
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 APPROVED: 

 
Nancy L. Stockdale, Major Professor 
Laura Stern, Committee Member 
Olga Velikanova, Committee Member 
Richard B. McCaslin, Chair of the Department 

of History  
Michael Monticino, Dean of the Robert B. 

Toulouse School of Graduate Studies 

POLEMICS IN MEDIEVAL SUFI BIOGRAPHIES 

Ali Ghafoori, B. A. 

Thesis Prepared for the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 
 

December 2009 



 Ghafoori, Ali. Polemics in Medieval Sufi Biographies.

 The eleventh and twelfth centuries represent a critical formative period for institutions 
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distinct mode of piety that gained widespread acceptance in the aftermath of Mongol invasions in 
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study will argue that the early Sufis were not only preoccupied with locating their own tradition 

within the Islamic orthodoxy but also defining the contours of what constituted acceptable Islam. 

The sources used are predominantly Persian Sufi biographies composed in Khorasan which form 

the main body of historiography of Sufism.   
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INTRODUCTION 

The eleventh century Sufi Abu Ismail Abdullah Ansari attributes to Abu Bakr Waraq the 

observation that “there are three [groups] of people: religious scholars (ʿ ulamaʾ ), 

administrators (ummarā), friends (qurā).1  If scholars are destroyed submission to corruption will 

be inevitable, if the administrators are corrupt, livelihoods will be corrupted, and if the 

corruption is that of the friends [i.e. the Sufis], then morals will be corrupted.”2 While it is hard 

to determine whether by Waraq’s generation3

                                            
1 The majority of personal and place names mentioned in this thesis are Persian. The transliteration followed here is 
based on the guide developed by International Journal of Middle East Studies. See International Journal of Middle 
East Studies, “The IJMES Transliteration Guide,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 
http://web.gc.cuny.edu/ijmes/pages/transliteration.html (accessed October 13, 2009). 
2 Abu Ismail Abdullah Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, ed. Mohammad Sarwar Mawlai (Tehran: Intisharate Tus, 1983), 
320. 
3 None of the sources provide a date of death for this Khorasani Sufi. However, sequential positioning of his 
biography in Qushayri’s Risala indicate late third/ninth or early fourth/tenth centuries. Abd al-Karim ibn Hawazin 
Qushayri, Alexander D. Knysh, and Muhammad S. Eissa. Al-Risala Al-Qushayriyya Fi ʿ ilm Al-Tasawwuf 
(Reading, UK: Garnet Pub, 2007), 53. 

 Sufis had emerged as a distinct group, by the time 

of the compilation of Ansari’s work, the identity had not only taken hold but Sufis had already 

arrogated a position of authority for themselves as guardians of public morality and ethical 

behavior.  More importantly, they began to be seen as such by many within the Muslim 

community as Sufi values began to gradually penetrate the society at all levels thus allowing the 

Sufis to wield extraordinary moral authority. These observations obviate the broader question of 

how and why were the Sufis so successful in attaining such prominence. Within this larger 

project, a narrowly conceived proposition is how did the Sufis conceive and perpetuate their own 

role through their texts? Also given the flexibility of Sufi identity (which often intersected with 

the ʿ ulamaʾ ) what role did they play in the consolidation of institutions that defined later Sunni 

Islam? How could a geographically widespread community of Sufis define and maintain group 

identities and boundaries?  This study seeks to contribute towards addressing these questions by 
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detecting and contextualizing themes in texts that were at once conceived as historical and also 

carried normative implications.  

