‘Arabi, patience is
only possible in this life, since the harm towards which the quality is a response
is confined to this world. In other words, neither God nor humans will exercise
patience in the afterlife since the conditions for its existence, namely harm, will be
removed. “With the end of the world,” writes Ibn al-‘Arabi, “the infliction of harm
comes to an end on everyone who is harmed, and with the end of harm, patience
itself comes to an end.”* God is only al-Sabiir in this world.

Makki ties patience with others into the virtue of humility, drawing attention to
the mukhbitin about whom the Quran says, And give glad tidings to the humble (22:34).
The eminence of their rank is due in part because they seek neither vengeance nor
retribution against those who do them wrong, even though it falls within their
right to seek justice. They are people of fadl instead of ‘adl,** argues Makki, because
they adhere to the preferred path of forgiveness described by God when He says,
And if you punish, then punish with the like of that wherewith you were punished. But if
you are patient, it is better (16:126). Of those who stand in this station, the magam
al-mukhbitin, Makki declares, “It has been said, they are those who do no wrong to

27. Makki, Qat, 1:396.

28. Makki, Qiit, 1:396.

29. Tbn al-‘Arabi, Futiihat, 2:206.

30. Ibn al-‘Arabi, Futihat, 2:206.

31. ‘Adlis “justice,” while fadl may be translated as “favor,” “grace,” or “bounty.” In relation to God, the former involves
giving the human being her due, while the latter entails conferring on her undeserving bounty. In interpersonal relations,
fadl may entail treating the other with compassion, love and benevolence even when it is entirely unwarranted. In the Quran,
divine fadl appears as a recurring motif.




167.0 x 240.0 mm

On Patience (Sabr) in Sufi Virtue Ethics 77

others, and if they are themselves wronged, they do not seek revenge.”* In many of
the Sufi meditations on patiently forbearing the belligerence of others, we find an
Islamic equivalent to the Christian virtue of turning the other cheek.

Finally, there is patience in trial and hardship. When Sufyan al-Thawri (d.
161/778) was asked, “What is the best of deeds?” he replied, “Patience in the face of
tribulation (al-sabr ‘ind al-ibtila’).”* This entails resignation to fate, one of the most
recurring themes in Sufi literature—an ideal reflected in the prayer of the Prophet,
“I ask You for contentment after the passing of decree.”* In Sahl’s commentary
on the words of ‘Ali b. Abi Talib (d. 40/660), “God loves every sleeping slave,” he
explains that this is because “they remain still under the flow of divine ordinances,
that is, with neither aversion, nor resistance.”* For our Sufi authorities, al-sabr ‘ind
al-ibtila’ requires holding the soul back as much as possible from excessive distress,
anxiety, and unease, that is, from jaza‘ (a Quranic antonym of sabr*®). And this may
be realized through meditating on the brevity of the life of this world (the arena
of trials), the eternal felicity that awaits the pious after death, the wisdom behind
divine decree, the cleansing and purification of the soul made possible through
hardship, the raising of the soul’s rank before God through patience in adversity,
and of course, the fact that what God chooses for us is always better than what we
might choose for ourselves. As Ibn ‘Ata> Allah (d. 709/1309) writes,

Surely a compassionate father who makes his son undergo the rigors of
a surgery never intends to inflict his son with pain! Likewise, a doctor
may advise a remedy for your health calling for razor-sharp scalpels even
though it may cause you intense pain. If you followed your own choice,
you would avoid the treatment altogether! But you would only get more
sick.””

Affliction is also, from the vantage point of Sufi virtue ethics, a mark of divine
love,*® and to patiently endure trials and hardships is to follow the footsteps of the
friends of God and the prophets, all of whom suffered. Indeed, as the hadith states,
“If God loves a people, He tries them.” Or as Sahl would put it, “God did not praise
anyone except on account of patience exercised over trials and hardships.”*

32. Makki, Qit, 1:395-397.

33. Cited in Makki, Qat, 1:397.

34, Ahmad b. Hanbal, Musnad, 5:191.

35. Makki, Qiit, 1:400.

36. E.M.Badawi and M. A, Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur’anic Usage (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 62.

37. Translation taken, with a slight modification, from Ibn ‘Ata Allah, The Book of Illumination, trans. Scott Kugle
(Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 2005), 64.

38. The most recent studies of love in Sufism include Mohammed Rustom’s essay in this volume; Joseph Lumbard, “Love
and Beauty in Sufism,” in The Routledge Handbook on Sufism, 172-186; and Hany T. Ibrahim, “Love in the Writings of Ibn ‘Arabi,”
(PhD diss., University of Calgary, 2020). See also the third chapter (“Rabi‘a the Lover”) in Rkia E. Cornell’s Rabi‘a from Narrative
to Myth: The Many Faces of Islam’s Most Famous Woman Saint, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (London: Oneworld, 2019), 147-212.

39. Tirmidhi, Zuhd, 57.

40. Cited in Makki, Qiit, 1:392.
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DOES AL-GHAZALI HAVE A
THEORY OF VIRTUE?

Sophia Vasalou

Introduction

Writing in 1975, the distinguished scholar George F. Hourani proposed a scheme
for classifying the varieties of ethical writing in classical Islam that might serve as
a compass for study of the subject. Hourani’s interest was to provide a study tool
that would appeal to one constituency in particular, modern philosophers. In some
of his key works, notably those dedicated to the study of Mu‘tazilite ethics, Hourani
staked the claim that the ethical ideas developed by practitioners of kalam had
strong affinities, and entered into an important dialogue, with questions discussed
by modern moral philosophers. This was reflected in his 1975 scheme, which
drew on two key distinctions—*“normative” versus “analytical” and “religious”
versus “secular’—to then identify kalam discussions as the prime exemplar of
analytical ethics. Notably excluded from the category of “analytical” ethics were
philosophical works on the virtues or character (akhlag), such as those written by
Abu ‘Ali Miskawayh, Nasir al-Din al-Tasi, and Jalal al-Din Dawani. In explaining
this decision, Hourani appealed to two kinds of considerations. On the one hand,
the philosophical framework of these works “offers little of general philosophical
interest that is new.” At the same time, they “do not enter into the controversy of
kalam about the concepts of right and wrong, good and evil, so that these akhlag

”]

books are not the place to look for ethical philosophy in any analytical style.

1. George F. Hourani, “Ethics in Classical Islam: A Conspectus,” in Reason and Tradition in Islamic Ethics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985), 21; reprinted from Essays on Islamic Philosophy and Science, ed. G. F. Hourani (Albany: State
University of New York, 1975), 128-35.
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Hourani’s scheme still retains some of its heuristic utility. Yet much has changed
since he wrote those lines. To a large extent, his scheme reflected the intellectual
priorities of philosophers in his day. As the last statement betrays, Hourani was
operating with a very specific conception of what it means to do philosophy in the
“analytical style,” one that mirrors the engrossing interest taken by philosophers
in the first few decades of the twentieth century in questions about the definition
of moral terms. Since that time, the focus of moral philosophy has shifted in more
ways than one. And one of the most seismic shifts has been the rehabilitation of
questions about character and the virtues as a respectable subject of philosophical
inquiry. This shift has slowly begun to percolate through the study of ethics in other
intellectual and cultural traditions, sparking a new interest in the resources they
can contribute to this investigation. Albeit more hesitantly, it has finally begun to
filter into Islamic scholarship as well, with a number of recent studies focusing on
ethical writings on the virtues and self-consciously locating themselves against the
horizon of the philosophical renaissance of virtue ethics.?

This self-conscious placement, as Cyrus Ali Zargar points out in the most
notable recent contribution of this kind, is not without challenge. One challenge
already arises when one seeks to identify the discourse that forms the relevant
interlocutor. The frameworks in which virtue was examined in the Islamic world
were after all highly diverse, ranging from philosophical ethics to etiquette or
literature (adab), works of Sufism, and many other twilight genres in between.
Hence, “defining ‘virtue ethics””’—in the Islamic tradition, that is—*“is more difficult
than defining jurisprudence and positive law, in part because a number of genres of
writing and ethical methods in classical Islamic thought might qualify.” For his part,
Zargar draws the boundary around his subject using a minimalist chalk. Focusing
on Sufi and philosophical texts, he takes their unifying concern to be a “concern
with the niceties of human character and with the perfection of the human soul by
acquiring good character traits through habit.”

There are other potential challenges in the offing which partly depend on the
precise type of rapprochement one wishes to effect between Islamic writings on the
virtues and philosophical perspectives, past and present. One might, for example,
think of one’s aim chiefly in historical terms, as helping to enlarge the intellectual
(more broadly) or the philosophical (more narrowly) history of the virtues by
creating a place for neglected Islamic approaches. This was partly Hourani’s aim in
his work on the Mu‘tazilites.* At a minimum, this would require staking the claim
that there is a reasonable degree of continuity in concepts and concerns that makes
these approaches eligible for inclusion in such a history. Yet one might also think
of one’s aim in more openly normative terms, focusing on the potential of these
works to yield new insights, tools of thinking, or more generally ways of actively
pursuing a philosophical concern with the virtues. Their special interest, from this

2. Two of the most recent contributions in this vein are Cyrus Ali Zargar, The Polished Mirror: Storytelling and the Pursuit of
Virtue in Islamic Philosophy and Sufism (London: Oneworld, 2017), and Sophia Vasalou, Virtues of Greatness in the Arabic Tradition
(0xford: Oxford University Press, 2019).

3. Zargar, Polished Mirror, 7.

4. See, e.g., the remarks in G. F. Hourani, Islamic Rationalism: The Ethics of ‘Abd al-Jabbar (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 1-7.
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regard, would lie not in their recognisability or similarity but in their difference—
because they say something distinctive which might take contemporary reflection
on the virtues forward, albeit with a measure of reconstruction, and thus “help us,
moderns, lead better lives,” in Kristjdn Kristjansson’s words (apropos the choice
between exegesis and reconstruction in Aristotle’s virtue ethics).’

My discussion in this paper does not presuppose a choice between these
approaches. It assumes that both are legitimate enterprises and that a minimal
degree of continuity in concepts and concerns is requisite for either of them to
be possible. Against this backdrop, my focus will fall on the ethical thought of
the eleventh-century theologian Abii Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111). To anyone
interested in engaging with Islamic writings on the virtues, al-Ghazali must appear
as one of the most promising ports of call. His voluminous intellectual output
ranges over a variety of disciplines and fields, but one of his central contributions
to Islamic thought lies in the account of the moral and spiritual life he enunciated
across a number of works. Two works that stand out are the Scale of Action and,
head over shoulders above the rest, his 40-volume magnum opus, the Revival of
the Religious Sciences. In the latter, al-Ghazali drew on both philosophical and Sufi
resources to unfold a comprehensive picture of a life lived sub specie aeternitatis.
Divided into four parts, the book begins by detailing how to approach the two
elements that make up our “external” life (zahir), namely, ritual actions (‘ibadat)
and social customs or practices (‘adat). Then it turns to what many readers consider
to be the heart of the book, the one concerned with the domain of the inner (batin),
or what al-Ghazali terms “the science of the states of the heart” (Glm ahwal al-
qulab), which he organises through a distinction between what is blameworthy and
praiseworthy. The third part of the book dissects the blameworthy or “destructive”
states (muhlikat) while the fourth dissects the praiseworthy or “salvific” states
(munjiyat).¢

In this part of the discussion, al-Ghazali’s philosophical-Sufi synthesis (barely
adumbrated in the earlier Scale) comes into full fruition, with many of the spiritual
qualities that earlier Sufi handbooks had dwelled upon—such as gratitude, fear,
hope, trust, and love—taking their seat alongside virtues more familiar from
philosophical works, such as temperance, courage, justice, wisdom, and their
retinue of subordinate virtues. And it is in this part of the discussion that many
readers have located an ethics they have assumed can be straightforwardly
identified as an ethics of virtue, as full-blooded as any that merit the name. One
of the last books to be written on al-Ghazali’s ethics over thirty-five years ago, by
Mohamed Ahmed Sherif, was explicit: “[T]he core of Ghazali’s mystical doctrine
can be considered not only an ethical theory but also a theory of virtue.” He has
been followed in this characterisation by a number of other writers since.”

5. Kristjan Kristjdnsson, “Twenty-First-Century Magnanimity: The Relevance of Aristotle’s Ideal of Megalopsychia for
Current Debates in Moral Psychology, Moral Education and Moral Philosophy,” in The Measure of Greatness: Philosophers on
Magnanimity, ed. Sophia Vasalou (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 266. This is a line I tried to develop in my Virtues of
Greatness apropos the ideal of “greatness of spirit” in the Arabic tradition.

6. For an overview of the structure and content of the Revival, see Kenneth Garden, The First Islamic Reviver: Abii Hamid
al-Ghazali and His Revival of the Religious Sciences (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), ch. 3, and at greater depth with
reference to Ghazali’s ethics, see Mohamed Ahmed Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1975), and Muhammad Abul Quasem, The Ethics of al-Ghazali: A Composite Ethics in Islam (Petaling Jaya: Muhammad Abul
Quasem, 1976).

7. Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, 108. The title of the book already says it all. Those who adopt this term in characterising
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On the face of it, the claim of al-Ghazali’s ethics to constitute an ethics of virtue
seems intuitive. There certainly appears to be more than enough continuity in
concepts and concerns to support it. Al-Ghazali uses concepts that can be directly
mapped onto the core categorial terms “virtue” (fadila) and “character trait”
(khulug). He defines virtue in readily recognisable terms: it is “a stable disposition
(hay’a rasikha) of the soul which causes actions to issue with facility and ease.” The
specific virtues and vices he places on his list overlap to an important extent with
familiar philosophical lists. And the theoretical framework in which he analyses
the virtues and vices has much in common with familiar philosophical approaches.
The value of virtue is grounded in the contribution it makes to happiness (hence
“destructive” and “salvific”), reprising a time-honoured eudaimonistic model.
These affinities, and the ease with which they allow us to locate al-Ghazali’s
ethics as an ethics of virtue, reflect the philosophical influences that condition al-
Ghazali’s thinking, most obviously in the Scale but equally evidently in the Revival.
The precise balance of Sufi and philosophical influences in the latter work has
attracted debate, with one commentator writing that “al-Ghazali’s ethical theory
may be characterized as primarily mystical in nature” and another highlighting
that “the Revival is not a work of Sufism” and suggesting that the determination
of its character is a kind of Rorschach test, with the decision “depending on the
reader and each reader’s inclinations.”

The claim that al-Ghazali’s ethics is an ethics of virtue certainly seems intuitive.
Yet my aim in this paper is to raise a doubt about it. It is a doubt that arises for a
variety of reasons when considering the body of al-Ghazali’s writing on ethics. It
arises most specifically in connection with the expression he gives of his ethical
viewpoint in the Revival rather than Scale.’® And it arises with special force in
connection with one part of the Revival in particular, which in many ways can
be regarded as its centrepiece: the treatment of the “salvific” states, which have
sometimes been designated “mystical virtues” and which I will instead refer to more
openly as “spiritual virtues” (with the term “virtues” bracketed for investigation).
As both of these circumscriptions indicate, the doubt arises precisely in relation
to the part of al-Ghazali’s ethical oeuvre that bears the strongest traces of Sufi
influence. The unpicking of this doubt will therefore have something to say to
discussions about the balance of intellectual influences in al-Ghazali’s ethics.

al-Ghazali’s ethics include Garden, Abul Quasem (writing around the same time as Sherif), and Zargar.

8. Abii Hamid al-Ghazali, Ihy@ ‘uliim al-din [The Revival of the Religious Sciences] (Cairo: Lajnat Nashr al-Thaqafa al-Islamiyya,
1937-38), 8:1434.

9. For the first remark, see Abul Quasem, The Ethics of al-Ghazali; for the second, Garden, First Islamic Reviver, 10 and 13.

10. There has been much discussion about the relationship between these two works. For some context on earlier
debates and a particular position on them, see Abul Quasem, “Al-Ghazali’s Rejection of Philosophic Ethics,” Islamic Studies 13
(1974): 111-27, and for a more recent view that emphasises the continuity between the two works, see Garden, First Islamic
Reviver, ch. 2.
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To clarify the nature of this particular doubt, it is helpful to introduce a
distinction sometimes drawn in philosophical circles between “virtue ethics” and
“virtue theory.” “Virtue ethics” is often taken to designate a type of ethical theory
in which virtue carries evaluative primacy and represents the foundational moral
concept. In this capacity, it is contrasted with other forms of ethical theory with
a different foundational concept, such as duty (Kantianism/deontology) or utility
(utilitarianism/consequentialism). Virtue ethics, as the philosopher Gary Watson
has put it, gives “explanatory primacy” to virtue in the following sense: “how it is
best or right or proper to conduct oneself is explained in terms of how it is best for
a human being to be.”! Yet philosophers whose ethical schemes are not species of
“virtue ethics” on this criterion sometimes have interesting things to say about
the nature and even the value of virtue; there are Kantian and utilitarian accounts
of the virtues, for example. Such schemes offer a “virtue theory” in this limited
sense.

Using this distinction, one can ask two different types of questions about al-
Ghazali’s ethics: (1) Does Ghazali have a theory of virtue? and (2) Is Ghazali’s ethics
a form of virtue ethics? The first question is evidently prior. To ask that question is
to ask whether al-Ghazali is talking about virtue at all. To ask the second is to ask
whether Ghazali makes out virtue to be the most important thing there is, morally
speaking. The doubt I want to consider here concerns the first and more elementary
question.”” Unless the answer is in the affirmative, the most basic continuity in
concepts, let alone concerns, between al-Ghazali’s ethics and modern virtue ethics
will not have been established.

It is a doubt that might at first sight appear outlandish, given the tell-tale
continuities plotted earlier. Yet this doubt, in my view, arises for very real reasons
upon closer investigation of al-Ghazali’s ethics. Among other things, these reasons
have to do with the categorial terms al-Ghazali employs to talk about “virtue,”
with central features of his specification of the nature of character and “virtue,” and
with the substantive content he includes in his list of the “virtues,” most especially
the “spiritual virtues.” In the following, I first present the main considerations as
pithily as I can (section 1). In the next stage of my argument (section 2), I evaluate
these considerations more critically and offer a more qualified approach to the
issues they raise, before concluding with a holistic assessment of the question
(section 3). The structure of my discussion, thus, has a dialectical character, yet
this give-and-take should not be seen as a purely academic exercise. It offers a way
of working honestly through a doubt that arises on good grounds and that reflects
real features of al-Ghazali’s account. Working through this doubt therefore means
shining a spotlight on these features, and is important because it helps bring some
of the distinctive contours of al-Ghazali’s ethics into clearer view.

11. Gary Watson, “On the Primacy of Character,” in Identity, Character, and Morality, ed. Owen J. Flanagan and Amélie 0.
Rorty (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), 451.

12. For abrief statement of the distinction between virtue ethics and virtue theory, see Nancy E. Snow, “Neo-Aristotelian
Virtue Ethics,” in The Oxford Handbook of Virtue, ed. N. E. Snow (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 321.

13. I explore the second question in “Virtue and the Law in al-Ghazali’s Ethics,” in Islamic Ethics as Educational Discourse:
Thought and Impact of the Classical Muslim Thinker Miskawayh, ed. Sebastian Giinther and Yassir El Jamouhi (Tiibingen: Mohr
Siebeck, forthcoming).

14. Through this discussion, I will place the term in scare quotes so as to retain it at investigational arm’s length.




167.0 x 240.0 mm

100 SOPHIA VASALOU

1. Articulating Doubt

Al-Ghazali uses the language of virtue, offers familiar definitions of virtue, and
also focuses on substantive qualities that most wouldn’t think twice about calling
virtues or vices. So how could it ever occur to anyone to doubt that al-Ghazali has
a theory of virtue? Here are some of the principal reasons.

The Content of al-Ghazali’s List of Spiritual “Virtues”

In the fourth quarter of the Revival, al-Ghazali reaches most deeply into the well
of Sufi thinking to present the set of praiseworthy qualities or states that must be
acquired by the individual hoping to “tread the road of the hereafter” and make
her way to God. This spiritual journey starts with repentance and culminates in
love. Bridging these two points is a sequence of intermediate stations (magamat)
which form prerequisites or preconditions (muqaddimat) for love. Al-Ghazali names
these as patience, gratitude, fear, hope, poverty, renunciation, faith in God’s unity,
and trust in God. Another triad of states—longing, intimacy, contentment—are
presented as corollaries (thimar) of love. A further four books discuss intention,
sincerity, and truthfulness; vigilance and self-examination; meditation; and
remembrance of death and the afterlife.”

For philosophers, this is the part of the book that will seem most unfamiliar.
The third quarter of the Revival, concentrating on blameworthy qualities,
showcased numerous features that philosophers would have no trouble
recognising as traits of character that signify vices, such as pride, conceit, envy,
miserliness, gluttony, and irascibility. Yet turning now to the content of the fourth
quarter, how easy is it to locate its topics within this paradigm? The contents
of this part of the book are classed as “salvific” elements (munjiyat), and in the
introduction to the Revival, al-Ghazali refers to the “salvific” elements he will
be discussing in Part 4 (and similarly the destructive elements discussed in Part
3) as “character traits” (khulug).'® It may also be worth noting that Miskawayh
(d. 421/1030), with whose work al-Ghazali was well acquainted, drew a similar
connection between the two terms in his Refinement of Character.”” Following this
lead, some of the most prominent commentators unhesitatingly refer to all these
elements as “virtues.”

Yet scrutinising the topics of the books included in the fourth quarter of the
Revival, it will be clear that many of them stand in an awkward relationship to this
conceptual category. “Self-examination” (muhasaba) and “meditation” (tafakkur),
for example, represent activities rather than traits of character—by which I mean
that this is the understanding that emerges from al-Ghazali’s own discussion.

15. Commentators have offered different accounts of the relations (including hierarchy) between these elements.
Compare, for example, Sherif’s distinction between supporting and principal virtues (Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, 113-15) with
Abul Quasem’s rather different distinction between means-virtues and ends-virtues (The Ethics of al-Ghazali, 148-50).

16. Al-Ghazali, Thya, 1:4.

17. Though slightly indirectly, referring to the need to study the illnesses of the soul and to strive to treat them so
as to “save it from sources of possible destruction” (yunajjiha min mahalikiha). Aba “Ali Miskawayh, Tahdhib al-akhlag, ed.
Constantine Zurayk (Beirut: American University of Beirut, 1966), 222.
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“Poverty” (faqr) is clearly understood by al-Ghazali to signify an objective state (a
state of lacking worldly goods and resources) rather than a subjective state of an
agent such as we intuitively take a virtue or a character trait to be. And to call
“intention” a virtue would seem to be a pure case of category mistake. Yet the most
important case is the class of “virtues” that includes hope, fear, and above all, love.

One of the first to pick up on this was Sherif in his book-length study of al-
Ghazali’s ethics, where he noted that “most of the mystical qualities (in particular
fear, hope, and love), are basically passions.® Yet for philosophers (as Sherif
noted), the passions are the “stuff of virtue,” and cannot be identified with virtue
categorially. In the Nicomachean Ethics (I1.5), Aristotle drew a clear distinction
between affections or feelings (pathe) and virtues. Virtues are dispositions (hexeis),
and these dispositions are expressed in certain patterns of acting, judging, and
also feeling.”” As one commentator puts it, emotions are not themselves states
of character; states of character are “ways of standing well or badly toward the
emotions.”” Standing well toward the emotions involves applying the principle of
the mean. Virtues and actions admit of excess and deficiency. We can be angry too
little or too much, feel pity too little or too much. But “having these feelings at the
right time, about the right things, toward the right people, for the right end, and in
the right way, is the intermediate and best condition, and this is proper to virtue.”*

While al-Ghazali observes this principle in his discussion of other traits, in
the spiritual “virtues,” as Sherif observes, he jettisons it, much as he jettisons the
theoretical framework of a tripartite faculty psychology that had informed his
analysis of other virtues and vices elsewhere in the Revival. Following a familiar
tradition, most of these virtues and vices had been associated with particular
faculties—appetitive, irascible, and rational—and organised in trees of cardinal and
subordinate traits. In this part of the Revival, this philosophical schema disappears.?

Sherif, for his part, seems to accept that al-Ghazali’s spiritual “virtues” are
indeed passions. Yet he does not appear to consider this a problem and indeed
continues to refer to these passions as “virtues” and “states of character.”” Yet is it
not a problem? To my mind, the fact that some of the most important “virtues” in
al-Ghazali’s scheme, including the Haupt-“virtue” of love, cannot be readily located
in the right conceptual category raises a serious question about its credentials as a
theory of virtue.

Some of the “spiritual virtues” enumerated by al-Ghazali could take further
discussion, and would require deeper analysis to determine whether they speak

18. Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, 110.

19. AsRosalind Hursthouse puts the standard view in her entry on virtue ethics: a virtue is a “disposition, well entrenched
in its possessor . . . to notice, expect, value, feel, desire, choose, act, and react in certain characteristic ways.” https://plato.
stanford.edu/entries/ethics-virtue/ accessed November 3, 2019.

20. Nancy Sherman, Making a Necessity of Virtue: Aristotle and Kant on Virtue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997), 53.

21. Nicomachean Ethics (hereafter, NE) 1106b21-23; I draw on the translation of the Nicomachean Ethics by Terence Irwin
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1999).

22. The schema is strongly expressed in the Scale, and also registers in earlier parts of the Revival, notably the first two
books of the third quarter.

23. This applies not only to love, but also to fear, which he unhesitatingly describes as a “state of character” (Sherif,
Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, 111).
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to the category of virtue even when they appear not to (repentance is a good
example). I will have something more to say about some of these later. It is also
clear that others of these “virtues” represent textbook cases of traits. Gratitude and
patience are the most obvious examples. Yet the main point of this section can be
summarised as follows: Some of the substantive content of al-Ghazali’s ethics seems to be
of the wrong category.

The Terminology of al-Ghazali’s Account
of the Spiritual “Virtues”

This provides a good way of segueing to a second point. The dual presence of
philosophical and Sufiideas in al-Ghazali’s ethics and the uncertain relation between
them were a subsidiary theme in the previous section. This second point takes us
straight to the heart of this double influence and the questions it raises about the
character of al-Ghazali’s theoretical framework. I mentioned that al-Ghazali refers
to the destructive and salvific states as “character traits” (khulug, akhlaq). This is
a term that appears in a number of different genres of writing on the virtues—in
philosophical treatises, but also in texts closer to the scriptural tradition, such as
the collections of prophetic reports about “noble traits of character” (makarim al-
akhlaq). In philosophical texts, another key term for virtue is fadila, also used by al-
Ghazali in the Scale and parts of the Revival** Yet in this central part of the Revival,
devoted to the spiritual “virtues,” both of these terms retreat into the background,
and another set of terms takes the stage. Al-Ghazali’s terminological framework
of choice pivots on the concepts of “states” (hdl, ahwal) and “stations” (maqgam,
maqamat).

These are terms that betray al-Ghazali’s debts to Sufism, where they had long
been in use. In Sufi usage, as Louis Gardet noted in his EI? entry on the topic, the
distinction between a state and a station can be tracked along two axes, (a) the
role of human effort and (b) temporal duration. States are passive (or “received”),
and transient; stations are, to a certain extent, the fruit of personal effort and
enduring.” This understanding is mirrored in the account al-Ghazali gives of the
terms in the appendix to the Revival, the Dictation on the Difficulties of the Revival, and
also in a key passage in On Hope and Fear. “A characteristic (wasf) is called a station
(magam) if it is firmly established and endures, while it is called a state (hal) if it is
adventitious and transient.”?

24. Note that the term fadila does not always carry the signification of “virtue” in the sense of a positive character trait
in the Revival. Sometimes it simply means “excellence” in the sense of “value” or “high worth,” in which sense it forms the
contrary of the term dhamm (e.g., dhamm al-ghadab, dhamm al-dunya, dhamm al-jah wa-l-riya@). When al-Ghazali thus refers to
fadilat al-raja’, fadilat al-khawf, or fadilat al-zuhd (e.g., al-Ghazali, Ihy@, 12:2312, 13:2340, 13:2441), this should by no means be
taken as decisive terminological evidence that he considers hope, fear, or renunciation virtues.

25. Louis Gardet, “Hal,” Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd edition, ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C. E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel,
and W. P. Heinrichs, http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0254, accessed November 3, 2019. Cf. Abii |-Qasim al-
Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmiid and Mahmid ibn al-Sharif (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Haditha,
1972), 1:204-208. And see also Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1975), 99-100.

26. Al-Ghazali, Thya@, 12:2308; cf. 16:3032. Sherif (Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, 112-13) and Abul Quasem (The Ethics of al-
Ghazali, 152) take this statement to express a sui generis view that distinguishes al-Ghazali’s usage from Sufi convention. But
that seems far from clear. Al-Ghazali’s formulation is very close to the definition from al-Jurjani’s Ta%ifat, cited by Gardet in
his EI? entry: “If the hal endures, it becomes a possession (milk) and is then called makam.”
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Now how do these terms relate to the concepts “character trait” and “virtue”?
Surprisingly, al-Ghazali does not, to my knowledge, offer to clarify their relationship
as he seamlessly drops one set and reaches for the other in the Revival.?” Yet on the
basis of these elementary definitions, one answer already recommends itself. If we
wished to identify one of these two Sufi concepts as the correlate of the concept of
virtue or character trait, “station” would be the most natural choice. States seem
similar to Aristotle’s affections or feelings, taken as occurrent phenomenological
states over which we have no voluntary control. In fact, in many contexts, al-Ghazali
applies the term “state” where the reference is clearly to a phenomenological
experience we would intuitively identify as an emotion, such as joy (in the context
of gratitude) or the painful sense of remorse (in the context of repentance).?® This
conceptual translation finds support in the triadic scheme that al-Ghazali offers
in this part of the Revival to explain the relation between the morally relevant
elements. Stations, he tells us, consist of cognitions (ma‘arif), states, and actions;
cognitions provide the foundation from which states flow and from which actions
in turn follow.” Stations are thus the most inclusive concept. A natural way to read
this scheme is as a re-articulation of the idea that dispositions are expressed in
ways of judging, feeling, and acting, cementing the identification of stations with
dispositions.

Yet it then comes as a great surprise to find al-Ghazali regularly identifying the
spiritual “virtues” with states in the body of his discussion, even when his account
formally opens (as it often does) by referring the virtue to the triadic complex.
Discussing patience (sabr), for example, he cites the triadic scheme and then
immediately goes on to state: patience “is only realised through a prior cognition,
and through a subsisting state (hala qa’ima), which is what ‘patience’ signifies
properly speaking (al-sabr ‘ald I-tahqiq ‘ibara ‘anhd).”** Discussing renunciation (zuhd)
and moving to qualify what constitutes the relevant state, he writes: “the state is
what we call ‘renunciation’ (amma al-hal fa-na‘ni biha ma yusamma zuhdan),” which
involves the transfer of desire from something inferior to something superior.!
Hope (raj@’) is defined as the “pleasure and joy in the heart” when one expects
something desirable to be realised. “Hope is this sense of joy (irtiyah) in the heart,”
which, as the context indicates, constitutes the relevant “state” more specifically.*”

It is also worth recalling that it is the term “state” that figures in al-Ghazali’s
description of his concern in the last two quarters of the Revival, devoted to the
“science of the states of the heart” (Gilm ahwal al-qulib). This results in a sense of
conceptual confusion that is well reflected in Jules Janssens’ observation that al-
Ghazal’s simultaneous use of “the technical vocabulary of multiple disciplines,
in the present case especially tasawwuf and falsafa,” is fraught with ambiguities

27. And some of the few cases where the two terms do appear in close textual proximity have far from evident
implications. Does apposition, for example, entail opposition? If so, al-Ghazali’s reference to ahwal al-qalb wa-akhlagihi al-
mahmiida wa-l-madhmama (al-Ghazali, Thya, 1:29) would mark a distinction; yet then so would his reference to al-akhldq al-
mahmida wa-l-magamat al-sharifa (15:2806).

28. See, respectively, al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 12:2206 and 11:2072.

29. Al-Ghazali, Ihyﬁ’, 12:2171.

30. Al-Ghazali, Thya’, 12:2171-72; cf. 12:2173: “the omission of acts one desires is an action that is produced by a state (hal)
called ‘self-control’ (sabr).”

31. Al-Ghazali, Ihyﬁ’, 13:2436.

32. Al-Ghazali, Thya’, 12:2309.
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stemming from his failure to clearly “indicate which meaning he prefers, or. . . is
referring to.”” Other commentators have puzzled over al-Ghazali’s usage of these
Sufi terms and have sometimes arrived at diametrically opposed solutions. Sherif,
for example, takes al-Ghazal’s usage to deviate from Sufi convention (a poorly
substantiated claim, in my view), but in any case concludes that “only stations can
be regarded as virtues, since stability is an essential characteristic of virtue” and
only stations are stable in the required sense.** Muhammad Abul Quasem agrees
that al-Ghazali’s usage is sui generis, yet arrives at the exact opposite conclusion
via a somewhat mind-bending piece of textual syllogistics:

1. “many of the mystical qualities are . . . related to the element of hal”;
2. “they are also called praiseworthy character-traits”;

3. “acharacter-trait has already been defined as an established quality of the
soul”;

4, “the conclusion, therefore, is that hal is an established quality.”**

This conclusion, of course, would place al-Ghazali’s usage at clear loggerheads
with Sufi convention. We saw the evidence for (1), (2), and (3) above. Yet the two
possibilities that Abul Quasem doesn’t appear to contemplate are that some of
this textual evidence may be weaker than others, and that al-Ghazali’s work may
contain genuine tensions and inconsistencies. For now, the point made in this
section can be summed up as follows: Some of the categories that al-Ghazali applies to
his material seem to be the wrong category.

Virtue in the Future Tense

I suggested above that some of the content al-Ghazali includes under “virtue”
appears to be of the wrong category, and that some of the concepts he employs
to talk about his subject have an awkward relation to the category of virtue. My
next point takes up the concern with categorial fit from a different perspective.
In certain places of his writing, al-Ghazali discusses virtue in ways that suggest a
radically different conception of what it means to possess a virtue from the one
that shapes most philosophical writing on the virtues.

While theorists of the virtues do not always speak in a single voice, the
conception of virtue that typifies writing on the subject is one that remains true to
the kernel of Aristotle’s discussion in the Nicomachean Ethics. Virtue is a disposition
(hexis), that is to say, a stable feature of our psychological reality that disposes
us to respond in certain ways (through certain kinds of actions, feelings, and so
forth). Such responses manifest the stable underlying structure of the personality.
This view comes with a commitment to a robust kind of psychological realism.

33. Jules Janssens, “al-Ghazali Between Philosophy (Falsafa) and Sufism (Tasawwuf): His Complex Attitude in the Marvels
of the Heart (‘Aj@ib al-qalb) of the Thy@ ulam al-din,” Muslim World 101 (2011): 616.

34. Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, 113.

35. Abul Quasem, The Ethics of al-Ghazali, 151; the numbering of the statements is my own. Abul Quasem offers a second
argument, but it is a rather weak one.

36. For a recent exposition and defence of this dispositional view, see Christian B. Miller, Character and Moral Psychology
(oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), ch. 1.
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As Daniel Russell puts it, virtues are psychological attributes made up of beliefs,
emotions, etc., and as such “real things”: they are “real ways that one’s character
and psychological makeup are, or can become.”” This psychological realism must
ultimately cash out in the concrete physical structure of the mind as modern
science reveals it, as Owen Flanagan notes: “Virtues and vices, if they exist, and
they do, are instantiated in neural networks . . . [a virtue] has characteristic
activating conditions, so that tokens of a situation type activate a neural network,
which has been trained-up to be activated by situations of that kind.”*® An obvious
corollary of this kind of realism is that it is possible at any given moment to make
true statements about the content of a person’s character in the present tense. “X

7 @

is generous,” “Y is an unregenerate egoist.”

Some of the positions that al-Ghazali takes in his work suggest that he shares
this conception of virtue and the corollary view that it is possible to make true
statements concerning a person’s praiseworthy or blameworthy attributes in the
present time. This is implicit, for example, in his definition of positive character
traits as “stable dispositions” (hay’a rasikha), which are manifested when the
relevant actions “issue with facility and ease.””® Yet in other parts of al-Ghazali’s
work, a different and somewhat surprising view emerges. It emerges most distinctly
in one specific context—namely, where the ethics of self-esteem comes up for
consideration. By “ethics of self-esteem,” I simply mean the ethical questions that
arise concerning the right attitude to the self and its merits. This is a sphere that is
governed by a number of familiar virtues and vices, including humility and pride.

It is easy to see why the issue of what virtue or perfection is and how perfections
might be predicated of the self would come up in this context. The main ethical
defects in this department, after all, depend on a person’s belief that she possesses
certain kinds of praiseworthy features. This is a belief that al-Ghazali confronts
as he sets out to tackle these defects in the books of the Revival dealing with pride
(kibr), conceit (‘ujb), the quest for status (jah), and dissimulation (riya@’). His response
to the question, “What is the appropriate way of relating to one’s praiseworthy
features?” appears to come down to this: “You're in fact mistaken in thinking you
really possess them.” One of the key arguments he uses to dismantle the cognitive
bases of pride and conceit centres on a theological trope that will come into view
more fully below, the “conclusion” of life (khatima). The reason one should not take
pride in one’s presumed perfections is the ever-real risk that one’s life will have a
bad conclusion (si’ al-khatima). Nobody knows what the conclusion of their life will
be, hence none of us should rejoice before the curtain falls.” This implies that the
pointis an epistemic one: even though we may possess certain praiseworthy features
now, we don’t know whether they will deliver their fruit in the future. Al-Ghazali
sometimes appears to support this interpretation.” But elsewhere it becomes clear

37. Daniel C. Russell, Practical Intelligence and the Virtues (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 172-73.

38. Owen Flanagan, “Moral Science? Still Metaphysical After All These Years,” in Personality, Identity, and Character: Explorations
in Moral Psychology, ed. Darcia Narvaez and Daniel K. Lapsley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 60-61.

39. Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 8:1434.

40. See, for example, the remarks at al-Ghazali, Thy@, 10:1852-53 (discussing love of praise), and 11:1980 (discussing pride).

41. Discussing praise, for example, one of the first points he makes concerns the need to ascertain whether one actually
possesses the perfection being praised (hadhihi al-sifa . . . anta muttasif biha am-la, IThy@, 10:1852). His remarks about the
right and wrong ways of relating to one’s perfections in the context of his account of conceit would also seem to rest on
an acknowledgement that these perfections are present and can be accurately judged to be present. See al-Ghazali, Ihya’,
11:1991-92.
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that for him the possession of a praiseworthy feature is in fact reduced to its “fruit”
or future outcome. The clearest evidence is provided in the context of a discussion
of why pride or a sense of superiority (takabbur) is inappropriate for humans but
appropriate for God. Pride, al-Ghazali explains, must have a proper foundation; and
human beings can never be certain of that foundation, since it depends on a future
eventuality. “Were a person to judge that he possesses [an] attribute (sifa) with a
definiteness admitting no doubt,” then pride “would be appropriate for him and
would be a virtue (fadila) with respect to him. Yet he has no way of knowing this,
for this depends on the conclusion, and he does not know what the conclusion
will be.”?

From a philosophical perspective, the idea that whether we possess an attribute
now depends on something that will occur in the future will seem deeply paradoxical,
and at odds with the intuitive type of psychological realism to which the view of
virtues as dispositions commits us. Whether we ascribe a particular trait to a person
of course depends on our observation of how they act and react, and future actions
(an act of gross cowardice, say, from someone presumed to be a paragon of courage)
may lead us to revise our judgement about the attributes we thought he possessed
in the past. Perhaps the moral performance at the conclusion of life should be
understood in this light: as revealing character, leading us to backdate our revised
judgement. Yet, on the one hand, there is a question (which I will not try to answer
here) whether this final performance in extremis is the type of event that would, in
ordinary judgements of character, lead us to amend a character assessment. More
relevantly, however, this point reflects the fallibility of character judgements as
made by human observers. Realism, on the other hand, commits us to the view
that there is a fact of the matter as to whether a person possesses a virtue even if
we are ignorant of it or err in our judgements.” And it is this kind of realism that
al-Ghazali would here appear to flout in making true statements about a person’s
present attributes contingent on an unknown future event.

Summing up the main point: Traits are not theorised as real psychological features.**

42. Al-Ghazali, Thya, 13:2415.

43. See, for example, Miller’s remarks in Character and Moral Psychology, 19-22.

44. 1have framed this point as a general one about traits and perfections, which would naturally extend to moral virtue
as well. Yet one of the most surprising aspects of al-Ghazali’s discussion of the vices of self-esteem is that there is virtually
no mention of moral traits as a basis of self-esteem. The features that al-Ghazali typically mentions as objects of positive self-
esteem—as more appropriate objects anyway, in contrast, e.g., to beauty, wealth, et al.—include knowledge (4ilm), piety, and
worship (wara$, taqwd, ‘ibada). Is this because al-Ghazali thinks of moral perfection in the negative way I describe in the next
section? Occasionally al-Ghazali refers to action (‘amal) as an object of self-evaluation (e.g., al-Ghazali, Ihy@, 11:1953). Now
“action” may indeed be understood to include moral character in its scope; there is good evidence that al-Ghazali uses the
term in this inclusive sense (see, e.g., al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 12:2236, where he translates the expression “faith and good character
(husn al-khuluq)” into “knowledge and action (‘amal)”). Cf. the definition of ‘amal in al-Ghazali, Mizan al-‘amal [The Scale of
Action], ed. Sulayman Dunya (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1964), 192. Nevertheless, there is something very strange in al-Ghazali’s
suppression of an overt reference to moral perfections in this context, and of an express concern with the pride a person
might take in her moral or spiritual accomplishments. The conceptual bundling of character under “action” also gives pause
for thought. Both aspects represent cases where moral character is not found where one expects it, and as such they provide
additional fuel for the doubt I am considering. My discussion of the above point, in any case, rests on the assumption that
al-Ghazali also had moral perfections in mind, as would seem reasonable, in making general statements about perfection.
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The first three points have focused on issues of categorial fit—on ways in which
the substantive qualities included in the ideals promoted, the categorial concepts and
terminology used to speak about these qualities, and the specification of key concepts
(such as that of a virtuous trait), appear orthogonal or at least uncertainly related
to the category of virtue as widely understood. My next two points belong to a
different class. The general concern they share is that the ways in which al-Ghazali
specifies, or speaks about, character yield an understanding of character and
virtue that seems unusually bare or indeed negative. Character, for all its apparent
importance—al-Ghazali describes the virtues as “gateways to heaven” and the vices
as “gateways to hell”—seems to become a vanishing quantity.” The concern here is
not that we cannot recognise that talk is of character in a formal sense, but that the
theoretical construct of character as it emerges is too thin.

The Privative Nature of Virtuous Character

Philosophers have often agreed that the value of the virtueslies in their contribution
to human happiness, but they have disagreed on how this contribution should
be understood. Two broad alternatives are the view that the virtues constitute
happiness and the view that the virtues lead to happiness, with the latter defined
independently. Aristotle is often taken to have espoused some version of the first
view; David Hume is a prominent exponent of the latter.

In his writings on virtue (and “virtue”), al-Ghazali aligns himself unmistakably
with the second, instrumentalist view. This instrumentalist position emerges in
both the Scale and the Revival, and is tied to al-Ghazali’s overall conception of human
happiness as consisting of the fulfilment of the intellectual potentialities of human
nature. The human telos lies in knowledge of reality and in attaining proximity to
God. Our bodily appetites and passions and our attachments to worldly goods are
impediments to the fulfilment of our telos.* At the most fundamental level, the
virtues represent different forms of mastery over these appetites, passions, and
attachments, and they are desired under their description as means to our proper
telos. The improvement of character is thus classed with “that which is desired for
the sake of something else” (urida li-ghayrihi), in contrast to knowledge, which is
classed with “that which is desired for its own sake” (urida li-nafsihi).”’

Yet what is especially important in the present context is how this view of
the value of good character translates into a view of its nature. Its nature emerges
as fundamentally privative, as a statement from the Scale makes particularly
clear. Ethical improvement “aims at eliminating that which should not be,” as “the
elimination of that which should not be is a condition for the subject to be freed
up for that which should be,” viz. knowledge.* The real, positive perfection is thus

45. See al-Ghazali, Thya’, 8:1426; 1 am paraphrasing slightly.

46. This view is expressed pervasively across al-Ghazali's work, but see indicatively his Mizan, 195-97, 221; and Thy@,
8:1451. 1 say al-Ghazali’s alignment with the instrumentalist view is “unmistakable”; but like almost every other point in this
essay, this could take deeper discussion.

47. Al-Ghazali, Mizan, 220. See also his Thya’, 12:2297-98, for another expression of this instrumental view.

48. Al-Ghazali, Mizan, 217.
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the intellectual one. The perfection of character, by contrast, is privative in kind.
It involves the removal (izdla, mahw) and then the absence of certain kinds of
drives and desires. “Acquiring” virtue, if one can appropriately apply the term, is
not about putting something in, but about taking something out. The best kind of
person, morally speaking, is marked not by what he has, but by what he lacks.

This privative profile is brought home in many other passages in the Revival, but
one of the most notable is in the context of a discussion of the different possible
types of perfection in the book On the Condemnation of Status and Dissimulation. In his
list of perfections, al-Ghazali includes: (a) being the sole existent (only available
to God), (b) power (only really available to God), and (c) knowledge (available to
both humans and God). Where, on this list, is moral perfection? A few lines down,
and almost as an afterthought, al-Ghazali tentatively adds a fourth item to the list,
which he designates as “freedom” (hurriyya). This consists in “liberation from the
bondage of appetites and worldly cares”—which is what moral perfection consists
of in his account. Thus liberated, one emulates the impassibility of the angels,
which are “not spurred by appetite and not incited by anger.” One also emulates the
impassibility of God, who is insusceptible to change or to being affected (istihalat al-
taghayyur wa-l-ta’aththur). The negative character of this perfection, already evident
in the above, is underlined again when al-Ghazali goes on to specify it through a
series of private statements. It is a matter of “not being changed by appetites and
not submitting to them (‘adam al-taghayyur bi-lI-shahawat wa-‘adam al-ingiyad laha)”
and “not . . . desiring worldly assets (‘adam . . . iradat al-asbab al-dunyawiyya).” The
reason he omitted this perfection from his first list, he explains, is that “it reduces
to a form of privation and deficiency (inna hagigatahu tarji‘u ila ‘adam wa-nugsan).”*

In sum: Virtue is theorised in overwhelmingly privative terms.

The Reductive Structure of Character

I suggested in the previous section that virtuous character comes across as a
privative concept in al-Ghazali’s ethics. Yet there is a further way of characterising
the theoretical construct that emerges from his work. Al-Ghazali’s conception of
the psychological structure of virtue appears unusually bare or reductive.

Al-Ghazali’s entire ethical vision, as it is spelled out in the Revival, is predicated
on a dichotomy between the body, its passions, and mundane goods on the one
hand, and God and the next world on the other. The most fundamental conflict,
and choice, in the spiritual life is cast as the conflict and choice between these
two attachments. Virtuous character ultimately appears to come down to a single
orientation, which can be characterised negatively and positively. Negatively,
it involves severing worldly attachments (‘al@’iq al-dunya); positively, it involves
attaching oneself to otherworldly happiness and to God. As al-Ghazali clearly states
in one place: “The end of these character traits (akhldq) is that the love of the world

49. Al-Ghazali, Thya’, 10:1844.




167.0 x 240.0 mm

Does al-Ghazali Have a Theory of Virtue? 109

be uprooted from the soul and the love of God take root in it.”* This dichotomous,
either/or view appears to rest on a particular understanding of the facts of human
psychology, as a remark in On Poverty and Renunciation suggests. “Perfection (kamal)
consists in the heart’s not turning to anything other than the beloved, whether
in hatred or in love; for just as two loves cannot be simultaneously present in the
heart, so also hatred and love cannot be simultaneously present in the heart.””!
Perfection is here clearly identified with an affective or conative state; and the
claim is that it is impossible for two such states to co-exist in the human psyche.

This dichotomy and the reductive view of character it grounds can be tracked
throughout the Revival, across the analyses that al-Ghazali offers of particular
“virtues” and vices. The reduction to this underlying structure is more obvious
in some cases than in others. Vices such as miserliness, pride, or gluttony are
clearly problematic insofar as they embody an attachment to mundane goods
(respectively wealth, power, and physical pleasure) and the dominance of animal
passions. Similarly, a virtue such as “self-control” (sabr) is directly theorised in
terms of an ability to control appetite or desire (shahwa) and conquer the drive
of passion (ba‘ith al-hawa) through the religious drive (ba‘ith al-din).** With other
virtues, the underlying structure lies a little lower beneath the surface. Gratitude
(shukr), for example, involves not merely acknowledging a benefit, verbally or
otherwise, but rather “using this benefit to realise the purpose it was intended for,”
which is fundamentally the obedience of God; and this requires overturning “the
sovereignty of appetite.””® The qualities that encapsulate this dichotomous view
most obviously are renunciation (zuhd)—which al-Ghazali defines as a transfer of
desire away from the mundane world (raghba ‘an), as the object of inferior value,
and toward the next world and God (raghba fi), as the object of superior value*—and
love of God (mahabba). In this regard, these two qualities would seem to represent
the master virtues of al-Ghazali’s ethics. All virtue reduces to renunciation of the
world and love of God, which are but two sides of a single motivational structure.

This reductive view of the structure of virtue is starkly illustrated in a discussion
that takes place in the book On Fear and Hope, where al-Ghazali unpacks his view of
an important theological topos, the “conclusion” (khatima) of life. The moment of
death, it emerges, is the most portentous moment in a human life, which has the
power to determine its future course. If human acts are judged by their intentions,
human lives are judged by their conclusions, and more specifically, by the final
instant that brings the entire play to a close, which is when the human heart gives
its most fateful performance. If, at the moment the soul is being taken away, either
doubt or unbelief or desire for something worldly enters the heart, this becomes a barrier
that prevents a person from entering paradise. The heart is as it were frozen in the
rictus of death; the psychological death mask taken at the moment of rigor mortis
is the one that remains for all time. A person’s entire lifetime of moral effort is in

50. Al-Ghazali, Thy@, 8:1444; the “end,” or “the ultimate point” (ghaya). Cf. Abul Quasem: “the evil qualities of the soul are
but various aspects of its love of the world” (The Ethics of al-Ghazali, 69).

51. Al-Ghazali, Thya’, 13:2394.

52. Al-Ghazali, Ihyﬁ’, 12:2172-73.

53. Al-Ghazali, Thy@, 12:2275.

54. Al-Ghazali, Thya’, 13:2436.
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a sense a preparation for this one moral performance. “All the acts of an entire
lifetime are forfeit if one does not escape unharmed at the final breath.”>> This
striking picture invites many questions, among which perhaps the most interesting
is whether it supports or undermines a belief in the value of character. Yet the main
point to focus on is what it says about the content of character. Doubt and unbelief,
and desire for worldly goods, respectively correspond to the intellectual and moral
aspects of human perfection. Once again, moral perfection is reduced to a basic
motivational structure determined by one of two mutually exclusive desires: desire
of bodily and mundane goods versus desire for God and the next world.

The point I have been framing as a question of motivational structure can be
put equally instructively as a point about the virtuous person’s reasons. As Daniel
Russell notes, “to have a virtue is (among other things) to be characteristically
responsive to certain sorts of reasons” or considerations.® These reasons, he
suggests, provide the most promising way of individuating virtues and explaining
what makes generosity, justice, courage, or magnanimity distinct virtues. The kinds
of things one cares about, to rephrase Russell’s point, vary from virtue to virtue.
To care about justice is not the same as to care about courage or generosity—which
is also why it seems possible for a person to possess one virtue but lack another.
It is this structural distinctness that is reflected, for example, in Aristotle’s richly
textured portrait of the virtuous person in the Nicomachean Ethics and the plural
traits that make up his character, each with its own distinctive sphere of operation.
The Ghazalian virtuous agent appears to be responsive to a single set of reasons
and to care about a single set of considerations: whether something involves or
constitutes an attachment to mundane and body-based goods, or whether it
involves or constitutes an attachment to God and the afterlife. Although, as Russell
points out, the local or low-level characteristic reasons of individual virtues
ultimately connect at a higher level, since “all ascend to a general conception of
the place of the virtues in one’s life,” in al-Ghazali’s ethics low-level reasons appear
to reduce almost frictionlessly to high-level reasons.”

To sum up: The structure of character is theorised in highly reductive terms.

The Unsituatedness of the “Virtues”

The last point I want to consider concerns a feature of al-Ghazali’s account of the
spiritual “virtues” that is rather harder to categorise. It is a feature that places his
account at a strange angle to a dominant way of thinking about the virtues—so
dominant, in fact, that I am not sure whether it has come up for explicit comment
in philosophical discussions. In one regard, it forms a natural corollary of the basic
conception of what a virtue is that was mentioned earlier. A virtue, we saw, is usually
understood as a disposition, which is manifested in certain patterns of acting,

55. Al-Ghazali, Thy@, 13:2371; and see generally the discussion 13:2363-5.

56. Russell, Practical Intelligence and the Virtues, 183.

57. Ibid, 197. Which means that the present point can also be parsed as a question about how clearly the virtues are
individuated in al-Ghazali’s scheme.




167.0 x 240.0 mm

Does al-Ghazali Have a Theory of Virtue? 111

feeling, judging, and so on. The concept of a disposition logically presupposes a
contrast between a person possessing a disposition and that disposition being
manifested or activated—a contingent manifestation occurring in particular
circumstances and in response to particular occasions. Thus, a person who is
generous will manifest that aspect of their character when occasions arise that
provide an opportunity to respond in either a generous or a non-generous way,
for example when a friend turns to them for financial help. An honest person will
manifest their honesty when testifying under oath or when they are faced with the
option of lying instead of disclosing an inconvenient truth.

As Christian Miller puts it, central to dispositions is that they “are sensitive to
certain stimulus events or stimulus conditions specific to the particular disposition.”
This is analogous to the way a “vase has the disposition of being fragile, which
makes it sensitive to being hit by a baseball, but not to the color of the baseball . . .
Because of the way dispositions work, certain events and facts about a situation
or environment will end up being relevant to a given disposition, whereas others
will not. It is also common to talk of stimulus events triggering characteristic
manifestations of dispositions.” Character traits thus “serve as causal mediators
between their various stimuli and manifestation events.”*®

It is this idea of dispositions as being stimulated by particular events or aspects
of a situation that I want to highlight. In part, this is a purely conceptual point, as
just noted. But it also mediates an important and more substantive picture of what
it means to lead the life of virtue in the grainy context of everyday reality. Virtue,
on this picture, is expressed in a sequence of particular, contingent responses to the
particular, contingent situations and predicaments that confront us as we go about
our daily lives. It is anchored in our transactions with the evolving contingencies
of the social and natural world that surrounds us. This not only concretises the
idea of what it means to live virtuously. By locating it in the finite context of
everyday reality, it also implicitly places certain kinds of limitations on this idea.
The emphasis on virtue as a negotiation of contingent particulars is reflected in a
model of moral reasoning which goes back to Aristotle and enjoys broad support
among contemporary philosophers of the virtues. Moral reasoning is not about
following general rules but about sensitive negotiation of particulars, “fitting
one’s choice to the complex requirements of a concrete situation, taking all of its
contextual features into account.”® Moral judgement, it can thus be said, “depends
on perception.”®

Against this background (which I've had to spell out at slightly greater length),
it is possible to explain what makes al-Ghazali’s account of the spiritual “virtues”
highly unusual. In contrast to most of the vice-virtue sets discussed earlier in the

58. Christian Miller, “Virtue as a Trait,” in The Oxford Handbook of Virtue, ed. N. E. Snow, 14-15, all emphases in original.
It is difficult to overstate how deeply the emphasis on virtue-relevant situations is ingrained in philosophical thinking
about what virtue is, how it is exercised and expressed, and even how it is educated. By way of purely indicative sample,
consider Howard J. Curzer’s Aristotelian procedure for character change: “First, determine the sorts of situations that elicit
problematic responses .. " “Aristotle and Moral Virtue,” in The Oxford Handbook of Virtue, ed. N. E. Snow, 110, emphasis added.

59. Martha C. Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire: Theory and Practice in Hellenistic Ethics (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1994), 67; and see generally the discussion in chapter 2.

60. NE 1109b23.
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Revival—such as gluttony, miserliness, or irascibility, and their opposing virtues—it
seems extremely difficult to approach most of the “virtues” featured in the last
quarter of the Revival on the terms outlined above. Many of these “virtues” are
ways of responding to one very specific aspect of reality—namely, God, viewed
from different perspectives. Love is a virtuous response to God’s beauty. Trust is
a virtuous response to God’s wisdom, power, and mercy, and to the fact that God
is ultimately the sole agent in the universe. Vigilance, if we follow Muhammad
Abul Quasem’s construction of it as a virtue, is a virtuous response to the fact of
God’s omniscience and his knowledge of one’s inner and outer being.®* Gratitude
is a virtuous response to God’s beneficence (expressed at every moment, and for
us, beginning from the very fact of being alive). On a slightly different mould,
renunciation is a virtuous response to the evaluative fact that the present world is
inferior to the next world and the enjoyment of God’s proximity.

In all these cases, the “virtues” are appropriate responses to unchanging
features of metaphysical reality. There is no isolable occasion for their exercise,
no determinate and delimited situation in which they are especially called for and
which can serve as a “stimulus” for their activation. They are always called for.
Their occasions, if we can still use the term, are always present. There is no time
when it is not appropriate to be loving, vigilant, grateful, trusting, or renunciant.

This might seem to suggest that the main issue is simply a special case of the
philosophical problem sometimes called the “demandingness of morality”—the
problem posed when morality appears to ask too much of us, at the expense of goods
that lie outside it. Al-Ghazali would not have thought of this as a problem. There are
no competing values outside these ethico-spiritual ones that are entitled to respect;
other values (such as the needs of the body, or social needs) only command respect
insofar as they enable us to realise these ones. And there is no moment at which
these ethico-spiritual values do not make demands of us.® Yet commitment to this
maximising view is compatible with recognising that certain kinds of conflict or
competition can arise within the ethical domain. Time spent cultivating or exercising
one virtue, for example, is time taken away from another. Time spent experiencing
one virtuous emotion is time spent not experiencing another. Manifestations of the
virtues and virtuous experiences of emotions compete with each other for finite
resources of time and psychological space. Traditionally, resolving such conflicts
and taking decisions about how to balance different demands has been considered
to be the role of phronesis, which ensures that feelings and actions are in accordance
with the mean. What makes an emotion virtuous—and thereby marks the presence
of a virtue—is that it observes the mean, being felt “at the right times, about the
right things, toward the right people, for the right end, and in the right way,” in
Aristotle’s already-quoted words.® In his discussion of the spiritual “virtues,” al-
Ghazali maintains a pointed silence concerning the principle of the mean, the
role of practical wisdom, the issue of potential conflict or competition, and more

61. For Abul Quasem’s discussion, see The Ethics of al-Ghazali, 173-76.

62. This view is signalled especially clearly in al-Ghazali’s book On Vigilance and Self-Examination. See, indicatively, al-
Ghazali, Thy@, 15:2754-55.

63. NE 1106b21-23.
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broadly questions about the concrete anchoring and realisation of these qualities in
the finite expanse of everyday life.”* It is the underdevelopment of this theoretical
infrastructure, combined with the “unsituated” nature of the qualities he discusses
(the omnipresence of their “occasion”), that generate a doubt as to whether the
talk here is of virtue as we know it.

Summing up the main point of this section: The “virtues” are unsituated responses
that are not anchored in the structure of human life and practical reasoning.

2. Re-Evaluations

In the above, I traced out some of the chief aspects of al-Ghazali’s ethical thought
that provoke a doubt about the appropriateness of identifying his thought as an
ethics concerned with virtue. These considerations, it may be noted, stand in
somewhat uncertain relations to each other; not all of them, for example, could
be simultaneously accepted as accurate descriptions of al-Ghazali’s scheme.® They
are also, in themselves, a mixed sort. All of them concern high-level features of al-
Ghazali’s thinking about character and what we may or may not call “virtue,” but
some align more clearly with the basic conceptual or categorial concern I outlined
in the beginning, which bears on the fundamental question of whether al-Ghazali
has a theory of virtue in the sense of being about something we may recognise
as “virtue.” For some of these points (the last is the best example), one of the
most pertinent questions is precisely whether they are sufficiently central to our
conception of virtue to count as categorial. This, of course, foregrounds the deeper
question that my references to “we” and “our” invite concerning the perspective
from which these observations are made and to which these features of al-Ghazali’s
account are declared to bear an awkward or orthogonal relationship.

I have been open about the fact that this perspective is one informed by
philosophical ways of thinking about the virtues, past and present. Yet one thing
I particularly want to underline here is that the above list of considerations—a list
which is not, I should add, entirely complete—was not the result of approaching
al-Ghazali with a kind of “rulebook” of how virtue ethics should be done, and
blowing the whistle upon discovering that his account deviates from this rulebook.
It emerged from an attempt to reflectively articulate a more immediate sense
that when one confronts al-Ghazali’s work with a view to how it might be placed
in conversation with other philosophical approaches to the virtues, something
catches. It was the result of trying to clarify an unprompted sense of doubt.

Yet with these considerations now in the open, it is possible to take another
critical step back and ask: Do these considerations offer us good reasons for
disqualifying al-Ghazali’s ethics as a theory of virtue? The issues raised in the

64. The closest al-Ghazali comes to creating that anchoring is in On Vigilance and Self-Examination, which expresses a very
strong awareness of time as a finite and quantifiable good.

65. To take one example (touched on below), even a reductive view of virtue is a positive view and involves the ascription
of a real psychological feature in the present time.
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previous stage of my discussion are extremely large, and each deserves a study in
its own right. I cannot hope to resolve them in the present space, and I will only
try to adumbrate some of the grounds on which the force of these considerations
might be questioned. Few of these considerations, in fact, appear unequivocal on
closer scrutiny. I will focus on a handful of indicative points, which can help suggest
the direction a fuller discussion might take. These points will also pave the way for
amore holistic assessment of the question I have been pursuing.

The Privative Nature and Reductive Structure
of Virtuous Character

It is convenient to start from these points, and take them together. To begin with, it
may already be clear that these two points stand in tension with each other. Even a
reductive view of the structure of character is after all a positive view. Focusing on
the “privative” aspect first, there are in fact a number of locations where al-Ghazali
pledges himself to a more positive view of what virtue involves. A number of times
he speaks of stocking or “populating” (‘ammara) the heart with praiseworthy traits,
an achievement that rests on first “emptying” it of blameworthy ones.* Perhaps
the clearest context that evokes a more positive view of virtuous character is al-
Ghazali’s aesthetic understanding of virtue, an understanding he spells out at
particular length in the book On Love. Virtue is beautiful, and the quest to acquire
virtue is thus a quest to “adorn and beautify [one’s] interior (tahliyat batinihi wa-
tajmiluhu bi-I-fadila).”’

The connection is not unambiguous, as al-Ghazali sometimes appears to cling
to a negative view of virtue in the midst of expounding on its aesthetic character.®®
Yet perhaps the most relevant point here is one that can be made philosophically
before being made textually. To understand virtue in terms of the elimination of
unwanted appetites and desires (which “should not be”), of “not being changed
by appetites,” “not submitting to them,” and “not . . . desiring worldly assets” is
merely to say that virtue is manifested in an omission or privation. But this privative
manifestation must be explained by reference to a state of character understood
in more positive terms—to a positive psychological structure. This seems even
clearer once we take into account that al-Ghazali gives his readers little reason
to think that full virtue, hence the complete privation of unwanted appetites and
desires, can be achieved by most human beings in this life. An ongoing agonistic
relationship to the animal parts of the self will almost always be necessary. This
is reflected in al-Ghazali’s description of the virtues and the vices in the Scale as
respectively “dispositions of domination” (hay’at istil@’iyya) and “dispositions of
subservience” (hay’at ingiyadiyya)—that is, relative to appetites.”

66. Al-Ghazali, Ihy@, 15:2806 (indeed populating it also with stations: yu‘ammiru qgalbahu bi-l-akhlaq al-mahmuda wa-I-
maqamat al-sharifa). Cf. 2:223: al-ghaya al-quswa ‘imaratuhu bi-l-akhlaq al-mahmada wa-l-‘aq@’id al-mahsri‘a.

67. Al-Ghazali, Ihya, 1:89; cf. 1:127.

68. See, for example, al-Ghazali, Thya, 14:2586 and 2588-89, in the context of discussing the features that ground the
beauty of, and thereby our love for, exemplary people; the reference to ethical features is framed negatively in terms of the
absence of or freedom from (tanazzuh) deficiencies.

69. Al-Ghazali, Mizan, 204.
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The worry about al-Ghazali’s privative view of character is perhaps in part
a displacement of another worry, concerning the explicitly instrumental and
subordinate value he assigns to character. For al-Ghazali, it is certainly clear that
moral perfection plays second fiddle to intellectual perfection. It is our intellectual
achievements that al-Ghazali principally encourages us to see as being retained
in the afterlife. Whether our moral features, as opposed to our cognitive features,
form part of our identity in the otherworldly context is far from obvious.”

If moral virtue is defined in terms of an attachment to God and the next world,
the positive answer to this question would seem almost trivially true. This brings
us to the issues raised by al-Ghazal’s reductive understanding of virtue (and
virtuous reasons). I contrasted this understanding with the one that emerges both
from Aristotle’s work and from contemporary thinking about virtuous reasons
and the individuation of the virtues. Yet the most obvious point to make here is
that this comparison was too partial, and left out of view a rather richer range
of philosophical approaches. The relationship between different virtues, and
the reason-giving they involve, is a complex one, and philosophers ancient and
modern have taken a lively interest in it. Among ancient philosophers, a significant
number, including Aristotle, took the view that certain relations of dependence
or entailment hold between apparently distinct virtues. A more radical version of
this view was that having one entails having them all (the thesis usually known as
the “unity of the virtues”). An important subset of ancient philosophers, which
notably included Socrates and the Stoics, took an even stronger position, arguing
that virtue is a single unified condition and that, as John Cooper puts it, “there [is]
really no set of distinct and separate virtuous qualities at all, but at bottom only a
single one,” with specific virtues representing merely “distinguishable aspects or
immediate effects of [this] unitary ‘virtue’””*

Placedinthislight,al-Ghazali’s reductive understanding of virtue may look rather
less alien. An interesting and more substantive task would therefore be to compare
his understanding with these conceptions. More broadly, this suggests that the
conceptual continuity we establish between al-Ghazali’s ethics and philosophical
approaches to the virtues may depend on the part of the philosophical tradition
we choose to focus on; and it signals the importance of taking an inclusive view
of this tradition. A more inclusive view would also uncover other parallels (how
far, for example, does al-Ghazali’s privative conception of virtue lie from the ideal
of a-patheia among Stoic thinkers, to say nothing of the Platonic and Neoplatonic
ways of thinking about the body and emotion that lie buried in its lineage?). If
one is slow to cultivate an inclusive view in this case, in considering al-Ghazali’s
reductive conception of virtue, it may be wondered whether that is because this
is another case of displaced concern—where the real concern is with al-Ghazali’s
overtly supernaturalist specification of this conception and with how hospitable
this makes his ethics to philosophical engagement and appropriation.

70. This could invite considerable discussion. For some evidence that suggests the survival of moral features, see Abul
Quasem, The Ethics of al-Ghazalt, 149-50.
71. John M. Cooper, “The Unity of Virtue,” Social Philosophy and Policy 15 (1998): 233.
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Virtue in the Future Tense

Al-Ghazali’s anti-realist reduction of virtue to a future outcome can be taken as a
reflection of two important things: (a) how he believed people ought to regard the
value of virtue (recall the instrumentalist view of virtue), and (b) how he believed
most people he was addressing in fact regarded the value of virtue. In the context of
the religious metaphysics he shared with his readers, perfections have powers—not
simply in terms of what they cause us to do or feel (the philosophical conception of
the power of virtue), but in terms of what they cause us to receive in otherworldly
bliss. Since, taken as a thesis about the nature of virtue, this anti-realist position
is clearly inconsistent with the view of virtue as a stable disposition that al-
Ghazali articulates elsewhere, maybe the best interpretive decision here is the
most charitable one: to bury this piece of textual evidence and assume it does not
represent al-Ghazali’s considered position. This evidence would not carry as much
weight were it not for the environment of doubt constituted by other evidence.

Virtues as Unsituated Responses

One way of querying my portrait of the spiritual “virtues” as perpetually mandated
unsituated responses to unchanging reality might be by arguing that this picture
is partial. The “occasion” of these “virtues” is not God’s reality, but God’s reality
as this intersects with some facet of human life. For instance, in the case of trust,
it is not merely God’s status as the sole true agent, as wise, powerful and merciful,
that creates the context for the exercise of a virtuous experience of trust. It is this
combined with the fact of being faced with the possibility of some specific action
which opens up the space for viewing or relating to one’s agency in different ways.
Similarly, it is not the evaluative reality that “the mundane world is inferior to the
next” that we should reasonably see as the relevant “occasion” for renunciation, but
some concrete context in which we are faced with the option of choosing the next
world over this one. It is these circumstances that provide the more direct stimulus
or triggering condition. One difficulty with this view is that these “situations” are
not delimited, to put it mildly. We are always being faced with the possibility of
some action; we are always being faced with some worldly good we could prefer
over an otherworldly one by virtue of simply being in the world. (This is especially
true if you follow al-Ghazali’s maximising view of morality, in which morality has
no gaps or work-play distinctions.) These generic possibilities are as much part of
our current reality as God’s attributes are part of his.

Is this a fatal difficulty? It is a question that seems well worth exploring.
Exploring it would involve taking a closer look at the key assumptions that
underpin philosophical thinking about these issues. Even though, as I have said,
the emphasis on situations, and on the dramatic character of the manifestation
of the virtues,” permeates philosophical thinking on the subject, this emphasis

72. “Dramatic character”: this is also reflected in the suggestion that moral perception takes the natural form of a story
or narrative about the relevant situation. See Susan Stark, “Virtue and Emotion,” Nods 35 (2001): 442, redeploying Jonathan
Dancy’s account in Moral Reasons (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 1993), 111-16.
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squares far more comfortably with some virtues than others. If we think there
are virtues that govern self-esteem, for example, it is not obvious that they could
be accommodated to this model without artificiality. Similarly, the emphasis on
situations as providing discrete dramatic occasions for exercises of the virtues
overlooks the fact that virtue is often expressed in seeking out relevant situations,
and in recognising virtue-relevant situations even when they do not confront one
with the immediate dramatic force of a baseball hitting a vase (to recall Miller’s
example). (This points to the potentially misleading effects of comparing virtues
to the dispositions of physical objects.) It also overlooks the fact that there are
countless occasions—not necessarily turning up on one’s doorstep, but out there
to be sought out—that create a potential demand for virtuous responses. There
is always someone who could form an appropriate object for our compassion or
generosity, always something for which to experience gratitude. How unusual is
the diffuse construction of the “situation” I just experimented with reading into al-
Ghazal’s work—which potentially creates a constant demand for the virtues—once
we take this into account?

The existence of potentially infinite occasions for the virtues, set against the
finitude of human life and resources, evidently requires some kind of choice. For
most philosophers, making this kind of choice would be the better part of practical
wisdom, providing prime testimony for why practical wisdom is indispensable to
the virtuous life. The more stubborn difficulty with al-Ghazali’s account is to be
found here and in the underdevelopment of theoretical infrastructure it diagnoses.
This leads us to the last set of points.

The Substantive Content and Terminology
of the Spiritual “Virtues”

I have left this pair of interconnected points for last, as they are the ones that seem
to me to pose the deepest and most complex difficulties. The first point came down
to the observation that a number of al-Ghazali’s supposed “virtues” don’t appear
to be virtues in the familiar sense; the second to the observation that al-Ghazali’s
theoretical terms for these “virtues” don’t appear to pick out virtues. The two
points intersected in this claim: a number of al-Ghazali’s supposed “virtues” appear
to be emotions; and al-Ghazali’s theoretical terms for these supposed “virtues”
(viz. ahwal) appear to pick out occurrent phenomenological experiences that are
co-extensive with emotions either in whole or in large part.

The second of these issues looks like the one that runs least deep, and that
should be the easiest to clear up. Al-Ghazali himself often expressed impatience
with verbal disputes: so long as we know what we’re talking about, there’s “no need
to quarrel over words” (la mushahha fi l-alfaz ba‘da ma‘rifat al-ma‘ani).” There are
different routes one could follow here. One would be to adopt a via media between
the views taken by Sherif and Abul Quasem, and conclude that al-Ghazali employs

73. Al-Ghazali, al-Mustasfa min ilm al-usil (Bulaq: al-Matba‘a al-Amiriyya, 1904), 1:28. Yet words are after all the way we
know what we’re talking about.
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the term hal equivocally, sometimes using it in the Sufi sense (where it refers to
a transient involuntary occurrent state) and sometimes using it in the sense of a
more stable disposition.” Evidence for this can be gleaned in various locations, but
one of the most compelling is in the context of an important discussion that takes
place in On Patience and Gratitude where al-Ghazali sets out to explain the relation
between states (ahwal), cognitions, and actions in his triadic scheme. His account
mobilises a number of ideas rooted in philosophical ethics that he has elsewhere
articulated in clear reference to character traits. These include the idea that moral
virtue (here hal) is a means to intellectual illumination and hence to happiness,
and the (Aristotelian) idea that moral virtue (here hal) is acquired by habituating
oneself to the relevant actions; in the same context, al-Ghazali brings up specific
qualities, such as miserliness, which represent textbook cases of character traits.”
Philosophical ideas elsewhere decked out in the language of virtue and character are
thus re-clothed here in the language of states, making a strong case for equivalence
between the two sets of concepts.

Moreover, “state” is al-Ghazali’s term of choice for referring to the subject
of the second half of the Revival, dedicated to the “science of the states of the
heart” and covering both destructive and salvific qualities.” It is not only that he
describes the same part of the Revival as focusing on “character traits” (akhldg), as
noted earlier—it is hard to know how much weight to attach to isolated pieces of
nomenclatural evidence like these—but that in doing so he refers to elements that
we can clearly identify as character traits (all those recognisable vices treated in
the third quarter, such as miserliness, gluttony, envy, etc.). This combines with a
rather broader consideration: given the Sufi understanding of “states” as transient
and unwilled experiences, it is simply hard to see how al-Ghazali could have seen
his entire ethical project as centring on these. Whatever other doubts we may have,
it makes no sense to doubt his interest in promoting lasting moral change (and
change that lies in our voluntary control). And we certainly know from both his
philosophical definitions of “character trait” and “virtue” and his Sufi definition of
“station,” if from nothing else, that he had a reflective concept of that.”

To this proposal I would add another point, which may help explain al-Ghazali’s
seemingly wayward use of the term “state” to refer to spiritual “virtues” even
where the former term appears to denote a meaning closer to its conventional
Sufi usage. This usage may in fact reflect a tension between al-Ghazali’s more
reflective rigorous application of terms and a more ordinary or widespread type
of usage. Al-Ghazali often opens his discussions of the spiritual “virtues” with
an explicit statement that identifies these “virtues” with the tripartite complex
of the “station,” which comprises cognitions, states, and actions—and which as
such is presumably stable once properly acquired. Thus, repentance, for example,

74. Sherif himself, in fact, appears to acknowledge this equivocal use at Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, 111 (esp. n.2).

75. Al-Ghazali, Thya’, 12:2297-99. I discuss this passage at greater length in “Virtue and the Law in al-Ghazali’s Ethics.”

76. See, e.g., al-Ghazali, Ihya, 1:36.

77. Some help toward resolving this question might also be thought to be provided by al-Ghazali’s discussion of ethics in
the Mungidh, where he identifies the concerns of philosophical ethics (viz. sifat al-nafs wa-akhlaquha) with the concerns of Sufi
discourse (al-Mungidh min al-dalal [The Deliverer from Error], ed. Jamil Saliba and Kamil ‘Ayyad [Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1967],
86). But as he makes no reference to specific Sufi concepts such as stations or states there, this evidence does not take us far.
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is made up of the knowledge that sins cause great harm, the state of emotional pain
at the thought of losing something desirable (which is what is called “remorse,”
nadam), and the action of abandoning and avoiding sins and redressing past ones.
The term “repentance,” he writes, “is applied to the aggregate (majmu‘iha).” Yet
he continues: “it is often applied to the element of remorse alone.” A prophetic
dictum is cited to illustrate this usage (“repentance is remorse”).” This shows al-
Ghazali distinguishing between two kinds of usage, with the former representing
the theoretically normative one. That al-Ghazali takes a normative view of the
application of these terms is made especially clear in his discussion of hope, which
he insists is only properly applied when hope is properly justified (otherwise it is
called delusion or folly).” In ordinary usage, by contrast, the terms of the “virtues”
may be used to signify only one part of this triadic complex, often the “state.” Even
from our own linguistic perspective, the idea that a single term may be used to
refer to psychological elements that fall in distinct conceptual categories seems
perfectly intelligible. A good example is “compassion,” which can refer both to a
state of feeling, and to a state of character. The point seems even more intelligible
vis-a-vis al-Ghazali’s subject matter, given that many of his targets, such as hope,
fear, and love, would be naturally taken to refer to feelings in ordinary usage; to
view them as virtues would require an education of this ordinary starting point.
Even then, feelings will retain a natural epistemological primacy over traits, to the
extent that stable traits are ascribed to people by first observing the feelings they
express and the actions they perform.

More work would need to be done to establish this proposal more firmly, and to
evaluate additional or alternative interpretations. Al-Ghazali’s use of Sufi technical
terms, more generally, requires far more extensive investigation. Yet this brings
me to the other point I mentioned, concerning the content with which al-Ghazali
populates his list of the spiritual “virtues.” I suggested above that there is a way
of construing al-Ghazali’s Sufi terminology that permits us to assimilate terms
that ostensibly refer to transient phenomenological states to the philosophical
category of virtue, thereby supporting our ability to say that al-Ghazali is talking
about virtue. Yet this point rests in large part on considerations about the formal
terminology al-Ghazali’s uses. This leaves open the possibility that the substantive
things that he uses this terminology to talk about—or a significant fraction of these
things—may resist being assimilated into the category of virtue; and this holds true
even if we recognise, less formally, al-Ghazal’s fundamental interest in fostering
lasting change. There’s “no need to quarrel over words”—but that’s if we are sure we
know what we're talking about, and that we’re talking about the same thing.

It is certainly hard to deny that some of the contents of Ghazali’s list of the
spiritual “virtues” do not fit into the category of the virtues. Yet first of all, it is
worth noting that this problem is not particular to this part of his discussion. His
discussion of the “destructive” qualities in the third part of the book includes such

78. Al-Ghazali, Thya’, 11:2072-73.
79. Al-Ghazali, Thya@, 12:2309 (“if the expectation [of the desirable outcome] is due to the fact that most of its causes have
been realised, then the term ‘hope’ correctly applies to it”). A very tall linguistic order!
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topics as excessive speech, making false promises, lying, slander, and backbiting,
which we would also struggle to accommodate under the same category. A simple
conclusion to draw from this is that the Revival is a more motley narrative universe
than al-Ghazali himself encourages us to think. The compass that al-Ghazali
volunteers to help readers navigate this universe—naming his subject in quarters
3 and 4 as “character traits” or “states”—is simply too narrow, we may say, and
breeds false expectations. But to make an obvious point, just because a description
doesn’t apply to the whole, that doesn’t mean it doesn’t apply to a part. Even
if it is the case that not everything that the Revival places under the heading of
destructive and salvific elements represents a virtue or a vice, it is enough for our
purposes if a sufficient subset does. More constructively, our task should be to try
to come up with a better compass, one that provides a more faithful reflection of
the complexity of the Revival's content and concerns.

Yet that still presupposes that a sufficient subset of its content can indeed be
identified as concerned with matters of virtue and character. The main problem,
as I have said, arises especially in connection with the spiritual “virtues.” One
possible strategy here is to look for ways of interpreting or reconstructing some
of the more unwieldly elements al-Ghazali places on his list that would allow
us to accommodate them to the paradigm of virtue. This move, which reflects a
commitment to upholding al-Ghazali’s own compass to his subject, has been made
by certain commentators. To take one example, both Sherif and Abul Quasem
propose ways of reading al-Ghazali’s treatment of poverty that orient attention
away from the objective state of lack (al-Ghazali’s apparent focus) to the internal
attitudes involved, which might enable us to construe poverty as a disposition.*

The most problematic case, and the most stubborn in my view, is those
“virtues” that appear to be identified with passions, a family that includes hope,
fear, and most importantly, love—the flagship of al-Ghazali’s ethical vision. In some
of these cases, as I have indicated, al-Ghazali’s treatment can be seen to have a
normative dimension. Hope, for example, is answerable to certain justificatory
standards. Similarly, present (if more implicit) in al-Ghazali’s account of love is a
normative conception of the objects that merit that response. Yet this justificatory
dimension is not enough to secure their status as traits rather than emotions. It
is a familiar part of the “grammar” of emotions that they are subject to critical
or rational assessment. It is true, too, that al-Ghazali (pace Sherif’s earlier point)
in fact invokes the concept of the mean in connection with at least some of these
cases; hope and fear are the best examples.®* But again, is this enough to secure
their place in the category of virtue, taken alone? One can perfectly well criticise
someone for feeling too much or too little hope, too much or too little fear, without
this implying anything about the relation of these feelings to their stable character.

Commenting on al-Ghazali’s reticence about the mean in his treatment of the
spiritual “virtues,” Abul Quasem states that “the reason is that the use of the mean

80. Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, 139; Abul Quasem, The Ethics of al-Ghazali, 166-67. They offer similar reconstructive
proposals for other cases where al-Ghazali’s formal triadic structure appears to be absent.
81. See al-Ghazali, Ihy@, 12:2315 for hope, and 13:2334 for fear.
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for otherworldly purposes is obviously inappropriate to all mystical virtues”—so
obvious, in fact, that he does not clarify this gnomic statement any further.® Yet
why is the mean inappropriate? Is it because there can be no reprehensible excess in
connection with these “virtues”: the more love, trust, renunciation, gratitude, etc.,
we exhibit, the better? This would be consistent with al-Ghazali’s maximal view of
morality, as I suggested earlier. Yet as I also noted earlier, it reflects an inattention
to questions of conflict and competition that diagnoses the underdevelopment of
a certain kind of theoretical infrastructure, including a more explicit concern with
and theoretical articulation of the role of practical reasoning. And the relevant
point here is that this infrastructure would have made it easier for us to situate
the topics of al-Ghazali’s concern as virtues rather than emotions—as stable and
integrated parts of a person’s character manifested in the concrete temporal
expanse of a particular life.®* Overall, there is little in al-Ghazali’s discussion that
thematises the endurance of these passionate responses, and that encourages us
to think of them as stable features of inner life. While we can ultimately make al-
Ghazali’s terminology face in the right direction, as I suggested above, the absence
of a strong terminology and robust theoretical framework in which these features
are unambiguously and explicitly articulated as stable dispositions certainly does
not help.*

3. Lessons of Doubt

Each of the points I have considered raises complex questions, and my brief forays,
to repeat, should not be seen as attempts to fully resolve them. Part of my aim
here has been to showcase their complexities and tentatively pick out the contours
of a fuller treatment. Yet my main aim was to offer a more nuanced approach to
the doubt I articulated along several axes in section 1. The dialectical structure
I adopted for my discussion may seem like a stiff and untidy artifice. This kind
of structure provides a truer representation of the uncertain course inquiry often
follows before certainties crystallise. While we often clear away these antecedents
inthe interests of an integrated narrative and a unified viewpoint, it may sometimes
be fruitful to publicly preserve them, especially where the issues are complex and
certainties seem more elusive. In this case, I hope this structure can be taken as an
expression of good faith, and of a commitment to genuine debate.

So at the end of this exercise, where do we stand with regard to the questions
we have been pursuing? My discussion throughout has been steered by a simple
question: Does al-Ghazali have a theory of virtue, in the sense of talking about

82. Abul Quasem, The Ethics of al-Ghazali, 152.

83. There may be something more to say, however, about implicit appeals to practical reasoning in the Revival; I hope
to explore this point elsewhere. Taken alone, duration—which al-Ghazal’s above-quoted statement makes criterial for
the distinction between states and stations—certainly does not seem like an adequate criterion for drawing the categorial
boundary between an emotion and a virtue.

84. A fuller treatment of this question would benefit from a comparative view of how similar issues were addressed in the
intellectual traditions of other faith communities. The notable case is the Christian tradition, where love and hope feature
as key theological virtues. Space, and the contingencies of COVID-19, have made that impossible in the present iteration of
this essay.
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something we may recognise as virtue? This question holds the key to establishing
the most basic continuity of concepts required if we wish to place al-Ghazali’s
ethics in dialogue with philosophical approaches to the virtues. Many of the
points outlined in the previous section (section 2) offered ways of disarming the
scepticism articulated in the first stage of my discussion (section 1).* Yet my
discussion did not, it may be noticed, disarm all of the points mentioned earlier.
Taking everything together, it seems clear that we can, with reasonable confidence,
describe al-Ghazali as talking about virtue at least in part. The degree of confidence
depends on the parts of his corpus we happen to be considering. It is far stronger
when considering the Scale than the Revival, and far stronger when considering
the Revival’s discussion of the vices than the virtues. Some of the doubts raised by
the latter cases could in principle be smoothed away through targeted interpretive
moves, as [ suggested above. For example, we can come up with plausible ways
of relating al-Ghazali’s Sufi vocabulary to the conceptual categories of virtue and
character. We can also build more nuanced maps of his ethical output that enable
us to be more sensitive to the plural ethical concerns that animate it. Maybe, too,
we can do some reconstructive work of our own, which helps anchor his ideas more
firmly in a virtue-ethical framework.

All of these moves require some type of building work on our part; and to that
extent all of them involve acknowledging that certain features of al-Ghazali’s ethics
make such building work necessary, if the continuity at issue is to be established.
The doubt I have been considering does not, after all, arise in a void. And one of
its most constructive functions consists precisely in what it tells us regarding
the character of al-Ghazali’s writing, and the real features of his work to which it
calls attention. One such feature concerns the level of its internal integration. The
coalescence of Sufi and philosophical ideas in al-Ghazali’s work has often come
in for scholarly comment, as already mentioned. At an earlier time, it gave rise
to a specific debate about al-Ghazali’s evolving relationship to the Scale of Action,
and about whether he rejected the philosophical ideas expressed there after his
spiritual crisis in 488/1095.% The consensus now is that he did not, and that many
of these ideas continue to be active in the Revival of the Religious Sciences, albeit in
subtler forms conditioned by the more composite intellectual framework of this
work, and by the strong influence of Sufi ideas in particular. This influence can
be tracked in many places across the Revival, but it expresses itself most distinctly
in the last quarter, devoted to the spiritual “virtues.” Although it would be highly
misleading to talk about a “Sufi part” of the Revival and a “philosophical part,” it
seems to be a fact that each type of influence is not expressed equally strongly in
all parts of the Revival. It also seems to be a fact that these two influences, and the
intellectual paradigms they constitute, are not placed by al-Ghazali in a crystal-
clear relationship. They are not, in a word, fully integrated with each other.

The fact that we must resort to our own interpretive wiles to provide an
account of the relation between Sufi “states” and “stations” on the one hand and

85. Partly by showing how individual pieces of evidence interact and how their weight changes in the total environment.
86. Seen.10.




167.0 x 240.0 mm

Does al-Ghazali Have a Theory of Virtue? 123

” o«

philosophical “dispositions,” “virtues,” and “traits of character” on the other is a
symptom of this lack of integration, and of al-Ghazali’s abstention from offering
an unambiguous high-level account of this relation. Another symptom is the
conspicuous absence of certain kinds of bridges between different parts of al-
Ghazall’s discussion. A rather remarkable example of this is provided by book 2
of the third quarter of the Revival, the Discipline of the Soul. This is a book in which
the philosophical paradigm expresses itself especially strongly. It is here that we
find philosophically inspired definitions of character, philosophically inspired
discussions of its education, and philosophically inspired taxonomies of the virtues
and the vices (overlapping to a great extent with the ones given in the Scale)
structured around the type of philosophical psychology also described in the Scale.
In these taxonomies, remarkably, the “virtues” discussed in the last quarter of the
book—representing the Sufi-influenced spiritual “virtues”—make no appearance.”’
From the other end, when al-Ghazali comes to these “virtues” later, he makes
no contact with the theoretical framework deployed in this book. He says little,
notably, concerning how these “virtues” are to be located against the philosophical
psychology detailed earlier.®

Al-Ghazali’s extraordinary intellectual capabilities make it natural to credit,
with Taneli Kukkonen, the existence of a “unitary account” and a “theoretical
backdrop” that would unify “al-Ghazali’s seemingly disjointed accounts,” and
to strive to locate that account.” Yet insofar as we as readers have to piece this
unitary account together, it reflects the imperfect integration that characterises al-
Ghazali’s ethical corpus. It also reflects (what is related but distinct) the imperfect
articulation of his theoretical framework and the limitations in the analytical
character of his discussion. This applies especially to his treatment of the spiritual
“virtues” in the last part of the Revival, which arguably represents the heart of
his ethics. Does al-Ghazali have a theory of virtue? Ultimately there may be virtue
enough; but there may be rather less of theory.

It is perhaps this feature of al-Ghazali’s ethics that explains at the deepest
level the immediate sense of doubt—the sense that something “catches”—that I
described as the stimulus of this inquiry. And from the perspective that has framed
my inquiry—in which the quest for continuity of concepts has taken its meaning
from a broader concern about the possibility of placing al-Ghazali’s ethics in
conversation with philosophical approaches—it is this feature that might create
the greatest complication for both modes of philosophical engagement I outlined
earlier, “historical” and “normative.” Focusing on the former, even if one might, for
example, suggestively juxtapose al-Ghazali’s reductive view of virtue to the kinds

87. See al-Ghazali, Thya’, 8:1436-37. The only ostensible exception is self-control/patience (sabr). This represents the most
notable instance of shared territory between philosophical and Sufi lists of the virtues, and is also discussed in the Mizan.

88. For a slightly different reading, at least partially, see Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, 123-24 (though compare
his remarks at p. 112). Both Sherif and, to a lesser extent, Abul Quasem offer particular proposals for understanding
the relationship between the more philosophical virtues and the Sufi “virtues” discussed in the Revival, and for thereby
integrating the different parts of the work. One reason these proposals seem to me problematic is that they do not openly
signal their own status as speculative rationalisations, for which al-Ghazali himself provides precious little explicit support,
transitioning seamlessly from “philosophical” to “Sufi” ideals with little to suggest that he is registering this as a transition.

89. Taneli Kukkonen, “Al-Ghazali on the Emotions,” in Islam and Rationality: The Impact of al-Ghazali: vol. 1, ed. Georges
Tamer (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 140.
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of accounts offered by ancient philosophers (as mentioned earlier), a dramatic
and potentially prohibitive difference between the two would be that al-Ghazali,
unlike these philosophers, provided no explicit theoretical acknowledgement
or defence of this view.

Does this mean that al-Ghazal’s ethics is placed beyond philosophical
interest? This would not be my argument, and I do not consider anything that
I have said here to entail it. To the extent that al-Ghazali can be appropriately
described as offering an ethics that is at least in part about virtue, even with
some qualifications, this is sufficient licence for seeking to explore the many
interesting ways in which he may be written into the history of the subject.
And some of the points I have outlined in interrogating the grounds of my
own scepticism also suggest that even those features of al-Ghazali’s ethics
that appear to separate him most vividly from a contemporary philosophical
understanding—such as his conception of “virtues” as unsituated responses—
can serve as catalysts for making us more self-conscious about fundamental
features of our own viewpoint. Such self-consciousness may lead us to revise
some of our ideas; or it may lead us to deepen and fortify our commitment to
them by forcing us to articulate them more clearly. Either way, such encounters
with radical difference are productive and can bear genuine philosophical fruit.

My aim in this paper has not been to settle the conversation but to open one.
At the very least, I hope to have shown the many questions about al-Ghazali’s
oeuvre that remain unexplored; and I hope that some of what I have said will
provide an impetus for others to don their boots, strap on their headlamps, and
start making their own way through its lush wilderness.
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THEO-FANI: ‘AYN AL-QUDAT
AND THE FIRE OF LOVE

Mohammed Rustom

Introduction

When we think of love in Islam, we normally associate this virtue with
the likes of the great Jalal al-Din Rami (d. 672/1273).! Yet there were many
authors well before Rimi’s time, a number of whom supplied much of the
stock imagery and symbolism that would become common in Rimi’s own
day. Figures such as ‘Abd Allah Ansari (d. 481/1089), Ahmad Ghazali (d.
520/1126), Rashid al-Din Maybudi (d. ca. 520/1126), and Ahmad Sam‘ni
(d. 534/1140) were major theologians of love in Islam.? And they were seen in this
way by their contemporaries, their successors such as Riizbihan Baqli (d. 606/1209),
Farid al-Din ‘Attar (d. 617/1220), and Rimi, and generations of Muslims from the
subcontinent, Central Asia, Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, and other regions right up to
our own times.

1. The clearest exposition of Rimi’s theology of love remains William Chittick’s The Sufi Path of Love: The Spiritual Teachings
of Rumi (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1983).

2. For whom, see respectively, Rawan Farhadi, ‘Abdullah Ansari of Herdt (1006-1089 C.E.): An Early Safi Master (Richmond,
Surrey: Curzon, 1996); Joseph Lumbard, Ahmad al-Ghazali, Remembrance, and the Metaphysics of Love (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 2016); Annabel Keeler, Siafi Hermeneutics: The Qur’an Commentary of Rashid al-Din Maybudi (Oxford: Oxford
University Press in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2006); Ahmad Sam‘ani, The Repose of the Spirits: A Sufi
Commentary on the Divine Names, trans. William Chittick (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2019).

3. Foran excellent recent study of Baqli, see Kazuyo Murata, Beauty in Sufism: The Teachings of Riizbihan Bagli (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2017). A new approach to ‘Attar can be found in Cyrus Zargar, Religion of Love: Farid al-Din ‘Attar
and the Sufi Tradition (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, in press).
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It would have been rather normative for the people just mentioned to have
viewed the goal of life through the lens of love. After all, the fundamental human
experience of love is central to the Quranic worldview and hence to Islamic
spirituality, as has been demonstrated by William Chittick in his groundbreaking
book, Divine Love: Islamic Literature and the Path to God." Among these authors, one
of the greatest lovers was the Persian sage, philosopher, jurist, and martyr ‘Ayn
al-Qudat Hamadani (d. 525/1131), who was the famous student of Ahmad Ghazali.
So renowned was he for his emphasis on divine and human love that he earned
the title “Sultan of the Lovers” shortly after his death.® Like the love theologians
who came before and after him, ‘Ayn al-Qudat spent a great deal of time writing
about the nature and full implications of a life given over to love for God and God’s
creatures.

Since ‘Ayn al-Qudat was heir to a long tradition of theoretical reflection on love
and was himself an important conduit for the transmission of love theology for
the many major poets and prose writers who came after him, his writings on love
represent one of the most coherent and profound treatments of the topic in all of
Islamic and even human civilization. In what follows, I will therefore present one
dimension of ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s multifaceted and complex understanding of love.

Seeking Love

Readers of Rimi will be familiar with his emphasis on the inability of language to
define love. Consider, for example, these famous lines from his Masnavi:

Whatever I say about love by way of commentary and exposition,

when I get to love, [ am ashamed at that.

Although the explanation with the tongue is clear,

that love which is tongue-less is even clearer.”

Like RUmi, ‘Ayn al-Qudat never attempts to define love on the grounds that the
reality of love is simply ineffable. This means that our ordinary ratiocinative
faculties do not have a way of access to the mysteries of love. And that explains why
he says that “when the sun of love comes, the star of the intellect is obliterated.”
Since rational theologians and legal scholars both engage in intellectual hair-
splitting, their trade is entirely insufficient for the business of love:

Here, what can “do” and “don’t do” do? The rulings of lovers are one

thing, and the rulings of intellectuals quite another!

4. Chittick, Divine Love: Islamic Literature and the Path to God (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013).

5. For his life and teachings, see Mohammed Rustom, Inrushes of the Heart: The Sufi Philosophy of ‘Ayn al-Qudat (Albany: State
University of New York Press, in press).

6. For the full range of ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s love theory and its relationship to other aspects of his thought, see Rustom,
Inrushes of the Heart, chapter 10.

7. For this poem in context, see Rustom, “The Ocean of Nonexistence,” Mawlana Rumi Review 4 (2013): 188-199 (at pp.
188-189).

8. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Nama-had, ed. ‘Ali Nagi Munzawi and ‘Afif ‘Usayran (Tehran: Intisharat-i Asatir, 1998), 2:219, § 327.

9. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Nama-ha, 2:219, § 328.
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Do not think that you and your likes have known love, apart from its
trappings without reality! Love is only obtained by the one who obtains
recognition [ma‘rifat]."°

Rather than attempt to define love, ‘Ayn al-Qudat insists that we must make do
with our imperfect resources of human expression:
An explication of love cannot be given except through symbols and
images, and this so that love can be spoken of. If not, what could be said
of love and what should be spoken?"

In one instance, ‘Ayn al-Qudat tells us that love is a veil between the lover and the
Beloved." In another, he characterizes the cosmos as being filled with tragic actors
on the stage of love:

The world cannot obtain the secret of love, but is enamored and

confounded by love. And love knows what has been done to the world—it

is always in a state of sadness and grief.??

When ‘Ayn al-Qudat discusses the characteristics of love, his first point of
entry is in identifying its primary indicator: that of leaving one’s own selfish and
egotistical inclinations and preferring the object of love, and indeed love itself,
over oneself:

Alas! What can be said of love? What trace should be given of love, and
what indication can be provided? In taking the step of love, a person is
submitted for she is not with herself. She abandons herself, and prefers
love over herself."

The derangement [sawd@’i] of love is of better worth than the cleverness
of the world! . . . Whoever is not a lover is a self-seer . . . . To be a lover is
to be without selfhood and without a path.'

Since love is of such a totalizing nature, ‘Ayn al-Qudat explains that it consumes
the lover entirely: “Love has a power that, when it permeates the beloved, the
beloved spreads itself and consumes the entirety of the lover.* Yet before being
consumed by love, one must seek to cultivate love within oneself:

The seeker’s task is to search in himself for nothing but love. The lover’s
existence is from love. How can he live without love? Recognize life from
love, and find death without love!"

Seeking love within the self is an abstract concept and a distant possibility for
most people. Thus, the surest way into the world of love is to develop a relationship
with God, and the easiest way this can be done is to foster love in one’s heart for
God’s creatures. In other words, through loving people and other sentient beings,
one can come into the purview of the vast scope of love: “One loves every existent

10. “Ayn al-Qudat, Nama-ha, 2:153, § 224.

11. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, ed. ‘Afif ‘Usayran (Tehran: Intisharat-i Mantichihri, 1994), 125, § 174.
12. ‘Ayn al-Qudét, Tamhidat, 127, § 176.

13. “Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 108, § 153.

14. “Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 96-97, § 137.

15. ‘Ayn al-Qudét, Tamhidat, 98, § 140.

16. “Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 100, § 141.

17. “Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 98, § 139.
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thing since every existent thing is His act and handiwork.”*® Insofar as human
beings exist and love is a synonym for existence (as indeed it has been for so many
of Islam’s foremost sages), human beings are characterized by love, just as they are
characterized by existence:

For every person, love is an obligation upon the path. Alas! If you do not

have love for the Creator, at least cultivate love for the creatures so that

the worth of these words are obtained by you.?

Wimps and Worthies

The notion of cultivating love naturally raises the question of how this can be done.
For ‘Ayn al-Qudat, as with so many other authors in the Persianate Sufi tradition,
the answer is rather straightforward. One must let love be his guide and master: “Be
a student! Love itself suffices as your teacher.” Love, which is God, will take one to
God, who is the ultimate Beloved. The better one’s training in the school of divine
love, the more beautiful (and thus beloved) will the Beloved be to the student:

The first collyrium with which the seeking wayfarer [talib-i salik] must be

anointed is love. Our master? said, “There is no master more penetrating

than love”—there is no master more perfect for the wayfarer than love.

One time, I asked the master, “What is the guide to God?” He said, “Its

guide is God Himself."*

[ say that, for the beginner, the guide to knowledge of God is love.

Whoever does not have love as a master is not a traveler upon the Path.

Through the Beloved, the lover can reach love, and by virtue of love, he

can see the Beloved. The more perfect one’s love, the more beautiful does

the Beloved appear.?’

Becoming a student of love is a rather tall order. This is why ‘Ayn al-Qudat frankly
states that love is “forbidden to wimps [na-mardan].”* By definition, “wimps” are
not cut out for enduring difficulties, and there is nothing more difficult than the
trials and tribulations that accompany the path of love. Rather than merely endure
the trials of love, one must welcome tribulation and indeed become tribulation
itself. That is to say, one must become nothing so that he can take steps towards
becoming everything:

Alas! You imagine that tribulation is given to every person? What do you
know of tribulation? Wait until you reach a place where you sell your
spirit for God’s tribulation.”

The believer must suffer from tribulation so much that he becomes
tribulation itself, and tribulation becomes his very self. Then, he will be
unaware of tribulation.?

18. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 140, § 191.

19. “Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 96, § 137. See also Tamhidat, 107, § 151.

20. “Ayn al-Qudat, Nama-ha, 2:128, § 188.

21. That is, Ahmad Ghazali.

22. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 283, § 368.

23. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 284, § 367.

24. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Nama-ha, 1:22, § 24. See also Tamhidat, 110-111, § 157.
25. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 243, § 318.

26. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 244, § 318.
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But why must the path of love come with such tribulation, the greatest of which
is the pain of separation from God Himself? Half of the answer, ‘Ayn al-Qudat tells
us, is because it allows for the would-be lover to ripen and mature so that he may
transform from being a lover in potentiality to being a lover in actuality:

The sign of love is sincerity. You do not know what I am saying? In love,
harshness and faithfulness are needed until the lover becomes cooked
by the gentleness and severity of the Beloved. If not, he will be raw, and
nothing will come of him.”

Alas! Do you know why all of these curtains and veils are placed upon the
Path? So that, day by day, the lover’s vision ripens until he can bear the
burden of encountering God without a veil.?s

The other half of the answer to why tribulation must obtain on the path of love
is that it allows the men to be distinguished from the boys. That is, there are many
who make claims about love for God, but there are very few who are really willing
to endure the hardships that are entailed by this love relationship. To illustrate
his point, ‘Ayn al-Qudat draws on the well-known imagery of the rose (gul) and
the nightingale (bulbul). The nightingale cries and laments out of separation from
the rose. Since it cannot bear separation from the rose, it naturally throws itself
into it. But in the rose bed there are also deadly thorns. Seeing these thorns, the
nightingale who claims love for the rose halts its flight in an attempt to save itself.
It claims love, but when it comes to accepting the suffering that comes with love,
it remains concerned with itself more than with love. In ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s words, the
nightingale is not fit for the business of love because it remains a self-seer who has
not yet become nothing:

Have you not seen that the nightingale is a lover of the rose? When the
nightingale gets close to the rose, it cannot bear it—it lunges into the
rose. But the thorns under the rose have a station—they cause the rose
to kill the nightingale. . . . If the rose were without the thorns’ torment,
every nightingale would have made the claim of being a lover [da‘wd-yi
‘shigi]. But given the thorns, not a single one out of a hundred thousand
nightingales can make the claim of being a lover of the rose.”

Yet there are those rare nightingales who make good on their claim of love
for the rose, accepting the pain, suffering, and annihilation that accompanies
their flight into the rose bed.*® When one is like that nightingale who prefers the
rose over itself, he is no longer a “wimp” with respect to love as he has gladly
accepted love’s tribulations. This brings about a certain quality of soul in the
lover—worthiness (ahliyyat).** On account of this worthiness, one can then enter
into a love relationship with God. As the pre-Socratic doctrine tells us, only like can
know like. On this logic, the true lover will naturally know the language of love and

27. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 221, § 283.

28. ‘Ayn al-Qudét, Tamhidat, 104-105, § 148.

29. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 341-342, § 453.

30. See ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 207, § 266.

31. ‘Ayn al-Qudat develops the notion of “worthiness” in another context, namely his treatment of the Quran. See
Rustom, “Ayn al-Qudat’s Qur’anic Vision: From Black Words to White Parchment,” in Routledge Handbook on Sufism, ed. Lloyd
Ridgeon (London: Routledge, 2021), 75-88.
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consequently be able to speak as lovers speak:
Whoever is not deserving of love is not deserving of God. Whoever is not

worthy of love is not worthy of God. Love can speak to the lover, and the
lover knows the worth of love,*

The Path of Majnun

As should be clear from the foregoing, ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s key insight about the path
of love for God is that it will inevitably come with pain and suffering, the worst of
which is the agony of distance from the Beloved. This is because the so-called lover,
insofar as he is other than the Beloved, still maintains some kind of independent
ontological status in his own eyes. He is still in search of the Beloved. And insofar
as he remains an aspirant in search of the Beloved, he will suffer. ‘Ayn al-Qudat
succinctly states the problem like this: “The lover is still an aspirant, and in this
world, the aspirant is placed atop the tree of separation.”

The more the gap is closed between lover and Beloved, that is, the less of the
lover there is and the more of the Beloved there is, the less separation there will
be. And the less the separation, the less the pain of separation. But, by the same
token, the less the separation, the more are the categories of “subject” and “object”
and “I” and “You” done away with. And the more these categories are done away
with while an affirming subject still remains, the more will love reveal itself to be
an affair of drunkenness, stupor, bewilderment, and madness. With this point in
mind, ‘Ayn al-Qudat draws on the trope of the proverbial lovers Layla and Majnun.
He tells his readers that if they want to reach God, they have to be like Majnun—
eternally beholden to the very mention of his beloved in spite of himself:

O dear friend! Reaching God is obligatory. And, undoubtedly, whatever
it is through which one reaches God is itself obligatory for seekers.
Love causes the servant to reach God. Thus, for this reason, love is an
obligation upon the path. O dear friend! One must be of the quality of
Majnun [majnin sifati], who, by hearing the name of Layla, could lose
his spirit! For the unattached one, what concern and care for the love of
Layla would he have? It is not an obligation for the one who is not a lover
of Layla—it is an obligation upon the path for Majnun.*

0O dear friend! Do you know what the beauty of Layla said to the enamored
love of Majnun? It said, “O Majnun! If I give a wink, even if there are a
hundred thousand people like Majnun who all come forth by foot, they
will be slain by my wink.” Listen to what Majnun said: “Worry not! If your
wink will annihilate Majnun, arrival and your generosity will give him
subsistence.”®

32. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 111, § 157.
33. ‘Ayn al-Qudét, Tamhidat, 222, § 285.
34. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 97-98, § 138.
35. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 110, § 156.
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‘Ayn al-Qudat undoubtedly took on the qualities of Majnun, and in one place
in his writings he offers a commentary on his situation as he is overcome by the
madness of love. He paradoxically proclaims that “Love’s madness has left me so
selfless and entranced that I do not know what I am saying!™° Notice how ‘Ayn
al-Qudat says that the madness of love has left “him” selfless to such an extent
that “he” does not know what “he” is saying. This kind of love in ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s
lexicon is known as in-between love (‘ishg-i miyana). It is an as yet imperfect form
of love insofar as it still operates within the confines of a subject-object dichotomy,
however much the distinction between these two is blurred:

In in-between love, a difference can be found between the witness and
Witnessed. As for the end of love, it is when a difference cannot be found
between them. When the lover at the end of the path becomes love and
when the love of the witness and the Witnessed become one, the witness
is the Witnessed and the Witnessed the witness. You consider this to
be a form of incarnationism [huliil], but this is not incarnationism. It is
the perfection of union and oneness! According to the religion of the
realizers, there is no religion other than this.””

Elsewhere, ‘Ayn al-Qudat explains that at the end of love “there remains neither
madman, nor lover, but only madness and love.””® He also calls the end of love
“major love,” which is defined as God’s love for His creatures.” Although this form
of love seems to imply the existence of subject and object, in reality, it is the highest
form of unity. This is because it takes us to love itself which, properly speaking, is
concerned with neither subject nor object. To illustrate this point, ‘Ayn al-Qudat
offers a unique reading of Q 5:54, He loves them and they love Him:

0O dear friend! Listen to He loves them and they love Him [Q 5:54]. When they
love Him is put in place, it can face He loves them in its entirety. Then it says
He loves them, for it has arrived with all that it is. The sun can illumine
the entire earth since its surface is vast. But, so long as the house of your
heart does not turn the entirety of its face towards the sun, not a single
ray of the sun can be its share. “And among His signs is the sun™* itself
testifies that He loves them has such an attribute of vastness that it can be
for every person. But, as long as the entirety of they love Him is not given
to it, the house of your heart will not find the rays in their entirety. In the
cloister [khalwat-khana] of they love Him, He loves them itself speaks of what
love is, and of who the Beloved is.*!

36. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 237, § 307.

37. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 115, § 162.

38. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 237, § 307.

39. See ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 101-102, § 143.
40. Cf.Q41:37.

41. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 128, § 177.
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All is Fire

Nowhere is ‘Ayn al-Qudat clearer on the implications of the end of love than when
he equates love to fire. Fire is a perfect symbol for love because it is all-consuming:
whatever it comes across it burns and reduces to nothing. Thus, ‘Ayn al-Qudat says,
“Love is a fire—every place where it is, none but it can remain; every place that it
reaches, it burns and turns into its own color.”*

In explaining the final end of love, ‘Ayn al-Qudat most commonly draws on the
stock pairing of moth (parvana) and candle (sham¢). The moth, which symbolizes
the human soul, is by nature a lover of the candle’s flame, which symbolizes God/
love. As a moth is wont to do, when it sees the candle’s flame it cannot but plunge
into the flame with the entirety of its being:

Without the fire, the moth is restless, but in the fire it does not have
existence. So consumed is the moth by the fire that it sees all of the world
as fire. When it reaches the fire, it throws itself in its midst. The moth
itself does not know how to differentiate between the fire and other than
the fire. Why? Because love itself is all fire . . . . When the moth throws
itself in the midst of the fire it becomes burned—all becomes fire. What
news does it have of itself? So long as it is with itself, it is in itself.”

Since love consumes everything, in the final analysis there can be no talk of a
separate lover. This is because when there is a lover, there is a separate “I” which
is posited next to God, the supreme “I1.” As long as one insists on his own “I-hood,”
he remains trapped within the confines of his own ego and is, in reality, dead. But
when he steps outside of himself he can then live, not as a separate “I,” but as his
real “I”:

Alas! What will you hear?! For us, death is this: one must be dead to all
that is other than the Beloved until he finds life from the Beloved, and
becomes living through the Beloved.*

Whoever does not have this death does not find life. I mean, what you
know to be death is not that real death, which is annihilation. Do you
know what I am saying? I am saying that when you are yourself and are
with your self, you are not. But when you are not with yourself, you are
all yourself.*

True love therefore does not implicate the lover in the relationship of love
because the lover is nothing in the face of love. Insofar as he is, he is not a lover.
And insofar as he is not, there is nothing but love. Since love entails complete
selflessness, which also means losing one’s own sense of self, the moth is a perfect
symbol of the ideal lover: looking to neither the right nor the left, and with neither
consequence nor prize in mind, it simply throws itself into the fire, which is its
sole goal. The very fire that receives the moth reduces it to nothing, and is all that
there is:

42. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 97, § 137.
43. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 99, § 141.
44. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 288, § 374.
45. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 287, § 374.
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If you want me to give an example of this, listen! The moth, who is a lover
of the fire, has no share at all of it so long as she is distant from the fire’s
light. When she throws herself into the fire, she becomes self-less and
nothing of moth-hood remains—all is fire.*

Conclusion

Listening to what ‘Ayn al-Qudat has to say about love can help inform the academic
study of Islamic mysticism. At the same time, it very much pertains to our own
lives, especially since love for many people today is regarded as nothing but a
fleeting human sentiment. As we have seen, for ‘Ayn al-Qudat, nothing could be
further from his vision of love. Love is not merely to be found among people in their
everyday lives, nor is it just an expression of the human longing for the divine. It is
far more expansive, taking in all of reality because it itself is the ground and stuff
of all reality.

Where most human beings find themselves along the continuum of love has
everything to do with their situatedness at that particular moment as individual
lovers. The further along they move in their specific encounters with love, the
more prepared they become for the encounter with Love itself, which is God. Yet
for ‘Ayn al-Qudat, the sooner one can see that it is none other than the Beloved that
he loves even in his objects of love, the quicker will his experience of love be more
deeply rooted and self-less. This can only happen when one is totally consumed by
the fire of love. It is then that he will come to see himself and all things as so many
fleeting traces of the image of the eternal Beloved.

46. ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Tamhidat, 242, § 316.
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MARATIB AL-TAQWA:
SAID AL-DIN FARGHANT ON THE
ONTOLOGY OF ETHICS

William C. Chittick

Given the philosophical tradition’s explicit acknowledgment that “the Necessary
in Existence” (al-wdjib al-wujid) is a proper designation for God per se, and given
the fact that this acknowledgment came to be shared by various forms of Sufism
and Kalam, it should come as no surprise that many scholars who investigated
the reality of the human, “created upon the form of God,” concluded that ethical
perfection amounted to the soul’s harmonious conformity with the Real Existence
(al-wujad al-haqq).! Early on, philosophers tended to keep ontology separate from
Glm al-akhlag, the science of ethics, but they used expressions like al-tashabbuh
bi’'l-ilah, “similarity to the God,” and ta’alluh, “deiformity,” to designate the state
of human perfection. Achieving perfection demanded transformation of khulg,
“character,” the singular of the word akhlag, and books on philosophical ethics
were full of implicit and explicit instructions on how to achieve balance among
the diverse character traits found in the human soul. In Quranic usage, khulg can
be understood as the invisible and internal configuration of human qualities,
as contrasted with khalg or “creation,” the visible structure of the human. This
is suggested, for example, by the Prophet’s prayer, “O God, just as You made my
creation beautiful, so also make my character beautiful.” The various individual
traits that make up a person’s character may then be termed ugly (masawi’ al-akhlaq)

1. This is a typical designation for God by Ibn al-‘Arabi and his followers. As Avicenna says in The Metaphysics of the Healing,
ed. and trans. Michael Marmura (Provo: Brigham Young University Press, 2005), 38-39 (my translation): “By Its essence, the
Necessary in Existence is the Real constantly, and the possible in existence is real through something else, but unreal [batil]
in itself. Hence everything other than the One Necessary in Existence is unreal in itself”
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or beautiful (mahdsin al-akhlag). Any discussion of ethics—i.e., character traits—has
to address vice as well as virtue, and both of these are inevitably rooted in reality
per se, which is to say that they go back to the Real Existence. As al-Ghazali (d.
505/1111) often says in Thy@ wlim al-din, “There is nothing in existence but God
and His acts.”

Al-Ghazali sometimes uses the phrase al-takhallug bi-akhlag Allah,
“characterization by the character traits of God,” to designate the ethical perfection
that is achieved by actualizing the divine form. He devotes a good portion of his
commentary on the divine names, al-Magsad al-asnd, to explaining how the soul
needs to actualize a share (hazz) of each of the divine and human character traits that
are designated by God’s names. For his part, Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) developed
this way of explaining the roots of character in numerous contexts. If authors like
Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) began to criticize the vision of things associated with
Ibn al-‘Arabi’s name, stigmatizing it—in their minds—as “wahdat al-wujid,” this is
because they understood it as something like what we would call pantheism. One
of their arguments was precisely that Ibn al-‘Arabi and like-minded authors traced
not only the beautiful but also the ugly and despicable back to God. They saw this
as tantamount to nullifying the Shariah, for, if “All is He” (hama tst), as Persian-
speaking Sufis liked to put it, then all must be allowable.

Historians have generally recognized that Sadr al-Din Qinawi (d. 673/1274), Ibn
al-‘Arabi’s stepson, was the most important conduit through which Ibn al-‘Arabi’s
teachings were transmitted and given a certain systematic rigor. One of Qiinawi’s
outstanding students was Sa‘id al-Din Farghani (d. ca. 700/1300), author of the
first commentary on the great Poem of the Way (Nazm al-suliik) by Ibn al-Farid (d.
632/1235). Qiinawi explains in a foreword to Farghani’s book that he lectured in
Persian on the poem to a group of scholars over a period of several years. Farghani
then rewrote the notes that he had taken during the lectures as Mashariq al-darari.”
Later he translated the Persian text into Arabic with many modifications and
additions, giving it the title Muntaha'l-madarik.

Farghani is also the author of two short Arabic treatises, Tahrir al-bayan fi tagrir
shu‘ab al-iman wa-rutab al-ihsan and Maratib al-taqwa, both of which have often been
ascribed to Ibn al-‘Arabi. * When I first came across the two in the Siileymaniye
Library in 1979, I assumed that they were by Qinawi because of the style and
content. My wife Sachiko Murata wrote out copies of both, and I collated them
with several manuscripts, thinking that I would publish them, but events took
me in other directions. Recently I brought them out from the bottom of a drawer
and translated them into English. Having completed the translation of Maratib, 1
realized that it was especially relevant to the topic of Sufism and ethics. I continued
to think that Qiinawi was the author, even though Richard Todd ascribed the two
to Farghani on the basis of a single manuscript.* Then Stephen Hirtenstein of
the Ibn Arabi Society kindly sent me another copy of Tahrir, which also ascribes
it to Farghani. When I looked closely at Muntaha’l-madarik, 1 realized that several

2. Edited and published by Sayyid Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani (Mashhad: Chapkhana-yi Danishgah-i Mashhad, 1978).

3. For the first of these, see Chittick, “Tahrir al-bayan: Sa‘id al-Din Farghani on the Psychology of Dhikr,” Journal of the
Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society 66 (2019): 1-32.

4. Richard Todd, The Sufi Doctrine of Man: The Metaphysical Anthropology of Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 185.
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passages in Tahrir covered the same ground with the same terminology, though in
a manner that showed shared authorship rather than borrowing.

Both Tahrir al-bayan and Maratib al-tagwa discuss ethics with a view toward the
well-known tripartite division of the religion into submission (islam), faith (iman),
and beautiful-doing (ihsan). Farghani devotes the last part of the introduction of
Muntaha’l-madarak to the same topic, but Tahrir and Maratib are complementary to
that discussion rather than repetitive. In Muntaha, he summarizes the three levels
in these terms:

First is to undertake the voyage [sayr] of turning away from the domiciles
of the properties [ahkam] of the soul’s habits and from clinging to the
search for the soul’s passing, disappearing, natural and animal shares,
appetites [shahawat], and desires [muradat]. The soul does this by clinging
to the command and prohibition in all of its movements and stillnesses,
in both word and deed. This is to undertake the voyage connected to the
station of submission.

Second is for the soul in respect of its inward [batin] to enter into exile
[ghurba] by cutting off from its animal domicile, the station of its familiar
appetites, and the homestead of its manifestation in the forms of its
bodily and satanic manynesses [katharat] and deviations [inhirafat]. The
soul conjoins [ittisal] with the presence [hadra] of its inward and the
properties of its inward’s balance [‘adala] and oneness [wahda], namely,
the angelic and spiritual descriptions and character traits. This is
connected to the level of faith.

Third is for the soul in respect of its secret core [sirr] to gain the witnessing
[mushahada] that attracts to tawhid itself by way of being annihilated
[fana’] from the properties of the veils and bonds that overcame it when
it descended and became clothed by the levels [of existence]. It is to shake
off the dust of the traces of its createdness [khalgiyya] from the skirt of its
realness [haqqiyya]. This is connected to the station of beautiful-doing.’

Farghani makes frequent reference to the ascending levels of self that are
mentioned in this passage, namely, soul, spirit, and secret core (sirr), terms that had
been discussed for centuries. At one place in Muntaha, he specifies that they are
the animal soul (al-nafs al-hayawaniyya), the spiritual spirit (al-rith al-rizhaniyya),®
and the existential secret (al-sirr al-wujiadi), the third of which he also calls “the
inward of the spirit” (batin-i rizh).” He correlates the three levels with the religion’s
three dimensions as follows:

5. Muntaha’l-madarik, ed. ‘Asim Ibrahim al-Kayyali (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyya, 2007), 1:126. Farghan’s discussion
of the subsections of these three levels continues to p. 143. The Kayyali edition, like the edition by Wisam al-Khatawi (vol.
1; Qum: Kitabsara-yi Ishraq, 2007), simply transcribes the 1876 Bulaq edition along with most of its errors and some new
ones. One should consult the excellent Siileymaniye manuscripts, such as Carullah 1107 (copied in 741) and Ragip Pasa 670
(copied in 763).

6. Muntaha, 1:124. The repeated use of the term al-rith al-rahaniyya in Muntaha'l-madarik, Tahrir al-bayan, and Maratib al-
tagwa is one piece of evidence that helped convince me of Farghani’s authorship of all three works. The expression is not
found in the Futihat or in the writings of Qiinawi, nor does Farghani use the Persian equivalent in Mashariq al-darari.

7. This is what Qunawi calls al-sirr al-ilahi, which, he says, is “the self-disclosure of the specific face” (tajallt al-wajh al-
khass); see Miftah al-ghayb, ed. Muhammad Khwajawi (Tehran: Intisharat-i Mawla, 1995), 109. The specific face, in turn, is the
innermost of the five faces of the heart (each face corresponding to one of the Five Divine Presences). The specific face gazes
upon God’s knowledge of its own reality. See Qiinawl, Iaz al-bayan (Hyderabad-Deccan: Osmania Oriental Publications Bureau,
1949), 240. According to Ibn al-Arabi, the specific face is God’s face turned toward a thing in order to give it existence, which
may be why Farghani calls it the “existential” face. For Ibn al-‘Arabi’s explication of its role, see Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of
God: Principles of Ibn al-Arabi’s Cosmology (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998), 134-54.
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Each has a configuration [nash’a] specific to it. The configuration of
the soul is sensory [hissiyya] and witnessed [shahadiyya]; its property
is specific to the level of submission. The configuration of the spirit is
unseen [ghaybiyyal], ascribed,® and pertaining to being [kawniyya]; its
property is specific to the inward and secret of faith. The configuration of
the secret core is unseen, true [hagqigiyyal, and real [haqqiyyal; its property
is beautiful-doing.’

Farghani structures Tahrir al-bayan as a commentary on a Hadith that says faith
has seventy-some branches. He speaks in detail about the difference between islam
and iman, but he pays relatively little attention to ihsan. In Maratib al-taqwa, he
continues the discussion of the three levels, but he focuses on the beautiful-doing
that is the goal of both submission and faith. He presents the text as a commentary
on the Quranic verse about tagwa that he quotes at the outset. I translate tagwa as
“godwariness” when it is a noun and as “to be wary” as a verb. The verb takes three
objects in the Quran, namely, God, the Lord, and the Fire. Quran translators have
rendered the word in a variety of ways, most of which pay little regard to the literal
meaning.

In Muntaha'l-madarik, Farghani discusses tagwa twice. In the body of the
commentary, he explains its meaning while explicating a verse that mentions two
derivatives from the same root: “I oppose the first [the blamer] in his blame out of
godwariness [tugd], just as 1agree with the second [the slanderer] in his malice out
of protectiveness [tagiyya].""® Farghani explains that both tuqa and taqiyya derive
from the word wigaya, “protection,” which means “to preserve a thing from that
which harms and diminishes it.” He writes,

Tagwa is to put the soul under the protection of the Shariah, or of
everything that preserves it from settling down in the two worlds. Tuga
means the same. God’s words, Be wary of God [5:35] mean: Make obeying
Him and avoiding disobedience toward Him your own protection against
the trace of His wrath and punishment. Or, make your souls His protection
by ascribing blameworthy things to them and not to Him, even though all
of them are His acts.

As for taqiyya, it is a word used by some Shiis to refer to ‘Ali because they
suppose that he did not manifest opposition to the rightly guided caliphs
before him because of protectiveness, that is, he made his agreement
with them a protection against the appearance of trial [fitna] among the
people, defect in their religion, and the enemies’ gaining mastery over
the egg of the submission [baydat al-islam]."*

Farghanithen offers a detailed explanation of the meaning of Ibn al-Farid’s verse.
He says that tuga refers to the station of godwariness, which is “to avoid all deviated

8. As Farghani mentions later on, the spirit is called “ascribed” (idafi) because it is ascribed to God with the pronoun “My”
in the Quranic verse, I blew into him [Adam] of My spirit (15:29).

9. Muntaha, 1:130.

10. Th. Emil Homerin translates the verse like this: “I break with the first and his blame / out of righteousness / while
tactfully I appear to bond / with the second, low-born and mean.” ‘Umar Ibn al-Farid: Sufi Verse, Saintly Life (New York: Paulist
Press, 2001), verse 52.

11. Muntahd, 1:207-208. By calling submission an “egg,” Farghani is pointing out that it achieves its purpose only by
hatching as iman and ihsan. Otherwise, it is simply a potentiality.
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properties in belief, word, act, and state; and to make the Beloved and attentiveness
[tawajjuh] toward Him protection against letting those deviated properties dominate
over the soul.”*? Protectiveness then means to make conformity (muwafaga) and the
lack of any show of opposition (mukhalafa) a protection against the trial that would
occur if people were to believe in indwelling (huliil) and embodiment (tajsim), ideas
that they are apt to have when they do not have a proper understanding of tawhid.**

FarghanT’s other discussion of tagwa comes in the introduction while explaining
the significance of the divine names. After quoting the Hadith that says that God
has ninety-nine names and that “Whoever enumerates them will enter the Garden,”
he says that enumeration (ihsa’) has three ascending levels: connection (ta‘allug),
characterization (takhallug), and realization (tahaqquq). These are the same three
levels that provide the organizing scheme of Tbn al-‘Arabi’s short commentary on
the divine names called Kashf al-mana ‘an sirr asma’ Allah al-husna. Farghani links
“connection” with the animal soul and “characterization” with the spiritual spirit.
As for “realization,” he says, “It comes about through tagwd and casting off [inkhila]
all forms, meanings, and traces that are marked with the stamp of new arrival
[hudiith] and that abide and become manifest in someone; and through his being
concealed [istitar] by the glories [subuhat] of the entities, secrets, and lights of the
names.”"* In simplistic terms, this is to say that tagwa can be understood as the
realization of the stations of fana’ and baq@’, annihilation and subsistence.

In Mardtib al-taqwa, Farghani clarifies the manner in which all character
traits, whether beautiful or ugly, are rooted in the names of the Real Existence,
a discussion he also undertakes in many other places in his writings. Like Ibn al-
‘Arabi, he does not refrain from giving credit where credit is due, which is to say
that he acknowledges that God is both the Guide (hadi) and the Misguider (mudill).
In the following paragraph, for example, he is explaining the meaning of these two
lines in Ibn al-Farid’s poem:

Nothing is vain, nor are the creatures a futile creation,

even if their actions fail to hit the mark.

Their affairs flow with the features of the names

driven to their properties by the wisdom of the Essence’s description.*

Surely the realness [haqqiyya] that accompanies existence itself [‘ayn al-
wujid] is nondelimited [mutlaq]. It pervades all the divine names and their
requisites. This is because every divine name—like the Guide and the
Misguider, the Ever-Merciful [rahim] and the Severe [qahhar]—is nothing
other than the Real Existence, but in respct of a description ascribed to
the Divine Presence, like guidance and misguidance, mercy and severity,
exalting [izaz] and abasing [idhlal]. For, just as He ascribes the description
of guidance to that Presence with His words, And God guides whomever He
wants to a straight path [2:213, 24:46], so also He ascribes misguidance to It
with His words, And God misguides the wrongdoers [14:27].1°

12. Muntahd, 1:208.

13. Muntahd, 1:209.

14. Muntaha, 1:48.

15. My translation. For Homerin’s translation, see ‘Umar Ibn al-Farid, verses 744-45.
16. Muntahd, 2:287.
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All reality is strictly determined by the names, which designate the universal
attributes governing the beginningless knowledge of the Real Existence. Nothing
can be anything other than what it is sub specie aeternitatis. Nonetheless, once the
manifestation of ontological perfections in the created realm is taken into account,
free choice and human responsibility have major roles to play, so the moral
obligation to conform to divine guidance remains. Farghani makes this eminently
clear not only in Maratib al-tagwa but also in his other works. From his standpoint,
it would be absurd to suggest that wahdat al-wujid—a term that he was the first to
use in something like a technical sense’—demands indifference to ethics and the
Shariah.

The translation here is based on the collation of four manuscripts from the
Siileymaniye Library (Sehid Ali Pasa 1340/3, Carullah 1001/3, Halet Efendi Ilavesi
66/7, Feyzullah 2163), supplemented by one manuscript from the Berlin State
Library (Or. Oct. 2460). There are no discrepancies in the manuscripts that would
have an effect on the translation, though three of them (Sehid Ali Pasa, Carullah,
and Berlin) are missing the last “Section” and also share a few dropped phrases and
sentences.

The Levels of Godwariness
In the name of God, the All-Merciful, the Ever-Merciful

The praise belongs to God, who singled out those sincere in praising and lauding
Him and those specified for His proximity and friendship for the realization of
the realities of guidance and godwariness; who made them climb the roads of the
religion on the ladders of certainty from the nadir of the precincts of distance
and from the brink of destruction and annihilation to the zenith of the presences
of love, proximity, and subsistence; and who accepted and welcomed them with
the most generous welcome and the most beautiful acceptance by bestowing the
descriptions of His mercy and the varieties of His generosity.

I bear witness that there is no god but God alone, without associate. This is
the bearing witness of one upon whom have been cast words from his Lord, so he
understood and accepted. And I bear witness that Muhammad is His servant and
messenger. He was created as the beloved, gazed upon as the goal and the sought,
and made known by witnessing and encounter. He is the elected and chosen whom
He carried in ascent to the station of Or Closer [53:9], which is the most eminent
ascent and the highest climb.'® God bless him and his household and companions,
those ennobled by the nobility of limpidness, loyalty, godwariness, and purity, and
give them abundant peace!

17. OnFarghani’s technical use of the term, see Chittick, “A History of the Term Wahdat al-Wujid,” in Chittick, In Search of
the Lost Heart: Explorations in Islamic Thought, ed. Mohammed Rustom, Atif Khalil, and Kazuyo Murata (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 2012), 79-80. This chapter, and the one following it, are derived from an earlier article which can be found
at http://www.williamcchittick.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Rumi-and-Wahdat-al-Wujud.pdf.

18. Farghani discusses “Or closer” as a Quranic designation for the unique perfection achieved by the Prophet in Tahrir
(see Chittick, “Tahrir al-bayan,” 12, 22, 29) as well as in his longer works.
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Now to begin: This is what the moment [wagqt] and state [hal] generously
gave and presented to thought [khatir] and mind [bal] concerning the meaning
of “godwariness” and “the means of approach” [wasila] along with their degrees,
the eminent secrets of their origins and final ends, the clarification of how they
are arranged in the struggle on the road to the Presence of the He-ness [hadrat
al-huwiyya], and the mention of how a formula of hopefulness [tarajji]* follows as
their consequence. And from God aid is sought in manifesting truthfulness and
coinciding with the Real in the pen’s flow and speech’s explanation. And He is an
excellent patron, an excellent helper [8:40).

God says, 0 you who have faith, be wary of God, and seek the means of approach
to Him, and struggle in His road. Perhaps you will prosper [5:35].

You should know that we have spoken at length in clarifying the levels of faith,
its inward and its outward, the root of its tree, its branches, and its taproots in our
book designated as Drafting the Clarification: Establishing the Branches of Faith and the
Levels of Beautiful-Doing. So let us explain in this book the levels of godwariness,
the ways of seeking the means of approach, and the struggle consequent upon
that. We say, seeking help from God in introducing what we have undertaken, that
three introductions will help in the understanding of what will come after this, God
willing.

The First Introduction. Know that despite the manyness of their entifications
[ta‘ayyunat],” all of the most beautiful divine names are comprehended [jam‘] by
two names, the name God* and the name All-Merciful.

As for the name God, it comprehends all of them in two respects. One is in
respect of the Essence; or, call it “the Existence,” for His Existence—high indeed is
Hel—is identical with His Essence. It is not an attribute or a description added to
the Essence.

The second is in respect of the affirmed levels, which comprehend all attributes
of both the Real and creation, attributes of both perfection and deficiency. These
are like knowledge, life, desire, and power; contraction and expansion, guidance
and misguidance, benefit and harm, unneediness [ghina’], mercy [rahma], approval
[rida], and so on; and also like anger [sakhat], obstinacy [lajdja], wrath [ghadab],
derision [sukhriyya], deception [makr], guile [khida‘], and their like.

19. The reference is to the last sentence of the verse in question, i.e., Perhaps you will prosper.

20. Entification (ta‘ayyun) means to be or become an entity (‘ayn), that is, a specific thing as distinct from other specific
things. Ibn al-‘Arabi uses the term on occasion but pays no special attention to it. Qinawi turns it into a technical term
typical of this school of thought. He often talks of Non-Entification (la ta‘ayyun), which is the Essence or Sheer Existence.
The first and second entifications are then descending levels of the Real’s self-disclosure. See, for example, my translation
of his Nusiis, “The Texts: The Keys to the Fusis,” 3, which can be found at http://www.williamcchittick.com/wp-content/
uploads/2019/05/Sadr_al-Din_Qunawi_The_Texts_al-Nusus.pdf.

21. Farghani suggests one of many reasons why the word Allah should be translated rather than reproduced in English
as if it were a proper name: “The reality of the name Allh is simply the self-disclosure and entification of the Essence in the
respect that It is one while comprehending all the self-disclosures and entifications that stand through the Essence. This
vocable is an Arabic word whose meaning is identical with the meaning of the word khuddy in Persian and the word tangari
in Turkish” (Muntaha, 1:44).
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The “level” [martaba] is that which affirms the relation and tie between the
Lord [rabb] and the vassal [marbiib], the Creator and the created. So the name God
is identical with the Essence and Existence in respect of the level, which is the
Divinity [ulitha]. This can also be called “the Essential Knowledge” connected to all
known things, both the necessary among them and the possible. For in respect of
the Essence’s nondelimitation [itldg] and inasmuch as 1t is It, no property [hukm]
whatsoever is given to It, nor is anything whatsoever related [irtibat] or ascribed
[intisab] to It. Rather, properties are given to It and things are related and ascribed
to It only in respect of Its entification, level, and attributes.?

As for the name All-Merciful [rahman], it comprehends the names in respect of
Existence Itself, nothing else. But, this is in respect of Its receptivity [gabiliyya] to
the entifications in keeping with the attributes, like the names Knowing, Alive,
Desiring, and Powerful, for each of these is a name of Existence, but in respect
of Its entification by the attribute of knowledge, life, desire, and power. So the
All-Merciful is a name of the Real inasmuch as It is Sheer Existence, for it is an
intensive mode derived from the mercy that embraces everything, and nothing
but Existence with Its entifications embraces everything. Hence it is a name of
Existence in the respect that It is entified by and utterly inclusive of all entifications
and inasmuch as all of Its entifications are related to It equally, for It is entified by
guidance and misguidance, pardon and gentleness, vengeance and severity, hiding
and manifesting, unveiling and curtaining.

As for the name Ever-Merciful [rahim], it also is a name of Existence and is derived
from this all-embracing, all-inclusive mercy, but in respect of the inclination of
Existence Itself away from Its nondelimitation [itldg]—in which the relation
of guidance and misguidance, unveiling and curtaining, are equal—toward Its
entification in respect of guidance, luminosity, and unveiling; and also Its inclination
toward giving predominance to the property of the attributes of gentleness [lutf]
over the properties of the attributes of severity [qahr] that are their opposites, by
virtue of I shall write [mercy] for those who are godwary and give the alms-tax [7:156].
Existence inclines toward ever-mercifulness through Its entification in respect of
guidance, unveiling, gentleness, and clemency, so It has a kind of exaggeration in
making the property of these attributes general for all those who are the objects
of Its mercy in the varieties of their fluctuations in states. Know this! You will be
rightly guided, if God alone wills.

The Second Introduction. Know that the existent things are related to the One
Real Existence only in respect of Its entifications, which are Its names. So every
existent thing is related to one of the names in as much as the existential portion
[al-hissat al-wujudiyya] effused [mufada] on the reality of that existent thing, ascribed
to it, and bringing it into existence becomes entified only from the Presence of one
of the divine names. In the second instant [an], the assistance that reaches it and
through which it subsists reaches it only by means of that name. And its return
[ruja‘] is only to that name. Yes, and it will see—if that is ordained for it—nothing
but it in the next world. So this name is its Lord [rabb] in reality.?*

22. For some of Qiinawi’s remarks on the distinction between the Essence and the Divinity, see “The Texts,” 27.
23. For a similar explanation of Lord, see Muntaha, 1:40.
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But, the Lord of the possessors of resoluteness [ulu’l-‘azm] among the messengers
and of the perfect among the friends [awliya’] is only the outward [zahir] of the
name God, and the Lord of our most perfect prophet is the inward [batin] of the
name God. The name God is the Lord of all existent things in respect of its all-
comprehensiveness [jam‘iyya], but its lordhood is ascribed to those other than
the perfect in respect of and by the intermediary of its names; and [it is ascribed]
to the perfect by the name God itself, not by the intermediary of any other,
particular name. Hence His words, Faces that day will be radiant, gazing upon their Lord
[75:22-23] alludes to the fact that everyone will see the Real in respect of the name
that is his Lord. The levels of the companions of vision—namely, the pulpits, chairs,
and dunes of musk—alludes to this.* So understand!

Each of the names has a specific sort of trace [athar] in the vassal [marbub]. For
example, the trace of the Knowing in its vassal is inclination [mayl] toward various
kinds of sciences and artisanries. The trace of the Desiring is inclination toward
expectations and wishes of many sorts. The trace of the Powerful is various sorts of
displaying traces [ta’thir] and the like.

So the attribution of godwariness to “God” [in the Quran] goes back to every sort
of trace. Its attribution to the “Lord” goes back to the traces specific to this name.
As for the “Fire,” this goes back to the realization of the reality of faith, sincerity
in deeds, and the elimination from the servant of the open and hidden traces of
unbelief and hypocrisy that result in the Fire.

The Third Introduction. Know that just as God described Himself in His
exalted book with the description of guidance, approval, gentleness, beneficence,
bringing near, and benefit, so also He described Himself with misguidance, anger,
severity, chastisement, and vengeance. Each of these descriptions has a specific
trace and designated result that appears in the soul of the servant in keeping with
astate that is dominated either by the property of oneness, all-comprehensiveness,
and balance between the property of the spiritual trace and the animal, natural,
elemental spirit; or a state that inclines and deviates from this oneness and all-
comprehensiveness toward the animal, natural, elemental spirit and its properties.
In the first state the traces of the description of guidance, approval, and their like
appear in the soul. In the second state, the traces of the description of misguidance,
anger, and similar things appear in it. So know this! You will be rightly guided, God
willing.

Section. Know then, after keeping these three introductions in mind, that
literally godwariness—taqwa, tuqah, and tugd—consists of making one thing the
protection [wigaya] of something else so as to preserve the latter from blights,
traces, and characteristics that are opposed to it. In the Shariah, the word is used
for leaving aside and guarding against forbidden things, doubtful things, and all
forms of deviation in word and deed. The manner in which the literal meaning
corresponds with Shari’ite usage is that guarding against forbidden, doubtful,

24. Reference to various places from which people will gaze upon God in paradise. Ibn al- ‘Arabi offers a diagram with
detailed explanation in al-Futiihat al-makkiyya (Cairo, 1911), 3:428, 442-443.
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and deviated things is the cause that necessitates the soul’s coming under the
protection of God’s approval. This protects it and guards it from joining with the
traces of God’s anger. So the Shari’ite use takes into account the cause, and the
literal meaning takes into account the effect.

The explanation of this is that the human soul, which is described as being
inspired in its depravity and godwariness [91:8], is a guise [hay’a] that combines the
animal spirit and the human trace and substance. The reality of the animal spirit
is a foggy vapor arising from the inward of the formal, pineal heart, which is
configured from the elemental nature that appears in the form of nourishment in
the bodily constitution. The nourishment is altered in the stomach, and then in the
liver, into the form of a subtle blood that reaches the heart by the intermediary of
the tie that connects the liver to the inward and cavity of the pineal heart. From
this subtle blood, which is strongly dominated by and filled with the quality of
heat, there arises a vapor in the cavity of the heart.

This vapor’s correspondence with subtlety and heat carries the trace of
the light of life [nar al-hayat]. It is named an “animal” [hayawdn] spirit because
of [the life] it carries. Thereby the proportioning [taswiya] of the human body’s
constitution [mizaj] is completed. Then God configures within the constitution
another configuration by the inblowing [nafkh] of the trace of the spiritual spirit,
whose entification is fixed in the World of the Spirits within the Guarded Tablet,
which is the Ascribed Spirit [al-rih al-idafi] meant by His words, of My spirit [15:29].
The “trace” is the governing gaze [al-nazar al-tadbiri] from the Spirit, and it is the
human substance [al-jawhar al-insani]. So the light of life is a mirror that is polished
because of this trace, gaze, and substance. Thereby it keeps apart from the animal,
elemental spirit and it becomes substantiated and separate from the spirits of all
other animals.”

The “inspired soul” [al-nafs al-mulhama] consists of this combinational,
equilibrious guise [al-hay’a al-ijtima‘iyya al-itidaliyya]. The entering place for the
inspiration of its depravity—which is manifestation in the form of deviations and
things deemed ugly by the intellect and the Shariah and inclination toward letting
the soul loose in appetites, some of which are forbidden and others of which are
dubious [mushtabaha]—is only its animal spirit. This is because the soul inclines and
deviates away from its combinational, equilibrious guise toward one of its sides,
namely, the animal, natural, elemental spirit, for the characteristic of the animal,
natural, elemental spirit is only to become engrossed [inhimak] in the appetites in
keeping with its root, which is elemental nature, since one of its characteristics is
letting itself loose in manifestation with the description of manyness, whether this
is deviated [munharif] or equilibrious [mu‘tadil].

The starting point for the inspiration of its godwariness is nothing but the
intermediateness [wasatiyya] of the equilibrious guise and the human substance,
for these two protect the soul through the manifestation of unitary, equilibrious
traces, which are some of the traces of God’s approval. They shield it from the

25. For a similar discussion of the configuration of the human soul, see Muntaha, 1:124.
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manifestation of the traces of its natural, elemental deviations and their results,
which are the traces of God’s anger within it.

When you have recognized this, you should know that whatever becomes
manifest in the soul and its locus of manifestation [mazhar], which is the body—
namely, the movements and stillnesses, the words and deeds, the guises and states,
and all the attributes—is nothing but the traces of the divine names included in the
name God. For example, its hearing is the trace of the name Hearing, its seeing is
the trace of the name Seeing, its smelling is the trace of the name Finder [wajid], its
tasting is the trace of the name Provider, its touching is the trace of the name Alive,
its eating and drinking are the trace of the name Nourisher, its sleep is the trace
of the name Death-Giver, its waking, moving, and striving are traces of the name
Upraiser [ba‘ith], its astuteness, presence, and regaining consciousness [ifaga] are
traces of the name Witness; its heedlessness, forgetfulness, and absence through
swooning [ighma’], madness, and intoxication are traces of the name Curtainer
[sattar]; its pains and illnesses are traces of the name Harmer [darr], its health and
comfort are traces of the name Benefiter [nafi], and so on. Gauge in a similar way
all the outward and inward attributes and seek by correspondence [mundsaba] the
names of which they are the traces. Then ascribe the traces to the names.

Thus has been opened to you a door of recognition [ma‘ifal. For “He who
recognizes his soul” in this way—constantly and moment by moment, not empty
for one instant of the traces of the names of his Lord, displaying His traces within
himself—*“will have recognized his Lord” as constantly active and leaving traces
within him. He will recognize the secret of God’s withness [ma‘iyya] through
pervasion [sardya] by the traces of His names. He will recognize the secret of the
non-cessation of His assistance through existence, both with intermediary and
without intermediary, for if it were to cease coming from Him for one instant, he
would join with nonexistence. And other things as well.

Now let us come back and say: You have come to know that the inspired soul
is the locus of manifestation and theatre [minassa] for the manifestation of the
traces of God’s most beautiful names, constantly and without cease, and that it is a
combinational guise bringing the animal, natural, elemental spirit together with the
human substance, the spiritual trace, and the governing gaze. Sometimes the trace
of the animal, natural, elemental spirit dominates over it so that it becomes “the
soul commanding to ugliness” [al-nafs al-ammara bi’l-si’]. Sometimes the spiritual,
unitary trace dominates, so it becomes “serene” [mutma’inna). Sometimes the trace
of all-comprehensiveness dominates, so it becomes “blaming” [lawwama].?®

Know then that when the soul deviates from its all-comprehensive guise and
inclines toward the side of the animal, natural, elemental spirit, the traces of the
divine names within it will accord with the description of its deviation. Their results
and fruits within it will be colored by the property of the deviation that necessitates
the manifestation of the trace of God’s misguidance, wrath, anger, severity, harm,
and vengeance within it. In this world and in the next, the traces of all these names

26. Farghani explains these three levels in some detail in Tahrir al-bayan. See Chittick, “Tahrir al-bayan,” 8.
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manifest within it will become manifest in forms disagreeable to the soul—pains
or chastisement, illness, punishment, distance, and the veil. So its movements and
stillnesses will not be straight; its sleep will not result in truthful, goodly dreams;
its food and drink will not give ease and assistance in worship; and its children will
not be configured as wholesome in existence, for the property of deviation will
have been manifest and dominant over it in the state of insemination. Gauge all
traces in a similar way. God is rightly-guiding.

In the state of the soul’s equilibrium, or of the dominance of the spiritual
trace over it, the traces of the names will become manifest within it only in the
description of the oneness and balance that necessitate the manifestation of the
trace of God’s approval, guidance, gentleness, and benefit within it. The results and
fruits within it will be colored by the property of these gentle attributes, which
will become manifest in this world and the next in agreeable forms, such as ease,
health, blessing, proximity, and unveiling. All the traces of the names will become
manifest as agreeable to the soul, in contrast to what we mentioned concerning the
domination of the property of deviation over it. God is the guide.

Faith is a divine light that may arrive at the inward of this soulish, combinational
guise—which is the true [haqgigi], meaning-related [ma‘nawi] heart, not the formal
[siri]—and at its outward, which is the inspired soul. When it becomes established
in the heart and the soul, they become receptacles, first for faith and submission,
and second for the Real’s rulings, His Shariah, and His command and prohibition.
They turn toward receiving them and acting in keeping with their requirements,
which are performance of the incumbent and recommended acts and leaving aside
and guarding against forbidden things [muharramat], doubtful things [shubuhat],
and deviations.

The sensory configuration of this world, however, demands—at times in
relation to some, and at most times in relation to others—that the soul incline and
deviate from its combinational guise to the side of the animal, natural, elemental
spirit along with heedlessness and absence from that turning and receiving. So
the traces of the divine names will become manifest within it in the description
of deviation; they will demand the manifestation of their results within it in the
deviated description that necessitates pain and distance. Hence the trace of God’s
solicitude toward His faithful servants demands that He awaken them from the
sleep of heedlessness and address them with His words—exalted and majestic is the
speaker!—0 you who have faith, be wary of God! [3:102]. This means, and God knows
better [what it means]:

Once you have been guided to faith in God, His messenger, His angels, His books,
the Last Day, and the measuring out, both the good of it and the evil of it, you
should be on guard with your godwariness—by means of following God’s command
and prohibition and being present with them and with their requirements, which
are performance of the incumbent and recommended acts, and leaving aside the
forbidden, doubtful, and deviated things—against the soul’s inclination and deviation
from its oneness and all-comprehensiveness toward the side of the manyness of its
animal, natural, elemental spirit, lest the deviations dominate over you.
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Being on guard like this, place your souls under the protection of the oneness
of God’s command, the property of His prohibition, and being present with the
mentioned requirements of these two; and under the protection of the oneness of
your souls’ spiritual trace and the balance of their all-comprehensiveness. Then
the traces of God’s names will be colored in your souls with the color of the oneness
and equilibrium that require God’s approval and proximity. This property, oneness,
balance, proximity, and approval will protect you from the manifestation within you
of the traces of God’s anger, which is one of the results of the traces of God’s names
that are colored by the properties of your souls” deviation and their inclination
away from the spiritual trace, from the balance of all-comprehensiveness, and
from presence with the command and prohibition and acting in keeping with their
requirements, [while they incline] toward the manyness of the animal, natural,
elemental spirit and domination by heedlessness of the command and prohibition
and what these require for them.

When you enter under this protection and take shelter in it, the complete trace
of the name Security-Giver [al-mu’min] will reach you and He will give you security
from the domination of the evils of your souls, from which the Prophet sought
refuge with his words, “We seek refuge in God from the evils of our souls.”” At
this point you will gain the preparedness for voyaging [sayr], wayfaring [suliik], and
advancing [taraqqi] from the level of faith to the level of beautiful-doing. In this state
you will be addressed with seeking the means of approach by means of performing
the inward rightful dues [hugig] connected with indifferent acts [mubahat], both
those that are to be done and those that are to be left aside. Thereby you will be
seeking arrival at the station of beautiful-doing and its realization after performing
the rightful dues of the incumbent and recommended things and leaving aside the
forbidden, doubtful, and deviated things and entering under the protection of
God’s command and prohibition, seeking realization of the reality of the station
of faith. So seeking the means of approach is identical with seeking nearness to God
by means of supererogatory works [nawdfil] until God loves him such that He is his
hearing, his seeing, his tongue, his hand, and his foot.” This is entrance into the
circle of the station of beautiful-doing. God is rightly-guiding.

Completion. There remain secrets of godwariness and its levels that we will
draft, and then we will be free to establish the means of approach, God willing.

We say: Know—God confirm you with sound understanding!—that in His Exalted
Book God arranged godwariness according to three levels that are the levels of the
journey to the place of return to God. These are submission, faith, and beautiful-
doing. This is in His words—exalted is He who said them—There is no fault in those
who have faith and do wholesome deeds in what they eat, if they are godwary, have faith,

27. This is part of a supplication taught by the Prophet and found in the standard Hadith collections, and other sources.
A typical version reads like this: “The praise belongs to God. We praise Him, seek help from Him, and ask forgiveness from
Him. We seek refuge in God from the evils of our souls and from our ugly deeds. When God guides someone, no one will
misguide him; and when God misguides someone, no one will guide him. I bear witness that there is no god but God, He alone,
without associate, and that Muhammad is His servant and His messenger.” The Hadith goes on to say that one should then
recite three specific passages from the Quran that begin with Be wary of God (3:102, 4:1, 33:70-71).

28. Reference to the famous Hadith of nawafil, parts of which Farghani will quote later. The Hadith plays a major role in
discussions of “union” with God, especially for Ibn al-‘Arabi and his followers.
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and do wholesome deeds, and then are godwary and have faith, and then are godwary and
do what is beautiful [5:93].

Then He made reaching proximity with Him through love—which is what brings
the servant into proximity with his Lord by negating distinguishing properties from
him—a consequence of the level of beautiful-doing with His words, and God loves the
beautiful-doers right after His words, and then are godwary and do what is beautiful. This
has also come in the midst of a divine Hadith, namely, his words narrating from his
Lord: “The servant never ceases gaining proximity to Me through supererogatory
works until I love him. Then when I love him, I am his hearing with which he hears,
his seeing through which he sees,” and so on.

What is eaten—that is, what sustains human life and subsistence—is of two
sorts, formal and meaning-related. The formal is connected to the body, to which
the properties of the station of submission are connected. The meaning-related is
connected to man’s heart, spirit, and secret core, to which the properties of the
levels of faith and beautiful-doing are connected.

The formal is of two sorts. One sort supports man’s subsistence in this world.
This is the sensory nourishment that supports his body. The other sort supports his
subsistence in the next world. It is performing the incumbent and recommended
acts by the body’s acquiescence to the Shari’ite commands and prohibitions.

What is eaten by spirit and heart—the two of which connect the properties
of the inward to faith—is remembrance, reflection [fikr], unveiling [kashf], and
bringing the character traits into balance, or putting their deviated dispositions
to use in ways that will beautify their ugliness, as designated by the Law-giver®—
God’s blessings be upon him!

What is eaten by the secret core—to which are connected the properties of
the level of beautiful-doing—are like perfect attentiveness and the secret core’s
constant companionship, witnessing, and presence with the remembrance of its
witnessed object along with witnessing it.

It follows that in the station of submission, which is the outward of faith,
godwariness is guarding against leaving aside the mandatory and recommended
acts that support one’s subsistence in the next world; and also guarding against
partaking of forbidden, doubtful, and deviated things through wrongdoing and
non-Shari’ite things in the formal livelihoods and the nourishments that support
one’s subsistence in this world; and making observance of God’s command and
prohibition a protection that protects against the manifestation of the names that
require severity, anger, and harm because of the inspired soul’s deviation from
all-comprehensiveness and from the spiritual trace toward the side of the animal
spirit and following its natural, elemental appetites, whether on purpose, or by
negligence and heedlessness.

29. On the manner in which the Shariah turns ugly character traits into beautiful traits, see Ibn al-‘Arabi’s explanations
cited in Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1989), 286-288.
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In the station of the inward of faith and in keeping with it, godwariness comes
only by guarding the heart and spirit against being negligent and heedless of
remembrance and sound reflection [fikr] on the Real’s blessings and benefits;
especially guarding the spirit against inclination toward the two sides of excess
[ifrat] and falling short [tafrit] in its character traits and [guarding it] against
inclination away from what necessitates its curtaining and being veiled from its
world and the wonders of the sciences, recognitions, and secrets therein. That
which necessitates this is for it to turn away from being heedless of its own essence
and world and from occupation with the properties of the world of composition.

By means of guarding like this, the heart and the spirit will enter under the
protection of being characterized by the names of God that are Watcher [raqib],
Guardian [hafiz], Witness [shahid], Just [‘adl], and Light. This characterization will
protect it from the manifestation within it of the traces of the names Curtainer,
Misguider, Severe, Abaser, and Harmer, whose traces are negligence, heedlessness,
the lack of presence, and reflection’s occupation with what does not concern
it,”* namely, being’s properties [al-ahkam al-kawniyya], expectations, wishes, and
inclination toward the two sides of excess and falling short in character traits.

As for godwariness in the station of beautiful-doing, it is for the secret core
to guard against being present with its entification and being delimited by this
entification and by the properties of the Real and creation; against ascribing its
witnessing and its presence with its Lord to its entification, not to its Lord; against
its seeing that witnessing and presence in respect of its entification and delimitation
by it; and against making manifest anything of the states gained in that witnessing
and presence. By means of immersion in his witnessing of his Lord and complete
presence with Him, he makes these guardings a protection that protects him in that
seeing from seeing others and otherness, nonrecognition [tanakkur], and veiling
[ihtijab]. Thus one of the great ones sought refuge from this with his words, “We
seek refuge in God from nonrecognition after recognition and from the veil after
self-disclosure.” So understand!

Know that “godwariness with the rightful due of godwariness” is only in the
stations and states. It is established and fixed within them by performing their
rightful dues, undertaking their preconditions and requisites, and guarding against
defects in any of them or deviation from the customs of straightness [istigama]
within them. This is like realization of the realities of the station of submission,
then realization of the realities of the station of faith and the stations that these
two comprise, like repentance, renunciation, watchfulness, trust, delegation
[tafwid], approval, and their like; and then also the realization of the realities of
the beginning of the station of beautiful-doing with which the journey to God is
completed and finalized. As for the end of the station of beautiful-doing connected
with the journey in God, godwariness with the rightful due of godwariness is
connected with the realization of the universals of the outward and inward names
as well as all-comprehensiveness.?

30. Allusion to the Hadith, “One beauty of a man’s submission is his leaving aside what does not concern him.”
31. Reference to 3:102, Be wary of God with His rightful due of wariness.
32. For Farghani’s explanations of these two as well as the third and fourth journeys, see Chittick, “Tahrir al-bayan,” 27-29.
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As for godwariness in keeping with ability [istita‘a] and its property—as
expressed in His words, Be wary of God as far as you are able [64:16]—it is connected
only with states that are the results of other states in the voyages to God and in God
in every state that appears, except that this ability must result in the appearance
of a state higher than it. The Imam Abu’l-Qasim al-Junayd alluded to this when he
said, “If a servant approaches God for seventy years and is heedless of Him for one
hour, what escapes him will be greater than what he gained.” He spoke truthfully in
this, for what escapes him will be the result of seventy years and an hour, but what
he gained will be the result of seventy years alone. Seventy years and an hour are
more than seventy years alone.

So it is known that every state results in another state more eminent than it
because it includes the one before it. The manifestation of this result depends upon
gaining the ability and preparedness for the manifestation of what comes after.
Hence the property of Be wary of God as much as you are able never comes to an end in
voyaging in God’s particular names, which cannot be calculated or enumerated. So
this ability is renewed until the last breath left for the voyager, for at every instant
his voyage is renewed by his realization of a particular name, and this realization
bestows upon him a preparedness and ability to realize another particular name,
until his last breath. In each renewal of a state, he is addressed by godwariness in
performing the rightful dues of that state. Hence the property of Be wary of God as
much as you are able will never come to an end. Godwariness within it is guarding
against the thought of making it manifest to others or ascribing it to oneself by
reason of the soul’s stealing something of it. God is rightly guiding.

Section. Now you have come to know that faith is a light arriving in the heart
and soul and receptive to everything that arrives from the Real, namely, the lights
of command and prohibition, which bring about proximity to God, eliminate the
darkness of elemental nature, and make manifest the road of proximity to Him—
high indeed and holy is He! You have also come to know that godwariness is
wayfaring in that road and gaining proximity to Him by undertaking [irtikab] the
commands and performing [ada’] the incumbent and recommended acts that they
require; and by desisting [intih@’] from the prohibitions and leaving aside [tark]
the forbidden, doubtful, and deviated things that are among what they require.
By means of this undertaking and desisting, it is to enter under the protection of
God’s approval, guidance, benefit, and gentleness, a protection that protects the
submitting, faithful person from the manifestation within him of the traces of
God’s anger, misguidance, severity, and harm.

Know now that the indifferent things and gaining proximity to God by means of
them were passed over in silence when the property of godwariness was mentioned.
Hence the Real called His servants’ attention to them and commanded them to gain
proximity to Him by bringing forth the indifferent things and by employing them
or leaving them aside with intentions pure [khalis] of the stains of this-worldly
and next-worldly shares of the soul. All of this follows after His commanding them
to seek proximity to Him by performing the mandatory and recommended acts
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in order to observe His command and by leaving aside and guarding against the
forbidden, doubtful, and deviated things in order to observe His prohibition. This
is in His words, Be wary of God, and seek the means of approach to Him [5:35]. Hence
the property of seeking the means of approach to Him includes performing the
mandatory and recommended acts and leaving aside the forbidden, doubtful,
and deviated things in word, deed, character, and state. Bringing the indifferent
things or avoiding them is linked to an intention purified [mukhallas] of the stains
[shawd@’ib] of the soul’s shares in this world and the next world. “To Him” in the verse
alludes to this purification/sincerity [ikhlds], except that the property of seeking
the means of approach by bringing the indifferent things is more specific, for what
is understood from it is not designated by the command to godwariness.

Then know that seeking the means of approach is to eat and drink, or to leave
these two aside, for the sake of God, not for the sake of the soul’s desire and appetite,
nor to follow the soul’s thought to do that indifferent thing and partake of it or
to leave it aside. In the same way one does not partake of any of the indifferent
things or leave them aside except with the intention of proximity to God, for every
indifferent thing is a blessing [ni‘ma] from God and the organ [ala] with which one
partakes of that blessing is also a blessing from Him. So also the power to leave
it aside is a blessing from Him. Thus no one should partake of or leave aside any
indifferent thing, or say or do any of this, or leave aside thoughts of saying or
doing, except with the intention of showing gratitude for God’s blessings, not for
the sake of the soul’s appetite or following its thought and desire. This should not
make one heedless of remembering God or of showing gratitude for His blessings.
For, when the voyager is assiduous [mujidd] and sincere [mukhlis], then immersion
[istighrag] in the remembrance of God and in the requirement to show gratitude
for His blessings in every state and every time of bringing or leaving aside the
indifferent will divert him from remembering food and drink and other things and
from the thought of them. Thus it has been narrated from Ruwaym that he said,
“For twenty years no thought whatsoever of food and drink has entered my mind,
nor of partaking of them or leaving them aside.”

When someone is constant in this, then his indifferent words and deeds and his
partaking of or leaving aside all goodly [tayyib], longed-for [marghub], indifferent
things will be counted as supererogatory deeds and worshipful acts and will be
joined with performing the incumbent and recommended acts and with leaving
aside the forbidden, doubtful, and deviated things. This is because all of this will
come by the intermediary of presence [hudiir] and pure intention, purified of the
stains of the soul’s shares, appetites, and thoughts; it will bring proximity to God
and eliminate the properties of the distinctions [imtiyazat] between him and his
Lord. This is because the soul—through its entification and resulting delimitation,
its egoity through its shares, thoughts, appetites, and desires; and its gratification
[istifa’] of these in respect of the fact that they are the soul’s appetites and desires—
is the [sum total of the] properties of distinction between the servant and his Lord.
So, when the soul’s appetite, share, and desire withdraw, and when one seeks the
soul’s enjoyment by bringing and partaking of the indifferent things or leaving
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them aside, the indifferent things will join with the mandatory and recommended
things as well as with leaving aside the forbidden and doubtful things. This is
because of the mentioned intention, remembrance, presence, and negation of the
soul’s thought of partaking of its enjoyment, appetite, and share.

At this point, the properties of distinction between the servant and his Lord
become few and there becomes manifest the correspondence between him and the
divine love, whose root is “I loved to be recognized.”** For, the specific property
and trace of love is the negation of the properties of the distinction [mumayaza]
between the lover and the beloved so that love may bring about proximity between
the two or unify them by negating from the lover the traces of the distinctions
between the two.*

Therefore “seeking the means of approach” is the same as gaining proximity
through supererogatory works for the sake of being welcomed by God’s love. Then
all the properties of distinction may disappear through that welcome [istigball; it is
what is meant by His words, “until I love him,” right after His words, “The servant
does not cease gaining proximity to Me through supererogatory works.” This is
because the elimination of some of the properties of the distinctions, such as the
servant’s entification and egoity, is not within the capacity of the servant unless
God’s love welcomes him and attracts him away from himself to Him. When all
the distinguishing properties disappear through this welcome, the annihilation
of the servant’s acts is realized; then his attributes; then his egoity itself and the
ascription of any act, attribute, or existence to him. This is what is meant by His
words, Everything is perishing but His face [28:88] and His words, Everything upon it is
annihilated [55:26]. Then Existence itself, which is the face of the subsistent Real,
will become manifest. It is meant by His words, And there subsists the face of thy Lord,
possessor of majesty through His inward and nondelimitation and generous giving
[55:27] through His most beautiful names and the manifestation of their traces in
the worlds.

At this point, it will become manifest that what was manifest from the lights
of this Existence and Face in the form of the servant’s hearing, eyesight, tongue,
hand, and foot—while it was imagined, by virtue of delimitation by the levels
and their veilness [hijabiyya] that it was ascribed to the servant while manifest in
the attributes of his essence in respect of his createdness—was nothing but this
very Face, Existence, and Light becoming manifest through him in the attribute
of entification and delimitation and in the description of createdness. This is by
the property of the levels, which are the loci of His manifestations, not through
the property of His Essence and His essential requirement, for the levels have a
property in that which becomes manifest within them, whether creature or Real.

But in this state, he was not aware of the property of the mentioned veilness.
He supposed something that was not congruent with what was happening in actual

33. Allusion to the famous divine saying, “I was a Hidden Treasure, so I loved to be recognized ...

34. Compare this passage from Muntahd (2:264): “Know that love is an inner inclination toward one of the perfections. Its
secret and reality is a tie between lover and beloved and a unifying and all-comprehending relation between them. Its trace
is the elimination of the distinction between the two.”
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fact. So when the veilness disappears because of the negation of all the properties
of distinction, what was fixed and manifest before that becomes manifest with
the property of the nondelimitation of His radiance without delimitation by the
levels. His supposition and its trace are negated in the midst of the negation of
the properties of distinction. Its falseness appears when the Real, the Subsistent
becomes manifest. For with this nondelimited, radiant manifestation, He does not
become delimited by the property of any level whatsoever. Nothing appears to the
recipient of self-disclosure but His nondelimitation and His lack of delimitation.
This is why the taster of this tasting said, “I have seen nothing without seeing God
before it.”** So understand!

This, then, is the meaning of what He said: “I am his hearing, his eyesight, his
tongue, his hand, and his foot.” He did not say, “I become.” So know this! You will
be guided, God willing.

Section. Know—may He confirm you!—that submission, faith, godwariness, and
seeking the means of approach are all traces of the name God in respect of the fact
that He is a guide. The prophets and messengers and possessors of resoluteness
among them; those who have faith in God, in them, and in Gabriel inasmuch as
he delivered the message and manifested the Shariah; or rather, everything
whose relation to the side of necessity is more complete—all of these are loci of
manifestation for the name Guide and those who make manifest its properties and
traces. The revealed divine books speak on behalf of its properties. All mosques,
congregational mosques, monasteries, retreat centers, madrasahs, and khanaqahs
are the instruments for listening to its traces, namely, remembrance, glorification,
and reciting tawhid in the differentiated macrocosm.

The serene soul whose godwariness is inspired; the heart, which is the inward of
the combinational guise named a soul that is inspired in its depravity and godwariness
[91:8] and which is latent within [the soul] just as fire is latent in stone and iron, and
just as blackness is latent in gall nuts and vitriol; and the intellect illumined by the
light of the Shariah and named “kernel” because of this illumination—all these are
also loci of manifestation for the name Guide. Sound inspirations and all-merciful
and spiritual thoughts* all speak on behalf of its properties and its invitation inside
the undifferentiated, human microcosm.

As for unbelief, rebellion, disobedience, being engrossed in the gratification of
pleasures and appetites, undertaking forbidden and doubtful things, forgetfulness,
and heedlessness of remembering God and of reflecting on His blessings and
benefits—all are traces of the name God, but in respect of the attribute of His
misguidance and His name the Misguider. The satans of jinn and men, the unbelievers,
the disobedient, the rebellious, the leaders of unbelief—all are loci of manifestation
for the name Misguider and those who make manifest its properties and traces. All
forms of singing and instruments of diversion and song are among the instruments

35. Ibn al-‘Arabi ascribes this saying to Abi Bakr (see “Chittick, “Tahrir al-bayan,” 12, note 17).

36. Thoughts (khawatir) are commonly divided into four sorts: all-merciful (rahmani), spiritual (rithani), soulish (nafsani),
and satanic (shaytani). As indicated here, the two higher sorts come from the side of the Guide, the two lower from the side
of the Misguider.
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of making manifest its invitation; and all forms of vintners and taverns are loci of
witnessing the traces of accepting its invitation in the differentiated macrocosm.

So also the commanding soul, caprice [hawa], the intellect of this world’s
livelihood [al-‘agl al-ma‘ishi al-dunyawi], and sense-intuition [wahm] inasmuch as
it follows corrupt imaginings; or rather, everything whose relation to the side of
possibility [imkan] is more complete—all are loci of manifestation for the name
Misguider and those who make manifest its properties and traces. All intrusions
[hujimat] by the soul’s talk, soulish and satanic fancies [hawdajis], the accumulation
of thoughts and reflections connected with being [al-kawn] and distracting
from remembrance and from sound, beneficial reflection and immersion in and
occupation with them; and the voyager’s domination by heedlessness instead
of what is most important for his moment and state—all these are among the
properties of the manifestation of the traces of the name Misguider in the human
microcosm.

Between these two names—I mean Guide and Misguider—there are requitals
[mujazat], contentions [mughalabat], and contrapositions [mugalabat] in manifesting
their properties and traces. Each desires to manifest its requirements so that
the perfection specific to it will be connected to the manifestation of its specific
requirements, properties, and traces. So wherever the properties of the name
Guide become manifest and it dominates through the manifestation of its traces
and requirements—namely, faith, submission, godwariness, and seeking the means
of approach in respect of its loci of manifestation and those who make manifest
its properties and traces, such as the faithful, the wholesome, the prophets, the
messengers, and the wayfarers on the road of the Real—then inescapably the name
Misguider will stand forth in respect of its loci of manifestation and those who make
manifestits properties and traces—such as the satans of men of jinn, the unbelievers,
their leaders, and their headmen—to repel and prevent the manifestation of the
traces and requirements of the name Guide and the manifestation of the domination
of its ruling authority.

Hence the small and the great struggle [jihad] will become established against
Satan and his assistants, helpers, and party, namely, the unbelievers and their
leaders, to remove their evil and break their appetite; and against the soul and
caprice and their helpers, namely, appetite, wrath, and the potencies that follow
them in the differentiated macrocosm and the human microcosm. This is why God
placed the mention of the command to struggle immediately after the mention of
the command to godwariness and seeking the means of approach. So know this!

As for the secret of the fact that the struggle against the soul, Satan, and their
helpers in the human microcosm is the “greater struggle,” as he said—God bless him
and give him peace!—“We have returned from the smaller struggle to the greater
struggle” when he occupied himself with the ritual prayer after his return from the
struggle against the unbelievers, this is because the final goal of giving existence
to creation is only the Real’s recognition of His all-comprehensive perfections, as
He said, “Iloved to be recognized, so I created creation that I might be recognized.”
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This goal will not be realized completely without struggle in the human microcosm
and without the domination by spirit and heart—through presence, remembrance,
reflection, witnessing, and sound and unitary attentiveness toward the Real—over
the commanding soul, Satan, and their assistants and helpers. The struggle in the
differentiated macrocosm is a means and an intermediary to that objective.

This objective will not be reached without pure and sincere worship of God.
There can be no performance of worship without repelling outward obstacles.
These obstacles are the aim of the enemies of the religion, namely, that they oppose
and prevent the manifestation of the rites of the Shariahs [sha‘@ir al-shar@’il”” and
having faith and submitting, and they are antagonistic to that and fight against
it. So the struggle against the soul in the human world is sought and intended for
itself, but the struggle in the differentiated world is a means and an instrument,
sought for the sake of other than itself. Something that is intended and sought for
the sake of itself is greater and higher than something that has the rank of a means
and an instrument and is being sought for the sake of other than itself.

So the struggle in God’s road includes the two struggles, the smaller and the
greater. Struggle in God with the rightful due of His struggle [22:78] is specific to the
greater struggle, which is the struggle against the soul by holding it back from its
shares in all the levels, stations, states, character traits, and knowledges; by turning
it away from gratifying every one of its shares, pleasures, and desires; by severing
its expectations and wishes and by severing its gaze from awareness [tatallu] of any
part in the acts of heart and body; by blocking the gate of seeing anything of this
ascribed to itself and thereby uprooting its hardships by stealing hidden shares of
what is bestowed upon the heart, the spirit, and the secret core—namely, the gifts
of self-disclosures, knowledges, unveilings, contemplations, and so on.

Struggle is also against the properties of the createdness [khalgiyya] of
the spiritual spirit when it becomes manifest in the property of the sensory
configuration. So also it is against the properties of the delimitation of the secret
core by entification when the property of the mortal configuration becomes
manifest, that which is meant by His words, Surely I am but a mortal like you [18:110].
Striving and effort are to prevent the domination of these properties over it and to
repel their manifestation, except in the measure that is necessary.

37. Like Ibn al-‘Arabi, Farghani uses the plural of Shariah in a broad sense to designate all the religions brought by the
prophets (see, for example, Muntahd, 1:110). In the singular, he often contrasts the word with Tarigah and Haqiqah.
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As for the secret of using the formula of hopefulness in attaining the causes
of triumph and success by gaining the sought object—which is becoming adorned
with the adornment of proximity and eradicating the reality of love**—this is
an allusion to the fact that all causes are preparations; they do not leave traces.
That which leaves traces is the Real through His power over the causes. This is
because the act of the actor does not become manifest until after gaining complete
receptivity and preparedness to receive the act. Gaining complete receptivity and
the preparedness to receive the manifestation of the Real’s act in respect of His
power is something hidden from the servant because of the plausibility that some
hidden precondition of complete causation remains.

Gaining complete preparedness through the formula of hopefulness goes
back to gaining complete receptivity and the preparedness to receive the acts of
prosperity and success and the gift of the sought object and goal. 1t is as if He is
saying, “Attain and acquire the preparedness to receive the act of My proximity
within you by means of godwariness, seeking the means of approach, and struggle
in My path. Perhaps you will completely gain preparedness and receptivity and all
of their preconditions. Then your prosperity and your triumph through proximity
to the manifestation of the act of My proximity within you will follow upon that.”
Everything that comes in the Exalted Book with a formula of hopefulness goes
back to this meaning. So know this. And God speaks the truth, and He guides on the
road [33:4].

The book is complete, and with God is protection and success in what is correct.

38. By “eradicating” (istisal) love’s reality, Farghani seems to mean overcoming the lover-beloved duality, as indicated
toward the end of the previous section (see note 34).
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TRANSCENDING CHARACTER
AND THE QUEST FOR UNION:
THE PLACE OF UNION (AL-JAM)
IN COMMENTARIES ON ANSARI’S
WAYSTATIONS

Cyrus Ali Zargar

Introduction

Abi Isma‘il ‘Abdallah al-Harawi al-Ansari’s (d. 481/1089) Manazil al-s@irin ild al-hagq
(Waystations of the Travelersto the Real) offers an arrangement for one hundred detailed
yet enigmatic modes of ethical perfection ending in union with the divine. Much
of the text’s success lies in the author’s ability to structure the various waystations
that are the subject of the work. In al-AnsarT’s one hundred short chapters, each
waystation leads to the next and yet also relates to those waystations proximate
to it, giving readers a sense of cohesion lacking in other similar manuals on the
science of the Sufi states and stations. Al-Ansari (or, simply, Ansari) presents the
transformation of the human subject as an evolution that begins with awareness—
becoming “awakened” to one’s shortcomings and one’s need for God—followed
by a progression that can be divided into two halves. The first half, the former
part of the journey, requires seeking completion of the soul, or acquiring excellent
character traits. The second half, the latter part of the journey, requires “being
sought,” that is, removing qualities of selfhood in order to receive divine qualities.
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Ansari places the refinement of human character traits, what we would call “the
virtues,” toward the middle of one’s journey, following in this placement models
of the Sufi states and stations that preceded him. By considering the structure
and logic of Ansari’s waystations, readers of Sufi texts can appreciate the place of
the refinement of character traits as transitional. The wayfarer proceeds from a
perfection of the bodily heart to a more receptive and sublime perfection of the
spirit, from action to reception. That receptive state ultimately becomes union (al-
Jjam9), which Ansari calls “the terminus of the stations of the wayfarers and the
outermost, coastal portion of the ocean of tawhid,” that is, it is the periphery of
knowing God’s oneness (tawhid), that side or edge of God’s oneness accessible to
humans.! In this, Ansari frames the Sufi stations as a pathway to union and direct
knowledge. While this structure, one leading to union, proved inspiriting to many
commentators, it also aroused the condemnation of two Hanbali thinkers who
opposed what some have called “monist” (or, from their perspective, al-ittihadiyya,
the “People of Unification”) resonances in Islamic ethics, namely, Taqi al-Din
Ahmad ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) and Shams al-Din ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d.
751/1350).% Indeed, weighty epistemological differences come out in the various
commentaries despite the brevity of AnsarT’s treatise. The key concern here will be
to consider commentators’ responses to the structure of Ansari’s treatise vis-a-vis
its most disputed proclamation—namely, that the waystations end with union with
God.

As one of the foremost Hanbali scholars of the East, residing in Nishapur and
Balkh, Ansari trained a generation of spiritual aspirants and hadith scholars,
often raising controversy for his public repudiations of speculative theology.
While a number of very influential texts have been attributed to him, some in
Persian, the only text verified indisputably as his and which we know he meant
to be distributed in writing is the Arabic Manazil al-s@’irin ila al-haqq, or, simply, the
Waystations.® This treatise has been considered by writers in the Sufi tradition to
be the preeminent text outlining the path to human completion. The subject of
numerous commentaries, Ansari’s detailed description of the one hundred ethical
stages to unity with the divine has been noted for its precision, incorporation
of the insights of previous writers, structure, and insightful observations on the
human condition. The text had wide appeal among Muslim intellectuals of varying

1. Ansari, Mandzil al-s@’irin (Tehran: Mawla, 2010), 282. This paper will cite Muhammad ‘Ammar Mufid’s dual-language
edition (Arabic-Persian) of Mandzil al-s@’irin, as in the bibliography, though only the Arabic portion pertains here. There is a
commonly available Arabic-only edition, edited by Ibrahim ‘Atwa ‘Awad (Cairo: Maktabat Ja‘far al-Haditha, 1977), but Mufid’s
edition is more exacting and has made use of multiple manuscripts. Indeed, Mufid, with the help of Rawan Farhadi, made use
of and improved the edition of the Institut Francais d’Archéologie Orientale, published in 1962 (Cairo), edited and translated
(into French) by Serge de Beaurecueil. This 1962 edition replaced an uncritical edition published in Cairo in 1909 by Matba‘at
al-Sa‘ada. The manuscripts used by de Beaurecueil numbered forty-one, and in his long French introduction to this edition,
he includes an analysis of the merits and challenges they present. While usually accurate, de Beaurecueil’s French translation
does not always aim for clarity. There is also an English translation, published in 2011 by Dar Albouraq (Paris), undertaken by
Hisham Rifai. For clarity and consistency, however, all translations of the Manazil and other texts in this paper are my own.

2. Sometimes Ibn Qayyim’s readings, like contemporary scholars of religion who read Ibn ‘Arabi’s ontology as a sort
of “pantheism,” seem to miss the importance of transcendence in Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought and the emphasis placed therein
on the essential dissimilarities between God and creation. On this, see Mohammed Rustom, “Is Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Ontology
Pantheistic?” Journal of Islamic Philosophy 2 (2006): 53-67, especially pp. 66-7.

3. See Bo Utas, “The Mungjat or Ilahi-namah of ‘Abdw’llah Ansari,” in Manuscripts of the Middle East, ed. Jan Just Witkam,
co-edited by J. T. P. De Bruijn and Barbara Flemming, vol. 3 (papers read at the Symposium on Textual Tradition and the
Editing of Persian and Turkish Texts, Leiden, 16-18 October 1986) (Leiden: Ter Lugt Press, 1988, 83-87, here p. 83 especially).
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and even opposing ethical-theoretical perspectives; the commentaries discussed
below are a testament to that.*

Waystations puts on display its author’s erudition in four traditional sciences:
the Sufi “states” and “stations,” practical Islamic ethics, Quranic exegesis, and, in
terms of the terseness of its style, Arabic rhetoric. To clarify, “states” (al-ahwal)
refer to passing conditions of the soul one experiences on the spiritual journey.
Such states contribute to more lasting conditions, which the Sufis call “stations”
(al-magamat). When seen in terms of a progression in which an individual passes
from station to station, these lasting conditions are called “waystations,” (manazil).
Sufi writers derive the language of stations and waystations from classical Arabic
poetry, which described a journey wherein the poet would stop at the deserted
campgrounds (or “waystation,” manzil) where he once had encountered his beloved.
It is also noteworthy that classical Arabic used the phrase “waystations” (manazil)
to catalogue the “mansions” of the moon, which references the moon’s locations
relative to certain stars for each of the approximately twenty-eight days of its
orbit around the earth. There is little evidence that Ansari had this mapping of the
moon, often used for talismans, in mind at all. Metaphorically speaking, however,
to think of the human soul as progressing through a moon-like waxing and waning
describes quite elegantly Ansari’s structure: the soul becomes complete through
traits, and then retreats into union, shedding the traits it cultivated.

Commentaries on and adaptations of this text have become more widely read
than the text itself. On one hand, drawing from Muhyi al-Din ibn al-‘Arabi’s (d.
638/1240) school of philosophical Sufism, there are the commentaries of ‘Afif
al-Din Sulayman al-Tilimsani (d. 690/1291) and ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Kashani (d. ca.
736/1335), to name the two most well- known.> On the other hand, there is the
very long commentary by Shams al-Din ibn Qayyim, written less to explain Ansar’s
treatise than to rectify it. Its title is Madarij al-salikin bayna manazil iyyaka na‘bud
wa iyyaka nasta‘in (Ranks of the Wayfarers Between the Waystations of “You we
worship” and “You we beseech for aid”). This book has become popular of recent
and is among the most popular spiritual treatises in Sunni Islam today because
of renewed interest in its author, a student of Ibn Taymiyya, but also, no doubt,
because of the literary and ethical merits of the book itself. Interpreting Ansari’s
Waystations—for Ibn Qayyim—is not only about resolving ambiguities in the text, but
also about debating the proper function of Sufi interpretation vis-a-vis theological
doctrine and Sharia—that is, God’s revealed system of beliefs, prescriptions, and
boundaries.

4. An excellent discussion of the states (al-ahwal) and their relationship to the stations (al-magamat) or waystations (al-
manazil) can be found in Atif Khalil, Repentance and the Return to God: Tawba in Early Sufism (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 2018), 77-81.

5 On that school, see Mukhtar H. Ali, Philosophical Sufism: An Introduction to the School of Ibn al-Arabi (London: Routledge,
2021) and Mohammed Rustom, “Philosophical Sufism,” The Routledge Companion to Islamic Philosophy, ed. Richard C. Taylor
and Luis Xavier Lépez-Farjeat (New York: Routledge, 2016), 399-411. For the larger context of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s intellectual
contributions, see Caner K. Dagli, Ibn al-Arabi and Islamic Intellectual Culture: From Mysticism to Philosophy (New York: Routledge,
2016).
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Early Sufi Writings on Character

It is important, first, to establish the ways in which Ansari himself was writing
a commentary of sorts, or at least an elaboration, on the earlier tradition. The
reverence he had for that earlier tradition can be assumed even though he
probably did not compose, at least not directly, the Persian hagiographical text
traditionally attributed to him, the Tabagqat al-siifiyya (Generations of the Sufis).® Still,
that text, the Tabaqat al-siifiyya—based on lecture notes from his circle—represents
discussions of virtuous Sufi saints honored within Ansari’s school. While he revered
those saints, Ansari saw a missed opportunity to comment on the Sufi paths of
ethical completion. Ansari took issue with what existed, with the writings of these
bygone saints on the science of the heart, in that they failed to elaborate fully on
its stations, contenting themselves with very general principles. Either that or,
Ansari noted, they told stories of saints devoid of any generally applicable theory.
When some earlier writers did present theories of ethical development, Ansari
complained, it was not clear in their writings what applied to the masses and what
to the elite. Some mistakenly made use of the ecstatic utterances of drunken Sufis—
such as Bayazid Bistami (d. 234/848 or 261/875) and Husayn ibn Mansur al-Hallaj
(d. 309/922). Such utterances could not be applied to the science of stations. Most
Sufi writers, Ansari lamented, did not think of the stations in any sort of systematic
way at all, as part of a charted progression.’

Despite his objections to the deficiencies of those earlier treatises, Ansari’s text
shows quite an indebtedness to them. One of the earliest such texts is the Adab
al-‘ibadat (Rules of Conduct for Worshipful Acts) of Shaqiq ibn Ibrahim al-Balkhi (d.
194/810). Shaqiq’s four stages include renunciation (zuhd), fear of God (khawf),
desire for Paradise (al-shawgq ila al-janna), and the love for God (al-mahabba li-Allah).
This marks out a path that one still sees—in its most general sense—by the time
Ansari writes in the fifth/eleventh century. The path begins with acts of asceticism
and worship, but ends in love, to which Ansari will add union. A similar pattern
exists in the very short treatise, the Stations of Hearts (Risalat Magamat al-qulib) by
the early tenth-century writer Abl al-Husayn Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Nari (d.
295/907). Al-Nari hailed from Herat, like Ansari, and, like him, was interested
in structured presentations of the path, even if much simpler than what Ansari
presented almost two centuries later:

The stations of hearts are four because God Himself named the heart
with four terms: breast (sadr), heart (galb), hidden heart (fu’ad), and core
(lubb). The breast is the mine of submission (islam) for He has said, exalted
be He, “What of the one whose breast God has expanded for submission

.77 [Q 39:22]. The heart is the mine of belief (iman), for He has said,
“But God has made belief beloved of you and rendered it beautiful within

6. Onthe Tabaqat al-siifiyya, see Jawid Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism: The Tabaqat Genre from al-Sulami to Jami
(London: Curzon, 2001), chapter 3.

7. Ansari, Manazil al-S@’irin, 4.

8. Annabel Keeler has recently brought into question the authenticity of the title of this treatise, raising the possibility
that it was added by a later copyist. See Annabel Keeler, “The Concept of adab in Early Sufism with Particular Reference to
the Teachings of Sahl b. ‘Abdallah al-Tustari (d. 283/896),” Ethics and Spirituality in Islam: Sufi adab, ed. Francesco Chiabotti, Eve
Feuillebois-Pierunek, Catherine Mayeur-Jaouen, and Luca Patrizi (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 63-101, here p. 65n25.
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your hearts” [Q 49:7]. The hidden heart is the mine of intimate knowledge
(ma‘rifa), for He has said, “The hidden heart did not lie about what he
saw” [Q 53:11, referencing the Prophet’s vision on the Mi‘rj]. And the
core is the mine of recognizing oneness [tawhid], for He has said, “Signs
for those possessing cores of reasoning” [Q 3:190].°

Here one notices two striking similarities to Ansari’s later text, as well as, thereby,
the commentaries and expansions on Ansari that followed. First, there is the
progression from submission to a realization of God’s oneness. Ansari interprets
this as transcending human traits to achieve near unity with God. After a long
process of striving, one can see God in things. Moreover, after learning how to see,
one then can unsee—relinquishing that vision for a sense of unity. Second, there is
the use of Quranic verses in a careful way that assumes universal significance for
Sufi technical terms. After all, al-NairT’s readings rely on the differences between
these terms for heart as part of a progression. This same distinction between these
terms for “heart” in Arabic can be found in the Bayan al-farq bayn al-sadr wa-l-qalb
wa-l-fu’ad wa-1-lubb (An Elucidation on the Difference between the Breast, Heart, Seat-of-
Passion, and Human Core) attributed to al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi (d. ca. 300/912), but
which might also belong to al-NGri.”® In al-NiirT’s text, the text quoted above, each
of these mines, or sources, for an ethical trait is also a vessel for that reality. Each
trait begins in its corresponding rendition of the heart, but emanates from that
dimension of the heart as well. Tawhid, for al-Niiri, is to declare God transcendent
(tanzih) from any understanding (darkihi). This comes after affirming God (ithbat
al-Haqq) in his sublime attributes and beautiful names, again a pattern that will
appear with Ansari.

Like Ansari’s treatise, the germinal declarations of al-Nari occur in a social
context that might help us understand why there was such interest in mapping
out the spiritual path so scientifically and so carefully. Al-NiirT wrote in eastern
Iran at a time of great competitiveness when it came to programs of piety. This
was especially pronounced in Nishapur, where the Malamatiyya and Karramiyya
schools had been in competition, and where Baghdadi Sufism was becoming more
prevalent. Literature on the Sufi stations began at the end of the second century
Hijri, or the early ninth century of the Common Era, and represented a staking
out of authority regarding maps of the path. This has some similarities to the way
in which Ansari actively presented his Waystations as the ultimate causatum of
intense and inspired hadith study. Ansari wrote as an avid advocate of the Hanbali
approach to Islamic learning, hadith-based and opposed to theological speculation,
especially the speculation of the Ash‘aris whose influence in Nishapur waxed and
waned depending on the predispositions of whoever ruled. From prison to exile,
Ansari found himself at the center of this conflict—or, rather, thrusted himself
into the center of the conflict and was perceived as especially threatening to the

9. Abi al-Hasan al-Nrf, Risalat Magamat al-quliib, ed. Paul Nwyia, as in “Textes mystiques in édites d’Aba-1-Hasan al-Nari
(m. 295/907),” Mélanges de I'Université Saint-Joseph, 44:9 (1968), 117-154, here p. 92.

10. See Hakim Abii ‘Abdallah Muhammad Tirmidhi (attrib.), Bayan al-farg bayn al-sadr wa-l-qalb wa-I-fu’ad wa-I-lubb, tr. with
introduction by Nicholas Heer and Kenneth L. Honerkamp, in Three Early Sufi Texts (Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2003), 57.
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theologians on account of his prominence.! His relationship with the famous vizier
Nizam al-Mulk (d. 485/1092), an advocate of the Ash‘aris, but also a pragmatist,
had its ups and downs precisely because of Ansari’s popularity as a Hanbali
teacher. Adversarial methods and schools, of course, continued into the era of
commentaries, when it became a matter of claiming AnsarT’s discoveries, either for
philosophically-inclined Sufism or later Hanbali approaches, and not a matter of
contesting with the scholar himself.

There are other earlier treatises that might have helped shape Ansari’s
Waystations, such as that attributed to Muhammad Niffari (d. ca. 366/976-7), or the
Book of Flashes (al-Luma‘) by Abl Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988), specifically a section
therein titled “The Book of States and Stations.”*? Most interesting is one such text
called The Roads of the Knowers (Manahij al-‘arifin) by Abt ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami
(d.412/1021). Al-Sulami begins with a sort of awakening, one that he calls a “rousing
from heedlessness,” that resembles Ansari’s first waystation of “awakening” (yaqza).
Like al-Nari before him and Ansari after him, al-Sulami’s progression has the
human being engage in striving, to be followed by a more receptive purification.
13 Perhaps most important, al-Sulami divides the path into three major categories.
There are acts of good conduct (adab), followed by character traits (akhlag), finally
followed by spiritual states (ahwal). While traits are acquired, states are received
The contrast between acquisition and divine bestowal (the very dynamic one finds
in al-Sulami) allows Ansari to create a much more complex structure of the stations
that is, in the end, based on this model.

The Structure of the Waystations

Itis the structure of Ansari’s text, in fact, coupled with its brevity, that has made it so
worthy of commentary, judging from the expressed interests of the commentators
themselves. Each of the one hundred waystations represents a separate mode of
ethical completion, and yet each is related to the preceding waystation, to the next
waystation, and even to waystations in distant parts of the treatise. There are three
major divisions to consider in the book:

1. First, in the introduction to his Waystations, Ansari divides his readership
into two different groups: those who seek (murid) and those who are
sought (murad), declaring all those who espouse some other way to God’s
proximity to be false claimants.'” The seeker (murid) strives before God,

11. Serge de Laugier de Beaurecueil, Khwadja ‘Abdullah Ansari (396--481 H./1006-1089); mystique Hanbalite (Beirut: Imprimerie
Catholique, 1965), 87-9.

12. For an English translation of the former, see Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Niffari, The Mawagqif and Mukhatabat
of Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd 'L-Jabbar al-Niffari: with other Fragments, tr. Arthur John Arberry (London: Trustees of the E. J. W. Gibb
Memorial, 1978).

13. See al-Sulami, Majmi‘at Athar ‘Abd al-Rahman Sulami, ed. Nasrollah Pourjavady and Muhammad Stiri (Tehran: Iranian
Institute of Philosophy and the Institute of Islamic Studies at the Free University of Berlin, 2009), 2:135-157, here p. 2:143-5.
The Manahij as reprinted here was originally edited by Etan Kohlberg in 1979.

14. Al-Sulami, Majmii‘at Athar, 2:156-7. See also Bidarfar’s introduction in ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Kashani, Sharh Mandzil al-
s@’irin, ed. Muhsin Bidarfar (Qum: Bidar, 2006), 17. Later developments in Sufi ethics further established the state (hal) as
a temporary and bestowed condition of the heart. See Atif Khalil, “Hal,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, Three, ed. Kate Fleet, Gudrun
Krémer, Denis Matringe, John Nawas, Everett Rowson. Leiden: Brill, Online, forthcoming.

15. Ansari, Manazil 4.
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impelled by love, guarded by modesty, and wavering between the two
extremes of fear of God’s displeasure and hope in God’s mercy. The sought
(murad) has made it to the beginning phases of union, progressing closer
and closer, and eventually relinquishing all that he or she has accomplished
in favor of absolute self-loss. In this process, fear and hope become replaced
by contraction and expansion of the heart.’* One becomes less concerned
with extrinsic chastisements and rewards and more concerned with God’s
distance and nearness. The struggles at the very highest waystations have
to do with moving beyond one’s own erasure in unification with the Real.
Thus, the waystations proceed from activity to receptivity, from seeking
completion of the soul to being sought, or from willing changes to oneself
to realizing God’s will for oneself. One goes from acquiring virtuous traits
to negating those traits of the self to see them replaced by the traits of God.

2. Second, there is the grouping of the one hundred waystations into clusters
of ten. This too hints at precision. One can see the path as a progression
from preliminaries to gateways, to interactions, then character traits,
followed by foundations, then valleys, states, modes of sainthood, realities,
and finally the ultimate attributes. These are the ten major groupings, but
within each are ten stations. If one stops at any of the stations, it is just a
station, a magam; but if one is passing through, learning from that station to
reach higher stations, then it becomes a manzil, or a waystation.

3. The third division, one that occurs in each of his one hundred chapters,
is between three ranks. In the later chapters, those three ranks represent
three ranks of those who have reached the status of being “sought.” That
is, they are three ranks for achieved or advanced wayfarers, describing
nuances therein. In the earlier stations, those three ranks describe the
differences between beginners, advanced, and elite wayfarers. Beginners—
in accordance with al-Ansari’s Hanbali intellectual proclivities—are
encouraged to abide by the literal prescriptions of the prophetic narrations
(ahadith). Advanced and elite wayfarers, however, are to accept an invitation
to become godlike. This classical tripartite distinction—al-‘amma, al-khassa,
and khassat al-khassa, that is, between beginner, advanced, and elite—was
used by others well before Ansari.”” What makes it remarkable here, though,
is that he applies a threefold division to each chapter, despite the fact that
he has already divided his book into two parts, as well as into ten sections,
and into one hundred waystations.

Suchintentionality and complexity might help explain why commentators might
have embraced the challenge of elucidating this manual, as well as why aspirants
would have needed commentaries. More than simply intending elucidation,
commentators found this framework an ideal model for advancing interpretations

= o

16. Ansari, Manazil 142, no. 44. As William Chittick indicates, love frames the entirety of Ansari’s stations and is located as
a later waystation (no. 61) only because of the preliminaries involved. See Chittick, Divine Love: Islamic Literature and the Path
to God (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 292-3. Mukhtar Ali has discussed the topic of love in Ansarf’s ethical system,
as treated by commentators (especially Kashani), in “The ‘Doctrine of Love’ in ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari’s Manazil al-s@irin with
Critical Paraphrase of ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani’s Commentary,” Journal of Sufi Studies 5, n0.2 (2016): 140-155.

17. See Jonathan A. C. Brown, “The Last Days of al-Ghazzali and the Tripartite Division of the Sufi World: Abt Hamid al-
GhazzalT’s Letter to the Seljuq Vizier and Commentary,” The Muslim World 96, no. 1 (2006): 89-113. Abi al-Fadl Rashid al-Din
Maybudi (fl. 520/1126), who dedicated himself to AnsarT’s unfinished Quran commentary, mentions the existence of this
threefold division among earlier Sufis. See Annabel Keeler, Sufi Hermeneutics: The Qur’an Commentary of Rashid al-Din Maybudi
(0oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 161-2.
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of Islam, interpretations that often dealt with matters more detailed than those
that occur in Ansari’s work. So, for example, the Akbarian commentator ‘Abd al-
Razzaq al-Kashani (d. ca. 736/1335) divides AnsarT’s treatise into three parts.'® The
first part deals with the soul, the nafs. The second part deals with the heart, the
galb. And the final part deals with the spirit, the riith. His use of the first two of these
three terms—as he himself admits—relies on a Sufi psychology with resonances in
Arabic philosophy: In his commentary on the Waystations, al-Kashani tells us that
the Sufi conception of heart (al-galb) can also be called “the rational soul” (al-nafs
al-natiga), using a philosophical term to describe this “incorporeal intermediary
between the realm of divinity and the realm of creation.”** Aware of a growing body
of shared terms and concepts between philosophy and Sufism, al-Kashani elsewhere
explains that the Sufi term for “soul” (al-nafs) largely corresponds to that which a
philosopher (al-hakim) might call the “animal soul” or “animal spirit,” namely, the
“vaporous substance that bears the faculty of life, love, and volitional movement.”
Al-Kashani recognizes and to some extent advances parallels between Sufi and
philosophical psychological terms. His interpretation of the Waystations hence
relies on a more terminologically defined and even philosophically influenced
psychology than that presented by al-Niiri or by Ansari and yet remains fully
justified by his reading of Ansari’s work. Al-Kashani can thus proceed as though
Ansari intuited these complexities, stating them entirely by implication, even if the
letter of the book presents a more simplified psychology.”*

Chapter Ninety-Nine of the Waystations:
On Union

Points of variance regarding Ansari’s structure of ethical development stand out
in relief at the second-to-last waystation, Chapter 99, that of “union” or al-jam¢.
Ansari begins this chapter, as he does every other chapter, with a quotation from
the Quran, here Q 8:17: “You did not throw, when you threw, but it was God who
threw.” Even before entering upon his discussion, the import of juxtaposing this
verse with the topic of union makes its meaning clear. Muhammad has become
so devoid of human selthood that his action is God’s action—God throws when he
throws. It is not to say, of course, that God somehow acts through the Prophet,
but rather, that Muhammad has realized God’s omnipresence in his actions.
Muhammad has become aware that God is the actor in a way that the spiritual
wayfarer should imitate. This verse confirms one of the more controversial claims
within Sufism, namely, that a person can achieve some sort of union in which he or
she becomes virtually stripped of human subjectivity. Rendering the passage even

18. An excellent example of the style and method of al-Kashani’s commentary appears in Ali, “Futuwwa as the Noblest
Character Traits (Makarim al-akhlag) in Ansari’s Manazil al-S@irin with al-Kashani’s Commentary,” Journal of Islamic Ethics 4,
no. 1-2 (2020): 8-24.

19. Al-Kashani, Sharh Manazil al-s@irin, 424.

20. ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Kashani, Istilahat al-Sifiyya, wa yalihi Rashh al-zulal fi sharh al-alfaz al-mutadawala bayn arbab al-adhwaq
wa-l-ahwal, ed. ‘Asim Ibrahim al-Kayyali al-Husayni al-Shadhili al-Darqawi (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2005), 82.

21. Idiscuss Ansarl’s own psychology in Zargar, The Polished Mirror: Storytelling and the Pursuit of Virtue in Islamic Philosophy
and Sufism (London: Oneworld, 2017), 212-3.
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more tantalizing for later Akbarian commentators, Ansari uses the term wujid in his
elaboration of this waystation, though what he means by that requires elaboration.
Before discussing varying interpretations of this chapter and ways in which it helps
us understand models of ethical development among Sufi commentators, let us
consider the chapter itself.

What follows is a translation of the entire chapter on “union,” Chapter 99 of the
Waystations.

God, mighty and glorified, has said, “You did not throw, when you
threw, but it was God who threw” (Q 8:17). Union (al-jam‘) occurs when
separations fall away and when the need for indications ends. A person
rises above the water and clay from which he or she is composed after
confirmation of what has been established [in terms of the wayfarer’s
perceptive experiences] and after distancing oneself from all ongoing
variations. It occurs after the person has nothing to do with witnessing
secondary entities, after terminating one’s sense of being between two
things [sensory and supersensory, created and eternal], and after the
termination of one’s witnessing of God’s witnessing of these things.
Union has three degrees: Union of knowing, followed by union of finding,
and then union of identifying. The union of knowing is the gradual
disappearance of the varieties of knowledge relating to what testifies
[about God], replaced entirely by immediate, God-given knowledge
(al-<ilm al-ladunni). The union of finding is the gradual disappearance
of what occurred for the person in the final stages of connection
[al-ittisal, at the eighty-ninth waystation, described earlier] in terms
of self-annihilation, completely effaced, instead, in the very source of
finding. The union of identifying is the gradual disappearance of anything
that might be conveyed through indication within the very actuality
of the Real. Union is the terminus of the stations of the wayfarers and
the outermost, coastal portion of the ocean of tawhid [realizing God’s
oneness].?

This is an especially difficult passage in large part because of its concision.
Much of that concision does not come through because, in order to render this
passage comprehensible, I have had to take liberties and add a number of words
and phrases. It is also difficult because its topic—the final stage of what might
guardedly be called “mystical experience”—escapes description even according
to the author himself. Let us consider, then, the commentators, beginning with
one Akbarian commentator who makes free use of terms and concepts from
the school of Ibn al-‘Arabi. Throughout this paper, I have referred in passing to
the commentary of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Kashani, whose approach resembles the
commentator I consider next insofar as both authors embrace Ansari’s structure
but also bring it into their distinctively philosophical Sufi tradition, the Akbarian
tradition. This commentator— Sulayman ibn ‘Ali ‘Abdallah al-Qimi al-Tilimsani (d.
690/1291)— lived about half a century earlier than al-Kashani. More important, his
commentary was circulating among the students of Ibn Taymiyya. Read alongside

22. Ansari, Manazil, 281-282.
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Ibn Qayyim’s reaction to it, al-Tilimsani’s commentary provides a telling setting
in which to consider the structure of the Waystations with “union” as its terminus.

Al-Tilimsani’s Reading of Ansar1’s
Waystation of Union

Al-Tilimsani, as indicated by his name, was known by the city in which he was
born, Tlemcen, as well as the Berber tribe to which he belonged, al-Qiimi. He is
referenced most often as ‘Afif al-Din al-Tilimsani.”® He represents, in his writing, the
direction that the Akbarian school of theoretical Sufism would take, namely, its use
of philosophically informed vocabulary along with its emphasis on the terms and
methods that had become established in Sufism. His companionship with Sadr al-
Din al-Qiinawi (d. 673/1273-4), Ibn al-‘Arabi’s foremost disciple and stepson, places
him well within that circle of commentators who would influence generations of
metaphysically minded Sufis to come. The texts upon which he focused received
commentaries by other Akbarian scholars as well—the Fusis al-hikam (Bezels of
Wisdom) of Ibn al-‘Arabi, the poem by ‘Umar ibn al-Farid (d. 632/1235) known as
Nazm al-Sulitk (The Poem on Wayfaring), and also known as al-T@yya al-kubra (the
Greater Poem Rhyming in “T”), and, his commentary on the Kitab al-Mawagif (Book of
Standings) of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Niffari (d. ca. 354/965), which stays
true to Ibn ‘ArabT’s interest in al-Niffari.** While some have attributed to him a
commentary on a poem on the human soul attributed to Abt ‘Ali Husayn ibn Sina,
or Avicenna (d. 428/1037), Yousef Casewit makes the case that this attribution is
farfetched.” Aside from a diwan of poetry and a short treatise on Arabic prosody,
his other two compositions are also commentaries: one on the first chapter of the
Quran (and part of the second), and one on the divine names.” Yet al-Tilimsani’s
most prominent composition—one that would serve as a model to other adherents
to Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought commenting on the Manazil—was his commentary on
Ansari’s treatise.”

Al-Tilimsani’s reading of Ansari’s chapter on union is best represented by his
gloss onthe very first part of Ansari’s definition of union. “Union (al-jam9),” according
to Ansari, “occurs when separations (al-tafriqa) falls away.” Al-Tilimsani comments
that what falls away is the differentiation (al-farq) between Being (al-wujiid) and
existent things (al-mawjid).?® This occurs from the perspective of the one who

23. See Bidarfar’s introduction to al-Tilimsani’s commentary for the biographical information I offer in this paragraph.
See ‘Afif al-Din Sulayman al-Tilimsani, Sharh Manazil al-s@irin, ed. Muhsin Bidarfar (Qum: Bidar, 2011), 1:46-52.

24. See Paul Nwyia, “Une cible d’'Ibn Taimiya: Le moniste al-Tilimsani (m. 690/1291),” Bulletin d’études orientales 30 (1978):
127-145.

25. My appreciation goes to Yousef Casewit for his comments on details concerning al-Tilimsani as well as for sharing
an early draft of his introduction to a translation of al-Tilimsani’s Ma‘ani al-asma’ al-ilahiyya (forthcoming in the Library of
Arabic Literature, New York University Press). A number of biographical notes on al-Tilimsani included here come from
this aforementioned introduction. The commentary on Avicenna is attributed to al-Tilimsani in Bidarfar’s introduction,
al-Tilimsani, Sharh Manazil al-S@irin, 1:46-52. Orkhan Musakhanov attributes the commentary to al-Tilimsani while raising
doubts about Avicenna’s authorship of the poem on the soul. See his introduction to al-Tilimsani, Medni'l-esmai’l-ilahiyye (Ma‘ani
al-asm@ al-ilahiyya), ed. with an introduction by Orkhan Musakhanov (Ankara: Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Yayinlari, 2017), 35-6.

26. Again, see Casewit’s introduction to al-Tilimsani.

27. Casewit numbers the total commentaries on AnsarT’s treatise to twelve, with al-Tilimsani’s serving as “an inspiration
for many of the others.”

28 Al-Tilimsani, Sharh Manazil al-s@’irin, 2:693.
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witnesses, the mushahid—that is, the perceiver of supersensory things in the
forms of sensory things. This notion of perception is a pivotal concept in the
school of Ibn al-‘Arabi: a person discovers, through the imagination and through
perception, what corresponds to a reality beyond sensory perception. The lifting of
differentiation is why, in al-Tilimsani’s readings of the words of Ansari, “the need
for indications ends.” There is no need to indicate, or allude, to things when the
gap between existence and the existent has been closed. Of course, by wujiid, Ansari
does not mean “existence” or “Being,” in the philosophical sense developed by Ibn
‘Arabi. Avicenna had established that wujid or “existence” was self-evident and
could be categorized as necessary, possible, or impossible.” For Avicenna, God was
the Necessary Existent, whose self-love permeated a universe of possible existents—
that is, all existent things. This claim shaped the way others after him—especially
Sufis willing to engage with Avicennan philosophy—would read the word wujad.*
On the other hand, for Sufis using the term wujid before this shift, or for those
with no interest in the philosophical sense of wujid as existence, the term signified
an ecstatic finding. One sees this usage (ecstatic finding) clearly in the writings
of Abi al-Qasim ‘Abd al-Karim ibn Hawazin al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072) and “Ali ibn
‘Uthman al-Jullabi Hujwiri (d. ca 465/1071-72), to give two prominent examples.*
Even with certain later figures, such as Najm al-Din Kubra (d. 618/1221), the term
wujud references an experiential state, a realization—that is, an ecstatic finding and
only, perhaps, rarely “existence.”* It was Ibn ‘Arabi who most famously brought
these two usages into correspondence, so that a knower-of-God’s awareness can
unlock a cosmological reality of the emanation of God’s essential being through His
attributes: ecstatic finding occurs when one transcends a false sense of selfhood,
realizing instead that all is the Real. In other words, in Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings, both
senses of wujiid appear, and his students or the students of his students—such as
al-Tilimsani—wrote and commented on writings in a manner strongly influenced
by the marriage of these two usages of wujid. AnsarT’s intended meaning vis-a-vis
wujud is no mystery, as he spells it out quite clearly in Chapter 96 of the Waystations.
He clarifies this using three instances of wujid or its variants in the Quran, each of
which describes a person finding or realizing God, followed by his own definition
of wujad: “Wujad means successfully attaining the reality of a thing.”* While the
profundity of the comments that follow are arguably unmatched by al-Qushayri
or Hujwiri, what Ansari communicates remains consistent with wujid as “ecstatic
finding.”

For the most part, al-Tilimsani is sensitive to the fact that wujid for Ansari

29. Parviz Morewedge, “Philosophical Analysis and Ibn Sina’s ‘Essence-Existence’ Distinction,” Journal of the American
Oriental Society 92, no. 3 (1972): 425-435.

30. Parviz Morewedge, “The Logic of Emanationism and Stifism in the Philosophy of Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Part 1,” Journal
of the American Oriental Society 91, no. 4 (1971): 467-476.

31. Abi al-Qasim ‘Abd al-Karim ibn Hawazin al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, ed. Muhsin Bidarfar (Qum: Bidar, 1995),
132-133. “Ali ibn ‘Uthman al-Jullabi Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjiib, ed. Valentin A. Zhukovskii, introduction by Qasim Ansari, 10th
edition (Tehran: Tahiri, 2008), 538-541.

32. I discuss problems of interpretation surrounding the term wujiid in Kubra’s writings in my “The Ten Principles:
Theoretical Implications of Volitional Death in Najm al-Din Kubra’s al-Usil al-‘Ashara (A Study and Translation),” The Muslim
World 103, no. 1 (2013): 107-130, especially pp. 113-121. See also Gerhard Béwering, “Mystical Circles and Colors in Kubra’s
Philosophical Kaleidoscope,” in Beyond Conventional Constructs: Essays in Honour of Professor Dr. C. A. Qadir, ed. Ghazala Irfan
(Lahore: Qadir Presentation Committee, 1987), 82-101.

33. Ansari, Manazil, 273. Those verses are Q 4:110, Q 4:64, and Q 24:39.
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is ethical, so that the commentator’s focus is on the perceptive process of
“witnessing” much more than a larger metaphysical conception of existence. He
glosses Ansari’s definition of wujid—namely, “attaining the reality of a thing,” as
“witnessing” that thing or “becoming annihilated in it.”** Wujiid corresponds, in
al-Tilimsant's reading of Ansari’s three levels of wujid, to levels of experiential
knowledge beyond ma‘rifa (“acquaintance”) because all distance between the
seeker of familiarity and the objective of that seeking has disappeared.’® This ends
in fan@’, or annihilation of the self in the Real, a point that becomes clearer in
Ansari’s chapter on “union.” Indeed, for al-Tilimsani, the path of annihilation is the
shortcut of the knowers of God. This is his interpretation of Ansari’s promise in his
own introduction to the Waystations—that he will guide his readers to “the shortest
of routes to the primordial track.”*® “The ‘shortest of routes’ for God’s knowers,”
al-Tilimsani comments, “occurs when the Real, may He be exalted, acquaints them
with the manner in which the boundaries of their selfhood and the traces of their
acts become annihilated, one after another, as they set out toward the realm of
erasure.”” This is indeed a highly attuned reading of the structure of Ansari’s book;
it describes precisely such a process, one ending in union.

Despite such care, however, al-Tilimsani does occasionally read Ansari through
an Akbarian lens. In his commentary on wujid, for example, he must interpret and
explain for his audience the word wujid in Ansari’s third and most achieved sense of
wujid: “The third rank,” Ansari says, “is discovering a station (wujiid magam) in which
the trace of wujid becomes obliterated by becoming drowned in primordiality.”*
The trace of wujiud—if wujid is the Real—cannot become obliterated, nor would that
be AnsarT’s intended meaning for al-Tilimsani. Thus, the commentator corrects this
by noting that “by wujid, he probably means mawjud (existent)”’—that is, the trace
of an existent ... disappears.* Ansari seems to mean more precisely, however, that it
is the trace of one’s ecstatic finding that disappears. What disappears is awareness
of presence: Ansari is interested in charting a path that ends with a realization
of God’s oneness, omnipresence, and the transitory nature of everything else,
including selfhood. While al-Tilimsani’'s move toward seeing one’s created or
transitory nature as “existent” might seem like a minor alteration, it superimposes
a metaphysical view that is neither in the text nor native to Ansari’s ethical
frame. Nevertheless, as a whole, as a commentator, unlike al-Kashani, al-Tilimsani
often stays close to the text, using one part of the text to explain another part, or
using his vast knowledge of the many connotations of Arabic words, sometimes
even obscure words. He can be a careful reader and yet still present an Akbarian
perspective because, in many ways, the difference often hinges on one word. In
this case, the simple move of drawing a connection between two senses of the
word wujid, the Sufi-ethical sense and the philosophical sense, alters the import

34, Al-Tilimsani, Sharh Manazil, 2:686.

35. Al-Tilimsani, Sharh Manazil, 2:686-7.

36. Ansari, Manazil, 3.

37. Al-Tilimsani, Sharh Manazil, 1:88.

38 Ansarl, Mandzil, 273. Al-Tilimsani has al-azaliyya instead of al-awwaliyya—that is, “becoming drowned in pre-eternity
(eternity a parte ante).” Al-Tilimsani, Sharh Mandzil, 2:687.

39. Al-Tilimsani, Sharh Manazil, 2:687.
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of Ansari’s observations on union. Ibn al-‘Arabi’s students, including al-Tilimsani,
saw in perspectives like Ansari’s the metaphysical implications of realizing God’s
oneness and omnipresence. It is this, in part, to which Tbn Qayyim reacts in his
commentary.

Ibn Qayyim’s Rebuttal to Ansari
and al-Tilimsan1

Living about half a century after al-Tilimsani, Tbn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, from
Damascus, was incredibly close to his teacher, Ibn Taymiyya, imprisoned with
him during the latter’s last stay in the Citadel of Damascus.” He and Ibn Taymiyya
offered an interpretation of Sufism both Hanbali and Junaydi in its sobriety—so
sober regarding adherence to the Sunna and so skeptical regarding certain later
developments in Sufi theory and practice that it sometimes has not been recognized
as Sufism at all, although that has less to do with Ibn Qayyim than it does with
modern and often Western expectations of Sufism.* Ibn Qayyim’s interest in the
shaykh from Herat began with a text called Tariq al-hijratayn wa bab al-sa‘adatayn
(The Path of the Two Migrations and the Gate of the Two Forms of Felicity), in which he
commented on the Waystations, as well as on a treatise that contains portions of
the Waystations—namely, the Mahdsin al-majalis (The Alluring Merits of [Edifying]
Gatherings) by Ibn al-‘Arif (d. 535/1141).*2 Again, two journeys—just as we will see
later in his Madarij al-salikin (Ranks of the Wayfarers, henceforth Ranks)—describe Ibn
Qayyim'’s view of the path to God, which begins with worship, is followed by grace,
but never becomes the ecstatic loss of selfhood that Ansari describes. To understand
Ibn Qayyim’s interest in Ansari, one must remember that Ansari was not merely
a Sufi. He was a major Hanbali scholar revered in Hanbali prosopographies. Ibn
Qayyim’s project—an extension of Ibn Taymiyya’s project—was to reclaim Ansari’s
charting of the pathway of spiritual perfection, which seems to have been the most
celebrated version of such texts at this time, one with a reach that extended far
beyond the Hanbali school. Ibn Qayyim, thus, shows respect for Ansari, while often
gently discrediting him at the same time. He quotes Ibn Taymiyya’s assessment of
Ansari as someone whose “practice was better than his knowledge.”* That is, while
Ansari was pious, his lack of knowledge led to the sorts of misunderstandings that
had crept into Sufism and into interpretations of his work.

40. Abdul Hakim I. al-Matroudi, The Hanbali School of Law and Ibn Taymiyya: Conflict or Conciliation (New York: Routledge,
2006), 132-6. See also Hasan Qasim Murad, “Ibn Taymiyya on Trial: A Narrative Account of his Mihan,” Islamic Studies 18, no.
1(1979): 1-32, here p. 24.

41. George Makdisi, “The Hanbali School and Sufism,” Boletin de la Asociacién Espafiola de Orientalistas 15 (1979): 115-126.

42. See Ovamir Anjum’s introduction to Ibn Qayyim, Ranks of the Divine Seekers, tr. with annotations and introduction by
Ovamir Anjum (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 1:49.

43. Ovamir Anjum, “Sufism without Mysticism? Ibn Qayyim al-Gawziyyah’s Objectives in Madarig al-Salikin,” Oriente
Moderno 90, no. 1 (2010): 153-180, here p. 164.
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According to Ibn Qayyim, the most egregious of those misunderstandings was a
“unifying” (or “monist,” ittihadi) interpretation of the soul as part of an emanational
descent of being—the sort of interpretation one finds in Akbarian readings of
his work. Of course, neither Ibn ‘Arabi nor those affiliated with the school of
interpreters that followed him would have agreed that the unity and emanation
described constituted ittihad; in fact, they explicitly rejected ittihad as a theological
model.* Ibn Qayyim describes Akbarian readings of Ansari as perversions of the
master’s intended meaning:

This [third degree of inspiration] is the sort of inspiration that, when it
comes upon a person, undoes all intermediate phenomena, obliterating
them and bringing them to a sort of nothingness. Nevertheless, this is in
terms of witnessing [in terms of perception, shuhiid], not existence [not
in terms of reality, wujiid]. The People of Unification (al-ittihadiyya) claim
that there is a oneness of being (wahdat al-wujid), and thus attribute this
undoing and sense of nothingness to [the all-encompassing oneness of]
existence. Moreover, they include the writer of the Waystations among
them in sharing this view, while he is innocent of such charges in
terms of his understanding, his religion (din), his spiritual state, and his
acquaintance with God. God, of course, knows best.*

On the other hand, though, Ibn Qayyim is well-aware that Ansari’s structure, the
very progression of the Waystations, has created this opportunity for Akbarians, and
it is with that structure that he takes issue. Ibn Qayyim says, quoting Ansari, that
a “contemplation on the essence of God’s oneness” that requires “disavowal” of all
else is “basically the very foundation upon which he [Ansari] founds the path, and
his book brings this path to its terminus in annihilation.”* In other words, as I have
indicated throughout this paper, the underlying structure of the Waystations builds
upon an acquisition of traits that prepares the wayfarer for a relinquishing of them,
ending in self-annihilation. Ibn Qayyim disapproves of this design, a design of a
manual on ethics that ends in a loss of any sense of creation, created entities, and
selfhood by being absorbed in a realization of God’s oneness, for this confuses the
necessary boundaries between Lord and servant:

May God have mercy on Abl Isma‘il [Ansari]. He opened the door of

disbelief and atheism for the heretics, so they entered from it and “swore

by God with their most powerful oaths” [Q 6:109] that he was one of

them. But he was not one of them. No; rather, he was deluded by the

mirage of annihilation (al-fan@). He mistook it for a chasm in the sea of

acquaintance with God and for the utmost achievement of God’s knowers.

This brought him to exaggerate the significance of realizing annihilation

and maintaining it, which led him inevitably to what you see.”

44, See, as one of many examples, Muhyi al-Din ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futithat al-makkiyya (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1968), 4:372. Also
see Zargar, Sufi Aesthetics: Beauty, Love, and the Human Form in the Writings of Ibn ‘Arabi and ‘Iraqi (Columbia, SC: University of
South Carolina Press, 2011), 44.

45. Shamsal-Din ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Madarij al-salikin bayn manazil “iyyaka na‘bud” wa “iyyakanasta‘in,” ed. Muhammad
al-Mu‘tasim bi-1lah al-Baghdadi (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 2003), 1:73. Unfortunately, an excellent new edition of this
text, edited by Ovamir Anjum, had not been published in time for me to use it here, although I have included the editor’s
insights—in his introduction—as often as possible. See Ranks of the Divine Seekers.

46. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 1:167.

47. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 1:168.
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In terms of structure, most troublesome to Ibn Qayyim, and yet paramount
to Ansari, are the final ten of Ansari’s waystations, which make up “the Section
on Ultimates” (gism al-nihayat). Here, the Waystations culminate in the servant’s
utter realization of tawhid in a series of stations where he describes nuances in
the undoing of selfhood, including annihilation (al-fan@’), subsistence (al-bag@’),
verification (al-tahqig), attiring (al-talbis), finding (al-wujiad), isolating (al-tajrid),
making singular (al-tafrid), and, finally, union (al-jam¢). Beyond all these lies tawhid,
knowing God’s oneness, which—in its most perfect sense, for Ansari—is a divine act
exclusively: “His knowing oneness, and none else, is the knowing of His oneness /
so one who describes Him can be described as a heretic.”** Knowledge of oneness
is God’s entirely, for Ansari. Human knowledge of God’s oneness forms “in what is
learned through annihilation (al-fan@’), which is purified in what is learned through
union (al-jam’), attracting them to the knowledge of oneness (tawhid) of those who
have undergone union (al-jam’).”* In other words, that which lies beyond union
is only intimations, intimations of tawhid accessible to those who have realized
union. For Ansari, annihilation and union are necessary to have the highest human
conception of God’s oneness. It is because of this view of practical tawhid, one
ending in union, that Ibn Qayyim comments that “the author of the Waystations has
acted impetuously here.”*

Ibn Qayyim offers less of an alternative to union than a refutation of
misunderstandings tied to it. He begins his commentary on Chapter 99, on union,
by contradicting al-Tilimsani’s interpretation, which he quotes throughout.
His assessment of al-Tilimsani, as he states elsewhere in the Ranks, is decidedly
negative, calling him “the most extreme in taking unification as a pathway” and
“the most hyperbolic and hostile to those who believe in separations [between God
and creation].”! Although he admits that al-Tilimsani is “articulate of tongue,” he
includes him among those “to whom God has given no light,” as the Quran describes
(Q 24:40), largely because al-Tilimsani perverts Ansari’s “union in witnessing” to
support a deviant “union in existence.”” With such deviance in mind, Ibn Qayyim
tackles the crux of the issue he has with Ansari’s Waystations, namely, union. He
begins with the Quranic verse at the center of Ansari’s discussion:

Some people say that what is meant by the verse, “You did not throw,
when you threw, but it was God who threw” (Q 8:17), is a negation of
the Messenger’s action, attributing it instead to the Lord, exalted be
He. They have rendered it, thereby, a foundation for divine compulsion,
invalidating the relationship between God’s servants and their own
actions. . . . This reveals an error in their comprehension of the
Quran. Were it a sound perspective, it would be necessary to dismiss
[Muhammad’s] participation in all actions, so, it would be said, “You did
not pray when you prayed, or fast when you fasted, or sacrifice when you
sacrificed, nor did you perform any action when you did it, but it was God
performing that action.”*

48. Ansari, Manazil, 286.

49 Ansari, Manazil, 285.

50. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 1:167.
51. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 1:276.
52. Ibid.

53. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 3:394-5.
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Ibn Qayyim offers, instead, an explanation that these actions originate with God,
as the creator of all things. The verse is God’s way of reminding His audience that
behind any human military victory lie unseen divine causes. The original context
of the verse is, after all, the Battle of Badr.

Ibn Qayyim’s concern with such understandings of union, as well as the
teleological structure of the Waystations, is an ethical one. The risk involved in
transcending character traits and shedding acquired human qualities is related to
antinomianism, as he explains in a lengthy passage.®* Commentators such as al-
Tilimsani and even Ansari himself seem to read union in such a way that human
actions have become God’s actions. The problem is that if God bears responsibility
for human actions, then the person aware of it would enjoy license to do whatsoever
he or she wills. He clarifies this in his rebuttal to al-Tilimsani’s reading of the
meaning of “union.” “Union only occurs,” Ibn Qayyim says, “between God’s will
and human seeking.”** “Any sort of union that undoes the separation between Lord
and servant, or Creator and created, or eternal and formed in time,” Ibn Qayyim
declares, “is the most invalid of invalid opinions.”® Here separation is in order, he
says, and it is upheld by the “people of Islam, belief, and excellent action,”—that is,
al-islam, al-iman, and al-ihsan—“while those who advocate union are the people of
deviance, disbelief, and paganism,”—that is, al-ilhad, al-kufr, and al-wathaniyya. The
problem, of course, is that it is not clear where Ansari should be situated in all this.
His use of the verse and his definition of union seem to indicate that he prescribes,
at least, a sense of visionary confusion between the identities of Lord and servant.
Moreover, al-Tilimsani does not need to do much with Ansari’s words to bring out
this sense of the text. On the other hand, Ibn Qayyim’s commentary veers—for page
after page—from Ansari into a discussion of appropriate interpretations of tawhid.

In fact, Ibn Qayyim offers a rather radical rereading of Ansari. He equates
the terminus of the wayfarer’s path not with union, but with “repentance”—
translating Ansari’s description of union into “nothing more than the perfection
of the rank of servitude.””’ His justification for this resides in a voluntarist reading
of unification (al-ittihad) and annihilation (al-fana’), wherein the wayfarer takes
aim at becoming unified with and annihilated in God’s will (al-irada), and not God:
“The utmost aim of love is unification between what the lover wills and what the
Beloved wills, an annihilation between the will of the lover and that which the
Beloved wills.”*® For Ibn Qayyim, one’s constant focus must be on an alignment of
wills without the ontological implications raised by Ibn ‘Arabi or al-Tilimsani. Ibn
Qayyim is unequivocal about maintaining one’s sense of distance, even in visionary
matters of witnessing (shuhiid), which figures into his reconceptualization of
annihilation. One should “witness one’s worshipful servitude (‘ubidiyyatahu) while
also witnessing the Worshipped (al-ma‘bud),” never losing sight of the distance
between the servant and his or her Lord. One must always remember and even

54. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 1:179-182.

55. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 3:396.

56. Ibid.

57. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 3:407 for tawba and p. 3:408 for servitude.
58. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 1:185.
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witness one’s own witnessing as a result of God’s kind grace.* This is what is lost
among those Ibn Qayyim criticizes.

Applying this view, in the chapter on union and the chapter on tawhid that
follows, he takes issue with the Mu‘tazilis, the Ash‘aris, Avicenna, Nasir al-Din Tiisi
(d. 672/1274), and the Akbarian school of thought (the “People of Unification,” al-
ittihadiyya). Avicenna and Tasi saw God as absolute existence, while the People of
Unification see Him as the reality behind all created things.®® The philosophers have
denied God’s essence as described in the scriptures.®® The People of Unification
have described a universe where all things are equal, stripping God’s commands of
any universal validity. Secretly, he says, they hold that forbidden things and actions
are only forbidden to those who lack awareness of this realization of oneness.®? Ibn
Qayyim cites Ibn Taymiyya in arguing that all of these groups have fallen short
in their understanding of the oneness of God, which must be in accordance with
the Quran and the way of His prophet, or Sunna. It is a point of view commonly
known today, but one that he expresses in an adversarial and even subversive
tone, doubtless because of the intellectual resistance that he and his teacher
faced. Fittingly, this is a resistance not unlike what Ansari encountered in eastern
Iran, despite the differences that remain between Ibn Qayyim and his Hanbali
predecessor Ansari.

Conclusions

A closer consideration of Ibn Qayyim’s revisions of the Waystations, his reaction
both to Ansari and to al-Tilmsani’s reading of Ansari, allows us to think about
the work’s structure as reflective of a larger Sufi tradition of mapping the path to
perfection and, following that, to proximity with God. It becomes clear that Ibn
Qayyim tackles the issue of annihilation early on in his Ranks so that he can reject
AnsarT’s structure altogether; that is, so that union in annihilation does not serve
as the terminus of the knower’s journey through the waystations. His reading of
annihilation as completely divorced from Akbarian assertions about existence
and as mere perception relies on an argument that Ovamir Anjum has rightly
described as going “beyond what might be excused as interpretive license.”®® His
rearrangement of the ethical journey defies not only Ansari’s treatment, but also
the texts preceding it and upon which Ansari based his own work to such a great
extent that we can consider his commentary to be counter-canonical. Doing so
allows us to appreciate the intellectual innovativeness behind Ibn Qayyim’s project,
a continuation of Ibn Taymiyya’s, but—even more important—it also allows us to
discern ways in which Ansari’s structure gave form to an ethical program that he
inherited from previous Sufi writers.

59. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 1:281.
60. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 3:415.
61. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 3:415.
62. Ibn Qayyim, Madarij al-salikin, 3:416.
63. Ibn Qayyim (ed.), Ranks of the Divine Seekers, 56.
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A final consideration of Ibn Qayyim’s project is now in order. The most striking
move that Ibn Qayyim makes is to shift away from annihilation and, following
that, union as the terminus of the ethical path. While his issues, as he states, are
both theological and moral in nature, his rejection of the Akbarian interpretation
of Ansari would not, by necessity, have spelled a rejection of the structure and
logic of the Waystations. Ibn Qayyim’s reading of annihilation as a perceptive
affair, independent of ontological matters, need not negate it as the end of the
path. After all, clearly even in the longstanding Junaydi tradition—one that Ibn
Qayyim reveres—annihilation is a more advanced achievement, lacking the later
philosophical connotations that the Akbarians attached to it. The original master
of sober and Sharia-abiding Sufism whom Ibn Qayyim calls one of the “imams
of the Way,” Abi al-Qasim al-Junayd al-Baghdadi (d. 298/910), in his treatise “On
Annihilation” (Kitab al-Fan@’), establishes that annihilation is a primordial state to
which the knower returns, often equated, in al-Junayd’s and subsequent writings,
with the pre-eternal moment of fealty described in Q 7:172, when God asked the
souls, “Am I not your Lord (a-lastu bi-rabbikum)?”* Rather, it seems, Ibn Qayyim’s
goal is to minimize Ansari’s structured mapping of the waystations to union,
replacing it with something grounded in his interpretation of scripture and far less
dangerous. In that way, it is not a commentary at all or even a critique, but rather
more along the lines of a systematic and subtle revocation or even refutation.

Yet the pull of that existing structure, amazingly, reappears in subtle ways in
Ibn Qayyim’s writings. He structures his commentary on the Waystations on two
sayings, two halves of a Quranic verse: “You we worship, / and You we beseech for
aid” (Q 1:5). These two halves shape the very title of his commentary: Madarij al-
salikin bayn manazil iyyaka na‘bud wa iyydaka nasta‘in (Ranks of the Wayfarers between
the Waystations of “You we worship” and “You we beseech for aid”). Ibn Qayyim
explains that “the entirety of the path can be summed up” in this one verse, just as
the entirety of the Quran can be summed up in its first chapter. He refers to the two
halves of this verse as “two sentences”: The first—"“You we worship”’—describes
worship as belonging to God alone, attributing to humans striving and effort.® The
second—"“and You we beseech for aid”’—describes a process whereby the person
learns to rely on God, and where “the will of the seeker becomes one with the will
of the sought.”®® Were one to see this in light of AnsarT’s treatise, one might say
that striving here ends, replaced by a more receptive approach to God, and the
seeker becomes the sought. Instead, Ibn Qayyim’s interest in framing these two as
matters of reliance on God and worship of God exclusively comes through clearly
throughout his commentary. Still, Ibn Qayyim’s very division of the path into two
parts retains hints of that longstanding Sufi structure that becomes “seeker” and
“sought” in Ansari’s language. Certainly, Ibn Qayyim must be aware, for example,
of Sahl b. ‘Abdallah al-Tustari’s (d. 283/896) interpretation of the verse Ibn Qayyim
uses for his title. After all, al-Tustari is another early Sufi figure named by Ibn
Qayyim as numbering among the “imams of the Way.”*" In al-Tustari’s description,

64. Al-Junayd al-Baghdadi, Rasa’il al-Junayd, ed. Jamal Rajab Sayyid-Bay (Damascus: Dar Iqra’, 2005), 140. For Ibn Qayyim’s
quotation and assessment of al-Junayd, see Madarij, 1:158-9.

65. Madarij, 3:409.

66. Ibid.

67. Madarij, 1:158-9.
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the two halves of this verse require what might be called seeking, in the form of
worship and servitude, and hoping that one will receive God’s aid; that is, one
might say, hoping to be sought by God for His aid:

“You we worship,” that is, we yield and are humble, confessing Your

lordship, declaring Your oneness, and serving You. From this [reality] is

derived the noun “servant” (al-‘abd). “And You we beseech for aid” that is,

aid in that with which You have tasked us, as per Your right. Yours is both

the wish and the will in all that. All knowledge is Yours, and all sincerity

due to You. We cannot succeed in this but by aid and direction, from You to

us. Thus, there is no might for us, nor power, except from You.®

There are perhaps intimations of Ansari’s reading of the entirety of the path as a
progression between two dynamics, seeking and being sought, but (a) al-Tustari
only comments here on this verse, not on the path as a whole, and (b) there is no
direct mention of anything close to annihilation leading to union. The later writer,
al-Qushayri, however, discerns precisely both those points in his reading of the verse:
The servant cannot escape union (al-jam‘) and separation (al-farg). One
who has no separating distinction (tafriga) has no servitude (‘ubidiyya),
yet one who has no union has no intimate acquaintance (ma‘rifa). His
saying, “You we worship,” alludes to separation. His saying, “You we
beseech for aid,” alludes to union.*

Here, too, there are differences between Ansari’s structure and al-Qushayri’s.”
Most important is that al-Qushayri presents not a progression from separation to
union, but rather a constant and necessary tension between the two. Regardless,
it becomes difficult to imagine that Ibn Qayyim was unaware of these resonances
in the verse he chose for his title. He seems, rather, to have been reappropriating
the verse for his reading of the duality of the path in a manner that highlights not
annihilation and union as objectives, but obedience and servitude.

Ibn Qayyim’s interest lies in reframing the twofold path made famous by Ansari
through an emphasis on the Sunna and without union as an objective. Such is
also the emphasis in his Tariq al-hijratayn wa-bab al-sa‘adatayn (The Path of the Two
Migrations and the Gate of the Two Forms of Felicity). There he describes two migrations
“at every moment.””* One migration is “to God, through seeking and love, servitude,
trust, repentance, submission, and entrusting, as well as fear and hope, attentive
advancement toward Him, sincere seeking of shelter, and spiritual poverty at every
breath.” The other migration is “to His messenger, in his movements and moments
of stillness, both outward and inward, with the purpose of aligning oneself with
his law (shar¢), which delineates that which God loves and brings God satisfaction.”
Ibn Qayyim underlines the necessity of seeing the way of ethical advancement in
exactly these terms:

68. Sahlb. ‘Abdallah al-Tustari, Tafsir al-Tustari, ed. Muhammad Basil ‘Uyiin al-Siid (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1423
AH), 23.

69. Al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 136.

70- Ansari seems not to have held al-Qushayri in high regard on account of the latter’s efforts to reconcile Sufism and
Ash‘ari theology. See Anjum’s introduction in Ibn Qayyim, Ranks of the Divine Seekers, 1:46-7.

71 For this and what follows, see Ibn Qayyim, Tariq al-hijratayn wa-bab al-sa‘adatayn, ed. Muhammad Ajmal al-Islahi
(Mecca: Dar “Alim al-Faw#’id, 2008), 8-9.
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God will not accept a religion (din) other than that. Every action outside
of God’s law merely sustains the lower soul and its claims [to this lower
world], without serving as a provision for the next life.”

By using the language of a prophetic migration (hijra), Ibn Qayyim encapsulates
his mission to redeem original forms of piety as found in the Quran and the Sunna.
Ansari, too, takes great interest in this, beginning every chapter of his Waystations
with a Quranic quotation, consistently advising adherence to the dicta of the Hadith
and warning against rational speculation. Yet Ansari also presents the science of
Sufism as having an innermost application for elite wayfarers, one that informs
the structure of his treatise as it informed many Sufi treatises before his. While
Ansari interpreted that innermost application as justified by both experience and
scripture, viable as a hidden core to be accessed by the elect, Ibn Qayyim’s turn
away from it is arguably a much larger statement about what qualifies as Islamic.

Ibn Qayyim identifies an excessive unification in al-Tilimsani’s reading of
Ansari and, in fact, in the entire school of Ibn ‘Arabi, which he identifies as the
“People of Unification,” al-ittihadiyya. His issue with Ansari is that ambiguities
in the Hanbali master’s text open the door to what he perceives to be a corrupt
theology with dangerous implications, as we have seen. Those implications—
especially antinomianism and an ontological conflation of God and creation—drive
his commentary, which de-emphasizes union and its complementary stations, such
as annihilation. His concerns are not new, shared by Sufi writers before him, who
were careful to discuss union using allusive or guarded language, such as that of al-
Junayd. Those figures, again, such as al-Junayd, presented neither union nor even
wujid as ontological matters, but as matters of perception and experience (dhawg).
Among them was Ansari himself. After all, if centering union has dangerous
implications, Ansari can be implicated in Ibn Qayyim’s charge: His path, as has
been mentioned, begins with a sense of effort and the cultivation of virtue. The
virtuous character traits are placed in the first part of the journey—in the decade
of the thirties in the one hundred waystations. As one proceeds on the path, those
character traits become negated—rather, transcended—in favor of receiving
whatever God decides to give. At the end is union, an imperfect one, but as close to
negating selfhood as one can be.

Here, then, al-Tilimsani’s concern with reality becomes useful—the Real, and
existence—that is, with the underlying truths that might be said to govern the
injunctions and recommendations of scripture. Even if its ontological validity is
in question, union might very well have some degree of “psychological validity.”
All one would need to do is to consider the ethical structure of numerous other
philosophies and religions, as well as theories of mystical experience, to appreciate
that point. In Neoplatonic ethics, for example, Plotinus (d. 270 CE) divides virtues
into two categories: civic virtues and purifications.” Civic virtues (wisdom,
courage, temperance, and justice), as their name suggests, serve a communal role,

72. 1Tbid.
73. Zargar, The Polished Mirror: Storytelling and the Pursuit of Virtue in Islamic Philosophy and Sufism (London: Oneworld, 2017),
238-9.
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maintaining a sense of harmony in society.” Purifications (again, wisdom, courage,
temperance, and justice, but in a different sense) bring a person to disassociate
from the body, align the self with the intellect, and ultimately become godlike.”
Each of the virtues as “purifications” requires a realization that the human reality
is something other than what is embodied. This leads to union with the One, or
hendsis. This can inform our view of annihilation in Sufi ethics, not only because
of similarities, but also points of contrast: Nodding to the pivotal place of Islamic
law in AnsarT’s (and Ibn ‘ArabT’s or al-Tilimsani’s) theory of union, and very much
unlike Plotinus, each detailed treatment of Ansari’s one hundred waystations begins
from within the textual domain of the Quran and, often, the Sunna. Each is put
in conversation with nine other waystations, three levels of application, and two
major divisions. In both practice and theory, Ansari relies on generations of Muslim
interpreters, as well as his own experience, to relay this structure. The issue of
union, in Ansari’s case, is not rational like Plotinus’s, but grounded in the visionary
organ of the heart. Nevertheless, when one appreciates the similarities, the ethical
pattern, one begins to see that to debate union as a psychological, experiential,
or perceptive end might mean grappling with more than Islam, Islamic texts, or
Islamic law.

AnsarT’s structure, with union as a pinnacle of achievement, has analogues in
Indian philosophy, Buddhism, Christianity, Judaism, and other traditions as well
as in contemporary studies of what is called “religious experience” or “mystical
experience.” The keys to understanding this shared phenomenon better, some have
argued, might lie in the neurological study of emotions.”® This is not to say that
psychological approaches to religion are completely distinct from the historical.””
Nor is it to equate nirvana with either annihilation (al-fana’) or union (al-jam?),
since, for example, differences between Christian, Muslim, and Hindu experiences
of union have been considered using statistical analysis.”® Nevertheless, union as
the pinnacle of an ethically informed mode of self-transformation seems to have
special significance for human beings outside of an Islamic context. Indeed, even
Ibn Qayyim, as has been mentioned, recognized its power. He acknowledged the
legitimacy of both union and annihilation when seen as matters of perception
(shuhid), not matters of objective reality or existence (wujad). It is possible that,
at the very least from a psychological perspective, if not something much more
profound than that, AnsarT’s structure is neither un-Islamic, nor monistic, but
rather extraordinarily human, and it is for this reason that the treatise has captured
the imagination of so many—admirers and detractors alike.

74. Plotinus, Enneads, with an English translation by A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University
Press, 1966-1988), 1.2.1, pp. 1:127-9.

75. Plotinus, Enneads 1.2.1, pp. 1:127-9, as well as .2.3, p. 1:135.

76. See, for example, Jason N. Blum, “The Science of Consciousness and Mystical Experience: An Argument for Radical
Empiricism,” The Journal of the American Academy of Religion 82, no. 1 (March 2014): 150-173. On experience, more broadly,
using an approach that brings the study of religion into conversation with psychology and neuroscience, see Ann Taves,
Religious Experience Reconsidered: A Building-Block Approach to the Study of Religion and Other Special Things (Princeton and Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2009).

77. As an example, Adam Afterman has made a case that Philo Judaeus’s (d. 45-50 CE) neoplatonism was the origin of
mystical union (or unio mystica) in early Jewish thought and practice. See, especially, Afterman’s chapter, “Unio Mystica and
Ancient Jewish Mysticism,” in “And They Shall Be One Flesh”: On The Language of Mystical Union in Judaism (Leiden: Brill), 49-59.

78. Francis-Vincent Anthony, Chris A. M. Hermans, and Carl Sterkens, “A Comparative Study of Mystical Experience
Among Christian, Muslim, and Hindu Students in Tamil Nadu, India,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 49, no. 2 (2010):
264-277.
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SEEING IS BELIEVING:
SUFI VISION AND THE
FORMATION OF THE ETHICAL
SUBJECT

Richard McGregor

Islamic poetics has long recognized that the eyes do more than passively relay to the
mind the images that fall upon them. Love poetry often refers to the language of the
eyes and their capacity to communicate a variety of emotions. In their subtlety, the
eyes express intimate feelings better and, we may assume, less dangerously than
words do. Ibn Hazm tells us that lovers have a complete code, but as befits affairs
of the heart, reversals and contradictory emotions are never far off. Through its
intimations, the eye “cuts off, but connects; it promises yet threatens; it scolds, but
welcomes; it commands and forbids; it promises secrecy, but then betrays; it causes
joy and grief; it asks and answers; it holds back and yet gives generously.” Ibn Hazm
describes some of these signs and their associated meanings—for example, to close
the eyelid in a wink signifies consent—but also admits that the majority of these
gestures cannot be described, although he implies that we can all intuitively grasp
their meanings.

I begin with this description not to promise an inventory of body language or
a pre-modern theory of the gaze, but rather to draw attention to an important
dimension of Islamic practice: the vast and complex range of devotional vision.
If you've ever been in love, you know what Ibn Hazm is talking about when he

1. Ibn Hazm, Tawq al-hamama fi'l-ulfa wa’l-ullaf (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2014), 18.
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describes the power of the beloved’s eyes to say important things. A quick
glance over the literature will reveal that there are many ways to approach the
phenomenon of vision, and the Sufi tradition has developed a wide variety of
them. After all, mystics not only look at mundane things, as do you and I, but they
also strive to see more, to look beyond. Mysticism and religion itself promise that
there is more to this world than its immediate appearance. In the following pages,
I propose an overarching framework within which these Sufi explorations of vision
take place, paying special attention to how vision is linked to the ethical and, more
specifically, to the construction of the virtuous self. To begin, I turn to an account
in the Quran of ecstatic vision in which Moses tries to see God and of the drama that
ensues. This is the departure point for an exploration of the relationship of Sufi
conceptions of the self and their relation to vision, which brings me, finally, to a
claim about the central role of virtue in the evolution of a Sufi’s visionary ability. In
addition to discussing the classical and medieval Sufi masters, these explorations
draw upon key insights from modern philosophy, and in particular, upon theories
of the sublime and virtue ethics as developed in the latter half of the twentieth
century. This discursive and conceptual framing will show how vision and ethics
have been woven together through the Sufi understanding of the structure of the
self and the nature of the divine Other, a connection the equivalent of which has
yet to be found in modern philosophy.

According to the scriptures, while wandering in the desert after having escaped
Pharaoh, the children of Israel asked Moses for a graven image to worship, similar
to the idols they had seen other communities worshipping. Moses was summoned
to his Lord and commanded to complete a month’s fasting to which were added
ten additional days. These forty days of self-denial prepared him for his meeting
(migat) with God: “And when Moses came at Our appointed time, and his Lord
addressed him, he said, ‘Lord show Yourself to me, that I may look upon you (anzur
ilayk). He replied, “You will not see Me, but look upon the mountain. If it remains
in place, then you shall see Me. But when his Lord revealed Himself (tajalld) to the
mountain He turned it to rubble, and Moses fell to the ground unconscious; when
he recovered, he exclaimed, ‘Glory unto You! I turn to You in repentance; I am
the first among believers.” (Q 7:143) This account is dramatic—as any attempt to
actually see the face of God would be—and it brings out several notions that will
be key to our discussion. The first is the preparation for the meeting. By virtue of
his prophetic mission, Moses was summoned to meet his lord, but he was further
prepared by forty days of fasting. Moses then asked to see God, at which point he
was told such a request was hopeless. However, in a curious formulation, God told
him that if the mountain stood firm, his request would be granted. Quite obviously,
the most literal sense here does not hold; God knows full well it will not remain in
place. It seems the destruction of the mountain is intended not as a test, but rather
as a visual communication to Moses. In other words, the Lord answers that Moses
will not see Him, but that he will see the destruction of the mountain, the force and
drama of which will overwhelm him. Moses emerges from the encounter chastened
but not disappointed. God’s answer was not a simple “no.” Indeed, Moses has been
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granted a divine vision. The encounter may have been mediated—by Moses’s
swooning, and the standing in of the ill-fated mountain—but Moses’s reaction
makes it clear that this was a transformative visionary event. The implication here
is that a divine “vision” is rather more complex than simply laying eyes on God.

Practice Makes Perfect, or Riyadat Al-Nafs

Progress along the mystical path is a complicated phenomenon. One key concept
is that of riyadat al-nafs, or training of the self. Every aspirant must undergo
a transformation, often over several stages, in order to approach the divine. As
Sufism became institutionalized in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, refined
models for spiritual improvement formed around various saintly founders. These
mystical orders were called paths, or turug, each one offering a distinct approach
to the stages of ascension and the states of spiritual transformation that await the
adept. The connection between religious experience and techniques of disciplined
behavior has been known in the Near East from ancient times. Seclusion, fasting,
and control of the senses have long been bridges to visionary, liminal, and
transformative experiences. As we saw above, a long period of fasting prepared
Moses for his visionary encounter. Subsequent Sufi disciplines have incorporated
supererogatory prayer, fasting, and forty-day retreats (khalwa) among their
practices.

Of course, the adept’s task is to make headway along her prescribed tariga,
but progress is never guaranteed. Human fallibility, as we know, can thwart
even the most noble of intentions, but more importantly, a question of agency
arises. Specifically, the Sufi theories of spiritual progress embrace an ambiguity
inherent in an encounter that makes room for both the effort of the seeker and
an omnipotent divine grace. Individual commitment is part of the picture, but
divine will is essential. The Sufi path may be a human construction, but providence
will ultimately determine one’s success or failure. Some devotees were famous
for their discipline on the path, while a few others were essentially gifted their
spiritual states. This system accommodates both human initiative and divine will.
Significantly, vision is also negotiated within this theatre of contested agency.

A statement by al-Hujwiri (d. cir. 465/1073), on the one hand, privileges vision
that does not come thanks to human initiative. Of the two kinds of contemplation
(mushahada), he tells us, one results from the individual’s perfect faith, which leads
his bodily eye to a vision beyond which his spiritual eye discerns the divine Agent.
This, he calls the demonstrative (istidlali) approach, founded upon the evidences
of God, but centered on human achievement. He contrasts this with a second
kind of contemplation which tilts more fully toward the divine and is the fruit
of an ecstatic state (jadhbi).? Here, the human agent, as the subject of rapture, is
transported and sees only the divine. Contending with the same binary, Ibn ‘At2

2. “Ali ibn ‘Uthman al-Jullabi al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjib of al-Hujwiri “The Revelation of the Veiled”: An Early Treatise on
Sufism, trans. Reynold A. Nicholson (Wiltshire, England: Gibb Memorial Trust, 2000), 330.
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Allah al-Iskandari (d. 709/1309), distinguishes between a lesser form of sanctity
(walaya) and a greater.> Although the forms are on a continuum rather than being
diametrically opposed, the lesser is centered around pious action (a‘mal), while
the higher is largely a gift of God (minan). Thus, by virtue of one’s commitment
to the discipline of the path, spiritual progress can be made toward one’s lesser
walaya. In Ibn ‘At2> Allah’s lesser sanctity, one sees nothing other than God, while
the perspective from greater sanctity (walaya kubra) includes creation within one’s
vision of the divine. Here the binary has been reversed. As Ibn ‘Ata> Allah puts it,
“God does not want you to look upon creation with an ordinary eye; you must see
creation as a theophany (zuhar) . . . He who contemplates God in creation is an
elite (mukhassas) and perfected servant.” The essential insight here is that the Sufi
path offers ways to spiritual improvement that are mirrored in complex visionary
capacities.

We shall return to the procedures of ethical training shortly, but first, let us
consider the training of the Sufi eye. The third-/ninth-century master Aba Yazid
al-Bastami described his own progress, saying “‘On my first pilgrimage, I saw only
the temple; the second time, I saw both the temple and the Lord of the temple;
and the third time, 1 saw the Lord alone.” To which al-Hujwiri adds, “. . . what is
truly valuable is not the Ka‘ba, but contemplation and annihilation in the abode of
friendship, of which things the sight of the Ka‘ba is indirectly a cause.”” A cursory
reading might want to see the Ka‘ba here as an empty symbol—something that
fulfills its purpose by pointing to its otherworldly referent. However, | would suggest
that there is more at play here than simple sign reading. The real significance of the
passage is that it describes Abti Yazid’s development as an accomplished mystic.
As he refines his vision, he isn’t looking at different or better things; he is simply
seeing better. Al-Hujwirl explains the significance, saying, “. . . the true object of
pilgrimage is not to visit the Ka‘ba, but to obtain contemplation (mushahada) of
God.”*How then does one train the eye to its greatest potential? Al-Hujwiri’s answer,
in short, is mujahada, or the struggle of self-mortification. Abl Yazid was looking
at the same thing, but now he was seeing it differently thanks to his developing
spiritual capacity. We shall consider this capacity more systematically below, along
with what it means to “see” God.

Pullingbacktoawider perspective, letus consider more carefully the implications
and the boundaries at play between the viewer and the divine subject. We shall see
in the following pages that within Sufi viewing practices, the existential division
between God and creation is maintained, and yet despite this categorical boundary,
higher vision remains possible. More specifically, while the human viewer cannot
grasp the divine as a representational form, a form of aesthetic experience—in
particular, that of sublime vision—will allow for substantive visual interactions.

3. For a survey of the levels of walaya, see pages 37-41 of Richard McGregor, Sanctity and Mysticism in Medieval Egypt: the
Wafa’ Sufi Order and the Legacy of Ibn ‘Arabi (New York: State University of New York Press, 2004).

4. Tbn ‘At2> Allah al-Iskandari, Lata@’if al-minan fi mandqib al-Shaykh Abi al-‘Abbas al-Mursi wa-shaykhihi al-Shadhili Abi al-
Hasan (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qahira, 1979), 40.

5. Al-Hujwird, Kashf, 327.

6. Al-Hujwiri, Kashf, 329.
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To say that God is simply beyond the scope of human vision doesn’t seem very
controversial. Al-Hujwiri dismisses some unnamed Sufis who, he says, mistakenly
claim that “. . . spiritual vision and contemplation represent such an idea (siira)
of God as is formed in the mind by the imagination either from memory or
reflection.” This belief, he concludes, “. . . is utter anthropomorphism (tashbih)
and manifest error.”” Any rendering or representation, no matter its source, will
fail to encompass God, reducing the divinity to the imaginary capacities of the
human. Tbn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) describes this divide in terms of an inescapable
incommensurability between God and creation: “The Divine Reality is elevated
beyond the reach of every contemplating eye, for there is always a trace of creation
in the eye of the contemplator.”® By nature, the divine is categorically distinguished
from His creation, and known only indirectly by signs of His dominion and rule.’
Ibn ‘Arabi and other Sufis would wrestle endlessly with this challenge, preserving
the distinction between God and creation while exploring modes of knowing and
models of being that might bridge that gap. One of the challenges is for humanity
to escape the paradigm in which it conceives of divinity simply in terms that make
sense to our capacities as limited and created beings. We are, thus, forever veiled
from God, as Ibn ‘Arabi puts it, by our own natures."

This divide, nevertheless, may be crossed by those who have achieved an
advanced spiritual station, whether it be by self-annihilation, indirect vision, or
seeing by an alternate interior faculty. Although our eyes will forever be limited in
their capacities, Ibn ‘Arabi tells us that attaining the final stages on the spiritual
path—the condition of self-annihilation—in effect releases us from that condition
and, hence, those limitations. In a hadith report, the Prophet Muhammad advises
the following: “Worship God as if you see Him, for although you do not see Him, He
sees you.”! Ibn ‘Arabi reads the middle of this passage against its received meaning,
turning “for although you do not see Him,” into “if you are not, then you see Him”
(fa-in lam takun tarahu). From this, he concludes: “seeing Him only happens with
your extinction from yourself,” (bi-fan@’ika ‘an-ka).'? It is this new or altered state
of the self that is the seat of a visionary capacity that can overcome the existential
chasm separating the Creator from creation.

In an echo of the classic Sufi binary of the interior/esoteric versus the exterior/
exoteric, others indicate this capacity by distinguishing between vision centered
in the eye and vision of the heart. In an overview of positions that exegetes and
jurists have taken on the possibility of seeing the divine in this world, al-Qurtubi
(d. 671/1273) lists arguments supporting it, predicating it on vision by the heart
(galb or fwad), distinct from common vision (bi'l-absar)."* According to al-Tustari (d.
283/896), the beatific visions of the afterlife are presaged in this world, but only for

7. Al-Hujwiri, Kashf, 332.

8. Ibn “Arabi, Kitab al-Fan@ fil-mushahada in Ras@il Ibn ‘Arabi (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Iimiyya, 2001), 17.
9. Ibn “Arabi, al-Futuhdt al-Makkiyya (Cairo: Bulaq, 1911): 4:39.

10. Ibn ‘Arabi, al-Futuhat al-Makkiyya 4:2.

11. Sunan al-Nas@’i, Kitab al-iman wa shara’iihi (47); bab sifat al-iman wa’l-Islam (6).

12. Tbn “Arabi, Kitab al-fan@ fil-mushahada, 22-23.

13. Al-Qurtubi, al-Jami‘ li-ahkam al-Qur’an (Cairo, Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1938), 7:54 (on Qur’an 6:103).
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the spiritual elite. As he puts it, this is the, “unveiling of the heart here below.”*
Ruzbihan Bagli (d. 606/1209), an enthusiastic visionary himself, qualified Moses’s
experience on Mount Sinai along just such lines. Recognizing the existential barrier
between God and Moses, Ruzbihan claimed the prophet received an indirect vision
in which the crumbling mountain acted as mirror of eternal power and limitless
beauty."” Regarding his own visions, Ruzbihan is more explicit. He relates one
episode in which he approached God seated on a holy mountain, telling us “he was
unveiled and there manifested from him the lights of the beautiful attributes ...
Ruzbihan provides these and other details, but in the final analysis, he confesses
that the subject cannot be reduced to any representation or discursive form.
Despite the rich imagery provided, Ruzbihan says, “He graced me in a form that I
cannot tell to any of God’s creatures . . "

Ruzbihan described a kind of seeing beyond saying. Within the mystical system
developed by Ibn ‘Arabi, this phenomenon is explained with the help of the idea
of the predispositions (i‘tigadat). These are the divinely ordained inclinations or
tendencies that determine the existential forms. In his system—known in short-
hand as that of the oneness of being (wahdat al-wujiid)—the predispositions serve
the crucial function of distinguishing creation in its particulars from “being” more
widely conceived. One implication of this doctrine is that as individuals we tend to
see the world and, thus, make sense of it in accordance with our predispositions.
This isn’t necessarily a bad thing; it distinguishes us as individuals. We imagine
and try to “see,” divinity in our peculiar and delimited ways. However, Ibn ‘Arabi
tells us, those of the highest spiritual stature, at the station of divine proximity (ahl
al-qurba), can escape the delimiting frames of their predispositions and embrace
undifferentiated divine self-manifestations.”” However, as was the case with
Ruzbihan’s experience, this is not an engagement that leads to language or images.
Ibn ‘Arabi would remind us that we need our predispositions—our subjecthood,
our limited individual perspectives—in order to communicate. If we ascend to
undifferentiated phenomena, we will literally have nothing to say about it.

I suggest a useful comparison here may be made with the modern idea of the
sublime. Briefly, the term “sublime” was coined to describe the indeterminacy
of certain experiences out of which arise impressions that cannot be formed
into ideas, images, or words. In such interactions, our everyday representational
thinking fails us, yet we remain deeply engaged even to the point of being
overwhelmed in the face of such phenomena.'®* Modern accounts tend to describe
sublime reflection in relation to the wonders of nature and exceptional artwork or
architecture, but the concept also captures nicely the power (and the discursive
limitation) of what, as we saw earlier, the Sufis call the eye of the heart, or vision
beyond any “predisposition.” The sublime addresses some of the philosophical

14. Gerhard Béwering, The Mystical Vision of Existence in Classical Islam (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1980), 165-75.

15. Kazuyo Murata, Beauty in Sufism: The Teachings of Ruzbihan Bagli (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press,
2017), 114.

16. Ernst, C. Ruzbihan Bagli: Mysticism and the Rhetoric of Sainthood in Persian Sufism (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1996), 55.

17. 1Ibn ‘Arabi, al-Futuhat al-Makkiyya 3:116-118. Chodkiewicz makes much the same point in his article “The Vision of
God,” trans. Cecilia Twinch, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society 14 (1993): 53-67.

18. Kirk Pillow, Sublime Understanding: Aesthetic Reflection in Kant and Hegel (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000), 294.
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challenges of engaging with a timeless and immaterial deity. In the Sufi account of
such engagements, where the otherness of God must be preserved and yet bridged,
a sublime vision that makes room for the reality of the experience while keeping it
beyond conceptual reduction works rather well. I will return to the sublime in later
sections of this paper to point out some of its weaknesses as a comparative concept,
but in the interim, let us return to the Sufi visionary and, more specifically, to the
viewer’s faculties that are enlisted in the construction of the virtuous self.

The Structure of the Self

In light of the modern conflation of mind with self, the complexity of the premodern
and ancient models of the self/soul (nafs) would benefit from some elaboration. As
we shall see, complicating the situation was the variety of positions on the form
and capacities of the self within Islamic discourse. The Quran presents at least three
different characteristics of the nafs.”® The first is the self that “incites to evil” (al-
ammara bi’'l-si’) (Q 12:53) and is presented as suffering from perpetual temptation.
The second is the “blaming self” (al-lawwama) (Q 75:2), which carries with it a sense
of self-reproach and thus introspection. The third characteristic is serenity, yielding
the “soul at peace,” (al-mutma’inna) (Q 89:27), which is reassured of its abode in
the hereafter with God. In the Quran, these three references are disconnected,
describing the soul in rather different contexts. Nevertheless, the reception of this
typology may be divided into two camps. The first is the ascetic world-view, which
saw the blaming and inciting selves as the worldly characteristics of the soul, which
at the Resurrection would be transformed into “souls at peace” and reassured of
a beatific afterlife. The second was the Sufi perspective, which took these three
characteristics as the stages through which the soul might rise if properly trained
in mystical exercises.” The Islamic understanding of the self and its components,
however, typically developed rather more complex models.

In his tenth-century Tahdhib al-akhlag, perhaps the most important philosophical
treatment of ethics, Miskawayh describes the soul as consisting of three faculties:
that of rational reflection, that of desire and appetite, and that of anger. When
properly exercised, each faculty (quwwa) will attain a specific virtue. When the
rational faculty pursues sound knowledge, it will achieve the virtue of wisdom.
When the desiring faculty is harnessed, it yields temperance, and when the faculty
of anger is moderated, it attains to the virtue of courage. If these faculties and
their virtues are together cultivated successfully, the virtue of justice will emerge.*
These four virtues are entities in their own right, but they also include the many
lesser virtues that lead to a life well lived.

19. For an in-depth survey of the nafs in its Quranic context, see Gavin Picken, “Tazkiyat al-nafs: The Qur’anic Paradigm,”
Journal of Qur’anic Studies 7, no. 2 (2005): 101-127.
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21. Ahmad ibn Muhammad Miskawayh, Tahdhib al-akhldg, ed. Constantine Zurayk (Beirut: AUB Press, 1966), 15-16. The
Greek formulations of the self are clearly part of the Islamic inheritance but remain beyond the scope of this discussion. See
Majid Fakhry, Ethical Theories in Islam (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 61-66.
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Various models were developed, and some represented significant departures
from their precedents. In the eleventh century, ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari (d. 481/1089)
developed a structure of the self that mirrored a cosmology, beginning with the
corporeal and extending upwards to the celestial. For al-Ansari, the most basic
element of the self was the soul, which, when subjected to discipline, would support
the capacities above it. The heart was the next capacity, which was less corporeal,
and could take in God’s blessings through its capacity of gaze. The third aspect,
the most ethereal, was that of the spirit (ruh), capable of a more direct visionary
encounter with God.? This model of the self would lie behind later developments
in Sufism, which all, in one way or another, were predicated on the ascension and
improvement of the self beyond the material and towards the divine.

The great commentator on Ibn ‘Arabi, ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani (d. 730/1329)
attempted to reincorporate the Quranic model, noted above, into al-Sulami’s (d.
412/1021) structure of progressive capacities. For Kashani, the nafs inciting to
evil must be kept in check by its capacity for self-reproach (nafs lawwama). This
control will allow the loftiest dimension, the nafs mutma’inna, or peaceful nafs, to
dominate.”> While these are three dimensions of the same entity, Kashani insists
that only the third and highest level represents the divine breath that was blown
into inert clay when God created Adam (Q 38:72). As we shall see below, Sufi models
of the self often held disparate and apparently distinct components together in
such uneasy combinations.

The structures and layers of the self, as we have seen, have appeared in various
models, and yet an internal tension has persisted in all. A problem clearly suggests
itself here, which pits one aspect of the self (the higher) against other aspects (the
lower). We might be wondering how one part of the self can gain any real distance
from other parts of the same self. How can the higher self of the Sufis subdue,
discipline, or overcome the things that make it what it, itself, is? The strength of
the modeling we have been discussing, however, lies in its embrace of that tension.
In fact, a shifting and evolving core of the self is celebrated as a marker that sets
humanity above the perfected and celestial angels. Al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi (d.
320/932) illustrates this by comparing the static nature of the angels to that of the
changing states of humans. In their worship of God, the angels are “blissful but
unchanging, while humanity serves Him, changing from one state to another (min
hal ila hal), each of which is (a form of) service.”” Thus, the only fixed condition is
humanity’s relation to the divine, not the human self, which is subject to change.
We shall return to the structures of these changes below.

In his description of the nafs, al-Ghazali points to a similarly divided structure.
On the one side, there are the lower inclinations and desires, and on the other
stands the subtle but permanent self. We are told there are several meanings at

22. Cyrus Zargar, The Polished Mirror: Storytelling and the Pursuit of Virtue in Islamic Philosophy and Sufism (London: Oneworld,
2017), 213.

23. Zargar, Polished Mirror, 214. For a modern version amplifying the stages of the nafs from three to six, see ‘Abd al-Halim
Mahmiid, al-Madrasat al-Shadhiliyya al-haditha wa-imamuha Aba al-Hasan al-Shadhili (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Haditha, 1968),
402-407.

24. Al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi, Kitab al-Riyada wa-adab al-nafs, ed. A. . Arberry (Cairo: Maktabat al-Adab al-Stfiyya, 1947), 78.
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play around the term nafs, and that two are directly relevant to the discussion at
hand. “By one meaning, the nafs consists of the faculties of anger and desire . .. This
usage prevails among Sufis since, by nafs, they mean that in which the blameworthy
qualities are gathered. They say one must fight against the nafs and break it.” The
second meaning of nafs, al-Ghazali tells us—although it is not obvious that it is
less prominent among Sufis than anyone else—is the true and essential self. We
are told the nafs is also “the subtle substance (latifa), which . . . is the true human
(hiya al-insan bi’l-haqiqa).” This nafs is the essence and self of humanity (hiya nafs
al-insan wa dhatihi), but it also changes in aspect or, as al-Ghazali says, in its state.
It may be the essence, and yet “. . . it is described in various ways because of its
various states (ahwaliha).” The higher nafs will attain to better states as it resists its
lower counterparts. The three-part Quranic schema we saw earlier is put forward,
but here the soul at rest (mutma’inna) is a state the higher nafs may attain to. The
contrast with the lower self is again rather dramatic, and seems to be a difference
in kind, and not simply of degree. These tensions within the nafs suggest that only
one part of it can attain to salvation and perfection, while the others cannot. Al-
Ghazali tells us the lower self, whether it be self-reproaching (lawwama) or inciting
to evil (al-ammara bi'l-si’), will never approach divinity and must remain among the
party of Satan.”

The self remains internally complex, with its various parts at odds with each
other. The goal however is not for one part to utterly displace or destroy its rivals.
It is the self’s engagement with this inhering tension that is an opportunity for
the Sufi. Al-Sulami records inherited wisdom on the matter; thus: “Ibrahim Ibn
Shayban was asked: ‘What is the sign of one who admonishes (yansah) his nafs?’
He said, ‘He pushes it toward what it hates and what is contrary to its inclination,
never satisfied with it. To each who works to bring his nafs into harmony and
resists his selfish desires, God will grant success.”* Here, the prescription is for
continuous engagement between one’s competing aspects. Parts of the nafs, then,
are a permanent counter-weight to the attainment of virtue; more an ecosystem
of balanced rivals than a drive for conquest and purity. It may never be possible to
attain full reconciliation of faculties and impulses—but, al-Sulami’s shaykh tells us,
it is precisely such efforts that God encourages. As we shall see, it is out of this work
that the virtuous self may emerge.

Self, Praxis, and Back to Self Again

With its internal tensions, this structure is the jumping-off point in a sequence that
links the faculties of the self to ethical action and, in turn, reconnects those acts
back to the character of the self. As we shall see, this dynamic solves the problem
of how the nafs can be the initiator of its own changes, which is to say how the self
that is the essence—as we saw al-Ghazali call it—of the human can engineer its
own transformation.

25. Abii al-Hamid al-Ghazali, IThy@ ‘ulim al-din (Beirut: Dar al-Hadi, 1992) 3:10.
26. Abi ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami, Jawami¢ adab al-Sufiyya, ed. Ethan Kohlberg (Jerusalem: Hebrew University Press,
1976), 33.
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We noted above Miskawayh’s classification of the faculties. In his discussion of
the state of the soul, which he calls its character (khulg), he notes first that there
are two kinds, one malleable and the other unchanging. He gives examples of the
unchanging: the irascibility of the short-tempered individual and the timidity of a
coward. However, the other “is that which is acquired by habit and self-training. It
may have its beginning in deliberation and thought, but then it becomes, by gradual
and continued practice, an aptitude and a trait of character.”” A similar connection
is made by al-Tusi (d. 672/1274) who likens the returning motion, the impact of
the inculcation of a virtuous habit, to a brand. He tells us, “. . . virtue is a matter
of discipline . . . the student of virtue must advance to the acts demanded by that
virtue in order that an affection and a habit may appear in his soul, represented by
his ability to cause such acts to proceed perfectly and with ease. At that moment, he
is marked by the brand of the virtue in question.”? Thus, in search of virtue, once
our faculties are in balance and we manage to regularly take right actions, those
practices will imprint the virtues they represent upon us as if they were indelible.

Al-Farabi (d. 339/950) also frames the virtuous in this outward and return
movement. He tells us that the individual intentionally cultivates dispositions
(istidadat) which, when oriented toward the good, beget and ingrain virtuous habits.
If we set up evil dispositions, we will invite vicious habits in return.”” Al-Ghazali
tells us that virtues are not single gestures coming from our knowledge (ma‘rifa) or
a single act (fil), but rather represent a condition that has taken hold in the nafs.
It is as if a loop has developed in which the self is the seat of the virtues, which
generate virtuous acts, which in turn reinforce their integration, their anchoring
(hay’a rasikha), in the self.*® Elsewhere, on the same theme, he describes the impact
of these deeds and thoughts as traces left upon the heart.*! Three centuries later,
Ibn Khaldiin would identify this trace in terms of an aspirant’s deeds imprinting
images upon the self.*? Elsewhere, he provides more detail on the process. When the
self initiates a deed, it feels the effect of that deed as an attribute (sifa), but when
the deed is repeated, it becomes a condition (hal), which, when often repeated,
becomes a habit (malaka). These attributes and conditions in turn, “give the self its
special coloring (lawn) that defines it.”*

For the Sufi tradition, the outward expression of virtues became a significant
concern. Many systems were developed, as we noted earlier, which schematized
these states, conditions, and their stages. Scholars have explored the connections
between virtues and the steps on the Sufi path in some detail, so here I will leave
them aside.** Instead, I would like to explore further the procedure I've been
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describing in which when the self initiates a virtuous action, that action is realized,
and finally—if the deed becomes a habit—there is a feedback effect upon the nafs.
Some Sufis have called this feedback a marking of the self which, on each occasion,
leaves a trace, while another has called it the branding of the heart. I point to this
imprinting upon the nafs since it is a key moment in the construction of the ethical
subject. My claim is that the Sufi ethical tradition, thus conceived, aligns with what
modern philosophy, following an Aristotelian model, has come to call virtue ethics.

In brief, virtue ethics can be contrasted with two rival ethical models: the first is
deontology (from the Greek deon, or “being necessary”), which measures actions in
relation to a set of rules or stated duties; the second revolves around the outcomes
of acts, and can be called “consequentialism.” Plato and Aristotle developed virtue
ethics, prioritizing the formation of a virtuous self through education and training
over the inculcation of rules.” This model does not speak directly to what is the
proper act in a specific circumstance, but rather to how a virtuous self can be
formed which will respond ethically to future events.

Although marginalized in the nineteenth century, by the mid-twentieth
century, virtue ethics had made a comeback. The appeal, Julia Annas argues, was
the model’s reclaiming the value of the self in relation to the coercive and often
inflexible logic of rule systems. An opening presents itself here to consider that
relation and the benefit of the individual selves involved, against a one-size-fits-all
approach.* This version of ethics mirrors the complex theory of the nafs considered
above. Rather than a self that operates in a straight line, as a monolithic agent, the
nafs is constantly in flux, with its relationship to its outward acts and the world
around it constantly evolving. Annas also underlines the value of habituation or
training. Virtue ethics embraces the complexity of ethical training that is at play
in the cyclical looping we saw above with the self both initiating and being deeply
marked in turn by ethical actions. Of a virtue put into practice, we are told, “You
need to learn it from other people, but you need to learn how to do it for yourself.”*’
This learning is more than the acquisition of a concept or the will of an ego. Annas
is making a point here about the origin of the ethical impulse, which sheds light
on the nafs that is at once the initiator of acts and is marked by them. She is saying
that virtue isn’t just a concept we acquire which makes us virtuous; it must also be
taken into ourselves and allowed to transform us.

The Virtue of the Sublime Gaze

At the outset of this discussion, we noted the drama of Moses at Sinai and pointed
out that his vision of God was not a case of seeing in the same sense we commonly
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use the term. My position there was that the Moses story demonstrates a seeing
that cannot be said—that is, a vision across the existential divide which, therefore,
cannot rationally encompass or represent its intended object. We saw earlier the
Prophet’s enjoining to worship God as if you see Him—as if such a vision were
possible. Ibn‘Arabiand others claimed this is possible, but only after one’s extinction
from one’s self (fan@’). This is how some of the exegetes we noted understood Moses
to have “seen” God—i.e., through his swoon. Thus, such seeing is possible, yet it
remains beyond our ordinary sensate and discursive boundaries.

When one has made progress along the Sufi path, and the virtues have become
habitual, Ibn Sina tells us, we become “one of the people of witnessing and not
of speaking.” For this gnostic, the moments of overwhelming self-extinction are
constant. That is to say, the self, the virtuous impulse, and right action are in a
continuous cycle with one another. Here, one becomes “bright-faced, friendly,
and smiling,” continually acting in virtuous ways: “The gnostic has no inclination
to anger toward the misdeeds of others, and is, instead, filled with mercy . . .
The gnostic is courageous . . . He is generous . . . and forgiving.” The ethical and
visionary are bound up in this perspective, for the gnostic now “sees in everything
the (divine Truth).”*

Earlier, I noted the usefulness of the concept of the sublime in describing
these phenomena. The sublime helps illustrate the procedures of Sufi visionary
practices but, we shall see, it fails to account for the ethical. The act and the ethical
subject are essential components of the dynamic equation of the components of
the Sufi self. Kirk Pillow calls the human responses to the overwhelming sensory
experience “sublime reflection,” which assume an indeterminacy because they
escape conceptual determination. However, Pillow makes room for the imaginative
productions resulting from these encounters. One of these productions that Paul
Crowther identifies is “mystical discernment,” which involves an understanding
of the indirect meaning of these sublime communications. Though such sublime
communications are indeterminate, a mystic brings with her a world-view and
religious tradition and its ways to interpret the uncontrollable and inexpressible
sublime.® Pillow and Crowther, however, do not address this grounding of the
indeterminate sublime in the mystical or, indeed, in any other form of discernment.

One interesting intervention, headed in the right direction but still rather
preliminary, is Iris Murdoch’s suggestion that an ethical space is opened up where
visionary experience approaches the sublime, which generates a self-forgetting
within the subject.” This opening, however, seems to be more descriptive than
explanatory. It describes a space that, elsewhere in the tradition of aesthetic theory,
is filled right back up with an ego-centered ethics. Putting a finer point on earlier
Kantian positions on the implications of sublime experiences, Crowther tells us
the “moral insight” that is generated confirms and recognizes the individual as
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superior in spite of being overwhelmed by their sublime experiences. Those
selves come away from the encounter with overwhelmed senses, but confirmed
in their rational thought. With our capacity to live through and then reflect upon
our experience with the sublime, “we feel ourselves, accordingly, as transcending
the limitations imposed by our embodied existence.” And elsewhere, those selves
survive the encounter and are then taken to be the, “ultimate and infinite in
humans,” and thus, “the human being is more than mere nature.”*!

The ethical substance emerging from these claims appears rather flimsy in
comparison with the Sufi models we have been tracking in this study. Murdoch’s
appeal to a selfless opening awaits substantive ethical content, while the Kantian-
inspired triumph of the thinking subject who survives the discombobulating
encounter with the sublime keeps us within ourselves, trapped with our own
subjectivity. In contrast, as we have seen above, the Sufi construction of the ethical
self was a foundational and substantive starting point. Sufi reflection on the
phenomenology of vision recognized the limited dimensions of the sublime and
made way for a more fulsome practice. That is to say, it recognized the key role of
the self in the sublime, but also aspired to connect that self out to the world and
beyond.

Al-Suhrawardi’s (d. 549/1191) comments on liminal experiences make this point
clear. He tells us that it is possible for someone who does not undertake spiritual
exercises to occasionally attain ecstatic or sublime mystical flashes (lawa’ih). One
can do so if “one waits on festival days, when people go out to the prayer-field and
great noises, exaltations, and loud shouts take place, and the sound of cymbals and
clarions prevails. If one is endowed with vision and a sound nature and recollects
holy states, one will experience a very pleasant sensation.” At this point, we only
need to be attentive and open to the possibility of the overwhelming of our senses.
In the heat of battle, if one’s “mind is slightly clear, even though one may not be
ascetically disciplined, one will experience something of this state—provided that
one recollects, during that time, holy states, and recalls the souls of the departed,
the vision of the divine might, and the ranks of the hosts of heaven.” Galloping on
a warhorse, rushing into battle, “in such a state, too, an effect will be produced
in one, even though one may not be an ascetic adept.” We need only be in the
proper mindset and open to our supersensible dimension in order to engage with
the sublime. However, if one were to embark on the Sufi path, one should know that
these experiences are best woven into one’s devotional practices and ethics. Al-
Suhrawardi tells us that, “These flashes do not come at all times, as there are periods
when they cease altogether. But the more ascetic exercise is increased, the more the
flashes come until one reaches the stage wherein one recalls something of other-
worldly conditions in everything one sees.” Integrating, or reconnecting, one’s
spiritual discipline with the deeper dimensions of the self not only colors our vision
of the world, but also encourages spiritual discipline. In fact, such reintegration
is the solution to apathy or spiritual weariness: “When the ascetic practitioner is
afflicted by languor, he seeks assistance through subtle contemplations and pure

41. Paul Crowther, Critical Aesthetics and Postmodernism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 153, 137, 138.
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recollection against impure thoughts in order to regain his former state.”*? Al-
Suhrawardi’s examples confirm what our modern philsophers would identify as
sublime encounters, but his is a system that includes the Sufi conception of the
nafs, which embraces a two-way connectivity between the virtuous self and proper
actions.

The Sufi visionary practice that I have surveyed above began with a statement
about seeing the divine. Here, a theological issue presented itself: from our
creaturely perspective, the divine is categorically removed from us. In the afterlife,
things might be different, but for now, we stand at an existential distance from
our Creator. Sufi visionary practices, however, have developed resolutions to this
challenge, but also, in fact, have constituted part of the intertwining of the human
self with the divine. We saw that virtue ethics, with its emphasis on the production
of an ethical self, brought the link between the self and the practice of virtuous
acts into focus. Virtue of act and self thus becomes a single phenomenon. Here
visionary practice, which attains to God by fan@’, or a similar non-representational
encounter, is predicated upon virtuous capacity. Mystical vision, then, like any
other virtuous gesture, is as much about the self as it is about its object—an object
that remains in view, but also forever unseen in this life.

42. Shihabuddin Yahya Suhrawardi, The Philosophical Allegories and Mystical Treatises, trans. Wheeler Thackston (Costa
Mesa: Mazda, 1999), 95-96.
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DISCIPLINING THE SOUL,
FREEING THE MIND: SPIRITUAL
PRACTICE (AL- RIYADA) IN FAKHR

AL-DIN AL-RAZI'S SHARH AL-

ISHARAT WA-L-TANBIHAT*

Nora Jacobsen Ben Hammed

Introduction

One ofthekey features of Fakhral-Dinal-Razi’s (d. 606/1210) developed philosophical
theology is his repeated description of two ways to approach knowledge of God—
namely, through the exercise of discursive reasoning (al-nazar wa-l-istidlal), and
spiritual practice and striving (al-riyada wa-l-mujahada). While each way is distinct,
the two are most effective when combined, each supplementing the other to
allow the seeker to approach the Divine and to ensure eternal felicity of the soul.
Although the way of theoretical reasoning, modeled on a fusion of the intellectual
traditions of theology and philosophy, is relatively clear, what exactly al-Razi
intends by riyada remains obscure, most often stated without concrete explanation
in his theoretical works.

1. Iam immensely grateful for the feedback that I received from generous colleagues on drafts of this article. In particular,
I'd like to thank Loumia Ferhat, Lara Harb, Salimeh Maghsoudlou, Arjun Nair, Oludamini Ogunnaike, Elizabeth Sartell, Cyril
Uy, and Cyrus Zargar for generously workshopping this chapter, and Mohammed Rustom and Atif Khalil for their incisive
comments and edits.
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The first reference point for the use of riyada is naturally the Sufi tradition, which
developed various forms of riyada to tame the lower self (nafs) and aid seekers in
their quest for knowledge of and union with the Divine. In his doxography of beliefs
that fall within and outside of Islam, I‘tigadat firaq al-Muslimin wa-l-mushrikin (The
Beliefs of Muslim and Non-Muslim Sects), al-Razi writes that it is a mistake to leave the
Sufis out of an account of Islamic groups (firaq) for “the Path to knowledge (marifa)
of God is purification (tasfiya) and detachment (tajarrud) from bodily connections.”
Al-Razi’s description of the dual utility of the Sufi tradition for extraction from
the material realm and refinement of the self are indeed emblematic of his
understanding of the use and efficacy of spiritual practice (riyada) in the pursuit of
knowledge of God.?

Yet the most resounding influence on al-Razi’s developed notion of the two-fold
Path and its use of riyada is al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, Ibn Sina’s (d. 428/1037) last work
that melds Sufi terms and concepts with the philosophical tradition (falsafa), and
upon which al-Razi wrote a commentary early in his career in the year 576/1180.
Along with a number of his contemporaries, al-Razi was a careful reader of Ibn
Sina’s works, and follows his lead in merging philosophical ideas with Sufi concepts
and practices as made explicit in the Isharat.’ His commentary certainly integrates
various aspects of Ibn Sina’s philosophy, such as his understanding of the need for
moderation in the self, the taming of the lower faculties of the soul, and the turning
of the intellect towards the upper realm to ensure eternal felicity. Aspects of the
falsafa tradition with which al-Razi evidently disagreed, such as the existence of
the Active Intellect (the final intellect in the emanationist system which governs
generation and decay in the sublunar realm and enables abstract human thought),
are largely absent in al-Razi’s commentary (though, in this, he follows Ibn Sina’s
omission of explicit reference to the Active Intellect in this section).®

2. Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-Razi, I‘tigadat firaq al-Muslimin wa-l-mushrikin, ed. ‘Ali Sami al-Nashshar (Cairo:
Maktabat al-Nahda al-Misriyya, 1938), 72.

3. It was common practice to present many views on the meaning of Sufism in Sufi handbooks. Writers pondered not
only the various standard practices of the Sufis, but also the etymology of the term. Here, notably, al-Razi is uninterested
in giving his reader a consideration of the numerous theories on the origin of “Sufiyya,” which included the name being
derived from their wearing of course wool (siif), their being of the first rank (al-saff al-awwal), the covered room adjacent to
the Prophet’s mosque (al-suffa), or, as is al-Razi’s interpretation, a signal of the people’s purity (saf@’). He instead binds both
the term, and the essence of their practice, to self-purification, and limits their goal to ma‘rifa.

4. For an excellent overview of al-Razi’s methodology and organization of his exegetical commentary as well as a careful
argument against its negative reception as a supposed attack on Avicennan philosophy, see Ayman Shihadeh, “al-Razi’s (d.
1210) Commentary on Avicenna’s Pointers,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Philosophy, ed. Khaled El-Rouayheb and Sabine
Schmidtke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 296-325. For further analysis of the reception of al-Razi's commentary
and various contemporary views of the role of the commentator in relation to the text, see Robert Wisnovsky, “Avicennism
and Exegetical Practice in the Early Commentaries on the Isharat,” Oriens 41, no. iii-iv (2013): 349-78. See, too, Wisnovsky’s
contextualization of al-Razi’s negative reception within larger intellectual currents of Shi‘i-Sunni polemics in Robert
Wisnovsky, “Towards a Genealogy of Avicennism,” Oriens 42 (2014): 323-63.

5. Abroad intellectual history of the increasing tendency towards syncretism that merged philosophy with Sufism, a trend
that was already flourishing in al-Razi’s time with such thinkers as ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhani (d. 526/1131), Suhrawardi al-
Magqtil (d. 587/1191), and Ibn ‘Arabi (638/1240), is beyond the scope of this article. Deep and thoughtful comparison between
al-Razi and his contemporaries is, however, an essential task as we continue to mine the rich development of philosophical
thought in Islam. For instance, al-Suhrawardi, like al-Razi, distinguished between what he termed presential (dhawgqi) and
discursive (bahthi) knowledge, and integrated practical acts of asceticism and self-purification with theoretical inquiry in the
path to illumination. So too did al-Suhrawardi critique the Avicennian epistemology that relied on the abstraction of essences
and, like al-Razi (though in a more sophisticated and developed way), argued for knowledge by presence. For a comparison
between al-Razi and al-Suhrawardr’s epistemologies, see Heidrun Eichner, ““Knowledge by Presence’, Apperception and the
Mind-Body Relationship: Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and al-Suhrawardi as Representatives and Precursors of a Thirteenth-Century
Discussion,” in In the Age of Averroes: Arabic Philosophy in the Sixth/Twelfth Century, ed. Peter Adamson, Warburg Institute
Colloquia 16 (London: Warburg Institute, 2011), 117-40.

6. Al-Razi briefly addresses the theory of the Active Intellect in the fourth volume of the Matalib in a discussion of
the emanation of creation as posited by the falasifa. There, he points out the inconsistencies in the doctrine; he raises the
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In contrast to other scholars who have dismissed al-Razi’s turn to Sufism as
a late, non-intellectual conversion or who have falsely subsumed it under the
Avicennian concept of intellectual intuition (hads), this article engages in a careful
examination of al-Razi’s Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat and argues that al-Razi, at an
early stage, repurposed various concrete forms of spiritual practice (riydda) as vital
for the completion of the seeker’s intellectual-spiritual ascent to God.” Given the
vastness of the category of Sufism and the vagueness of the term “mysticism,” I am
uninterested in arguing whether Ibn Sina’s text or al-Razi’s commentary should or
should not be classified as Sufi or mystical. What I am interested in is what al-Razi
means when he introduces the Isharat as a text that “systematized the sciences/
knowledge of the Sufis (‘ulam al-sifiyya) in an unprecedented manner,”® and how
he understands the last sections of the work to be a representative description of
a peak human experience undergone by the seeker on the Path (al-tariga).’ Given
themes that recur in later texts, it is apparent that the Isharat and the writing of this

objection, for instance, that there is no logical reason why the continued threefold production of intellect/soul/sphere
should cease with the production of the Active Intellect rather than continue ad infinitum. See al-Matalib al-aliya min al-
ilm al-ilahi, ed. Ahmad Hijazi Ahmad Saqqa, vol. 4 (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1987), 395-6. Shihadeh also notes that
al-Razi rejects the theory of the Active Intellect in his monograph; see Ayman Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi, Islamic philosophy, theology and science vol. 64 (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 42. Al-Razi’s early dismissal of this theory is
also noted by Bilal Ibrahim; see Bilal Ibrahim, “Freeing Philosophy from Metaphysics: Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Philosophical
Approach to the Study of Natural Phenomena” (PhD diss., McGill University, 2013). While beyond the scope of this article,
al-Razi’s refusal to incorporate the Active Intellect into his epistemology connects intimately with his understanding of
knowledge by presence and his rejection of the mind’s abstraction of universal essences.

7. Ayman Shihadeh has argued that al-Razi “converted” to Sufism in the last years of his life, though he notes the
early discussion of the “dichotomy of methods” in the Sharh al-Isharat while still describing the text as uncharacteristic
in its treatment of riydda. He writes that “[Razi] reads this section as an essentially Sufi text and gives it a fittingly Sufi
interpretation,” which I maintain overgeneralizes al-Razi’s approach to the text and fails to note the ways in which al-Razi
is already forging a unique and lasting approach at this early stage that appropriates and redefines Sufi terms within his
own framework through the commentary. I agree with Shihadeh that the existential doubt regarding the efficacy of the
intellect is not evident at this stage, but I am skeptical that al-Razi’s turn to Sufism was limited to his later years, and doubt
as well that we can appropriately characterize him as converting to Sufism rather than simply continuing to develop his
project of adopting and intellectualizing Sufi thought while simultaneously increasingly wrestling with the inadequacy of
discursive reasoning as an means to access knowledge of God. I agree with Damien Janos’s critique of Shihadeh’s strict
dichotomy between the intellectual and spiritual ways of knowing as producing two kinds of knowledge that are “unrelated
and autonomous,” and his argument that “mystical” and “philosophical” knowledge, along with Sufism and philosophy,
are intimately related for al-Razi and overlap in their search for a singular object. Janos, however, distinguishes between
discursive thought (fikr) and intuition (hads, Ibn Sind’s term for the immediate realization of the middle term in a syllogism
through conjunction with the Active Intellect) as the intellectual and spiritual modes of thought in al-Razi’s Sharh al-Isharat,
which I contend fundamentally misunderstands al-Razi’s theorization of the twofold path to metaphysical knowledge. In
my reading of al-Razi’s commentary, he follows Ibn Sina in distinguishing between fikr and hads, but does not ultimately
incorporate hads into his own developed philosophical system (though one could argue that hads—sans Active Intellect—is
absorbed into his understanding of the ideal third type—i.e., those who combine perfect inborn capacity with intellectual and
spiritual striving). Al-Razi describes fikr and hads in his commentary as distinct modes of the theoretical intellect, associated
explicitly with the discursive approach to knowledge of God. Put simply, fikr accesses the middle term of the syllogism after
searching for it, while hads lands first and immediately upon the middle term without seeking it out. Far from being equated
with the perfect intellectual operation of hads, riyada and the second approach of spiritual practice and striving are linked
to the practical intellect and directed towards the proper alignment and purification of lower aspects of the self. See al-
Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, ed. ‘Ali Riza Najaf'zadah (Tehran: Anjuman-i Asar va Mafakhir-i Farhangi, 2005), 2:268-72;
Ayman Shihadeh, “The Mystic and the Sceptic in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” in Sufism and Theology (Edinburgh University Press,
2007); Damien Janos, “Intuition, Intellection, and Mystical Knowledge: Delineating Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Cognitive Theories,”
in Islam and Rationality: The Impact of al-Ghazali: Papers Collected on His 900th Anniversary (Boston: Brill, 2015).

8. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, 2:589.

9. Damien Janos translates this singular, all-encompassing tariga described in al-Razi’s Sharh al-Isharat as a discipline, a
way, and a method, and interprets it to be a “single cognitive tree” with two branches (the rationalist and spiritual), leading
“to a kind of knowledge that, while intuitive, remains intrinsically intellectual and syllogistic in nature.” Janos, “Intuition,
Intellection, and Mystical Knowledge,” 207. While I agree that the knowledge accessed is fundamentally intellectual, T doubt
that al-Razi, even at the point of writing this early work, would have described it as syllogistic. His understanding of the Path
and its ultimate goal of unity with God aligns better with Neoplatonic descriptions of the intellectual visions that fill the
pages of such texts as The Theology of Aristotle, an Arabic rendering of books IV-VI of Plotinus’s Enneads attributed to Aristotle.
The Theology similarly describes the delving into the intelligible realm as a kind of intellectual witnessing which allows for
comprehension through unity with the object of thought. As such, the knowledge accessed is intellectual while not being
syllogistic. See, for instance, the description of the person’s unity with the intellectual “lord” (sada) in ‘Abd al-Rahman
Badawi, ed., Afliatin ‘inda al-‘Arab (Kuwait: Wakalat al-Matbii‘at, 1977), 116-17.
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commentary were formative for al-Razi, and that he viewed Ibn Sina as partaking
in the Path (tariga) that properly pursues the same higher Truth (singular and
universal) sought by both more traditional forms of Sufism and by the metaphysical
investigations of the philosophers (Muslim and otherwise).

Borrowings, Variations, and Amalgamations

Before delving into the concrete forms of riyada explored in the Sharh al-Isharat,
it is worth noting major Sufi terms and concepts that al-Razi follows Ibn Sina
in reinterpreting through a philosophical framework. Though al-Razi’s work
reflects the desire for the inner transformation of the seeker as advocated by
contemporary Sufis, what al-Razi describes is not an erasure of lower aspects of
the self as described by some but rather a reordering and harmonization such
that the true nature of the soul—immaterial, holy—may orient itself towards the
higher realm. “The commanding soul” (al-nafs al-ammara) represents not traits that
can be removed with one’s union with the Divine and subsequent evolution, but
rather aspects of the self that must be tamed and brought under the command of
the rational faculty. It is not replaced by the tranquil soul (al-nafs al-mutma’inna),
representing the rational faculty, but rather co-exists with it.

Razi’s cosmology, too, represents a unique mixture of diverse influences. While
he employs the ubiquitous dichotomy between this world and the next, the lowly
and the lofty, his understanding of this duality is rooted in the philosophical
tradition’s division between the material and the intelligible realms (in sharp
contrast with the strict atomism of traditional Ash‘arite theology).!® He most often
describes this duality as “the loftier world” (al-‘alam al-<ala) or “the loftier side” (al-
Jjanib al-<ala), as opposed to the lowly world/side (al-janib al-sufli)—terms that follow
The Theology of Aristotle’s descriptions of the material and intelligible realities—
and we find ample evidence in the Sharh al-Isharat for his understanding of this
division as fitting within the material/immaterial, sensible/intelligible cosmology
of the falasifa. The knower, for instance, may “become accustomed to the true
intellectual beauty” and realize, upon returning to the world of sense (‘alam al-
hiss), that anything that is beautiful is closer to the intelligibles (al-‘agliyyat)."*
Al-Razi dismisses those pleasures which are immediately present (and sensible)
as enticing but vacuous, whereas the true pleasure is that which is intellectual
(‘agliyya).’? Indeed, it is the soul’s ultimate goal to become like a polished mirror
turned to “the holy side,” upon which are ever-etched “the pure engravings,” the
cause of these “intellectual pleasures (ladhdhat ‘agliyya).”® 1t is this world that al-
Razi describes as “the holy world of separates” (‘alam al-mujarradat al-qudsiyya), a
reality of intelligible beings abstracted beyond the material world.” While the Path

10. For an extensive discussion of al-Razi’s cosmology, see Nora Jacobsen Ben Hammed, “As Drops in Their Sea: Angelology
through Ontology in Fahr al- Din al-Razi’s al-Matalib al-‘liya,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 29, no. 2 (2019): 185-206.

11. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihdt, 2:628.

12. 1bid., 2:607.

13. 1bid,, 2:620.

14. Ibid., 2:612.
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to the divine is by no means purely intellectual, the intellect itself is not a barrier
to accessing this ultimate reality (though al-Razi’s contemplation of the power and
limitations of the intellect continues throughout his later corpus, and represents
an irresolvable anxiety voiced on his deathbed).

Intimately connected to this material/immaterial cosmology is al-Razi’s view of
the sirr, the Sufi term for the innermost self employed by Ibn Sina and exposited by
al-Razi. In his commentary on Ibn Sina’s third reason for practicing riyada, namely
the “the refinement (taltif) of the innermost self (al-sirr),” al-Razi elides sirr with
dhihn, the mind, and interprets the ultimate goals of this practice to be intellectual
in nature. The attainment of “intellectual perception” (al-idrakat al-aqliyya) requires
the “refinement of the mind (taltif al-dhihn), stripping itself away (tajridihi) from
moments of forgetfulness (ghaflat), and fixing the gaze of the intellectual faculty
(al-quwwa al-agila) on its goal, turning itself towards it.”** The mind is the inner self
(sirr) that must be refined, and it is this refinement through self-correction by way
of riyada, resulting too in the shifting of its inner locus towards its goal (i.e., the
divine and the immaterial), that allows it to grasp absolute metaphysical truths.

Fundamental to this reframing of the innermost self is al-Razi’s view of
knowledge, which is simultaneously informed by and at odds with contemporary
Sufi views of intellectual (‘ilm) versus spiritual (ma‘rifa) knowing.' Al-Qushayri, for
instance, defines the sirr as that which allows for the vision of God (al-mushdhada),
rather than knowledge (al-ma‘arif), which is seated in the heart (galb)."” He also
notes that ¢lm and ma‘rifa are employed indiscriminately by scholars (al-‘ulama);
Sufis are careful to distinguish these types of knowing.’* Ma‘rifa he describes as
an advanced state of being in which God makes His secrets known (ta‘rif) to the
practitioner; such a blessed seeker is then understood to be a knower (‘rif) in a
state (hal) of ma‘rifa.’® In a similar vein, al-Hujwiri (d. ca 465/1073) demarcates
ma‘rifa as being either cognitional (¢ilmi) or that which is, itself, a state (hali). In
such handbooks, ma‘rifa emerges primarily as a state of witnessing that is bestowed
rather than grasped by the mind through meditative exercises.”* In maifa, one
turns to God alone rather than to one’s mind or heart. Al-Qushayri writes:

Justastheintelligent person (al-‘aqil) turns to his heart, his contemplation,
and his memory in dealing with all that arises for him, the knower (al-
‘rif) turns to his Lord. If he has been preoccupied with nothing save his

15. Ibid., 2:616.

16. For an expansive enumeration of definitions of knowledge in Sufism and in other disciplines in medieval Islam, see
Franz Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant the Concept of Knowledge in Medieval Islam (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 46-69.

17. Abd al-Karim ibn Hawazin al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya fi ilm al-tasawwuf (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi,
1998), 155.

18. Al-Hujwir also writes that “Theologians, lawyers, and other classes of men give the name ma‘rifa to the right
cognition (ilm) of God, but the Sufi Shaykhs call right feeling (hal) towards God by that name.” ‘Ali Ibn-‘Uthman al-Jullabi
al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjub: An Early Persian Treatise on Sufism, trans. Reynold Alleyne Nicholson, New edition, reprinted with
corrections (Havertown, PA: Gibb Memorial Trust, 2014), 267.

19. Al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-qushayriyya, 390. Similarly, al-Kalabadhi conveys that Junayd taught of two types of ma‘rifa,
one occurring through God’s making Himself known to (ta‘arruf) the elect, and the other of instruction (ta‘rif) to the majority
of believers. Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al-Kalabadhi, Kitab al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji,
1933), 37.

20. Al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjub, 267.

21. Al-Hujwiri writes, for instance, “If reason were the cause of gnosis, it would follow that every reasonable person must
know God, and that all who lack reason must be ignorant of Him, which is manifestly absurd.” Al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjib, 268.
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Lord, he turns not to his heart. So, how can a notion enter the heart of
one who has no heart?%

Ma‘rifa is a certain kind of knowing, distinguished by being in the full presence of
God to the exclusion of all else. It is explicitly separate from thought and reflection,
for it is caused by God, and God alone. It contains no marker of the individual self
that would distinguish the seeker as knower, and God as known.” Ma‘rifa is, instead,
an all-consuming witnessing through which the knower is unaware of all else save
the Divine. qlm appears as its opposite; in distinguishing the two, al-Hujwiri writes
that while ma‘rifa is intimately connected to practice and one’s state (hal), ‘ilm is
knowledge which is lacking both.*

What role does the mind play in acquiring knowledge in such Sufi handbooks?
As in every other aspect of the tradition, there is a wide variety of opinion. Al-
Kalabadhi (d. ca 380/990), for instance, relays the view that the intellect is incapable
of accessing God with the admission that it is still the necessary tool for acquiring
knowledge, though it nonetheless must be enlightened by God to access the highest
truths (and which it alone cannot perceive).” Al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) praises the
intellect, too, as the source of all knowledge, while maintaining the necessity of
coupling knowledge with practice.? At best, the intellect may only encounter God
through God’s grace and intervention. In the estimation of many, the intellect is
utterly incapable of approaching God at all. It is bound to the world of creation and
time—so how could it access the timeless Creator??

How does al-Razi describe the knowledge that is the ultimate goal of the seeker?
As was cautioned by a number of Sufi thinkers (though similarly unheeded by
numerous others), he often fails to differentiate between ilm and marifa, but focuses
on knowledge of “the separates,”—i.e., of a metaphsical reality that approaches the
Divine. In his introduction to his commentary on the Isharat, al-Razi writes:

Know that intellects are in accord and minds in agreement that
knowledge (al-ilm) is the most excellent of felicities, the most perfect
of perfections and ranks, and that its possessors are the most excellent
people in repute and the most handsomely clothed, the best of them in
strength and stock, the highest of them in dignity and glory, most notably
[the possessors of] the true knowledge (al-‘uliim al-haqigiyya) and pursuits
characterized by certainty (al-matdlib al-yaqiniyya) which do not differ
with variances in time and place, and do not change with the shifting of
religious codes and religions. The most excellent of these is knowledge
of existences abstracted from material reality (al-5ilm bi-l-mawjadat al-
mujarrada ‘an al-mawadd) which are far from faculty and preparedness (al-

22. Al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 390.

23. See, for instance, al-Kalabadhi, Kitab al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, 40.

24.  Al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjub, 382. He further writes that Sufis go so far as to disparage the possessor of knowledge
(danishmand), not insofar as they possess knowledge, but insofar as their knowing is disconnected from practice, for “the
<alim depends on himself, but the ‘arif depends on his Lord.” Al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjab, 383. On the dismissal of Glm as a
barrier on the path of the seekers, see Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill NC: University of North
Carolina Press, 1975), 140.

25. Al-Kalabadhi, Kitab al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, 39.

26. Abi Hamid al-Ghazali, thy@ ulam al-din (Beirut: Dar Ibn Hazm, 2005), 98-100.

27. For arange of opinions presented on the intellect and forms of knowing, see al-Kalabadhi, Kitab al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab
ahl al-tasawwuf, 37-40.
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quwwa wa-l-isti‘dad). For the difference between the ranks of knowledge
derives from the variation in their objects. The more elevated the object
of knowledge, the more beneficial is knowledge attained of it in the two
abodes (fi l-darayn). There is no doubt that the Self of God exalted, and His
attributes, is the most perfect of existing things.?

Here, the highest goal is ilm, with no differentiation between one type of knowledge
and another. Rather than distinguishing between an earthly knowledge (‘ilm) and
a divine state of knowing (ma‘rifa), al-Razi paints knowledge as a continuum the
ranks of which are determined by the object, with the highest type of knowledge
being that of the immutable. This, then, is the goal of riyada: to come to know the
immaterial reality by turning towards this lofty realm through spiritual practice and
the assiduous pursuit of truth, ultimately losing one’s sense of self and otherness
entirely through complete and utter absorption in God. As we have encountered,
the Path is not solely intellectual, but it also does not exclude, discard, or devalue
intellectual ways of knowing. Instead, it integrates them as a key means towards
this lofty goal.

One subpoint on the ability to express the nature of these states of unity with
God is particularly telling of al-Razi’s wedding of this immaterial reality with the
intellect. On Ibn Sina’s statement that “speech cannot convey, nor expressions
explain” the arrival of the seeker (a justification in part for the brevity of the
Isharat), al-Razi comments that this inability of speech to express the experience is
due to the fact that “phrases have only been set to those intentions which have been
conceptualized. As those stations [of the knower] have not been conceptualized
by the linguists (ahl al-lugha), how could they have invented words for them?”?
Further, he writes, even if they were to have produced words that express the
experience, only those who had partaken in the experience could use those
signifiers effectively. “It is known that the masses do not conceptualize those ranks;
this being the case, it is impossible that the verbal expression (al-‘ibara) successfully
produce an understanding of those stations.”* What is well worth noting is what
al-Razi is not arguing. He does not say (as he well could have) that the experience is
beyond the mind altogether, and therefore cannot be conceptualized or expressed
in language at all given the gulf between the reality embodied and that which is
comprehended and thus conceptualized by the intellect. He instead argues that
the experience is “conceptualized” (tasawwara) but only by an elite few, and thus
it defies the conventions of language, which require universal experience of the
signified to allow for universal signifiers.* Certainly, one who wishes to grasp this

28. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 1:1-2. Any awkwardness in translation is absent in the original Arabic, which
focuses on stylistics more than literal meaning. The phrases rhyme in the Arabic and form a kind of loose panegyric to those
possessors of this highest form of knowledge.

29. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:624.

30. Ibid.

31. Al-Razi rejects the theory of abstraction of essences as posited by Ibn Sina, proposing instead a theory of knowledge
by presence in which knowledge is formed through a direct relation between the knower and object known. However, he
continues to employ the term tasawwara (to conceptualize) in the general sense of obtaining knowledge of an object. On
al-Razi’s theory of knowledge by presence and a comparison with al-Suhrawardi, see Eichner, ““Knowledge by Presence’,
Apperception and the Mind-Body Relationship: Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and al-Suhrawardi as Representatives and Precursors
of a Thirteenth-Century Discussion,” 126. On further analysis of al-Razi’s critique of abstraction and his alternative
epistemological theory, see Bilal Ibrahim, “Fahr Ad-Din Ar-Razi, Ibn al-Haytam and Aristotelian Science: Essentialism versus
Phenomenalism in Post-Classical Islamic Thought,” Oriens 41, no. 3-4 (2013): 379-431.
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reality must “become one of those who arrive at the source (al-wasilin ila al-‘ayn),
not those who hear of its effects”—but this is due not to the inability of the mind
to conceptualize the immaterial realm, but rather to the inherent limitation of
conveying an elite experience through universal forms of expression.*

Types of Seekers

Thus, we see here and elsewhere in the commentary that al-Razi follows Ibn Sina
in warning that the Path to the Truth is not universally tread. Yet al-Razi does not
limit the ways of treading the Path to one, either; he not only divides the means to
knowledge of God into the intellectual and the spiritual, but also the seekers of God
into four types, each of whom benefits from different forms of riyada.

In the second part of the ninth namat of Ibn Sinad’s al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat
entitled “On riyada and its qualities,” al-Razi begins with the qualification that the
exact use of riyada depends on the person’s innate disposition (fitra) and outward
development. Here, we immediately encounter al-Razi’s concept of a two-fold way
to knowledge, each buttressing the other, indicating an early synthesis of al-falsafa
with al-tasawwuf that is rooted in Aristotle’s division between theoretical and
practical intellect. For each type of person, riyada is different. There is no single
type of person - no universal human form—al-Razi writes, but rather different
types that vary in their preparedness for this path. Al-Razi’s descriptions of the
various ways in which intellectual pursuits and innate dispositions intersect with
riyada inform us of the breadth of his term.

Neither the use, nor the effects, of riyada are uniform. Al-Razi writes that “the
effect of riyada is nothing other than the removal of obstacles and the lifting of
veils,” but what is ultimately attained depends on the soul of the seeker. If the soul
is well prepared (musta‘adda), then it will benefit from riyada in its pursuit of felicity
(sa‘ada), and if it is not, some degree of safety (al-salama) is still available to it—for
“when the bodily connections are reduced and weakened, the soul will not suffer
after separation with a longing for the body.”** Riyada in some form is beneficial to
all, but the types of riyada prescribed depend upon the nature of the seeker.

The first type of person is one whose approach to the metaphysical is through
the mind. Their assiduous devotion to the study of lofty topics has produced in them
an orientation towards what al-Razi calls “the upper world,” i.e., the immaterial
realm. Al-Razi writes:

They applied themselves to the metaphysical sciences (al-ulim al-ilahiyya),
and strove in their study, arriving at (wusal ild) their intricacies with
meticulous discernments and profound reflection, such that there came
upon them an intense longing and complete attraction (injidhab) towards
the loftier side. Thus, their love of perfection carried them to riyada.**

32. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:624.
33. Ibid., 2:606.
34, Ibid., 2:603.
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A few aspects of this concise description are well worth noting. The first is the
description of the seeker applying themselves to, or “practicing” (marasa), the
metaphysical sciences. The study, then, must be active and all-consuming to
produce the result of which al-Razi speaks. Secondly, the attraction to the lofty
realm occurs after significant progress has been made in the study of metaphysics,
an inner orientation that is righted due to the pursuit, and attainment, of higher
truths.* And lastly, riyada is not an immediate aspect of this path, but rather occurs
after some degree of progress, enough that the import of the practice is recognized.
It is the love of perfection and the realization of these higher truths that produces
in these seekers a recognition of the role that riyada plays in further progress.

The second type of person in al-Razi’s taxonomy is one who is blessed with an
innate nature (fitra) that draws them immediately to that which is lofty without
the need for any kind of learning or critical inquiry. Whereas the knowledgeable
person lacking in fitra is privy to quantitatively more unveilings through their
devotions in riyada, al-Razi writes that the ignorant yet naturally blessed accesses
unveilings of higher quality (an assertion stated both in the Sharh al-Isharat as well
in the Matalib).*® Here too, riyada supplements what is already present. The innate
nature of these seekers, already turned towards what is lofty, is amplified by their
use of riyada.

The third type combines these two paths to knowledge in an ideal form, an
amalgam of both innate capacity and outward application. “These, on the basis of
their nature (fitra), are formed longing for the side of glory. That yearning was then
perfected by concerted practice (irtiyad) of divine signs (al-ma‘alim al-ilahiyya) and
true investigations (al-mabahith al-hagigiyya).”*” Combining the inborn attraction to
the immaterial with devotion to riyada and intellectual investigations, this ideal,
though rare, person attains the highest reaches of perfection and felicity. In this
ideal type, one witnesses a combination of inborn fitra with devotion to the higher
truths of metaphysics. It is these blessed few who al-Razi elsewhere describes
as “the venerated prophets (al-anbiy@ al-mu‘azzamiin) and the perfect sages (al-
hukama’ al-kamiliin) "

The last type of person is void of both an innate disposition and outer refinement,
yet they have heard enough of the perfection of this Path (tariga) and of the heights
of human felicity associated with it that they were convinced of and drawn to it. For
them, the focus is not internal but rather external; they must improve their actions
and follow ethical behavior in the hopes of awakening from “years of negligence
and the sleep of ignorance.””® While al-Razi does not explicitly deny their use of
riyada, his later statement that one of the requirements for the benefits of riyada

35. This particular order in the rationalist way is echoed in al-Razi’s commentary on Siirat Yasuf in al-Tafsir al-Kabir. See
Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn “‘Umar al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir (Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Bahiyya al-Misriyya, 1934), 18:111.

36. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, 2:604. See also al-Razi, al-Matalib al-<dliya, 2:604.

37. Al-Razi, 2:603.

38. Al-Razi, al-Matalib al-<dliya, 7:280.

39. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, 2:605. A similar description of the first stage of awakening and repentance
(tawba) is provided by al-Qushayri, who writes that “at first, the heart awakens from the slumber of heedlessness and the
servant becomes aware of his evil condition.” Al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 157. For extensive analysis of the theme of
tawba in the Quran, and in the writings and narratives of early Sufis, see Atif Khalil, Repentance and the Return to God: Tawba in
Early Sufism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2018).
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is the soul’s preparation and suitability for it implies that any person who has not
already awakened an innate desire for perfection through the Path will find not
benefit from its ways.®

Forms of Riyada

In contrast with al-Razi’s later works, we find an exploration of concrete practices
in the Sharh al-Isharat as well as theoretical musings on how various forms of riyada
allow the seeker to disconnect from the material realm and purify themselves
in pursuit of divine knowledge. In sections of his commentary on the ninth
class (namat) that treat riyada, al-Razi discusses the practices of seclusion (‘uzla),
reflection (fikr), audition (sama‘), and asceticism (zuhd), and merges Sufi tradition
with philosophical psychology and cosmology in an amalgam that emerges as the
hallmark particularly of his last magnum opus of philosophical theology, al-Matalib
al-<aliya, completed between 603-605/1207-1209.*

This key dichotomy between intellectual and spiritual ways to approach
God is primarily rooted in Aristotle’s division between theoretical and practical
knowledge. This is made explicit in al-Razi’s al-Tafsir al-kabir, in which he contrasts
theoretical with practical wisdom and states that “the companions of al-riyadat are
occupied with practical wisdom (al-hikma al-‘amaliyya) then ascend to theoretical
wisdom (al-hikma al-nazariyya), while the companions of intellectual thoughts and
spiritual contemplations first reach theoretical wisdom, then descend from there
to practical wisdom.”*? As we will see, each various form of riyada is employed to
promote inner harmony of the lower aspects of self with the rational faculty at the
helm, meant to purify the seeker from desires towards the lower, material realm,
and to increase one’s “pull” towards the lofty reality. As such, despite the fact that
the second way is described as that of spiritual practice and striving (al-riyada wa-
l-mujahada), these practices are of key importance for both the intellectual and
the spiritual approaches to the Path, aiding both the intellectual and the spiritual
seeker in their pursuit of knowledge of the Divine.

The association between riyada and the practical intellect in the falsafa tradition
is noted by al-Ghazali in his summary of philosophical terms and systems, Mi‘yar
al-4lm fi -mantiq. In his discussion of the theoretical and practical intellects, al-
Ghazali writes that the practical intellect (al-‘agl al-‘amali), which is associated
with the body and its desires, is strengthened by spiritual practice and striving (al-
riyada wa-l-mujahada)—al-Razi’s exact formulation describing the second path.* Al-
Razi thus develops the impulse of his predecessors in intellectualizing Sufi riyada
as a development of the practice of philosophy as a way of life, providing a rich
exploration of various types of Sufi riyada to be employed in the dual intellectual-

40. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:605-6.

41. Egref Altas, “Fahreddin er-Razi Eserlerinin Kronolojisi,” in Islam diisiincesinin déniisiim caginda Fahreddin er-Razi, ed.
Omer Tiirker and Osman Demir (Istanbul: ISAM Yayinlari, 2013), 154.

42. Al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir, 18:111.

43. Abi Hamid al-Ghazali, Mi‘yar al-Glm fi l-mantiq, ed. Ahmad Shamseddin (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2013), 278.
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spiritual path to knowledge of God in his commentary on Ibn Sina’s already
syncretic al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat.*

‘Uzla

Seclusion from society (‘uzla) requires a certain degree of self-sufficiency and, for
al-Razi, this comes not in the form of innate fitra, but rather in knowledge, “for
there is no greater guide than knowledge (4lm).”* 1t is thus only prescribed for
the first type of seeker (and, presumably, the third and ideal type). However, one
who is ignorant is in danger of going astray if entirely alone - for this type, ‘uzla is
inappropriate.*

Al-Razi expresses no anxiety, however, about the danger one may pose to others,
or that others may pose to the seeker, in advocating for the use of seclusion. This
initial goal of guarding against one’s own potential to harm others is emphasized
in al-Qushayri, who presents tales emphasizing the impurity of those who are at
the beginning of their journey, and the use of seclusion as a means of protecting
others from their untamed lower selves.”” Alternatively, al-Ghazali’s section on ‘uzla
in Thy@ ‘ulim al-din emphasizes that it is a way to preserve oneself from the sinful
habits of others, including slander and hypocrisy.*® Al-Ghazali, too, warns that
there are both benefits, and dangers, associated with seclusion, depending on the
seeker. One must have achieved a certain degree of education (for education can
only be achieved in society) for seclusion to be an effective tool for self-purification
and spiritual achievement. As is echoed in al-Razi, al-Ghazali warns that without a
sound mind and basic teachings, one will lose their way in seclusion from society.”

Unsurprisingly, while the initial goal of seclusion as treated by al-Qushayr is
self-purification, the ultimate goal of the practice is the achievement of greater
intimacy with God.*® In al-Ghazali’s consideration, this is achieved through the
ability to devote oneself fully to acts of obedience, and to reflection and the
cultivation of knowledge.* Al-Razi’s larger view of the goals and efficacy of riyada
incorporate these sentiments, but his understanding of the use of seclusion
is specific and unique. Far from dismissing the knower (al-Glim) as inferior and
knowledge (‘ilm) as a false guide, he writes that the person who benefits from
seclusion possesses “primary knowledge,” the first principles that constitute the

44. For the iconic study of the ways in which Greek and Hellenic philosophy consisted not purely of discursive thought
but also of bodily discipline and spiritual exercises, see Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates
to Foucault, ed. Arnold Davidson, trans. Michael Chase (New York: Blackwell, 1995). For the continuation of this project
through a rich exploration of the ways in which Islamic philosophy consisted, too, of the practice of spiritual exercise, see
Mohammad Azadpur, Reason Unbound: On Spiritual Practice in Islamic Peripatetic Philosophy (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 2011).

45.  Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:604.

46. 1bid., 2:604. Further, the need for a shaykh is also prescribed specifically for one who is not learned. Al-Razi, 2:606.

47. Al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 170-72.

48. Al-Ghazali, Thya ulim al-din, 692.

49. Al-Ghazali, 702-4. Al-QushayrT, too, warns of the dangers of seclusion for the impure and untrained. “One of the rules
of seclusion,” he writes, “is that one must acquire that knowledge by which one solidifies one’s conviction in the oneness
of God (in order not to be seduced by Satan’s whisperings), then that knowledge of the Divine Law by which one may fulfill
one’s religious duties (such that what one’s undertaking rests on a solid foundation).” Al-Qushayr, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 170.

50. Al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 170.

51. Al-Ghazali, Thya@ ‘ulim al-din, 692.
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building blocks of sound syllogistic reasoning.”” In a significant break with the
Sufi tradition, for al-Razi, seclusion provides the opportunity for uninterrupted
reflection upon apodictic knowledge already achieved in order to produce further
certain knowledge (a process of the production of theoretical knowledge which he
details, too, in the introduction to his Sharh).>

Fikr

Reflection (fikr) is not explicitly prescribed for all types of seekers, but rather for the
second type of person who is blessed with an innate fitra but who lacks knowledge.
For these, both fikr and sama¢, al-Razi writes, allow them to disconnect from the
sensible realm (al-mahsisat). They use these forms of riyada to ignite a state of
ecstasy (wajd) and longing (hanin), becoming enveloped in spiritual states and holy
reflections that cause them to further detach from the physical realm above their
already natural propensity to incline towards the “loftier side” and away from
the material.** In a separate discussion of “subtle reflection” (al-fikr al-latif), al-
Razi writes that thinking aids in the refinement of one’s inner being (taltif al-sirr),
assisting the intellect as it “fixes its gaze” upon its goal of attaining “intellectual
graspings.”® With practice, fikr becomes easy and itself refined (latif), though it is
remarkably difficult for novices.* Thus, just as in al-Razi’s positive evaluation of
Sufism in the Itigadat, we see the twin goals emerge in the text of disconnecting
from the sensible realm and refining the self through the use of reflection.

In these brief passages, fikr does not emerge as an examination of the conscience
in the vein of Hasan al-Basri or al-Muhasibi.*” Fikr in al-Razi’s explanation serves
rather to disconnect from the material realm and to attain knowledge of the
immaterial. While these are certainly not at odds with the Sufi tradition, they are
also not entirely cohesive with explanations of fikr such as that of al-Ghazali, who
focuses on the use of fikr as a tool for self-examination and admonishment, and for
reflection on the glory of the Creator, with the ultimate goal being the attainment
of knowledge as that which informs virtuous action.®

52. On al-Razi’s understanding of first principles and certain knowledge, see Nora Jacobsen Ben Hammed, “Meno’s
Paradox and First Principles in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” Oriens 48 (2020): 320-44.

53. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 1:4-5.

54, Ibid., 2:603.

55. Ibid., 2:616. Al-Hujwiri, too, warns against heedlessness (ghafla)—a careless ignorance—as a severe obstacle to the
cultivation of religion and morality. See al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjab, 86.

56. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:616.

57. Louis Massignon, Essay on the Origins of the Technical Language of Islamic Mysticism (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1997), 132.

58. See al-Ghazali’s chapter on tafakkur in al-Ghazali, Thya’ ulim al-din, 1798-1824.
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Sama "

As we have noted, al-Razi prescribes sama‘ and fikr for the second type of person
who has an innate fitra—i.e., who is naturally drawn to the upper realm, and yet is
ignorant of the ways and concepts of philosophy. Sama‘ is a communal, ritualized
auditory and bodily practice, widespread by al-Razi’s time; a non-discursive practice
that, for al-Razi, taps into this potential through the use of rhythmic poetry and
melody, employed with the goal of reigning in the lower faculties (primarily the
appetitive and irascible aspects of the soul). Al-Razi speaks both of the practice of
samd‘ (which he writes results “in ecstasy, longing, and moaning the likes of which
are not found outside of the time of sama®),” and of listening in general terms,
writing that the seeker should be balanced in their speech and in their hearing,
decreasing the amount that they talk (which al-Razi, longwinded himself, admits
to be difficult) while focusing on those objects of audition that will aid them on the
Path.®

Following Ibn Sina’s lead in asserting the power of tune and lyric to render
the commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammara) obedient to the tranquil soul (al-nafs al-
mutma’inna), al-Razi writes that melody (and particularly that which is set with
poetry, for exhortative speech is fundamental for the use of sama‘ in riyada)® pulls
the heart away from all else and towards that to which it already inclines. Used
well, listening (sama‘) brings forth feelings of longing for the Beloved in a unique
way.

Al-Razi’s recognition of the power of melody to draw the listener in multiple
directions—towards the divine, or towards the worldly—echoes numerous Sufi
handbooks.®? Certainly, just as Aba ‘Ali al-Dagqaq maintained (as relayed by al-
Qushayri), when used by the common folk who “remain under the influence of their
[lower] souls,” listening to music is deleterious, while for ascetics who “engage in
the spiritual struggle” it is permitted, and for others still, it is recommended.® Or, as
Bundar b. al-Husayn said, “There are those who listen by their [lower] nature, then
those who listen by their spiritual state, and those who listen truly (bi-I-hagq).”*
For both the Sufi tradition and for al-Razi, the effects of sama‘ vary depending on
one’s temperament and spiritual advancement, as do the resulting states produced
by the experience.®

Al-Razi writes that melodies themselves can be employed towards various
means, and each variation affects different aspects of the self in divergent ways.

59. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa l-tanbihat, 2:609. In addition to noting ecstasy (wajd) as a particularly emblematic state
of one participating in sama’, al-Razl’s reference to moaning signals that he has in mind not only listening in general terms
but also the communal practice of the Sufis in which “a variety of inarticulate sounds . . . can be seen as symptomatic
of dissociative states in which there is a greater or lesser relinquishing of conscious control over utterances and audible
respirations.” Kenneth S. Avery, Psychology of Early Sufi Sama': Listening and Altered States (New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004),
115.

60. Ibid.

61. While melody is important, al-Razi writes that the words set to the melody, or recited without melody, are the most
powerful aspect of the experience which cause one to fully experience the greatness of God, for human beings are “of the
[same] essence of the angels.” Al-Razi, 2:613.

62. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 181-82.

63. Al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 418.

64. Ibid., 422.

65. See, for instance, al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjab, 402-10; al-Kalabadhi, Kitab al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, 126.
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Some melodies dampen one’s anger, and others are a remedy for anxiety and
sorrow.® Thus, each melody should be employed to increase or decrease a particular
state in a given stage. Regarding the efficacy of various melodies, al-Razi writes:

If one were in the station of awe (khawf) of God Exalted, and we wished to

increase that [in the seeker], then we would make them listen to heart-

rending melodies (alhan shajiyya). And if we wished to shift them into

hope, we would make them listen to lively melodies (alhan mutriba); and

if we wished to strengthen their soul such that it becomes overwhelming

and masterful, we would make them listen to melodies suitable for that.®’

Thus, melody itself is a tool—like many forms of riyada—that can be used to shape
the seeker’s inner states.

Zuhd

In his commentary on the eighth section, al-Razi elaborates on the “acquired”
(muktasaba) things necessary for riyada to benefit the seeker, which he divides as
either spiritual (nafsaniyya) or bodily (badaniyya). Here we see prescriptions for a
life lived in moderation and balance much in line with the akhlag genre exemplified
by the writings of Miskawayh and al-Ghazali, rather than in denial and asceticism.®
Far from encouraging fasting and sleeplessness (as was practiced, often in the
extreme, particularly by early Sufis as a means of training the lower self, the nafs),*
al-Razi warns of the adverse effects of hunger on the mind and body.

His enumerations of various requirements here are clear and precise. The seeker
should dispense with all excess, and correct that which is inescapable, namely, the
senses. Excess can comprise a range of objects, including wealth but also honor and
mastery over others, as well as even “knowledge (al-ulim) that does not bring one
closer to God Exalted.”” This step is indeed difficult, al-Razi admits, because those
pleasures which are present are enticing whereas “intellectual pleasure is absent .
.. and unfamiliar””

Al-Razi addresses how the seeker should treat the objects of each form of
sense perception in succession. In much of his discourse, al-Razi emphasizes the
importance of an internal harmony. One should seek to reduce the amount that
one eats, but focus on what is nourishing, for “intense hunger produces weakness
in the main organs, causing imbalance, which then disturbs the soul and muddles
the mind.””> While a tendency towards a middle way was common among his

66. This description of the effects of melodies regardless of their pairing with poetry echoes al-GhazalT’s note that “some
sounds make one happy, while others make one sad; some evoke slumber, others incite laughter and delight, while still others
elicit rhythmic movements from the limbs.” Al-Ghazali, Thya@ ulim al-din, 746.

67. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:615.

68. See, for instance, al-Ghazali’s chapter on riyada in the Ihy@ ‘uliim al-din, which stresses a popularized form of self-
discipline characterized by moderation. Al-Ghazali, Thya ‘ulam al-din, 929-63. For a thorough discussion of virtue ethics in
Miskawayh and al-Ghazali, see Cyrus Ali Zargar, The Polished Mirror: Storytelling and the Pursuit of Virtue in Islamic Philosophy and
Sufism (London: Oneworld, 2017), 79-105.

69. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 114-17.

70. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, 2:607.

71. Ibid.

72. Ibid.
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contemporaries, al-Razi’s warning against intense hunger as deleterious for the
mind’s clarity and focus comes in direct contradiction with other Sufi valorizations
of fasting. Al-Hujwiri, for instance, writes in his section on fasting (sawm) that
“hunger sharpens the intelligence and improves the mind and health.”” For al-
Hujwiri, fasting is particularly useful as a means of taming the sensual aspects of
the self” For al-Qushayri, too, hunger and fasting are characteristic of the Sufis.
Though they differ in the extent of their adherence to these practices, “they have
found the wellsprings of wisdom in hunger.””>

Al-Razi further emphasizesinnerharmonyin hisdiscussion of smellsand climate,
a key factor in the balance of the humors. He warns of putrid air and a variable
climate, encouraging living in a vast desert with its unchanging environment
“which acts as a remedy for any imbalance that occurs because of riyada.””® His
discussions of sight and touch further stress moderation rather than asceticism.
Rather than encouraging the use of dreary colors, al-Razi writes that bright colors
support the spirit, gladden the heart, and delight the soul—it is these that should
then be used, albeit simply, in one’s clothing and home. He urges the seekers to take
in the glorious visions of God’s creation that expand one’s knowledge of God, and
discourages sights of pomp and circumstances that may lead one to desire earthly
power and possessions. Regarding touch, he warns that while abstinence from sex
is required if possible, for many it merely increases one’s desire (a point made by
al-Hujwiri as well).”” For such a person, marriage is preferable.

Al-Razi’s focus on the importance of inner harmony comes to the fore in his
emphasis on inner practice being the seeker’s goal, aided only by the external.
“Real asceticism” is that which is internal, and bodily asceticism is primarily meant
to produce this inner alignment. Yet “external asceticism is necessary first in order
for true [asceticism] to occur.””® At this point, al-Razi writes that the external may
even be dispensed with entirely as long as the inner devotion remains. Al-Razi’s
interpretation highlights a clear dialectic between the form and essence, external
action and inner virtue. Just as al-Razi has described the taming of the senses not
as a process of denial but rather one of refinement, he interprets Ibn Sina’s phrase
“true asceticism” to mean that which is purely internal, with outer asceticism, like
other outer forms of spiritual practice (riyada), being merely a means of producing
an inner ethical mode of being.”

73. Al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjub, 324.

74. Al-Hujwirl writes, “The more the natural humours are nourished by food, the stronger does the lower soul become,
and the more impetuously is passion diffused through the members of the body; and in every vein a different kind of veil is
produced. But when food is withheld from the lower soul it grows weak, and the reason gains strength, and the mysteries
and evidences of God become more visible until, when the lower soul is unable to work and passion is annihilated, every
vain desire is effaced in the manifestation of the Truth, and the seeker of God attains to the whole of his desire.” Al-Hujwiri,
Kashf al-Mahjab, 325.

75.  Al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 210.

76. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:610. The motif of the desert as a powerful and pure setting has deep roots
in the Arabic tradition. It is relayed that the Prophet Muhammad, like other sons of wealthier families in Mecca, was sent
to the Bedouins in the desert for a period of time to learn pure Arabic and be raised by a foster mother (Halima Bint Abi
Dhu’ayb) in a climate thought to be healthier for young children. Interestingly, al-Razi also prescribes retreat to the desert as
that which may strengthen the practitioner of magic in his treatment of the subject in al-Matalib al-liya. Al-Razi, al-Matalib
al-<dliya, 8:166.

77. Al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjub, 361.

78. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, 2:611.

79. Al-Raz’s emphasis on the importance of inner practice is by no means unusual and brings to mind al-HujwirT’s
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The Goals of Riyada

It is well worth noting that al-Razi follows Ibn Sina’s lead in his intellectualization
of Sufi riyada. It is Ibn Sina who, in the third section of the ninth namat, writes that
the knower (al-‘arif) employs worship as a habitual form of riyada to draw their
faculties away from the side of error to the side of Truth (janib al-haqq). As such,
these lower faculties become subordinate to the innermost sirr and allow it to fully
arrive at “the light of Truth” (nar al-haqq).* Further, while Dimitri Gutas and others
argue that the object of conjunction (al-ittisal) in Ibn Sina’s Isharat is purely the
Active Intellect, al-Razi’s interpretation of the Truth (al-haqq) as representing God
alone is perfectly reasonable.® In the fifth section of the ninth namat, for instance,
Ibn Sina remarks:

The knower seeks the First, the Real (al-hagq al-awwal), not for anything

else, and nothing compares to knowing It (‘irfanihi). Their worship is to It

alone, for It is deserving of worship. For [worship] is a noble relation to

It—not for desire, nor for fear. If it were for the sake of these . .. the Truth

would not be the end, but rather a means towards an end.®

Ibn Sina explicitly adopts riyada as a necessary tool for the knower. Absorbed in
transcendental moments (awgat) through a combination of will (irada) and the
use of riyada, the knower (al-‘arif) comes to see the Truth in everything. By way of
riyada, the seeker becomes like a polished mirror turned towards the Truth, thus
transforming and ultimately abandoning attention to all save the Truth.®

Ibn Sina’s enumeration of three goals for the use of riyada guides al-Razi’s
understanding of the utility of these forms of practice. In the eighth section of the
ninth namat, Ibn Sina writes:

Furthermore, [the knower] needs riyada. Riydda is directed at three
goals, namely: 1) The removal of influence from all other than God; 2)
the obedience of the commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammara) to the tranquil
soul (al-nafs al-mutma’inna), such that the faculties of the imagination
and the estimation will be drawn to those ideas proper to the holy, and
away from the lowly; and 3) the refinement (taltif) of the innermost self
(al-sirr) to wakefulness. The first goal is aided by true asceticism (al-zuhd
al-haqigi). The second is aided by a number of things, including worship
accompanied by reflection (al-fikra), then tunes employed by the faculties
of the soul to render speech set to melody acceptable to the mind, then,
finally, the same exhorting speech from a pure speaker by smooth
expression, a pleasant melody, and a right manner. All three goals are
aided by subtle reflection and virtuous love that is led by the nature of
the beloved and not by the reign of desire (shahwa).®*

descriptions of the essence and the form of numerous Sufi practices. See, for instance, al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjib, 38.

80. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:592.

81. On the interpretation of arrival signifying constant contact with the Active Intellect, see for instance Dimitri Gutas,
“Intellect Without Limits: The Absence of Mysticism in Avicenna,” in Intellect et Imagination Dans La Philosophie Médiévale, ed.
M. C. Pacheco and J. Meirinhos, vol. 11 (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2006), 351-72; Michael A. Rapoport, “Sufi Vocabulary,
but Avicennan Philosophy: The Sufi Terminology in Chapters VIII-X of Ibn Sina’s al-Iiarat Wa-l-Tanbihat,” Oriens 47, no. 1-2
(2019): 145-96.

82. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:598-99.

83. 1Ibid., 2:620.
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Al-Razi’s commentary follows Ibn Sina by considering each of the three goals of
riyada in succession. Briefly addressing the need to remove the influence of all
other than God, al-Razi notes the requirement for “true asceticism.” For al-Razi, as
we have noted, “true asceticism” entails an internal mode of being that is formed
first by external asceticism. The external form becomes superfluous once true
asceticism is achieved, “for God does not look at your forms nor your acts but
rather at your hearts.”®

Rather than rendering Ibn Sina’s text comprehensible within a traditional Sufi
framework in his analysis of the second goal of riyada, al-Razi follows Ibn Sina
in interpreting these two Sufi terms through philosophy. “What is meant by the
commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammara),” al-Razi writes, “is the faculties of sensation,
appetite (shahwa), and irascibility (ghadab), as well as imagination and estimation.”
Similarly, the tranquil soul (al-nafs al-mutma’inna) is none other than “the rational
faculty (al-quwwa al-‘agila) which seeks knowledge (ma‘rifa) of God Exalted and love
of Him.”®® As elsewhere, al-Razi supports his interpretation with the Quran and
hadith, signaling his own agreement with Ibn Sina’s ethics. Here, he quotes a hadith
that relays that even the Prophet admitted to being born with a companion from
Satan, as is every human being, which God alone can help the person overcome.

Given the inescapable difficulties of embodied life with the lower faculties
which are tied to the sensual realm, is riyada even possible? Al-Razi believes that
it is, for he relays the sentiments of those who have arrived at the correct position
(al-muhagqgqiqun), who said:

The goal of riyada is not that the faculties of sensation, appetite, and
irascibility come to seek that which is separated from matter (al-umar
al-mujarrada) but rather that they neither overpower nor dominate
the rational faculty. For if the rational faculty is not overcome by these
faculties, its very nature is to turn towards the holy immaterial realm
(‘alam al-mujarradat al-qudsiyya).®

Further, the imagination and estimation do not, by their nature, turn towards the
sensibles, but can rather be bridled by either the lower faculties or by the rational
faculty. “If what dominates in the person is disconnecting from this world, and
turning towards God Exalted, then the activity [of the imagination and estimation]
would follow such that one may even see the forms of angels in one’s sleep.”®
The lower faculties must be, therefore, tamed and harnessed by the intellect
through riyada in order for it to fully turn towards the higher realm, but there is no
expectation that these aspects of the self would either be abandoned in life, or would
be made themselves to pursue the goals of the higher realm. Al-Razi reiterates that
submission to the rational faculty is aided by different forms of riyada, including:
worship accompanied by reflection, with the goal being a remembrance of those
separate beings; the use of melody; and exhortative speech spoken by a pure person
in eloquent language (bi-ibara baligha).

85. Ibid., 2:611.

86. Ibid.

87. 1Ibid., 2:612. Emphasis added.
88. Ibid.
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The third goal stated by Ibn Sina is “the refinement (taltif) of the innermost self
(al-sirr) to wakefulness.” This al-Razi interprets to mean “making the innermost
self prepared (musta‘add) to turn towards that direction (gibla).”® Al-Razi makes it
clear that the ultimate attainments are intellectual, writing that “the intellectual
graspings are preceded by refinement of the mind (taltif al-dhihn), stripping itself
away (tajridihi) from moments of forgetfulness (ghafalat), and fixing the gaze of the
intellectual faculty (al-quwwa al-‘agila) on its goal ... a state that the intellect finds in
reflection and thinking.”* Thus the seeker employs riyada to refine their inner self,
further aided by reflection (al-fikr) that focuses the mind and by pure love (al-‘ishq
al-‘afif) that heightens the seeker’s attentiveness to their Beloved and propels their
care over their own actions and speech.”!

With greater devotion to practice (al-irtiyad), the seeker experiences flashes
(lawami®) of “pleasurable divine lights” (anwar ilahiyya ladhidha). As the seeker
progresses, and with greater devotion to practice, these flashes or “moments”
(awgqat) may appear even when they are not practicing riyada. Following Ibn Sinad’s
description in the sixteenth section, al-Razi writes of the soul becoming like a
polished mirror turned to “the holy side” upon which are eternally rendered “the
pure engravings” which are the reason for eternal “intellectual pleasures (ladhdhat
‘aqliyya).”* Notable here is the emphasis on external practice as a preparatory
stage, with the true experience being one that is internal, an ontological shift in
the very nature of the seeker.

As the seeker disengages from their self, the experience turns from a “traveling
to God (suliik ila Allah)” to attaining “complete arrival at God (al-wusl al-tamm ila
Allah),” that is, “being entirely beyond all that is other than God and residing (baqa’)
entirely in Him, and as such actualizing wusil.”* While he retains the fundamental
division between the lower world of sense and the intellectual world in which
true beauty and goodness reside, he does not mention the Active Intellect, a key
hypostasis in Ibn Sina’s cosmology (which is also left unnamed by Ibn Sina in
these sections of the Isharat). Whereas al-Razi has elsewhere incorporated the
philosophical vision of a separate intelligible realm and pleasure experienced by
the intellect, here he replaces the contact with the Active Intellect to which Ibn
Sina potentially refers by his use of wusil with an arrival at and residing in God.
The ultimate goal, writes al-Razi (and following Ibn Sina’s eighteenth fasl), is being
completely absorbed in attention to God alone, cutting oneself off from all that is
other than God, including one’s pleasure in one’s own arrival at God. There is no
room here for the consideration of any other beings in this climax of the seeker’s
journey, no sensation beyond the pure and perfect felicity found in arriving at
the Divine.

89. Ibid., 2:616.

90. Ibid.

91. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:616.

92. Ibid., 2:620.

93. Ibid.

94. Al-Razi writes, for instance, that the knower may “become accustomed to the true intellectual beauty” and realize,
upon returning to the world of sense (‘alam al-hiss), that anything that is beautiful is closer to the intelligibles (al-‘agliyyat).
Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, 2:628.
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In this ultimate goal of a complete absorption in the Divine, al-Razi’s description
of the station of “union” (jam°) fits well within the Sufi discourse of al-Razi’s time.
Of the ultimate goal of union, al-Qushayri, for instance, writes:

Thus, separation is witnessing all that is other than God Exalted;
unification (jam’) is witnessing all that is other through God; and the
unification of unification is utter self-dissolution [in God] and the
annihilation (fan@’) of perception of anything other than God Exalted as
Reality (al-hagiqa) overwhelms.”

Al-Kalabadhi too writes of this narrowing—or alternatively, absolute broadening—
of the perception of the seeker. He offers an image of dual receptivity in which
the seeker reaches God, while simultaneously no other aspect of worldly existence
reaches the seeker. “One of the great Sufis said, union (al-ittisal) is when the servant
witnesses none but his Creator, and when no thought reaches his inner self (bi-sirrihi)
save that of his Maker.”*® Al-Hujwiri also emphasizes a simultaneous narrowing and
broadening of vision, writing that “shutting the eye to the phenomenal world leaves
the spiritual vision subsistent.” Al-Ghazali echoes utter devotion as the essence of
Sufism—*“an expression of the heart’s singular attention to God Exalted, and disdain
for all else.””” As al-Razi later affirms, reaching the stage of ultimate union entails a
complete unawareness of a lesser reality.

The Path

Of particular interest regarding the Path to God is the final fasl of the ninth namat
of the Isharat in which Ibn Sina writes that the Truth is accessible to only a few,
and that the ignorant may find these sections of the Isharat laughable. Ending his
commentary on the ninth namat, al-Razi writes:

What is meant is that there are only a very few who are worthy of this

Path. Undoubtedly, the discussions contained in this section are laughable

to the simple-minded. But let this be a warning: if one finds in one’s

heart aversion to this, then he should understand that that is due to his

own deficiency, not to any deficiency in this matter. Truly, Aristotle said

as much when he advised, “Whoever wishes to begin in this discipline

(sind‘a) must invent another fitra for himself.”®

Who, then, are those few who are able to tread this particular Path (themselves
named using Sufi terms for seekers, including, talib, salik, and murid)? Al-Razi’s
differentiation between various types of wayfarers, and the suitability of differing
kinds of riyada depending on the person, illustrates that there are few who would
not benefit from riyada at all. For any seeker who can progress along the path,
some form of riyada is essential to their preparation and progress, and may only
be dispensed with (carefully, and if at all) once the heights of the experience of the
Divine are achieved and maintained without continual practice.

95. Al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 128. Emphasis added.
96. Al-Kalabadhi, Kitab al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, 79.
97. Al-Ghazali, Ihya ‘ulam al-din, 719.

98. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:629.
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We find additional clues as to al-Razi’s understanding of the ideal intellectual-
spiritual path in his I‘tigadat firaq al-Muslimin wa-l-mushrikin in which he elaborates
on various types of Sufi groups, some of which he critiques and others of which
he endorses. His descriptions are brief, but rich, and he is free with his opinion
regarding the various approaches to the Sufi way. Al-Razi names one of the branches
of the Sufis “The Companions of the Truth (haqiga),” and writes that they are “the
best group of all humanity.” “They are a group,” he writes, “who, when they
complete their religious duties, do not commence to complete supererogatory acts
of worship but rather occupy themselves with reflection (fikr) and the abstraction
of the soul (tajrid al-nafs) from bodily associations.”'® In his introduction to his
commentary on the Isharat, al-Razi clarifies that it is “the soul’s abstraction from the
lowly bodily connections” that allows it “to be adorned with the embellishment of
the Truth, the immaterial forms thus revealed to it (tajalli la-ha).”*** His emphasis on
intellectual pursuits is further illustrated in the I‘tigadat when he describes a group
who have lost their way by subscribing to incarnation (hulil)—a note of caution
that also appears in the Sharh al-Isharat.’*® These folk “lack the abundance of the
rational sciences (al-‘ulaim al-‘aqliyya), and thus they imagined (yatawahhamu) that
there occurred in them incarnation (al-huliil) or divine identification (al-ittihad).”**
Thus, al-Razi maintains that the ideal path combines not only the spiritual practices
characteristic of the Sufis, but also the intellectual pursuits of the philosophers.

Al-Razi’s melding of philosophical and Sufi conceptions of the same Truth
is explicit in the Sharh al-Isharat. In his explanation of the nineteenth fasl of the
ninth namat, in describing one of the stages of the ascent, he provides both the
philosophical and Sufi terminology. He writes:

In the tongue of the Philosophers (al-faldsifa), they are “the degrees of
negative practices (dargjat al-riyadat al-salbiyya),”** and in the tongue of
the True Sufis (muhaqqiqi al-siifiyya), they are “the levels of being shaped
by the characteristics of Majesty.” “The degrees of positive practices
(darajat al-riyadat al-ijabiyya)” are called by the True [Sufis] “rising
through the ranks of beauty,” this being molded with the noble manners
of God to the degree possible for the human being. That is, the human
being becomes benevolent, beneficent, gentle, and compassionate, this
being the station (magam) of union (jam¢).1*

While the terminology cited by al-Razi differs, the signified remains the same. Al-
Razi’s cosmology is a melding of the philosophical and theological, recognizing the
material and immaterial realities presented by the philosophical tradition yet with
union with God being the ultimate goal of the seeker’s journey. For al-Razi, jam¢

99. Al-Razi, I'tigadat firaq al-Muslimin wa-l-mushrikin, 73.

100. Ibid., 72-73.
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102. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:606.

103. Al-Razi, Itigadat firaq al-Muslimin wa-l-mushrikin, 73.
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(salbun min wajh) because it allows the soul to fully separate from the body and experience eternal pleasure, receiving the full
impression of the eternal beauty of the intelligible realm. Abt ‘Ali Husayn Ibn Sina, Kitab al-Hidaya, ed. Muhammad ‘Abduh
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Qahira al-Haditha, 1974), 305.

105. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:622.
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(union) signifies a “complete absorption” (istighraq tamm) in the Divine such that
one’s attention to all else fades to nonexistence; along with farq (separation), he
writes, it is a key concept (though interpreted in many ways) common to all Sufis.'®®

That true Sufis tread the Path to God is obvious. But what of the philosophers?
We may return to his initial taxonomy of the four kinds of “seekers of the Path
(tariga)” to further probe the way in which al-Razi understands philosophical
pursuits to be part and parcel of the Path to God. Again, the first type of seeker is
one who “practiced” metaphysics such that they were drawn to the loftier realm
and carried, ultimately, to the practice of riyada.'”” In the initial taxonomy, al-
Razi fully incorporates those who arrive at a super-rational connection with God
through study of metaphysics into the Path.

Al-Razi chooses, too, to conclude his commentary on these sections on the
stations of the seekers and the use of riyada with a quote which he attributes to
Aristotle: “Whoever wishes to begin in this discipline (sind‘a) must invent another
fitra for himself.”'®® This quotation resurfaces as a favorite in other works; in Ta’sis
al-taqdis, written roughly twenty years after the Sharh al-Isharat,'® al-Razi concludes
his first chapter on the inability of the senses to prove the existence of God with the
same quotation, which he there attributes to Aristotle’s book on metaphysics (al-
ilahiyyat),'*® and we will later discuss the citation of the same saying in his discussion
of riyada in his last work, al-Matalib al-‘aliya. We may speculate that the meaning
of this new fitra is the turning, particularly of the intellectual seeker, towards the
immaterial realm; in some, this orientation is innate, while in others, this new fitra
is formed and developed through assiduous study accompanied, subsequently,
with the use of riyada.

In the continuous empbhasis on this saying of the great Stagirite, al-Razi implies
that Aristotle, too, was a seeker on this Path. Such an open-minded vision of the
Path is stressed from the very beginning of al-Razi’s commentary, as he states
in his introduction that the best of all humanity are those in possession of “true
knowledge (al-‘ulam al-haqigiyya) and certain pursuits (al-matalib al-yaqiniyya) which
do not differ with variances in time and place, and do not change with the shifting
of religious codes and religions.”"! Indeed, while the Divine object is singular and
the Path moves in one direction, the ways are many.

Not all philosophers are welcomed into this elite fold. For one, the ultimate goal
is not the knowledge of God itself, but purely God; knowledge of God is merely
a means to the Divine.!”? Knowledge, too, can be a form of excess, when what is

106. Ibid.

107. Ibid., 2:603.

108. Ibid., 2:629.

109. Altas dates Ta’sis al-taqdis to 598/1202, and Griffel to 596/1199-1200. Altas, “Fahreddin er-Razi Eserlerinin
Kronolojisi,” 153; Frank Griffel, “On Fakhr al-Din al-Razl’s Life and the Patronage He Received,” Journal of Islamic Studies 18,
no. 3 (2007): 344.

110. Al-Razi, Asas al-taqdis (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyyat al-Azhariyya, 1986), 25. 1 have not been able to find this quotation
in extant translations of the Metaphysics which are preserved in Ibn Rushd’s Tafsir. On the translations of the Metaphysics
into Arabic (extant and not extant), see Amos Bertolacci, “On the Arabic Translations of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,” Arabic
Sciences and Philosophy 15, no. 2 (2005): 241-75.

111. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, 1:1-2.

112. 1bid., 2:623. In this, al-Razi follows Ibn Sina, who states in the twentieth section of the ninth namat that “he who
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amassed does not feed one’s striving towards the immaterial and the divine.'
The division between rationality and wisdom is further emphasized in al-Razi’s
consideration of the intellectuals’ (al-ugala’) doubt of the efficacy of riyada, as
opposed to the view of those who have achieved truth (al-muhaqgqiqiin) on the matter.
There, however, the muhaqqiqgin endorse the philosophical ethics and psychology
by which the external senses and the irascible and concupiscent faculties must be
made submissive to the rational faculty, realizing that riyada is a means to ensure
the intellect’s domination of lower aspects of the self.!*

Not all philosophers, then, are wayfarers—and not all wayfarers are
philosophers. The second type of seeker is unstudied and naive, and yet their
innate fitra naturally inclines towards the upper realm, a leaning further
refined by certain types of riyada (such as sama‘ and fikr) and the guidance of a
true Shaykh. At some points in his commentary, we see al-Razi referencing
traditional Sufi figures as authorities in the Path. In doing so, he is following Ibn
Sind’s lead. When Ibn Sina refers to Sufi terminology, he frames it in the third
person plural (“they say,” “they call this,” etc.). In his commentary upon the
text, al-Razi attributes these references to “the companions of this path.”** This
does not confer absolute reliability, for some “companions of riyada” have gone
astray from the Path and thus suffered from such false imaginings as incarnation
(al-hulil) and divine identification (al-ittihad), and some supposed shaykhs are in
fact false peddlers of religion."® Al-Razi does reference, though sparsely, stories of
Sufis past, and quotes some sayings of those to whom he refers as True wayfarers,
though often without attribution—an unusual choice when it comes to relaying
stories of the Sufi masters.'’

prefers knowledge (‘irfan) for its own sake [stops short of the One]. Yet he who finds knowledge (irfan) as if it is not found, but
rather finds purely the object of knowledge, delves into the depths of arrival (wusil).” Al-Razi, 2:623.

113. This sentiment echoes that of al-Hujwiri, who balances a valuing of knowledge and warnings of the danger of
ignorance with the simultaneous admonition that knowledge must always be coupled with action (and vice versa).
Knowledge is obligatory insofar as it aids in correct action, yet so too should useless knowledge be avoided. Al-Hujwiri, Kashf
al-Mahjub, 11. While much of al-QusharyT’s al-Risala fi ilm al-tasawwuf is devoted to the veneration of knowledge, this is either
the specific type of knowledge (ilm) that informs correct belief and practice, or it is the cognition (ma‘rifa) of God that is the
goal of Sufi practice. Al-Ghazali, later influenced by both seekers, warns too of spiritually useless knowledge in the Kitab al-
Glm of his Thya ‘ulim al-din. He admonishes that only knowledge that is beneficial for the hereafter, and that draws one to acts
of obediences (ta‘at), should be pursued. Knowledge that is unconnected to this spiritual aim, and that instead encourages
worldly debates, should be avoided.

114. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 2:612.

115. See also al-Razi’s treatment of the term awgat in the ninth section, ibid., 2:617.

116. Al-Razi, 2:606. Al-Razi’s denial of hulal and ittihad, and his implicit critique here of al-Hallaj’s legacy (though received
more positively in his Tafsir), echoes al-Ghazali’s Ihya uliim al-din, in which he remarks that the stage of unveilings in which
one’s self becomes like a mirror of the Divine can lead to the “imagining (khayal) of those who claim incarnation (huliil) and
divine identification (ittihad), and say, ‘I am the Real’ (and al-haqq).” Al-Ghazali, Ihya’ ulam al-din, 765.

117. In his treatment of the fifteenth section, for instance, al-Razi writes, “Those who have realized the Truth (al-
muhaqqiqun) of this Path said, ‘We have seen nothing after which we did not see God. And when they ascended a bit, they
said, ‘We saw nothing with which we did not see God. They ascended a bit more, then said, ‘We saw nothing before which we
did not see God.’ They then ascended to the point at which they saw nothing save God.” Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat,
2:619. A similar description of levels of vision of seeing God in, or before, all else perceived is to be found in al-Kalabadhi;
see al-Kalabadhi, Kitab al-Ta‘arruf li-madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, 38. Al-Razl’s primary sources for the handful of stories that he
relays are likely al-Qushayri and al-Ghazali. He quotes al-Qushayrf’s tale of Majniin bani ‘Amir word for word; see al-Razi,
Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, 2:616; al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 400. He also paraphrases a story (a clever quip about
the buying of cucumbers) told by both, though its phrasing is closer to that of al-Ghazali; see al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-l-
tanbihat, 2:617; al-Ghazali, Ihy@ ‘ulam al-din, 755; al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, 427.
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Continued Influence and Development
on Riyada

Al-Razi’s commentaries on Ibn Sina’s works are in some ways problematic. It is
difficult at times to decipher whether al-Razi is giving his own opinion or merely
elucidating what he understands to be Ibn Sina’s position. Yet there are clues, even
before we look to al-Razi’s absorption of these ideas in his later works, that he
fully endorses the use of riyada to strengthen the mastery of the rational soul in

an intellectual-spiritual Path that leads one through the upper realm and to God.

Al-Razi introduces al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat as a text that is dense, terse, and
obscure, but that also contains wonderous wisdom. The task of mining the secrets
of this work is one taken up and failed by many, and it represents a challenge
to which al-Razi rises after, he notes, having already studied much of Ibn Sina’s
corpus.’® Beyond his general praise for the Isharat, the ninth namat stands apart
as particularly worthy of al-Razl’s interest. Describing this section in his later
summary of the Isharat (Lubab al-Isharat), he writes, “This chapter does not readily
accept being excerpted, for it is already truly excellent. And what are the most
beautiful parts of a thing that is entirely beautiful? We have, however, still gleaned
the choicest sections of it.”***

His explorations in these sections of the Isharat grant an interpretation that is
entirely centered within al-Razi’s, rather than Ibn Sina’s, cosmology—this being a
view that fully incorporates philosophical, theological, and Sufi concepts and ideas.
Al-Razi adopts the philosophical understanding of distinct sensible and intelligible
realms with the human being existing in between these worlds, and advocates for
the use of riyada to achieve closeness to God. The ultimate goal is not to arrive
at uninterrupted conjunction with the Active Intellect to actualize a pure state of
knowing (as some have interpreted the object of Ibn Sina’s text to be), but rather
the pure arrival at the Divine, losing consciousness of all else.

We also find meaningful developments in later texts that indicate the long life
of the ideas explored in his Sharh al-Isharat. Written over twenty years after his
Sharh al-Isharat wa-Il-tanbihat, al-Razi echoes many of the same notions regarding
the various natures of human beings in these holy pursuits, and the use of riyada
to aid one in the Path, in al-Matalib al-Gliya. In a section of the introduction to the
Matalib devoted to the question of paths (tariqa) to holy cognitions, al-Razi explicitly
divides the way (tarig) into two routes (wajhayn) as revealed to “the masters
of insight” (arbab al-bas@’ir). The first is the path (tarigat) of the companions of
theoretical inquiry and inferential reasoning (al-nazar wa-l-istidlal), and the second
is the path (tarigat) of the companions of spiritual practice and striving (al-riyada
wa-l-mujahada).’ The first path is explicitly those of the philosophers, the “sages
of metaphysics” who infer the existence of the Necessary of Existence by virtue of
its Essence (wajib al-wujid li-dhatihi) from the states of the contingent beings (al-
mumkinat). Describing the second path of those who employ riyada, al-Razi writes:

118. Al-Razi, Sharh al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, 1:2.
119. Al-Razi, Lubab al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyyat al-Azhariyya, 1986), 187.
120. Al-Razi, al-Matalib al-dliya, 1:53.
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It is the verified, conquering, wondrous path, for if the human being
labors in purifying (bi-tasfiya) their heart of the invocation (dhikr) of not-
God (dhikr ghayr illahi), and persists with the tongue of both their body
and their spirit in the invocation (dhikr) [of God], light, illumination, an
overpowering state, and a lofty power occur in their heart, and lofty lights
and divine secrets are revealed to the substance (jawhar) of the soul.'*!

As in the Sharh al-Isharat, al-Razi writes of the varying innate capacities for these
holy pursuits, with some naturally inclining towards the spiritual realm, and others
towards that which is lowly and material. He compares these innate natures to the
contents of mountains, with some harboring deposits of various types of material,
from the precious to the base, and some void of any deposits entirely. Depending on
the value of their innate natures, riydda may prove much work and little gain—yet
it is still the tool of choice by which to mine the valuable spiritual inclinations and
cognitions within.'*

In this section of the Matdlib in which al-Razi describes the inculcation of innate
inclination towards the immaterial, al-Razi refers to the same quote from Aristotle
as is cited in the conclusion of his commentary on the ninth namat of the Sharh al-
Isharat. In the Matalib, he writes:

Aristotle said that whoever wishes to begin seeking these divine cognitions
(al-ma‘arif al-ilahiyya) must invent another fitra for themself, His intending
meaning is that the person exerts themselves in abstracting their intellect
from the connections of sensation, estimation, and imagination.'?

A clear continuation between the Sharh al-Isharat and al-Razi’s last work is evident
in this section, both in the use of the same saying and in the framing of riyada as
working to subordinate the lower faculties to the intellect. The parallels continue
in the Matalib, as al-Razi details the soul’s disengagement with the body and the
material realm in the second station to allow it to become occupied solely with God.

As in the Sharh al-Isharat, in which al-Razi writes that the ideal seeker combines
the metaphysical pursuits with innate capacity, in the Matalib, he notes that the
ideal way combines the path of theoretical inquiry with that of riyada. He writes:

As for the third station of those considered in this matter: if the master
of riyada were lacking the path (tariq) of theoretical inquiry (al-nazar) and
inferential reasoning (al-istidlal), then perhaps, in [their traversing] the
degrees of riyadat, powerful unveilings and lofty, overpowering states
may be revealed to them, which they would be convinced represented
the absolute end of the unveilings, and the terminal states of the degrees
[of cognitions]. And that [conviction] would become a hindrance for their
arriving at that which they seek. But if they were to practice the path
(tarigat) of theoretical inquiry (al-nazar) and inferential reasoning (al-
istidlal), and were to distinguish the station that is impossible from that
which is possible, they would be preserved from this deception. If the
person were destined to be perfect in the path of intellectual reasoning,

121. Tbid., 1:54.
122. 1Tbid., 1:55-56.
123. Ibid., 1:57.
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was blessed with perfection in the path of self-purification (al-tasfiya) and
riyada, and their soul was innately (fi mabda’ al-fitra) supreme in aptness
for these states, then that human being would reach the absolute heights
in these paths of ascent. It was transmitted from Aristotle that he said, “I
was drinking without being sated. When I drank from this sea, I was sated
with such satisfaction that after that there was no thirst.”'*

Thus, al-Razi’s explorations in the Sharh al-Isharat of two ways on the Path to God
are born out again in his last work. While he does not detail the kinds of riyada to
be practiced in the Matalib, we may look back to the Sharh al-Isharat for clues as to
the types of Sufi practices that he theorized one could adopt to produce the inner
harmony required for the fullest achievements of these metaphysical pursuits.'*

Conclusion

Al-Razi’s development of a two-fold path to knowledge of God accessible through
both the intellect and spiritual striving integrates riyada as a fundamental practice
for both the intellectual and spiritual ways on the Path to God. While a source
of tension in his later writings, al-Razi maintained the possibility in his Sharh al-
Isharat for the intellect, when aided by riyada, to delve into the Divine presence and
attain the singularly transformative knowledge of God.

The power ascribed to the intellect when combined with riyada proved the
source of considerable tension with contemporary Sufi thinkers.’* Included in the
polemic against al-Razi is one popular story that al-Razi searched out the great
Sufi Najm al-Din al-Kubra (d. 618/1221) and asked that he guide him, yet when al-
Kubra began to extract al-Razi’s knowledge that he had gained by book learning
from his soul, al-Razi could not abide it and fled.'” While the details of such a
meeting are of doubtful authenticity, we do have access to two letters written
to al-Razi by two important Sufi thinkers of the time, Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240)
and Shihab al-Din ‘Umar al-Suhrawardi (d. 632/1234). In his letter to al-Razi, al-

124. Tbid., 1:58-59.

125. Al-Razi does, however, write in the Matalib of dietary restrictions as a tool for self-purification. One who seeks to
perfect this science must be vegetarian, and should also limit intake of bread, salt, and vegetables, for limiting enjoyment of
food allows the soul to separate from this-worldly desires and to return to its original nature (fitra). Ibid., 8:164.

126. As Rustom notes, al-Razi had “become a sort of representative of the excessively cerebral scholar who was blind to
spiritual truths because he could not see past his bookishness.” Mohammed Rustom, “Ibn ‘Arabi’s Letter to Fakhr al-Din al-
Razi: A Study and Translation,” Journal of Islamic Studies 25, no. 2 (2014): 115. For instance, while also recognizing his intellectual
prowess, Rimi’s (d. 672/1273) spiritual guide, Shams-e Tabrizi, dismissed al-Razi as the most arrogant of apostates, for al-Razi
would say “Mohammed-e Tazi"—Mohammed the Arabian, i.e., the Prophet—*“says this, and Mohammed-e Razi says thus”
(RGimi M4:3354-7 as translated in Franklin Lewis, Rumi: Past and Present, East and West (Oxford; Boston: Oneworld, 2000), 58).
RUmi himself alludes to al-Razi as a prideful hyper-rationalist in two poems in his Masnavi. In the first, he refers to “the
philosopher” who repented on his deathbed (as al-Razi debatably did, but famously so, in his wasiyya) and admitted that “We
charged our mental steed too hard and fast / In pride we raised our head above all men / and swam in vain imagination’s
sea / But nothing here, in the vast sea of soul, / can swim; Noah’s ship’s the only savior.” (M4:3354-7, Lewis, 59). The second
refers to al-Razi by name. Rimi writes: “If reason clearly saw its way along, / then on faith’s truth had Razi zeroed in! But
‘he who has not tasted does not know, / and so his fancy reason just confused him” (M5:4144-5, ibid.). Nor did Baha> al-Din
(d. 661/1262) approve of al-Raz, specifically finding fault with his closeness to various rulers; Baha> al-Din referred to both
al-Razi and the Khwarazmshah as theological “deviants” (mobtade) (Bah 1:82, 245-6, ibid.).

127. Rustom, “Ibn ‘Arabi’s Letter to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,)” 1. Shihadeh treats two accounts of this meeting, one recorded
by Musannifak, a descendent of al-Razi, and another by Ibn Taymiyya, who relied on the account of al-Magqdisi. He concludes
that there can be little doubt that al-Kubra and al-Razi did meet at an earlier stage in al-Razi’s life, though he doubts that
this had a lasting influence on al-Razi’s later Sufi developments. See Shihadeh, “The Mystic and the Sceptic in Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi,” 103-6.
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Suhrawardi subtly exhorts al-Razi to join knowledge with action, and action
with knowledge; his intellectual understanding should not exist abstracted from
the world but should be manifested as lived expression. He also writes against
apodictic demonstration in favor of observing the rites of the community, saying,
“For apodictic demonstration (burhan) is for thoughts, and witnessing (%iyan) is for
[divine] secrets. No demonstration-sign (burhdn daldla) nor demonstration-reason
(burhan €lla), but rather, observance is for the rites (sha‘@ir) of the community
(umma).”?® He stresses humility, writing that one must undergo exoneration and
atonement to ascend the ladder of apology, and only then dive into the secrets of
the divine.'”

Ibn ‘Arabi’s letter to al-Razi explicitly chastises him for theorizing the intellect’s
access to God through discursive thought. He echoes al-Razi’s impulse that
obtaining knowledge is the height of human perfection,** but writes that he should
not waste his life in the pursuit of knowledge (ma‘rifa) of that which is created and
its intricacies. Ibn ‘Arabi exhorts al-Razi to recognize the weakness of the single
human intellect, and its inability to ascend to the Creator through rationality
alone. Knowledge of God is different from knowledge of the existence of God, and
“God (great and glorious) is too exalted to be known by the intellect’s [powers
of] reflection and rational consideration (nazar). An intelligent person should
empty his heart of reflection when he wants to know God by way of witnessing
(mushahada).”* Specifically addressing al-Razi’s understanding of the mechanics
of divine inspiration, Ibn ‘Arabi insists that the intellect, whose knowledge is
illuminated through the Universal Soul (al-nafs al-kulliyya), is a poor substitute
for knowledge of God revealed through unveiling (kashf). Further, knowledge of
God cannot be attained by the intellect; one should rather commit oneself to “the
path (tariq) of self-discipline (riyada), inner-struggle (mujahada), and spiritual
retreat (khalwa).**?

Ibn ‘ArabT’s letter goes to great lengths to convince al-Razi by a number of
arguments attempting to illustrate that his faith in the power of rationality is
misplaced. The letter firstly clarifies Ibn ‘Arabi’s own understanding of the role of
intellect as well as the trend among Sufis of limiting the role of intellectual inquiry
in spiritual practice. Yet it also serves as confirmation that even in his own lifetime,
al-Razi was perceived to be actively attempting to merge the spiritual with the
intellectual in his pursuit of knowledge of the divine."*

128. Nasrollah Pourjavady, Di mujaddid: pizhiihish-h@’i dar bara-yi Muhammad-i Ghazzali va-Fakhr-i Razi (Tehran: Markaz-i
Nashr-i Danishgahi, 2002), 516.

129. Ibid.

130. Ibn ‘Arabi writes, “My friend (God grant him success) already knows that the beauty of the human subtle reality (al-
latifa al-insaniyya) can only be [attained] through the divine knowledge (al-ma‘arif al-ilahiyya) that it bears, while its ugliness
is the opposite of this” Mohammed Rustom, “Ibn ‘Arabi’s Letter to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” 16; Ibn ‘Arabi, Majmu‘at Ras@’il Ibn
‘Arabi, ed. Muhyi al-Din ibn ‘Arabi al-Hatimi al-T2’1 (Beirut: Dar al-Mahajja al-Bayda®, 2000), 1:608.

131. Rustom, Mohammed, “Ibn ‘Arabi’s Letter to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” 17; Ibn ‘Arabi, Majmii‘at Rasa@’il Ibn ‘Arabi, 1:609.

132. Rustom, Mohammed, “Ibn ‘ArabT’s Letter to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” 20; Ibn ‘Arabi, Majmi‘at Rasa’il Ibn ‘Arabi, 1:615.

133. As Shihadeh has noted, the letter also portrays al-Razi as one plagued by uncertainty, as it includes an anecdote
relayed by a trusted mutual acquaintance who witnessed al-Razi weeping due to recognizing the falsity of a position he
had held for thirty years, and thus becoming plagued by self-doubt. Shihadeh, “The Mystic and the Sceptic in Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi,” 102-3.
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Such contemporary accounts of al-Razi help us to clarify both his intersections
with other thinkers, and his innovations. He pursued an active merging of
philosophy with Sufism, carefully considering the ways in which Sufi forms of
riyada can strengthen the intellect’s control over lower, material aspects of the self
as per Avicennian psychology, and increase its access to the intelligible realm, as
per Neoplatonic cosmology. In its melding of Sufi concepts with the psychology and
cosmology of the falasifa, al-Razi’'s commentary on the Isharat is far more nuanced
than previously noted. These sections of his commentary further underscore the
importance of Ibn Sina as a spiritual and intellectual leader for al-Razi, as the
intellectual-spiritual tariga encompassed in the Isharat left a lasting imprint on the
development of al-Razi’s particular philosophical theology.

The merging of Sufi concepts and practices with Avicennian philosophy that
emerges in al-Razi’s early commentary represents nascent ideas that al-Razi
continues to ponder and develop over a lifetime. In particular, al-Razi’s later
writings exhibit a tension in his view of the capacity of the intellect to access
spiritual heights, and, as Shihadeh has noted, an increasing propensity towards
skepticism with an acknowledgement of the limits of syllogistic reasoning.'* This
early commentary demonstrates, however, that the intellectual-spiritual approach
to the Path to God that is a robust feature of al-Razi’s philosophical theology
takes root early in his career, along with concrete practices (details of which are
largely absent in later theoretical discussions) that viscerally connect Sufism with
Avicennian philosophy.

We may lastly note that al-Razi’s early creative reinterpretation of key Sufi
practices and concepts through synthesis with the philosophical tradition should
also caution our approach to his use of Sufi terms in his later works. Given that
the Sufi tradition itself is so broad as to defy simple definitions, we should be all
the more meticulous as we read al-Razi’s use of such terms as sirr, ma‘rifa, al-nafs al-
ammdra, and al-nafs al-mutma’inna, or his prescription of such forms of riyada as ‘uzla
and fikr, all of which are provided a unique interpretation in his Sharh al-Isharat.

134. Shihadeh, “The Mystic and the Sceptic in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi.”
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