Political Developments 

Mohammad’s unexpected death on June 8, 632, after a brief period of illness plunged the 

Muslim community into political crisis. Watt holds that Mohammad’s own role during his 

lifetime was not well-defined, but his stature was such that few Arabs challenged his authority.4 

Mohammad had not appointed a successor, although Madelung contends that he did wish to 

appoint a member of his own family as an inheritor of the authority of his office based on 

accounts in the Qur’an in which past prophets are succeeded by family members and also the 

prominent position which the Qur’an assigns to the members of the Prophet’s household, the ahl 

al-bayt.5 In any event, Mohammad’s father-in-law and close companion, Abu Bakr, was elected 

as the leader of the community and assumed the title of khalīfat rasūl Allāh (deputy of the 

messenger of God), which at the time was vague and held no consensus on the basis of the usage 

of the term in the Qur’an.6  After Abu Bakr, ʿU mar (634-44)7

                                            
4 William M. Watt, Islamic Political Thought: The Basic Concepts (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1968), 
26. 
5 Wilferd Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad: A Study of the early Caliphat (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 16. 
6 William M. Watt, Islamic Political Thought, 32. 

 became the Caliph and a pattern 

was established for the retention of the leadership within the Quraīsh tribe of which both were 

members, and were supported by other prominent Companions of the Prophet (ṣ aḥ āba). 

ʿ Umar appointed a six member consultative committee (shūrā) that ʿ mān to 

succeed as the third caliph. As Abun-Nasr argues, “Abu Bakr and ʿ Umar emphasized the 

principle that following the Prophet’s practice in the leadership of the community was the 

7 Dates are given according to both the lunar hijra (A.H.) and Julian (A.D.) calendars, as in 797/1395. 
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foundation of the caliph’s authority.”8

 ʿ Usman’s reign (644-56) came at a crucial period and his authority was challenged for—

amongst other reasons—his policy of appointing members of his own clan, the Banu ʿ Umayya 

to important political and administrative posts in the empire. Prominent Companions, including 

the Prophet’s favorite wife ʿ Aʾ isha (and the daughter of Abu Bakr) were actively engaged in 

the rebellion that ended in ʿ Usman’s execution. ʿ Ali with support from Kufan rebels became 

the fourth caliph but could not establish his authority in the face of resistance by ʿ Aʾ isha and 

several other prominent Meccan Companions. After months of uncertainty, ʿ Ali managed to 

defeat the faction in the Battle of Camel (656), but peace proved elusive. Muʿ awiyya, 

ʿ Usman’s cousin and governor of Syria, soon challenged ʿ Ali’s authority and demanded the 

capture of ʿUsm an’s murderers.  Politically weak, ʿ Al i refused to comply with Muʿ awiyya’s 

demand and both factions eventually met in an inconclusive battle at Ṣ iffīn in 657. Eventually 

both parties agreed to arbitration which failed to bring peace as a group known as the Khawārij 

(Secessionists) opposed ʿ Al i’s concession and broke away. Their opposition was driven by the 

perceived damage to the institution of caliphate by ʿ Al i’s compromise. On 661, a khārijite 

 While weakening the claim of the Prophet’s immediate 

family, this principle, once established, proved to be somewhat problematic as almost all the 

Companions could act as potential sources of authority. 

 Over time a tradition of collecting the Prophet’s sayings and actions (the hadith and 

sunna) emerged and became the foundation of authority for the religious scholar class. This 

development created a distinction between the political and religious authorities of the Muslim 

community (umma). The differences were further sharpened as ʿ Umar reserved the authority of 

making military and administrative decisions during the period of conquests beyond Arabia.  

                                            
8 Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, Muslim Communities of Grace: The Sufi Brotherhoods in Islamic Religious Life (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2007), 9. 
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managed to fatally wound ʿ Al i, while Muʿa wiyya escaped a similar attempt and managed to 

consolidate his caliphal claim in Syria.   

 ʿ Ali’s death brought the period of rule by al-Khulafā al-rāshidūn (the Rightly Guided 

Caliphs) to an end. While Muʿ awiyya and his descendants were successful in consolidating the 

caliphal office under their own dynasty, the political upheavals had produced a serious moral 

crisis for the nascent Muslim community. Even the closest of the Prophet’s Companions had 

compromised their moral authority by actively siding with factions or making naked bids for 

power, while the caliph Muʿ awiyya—as a late convert to Islam—had a relatively weak claim to 

the caliphate. As Crone and Hinds note, “allegiance to the caliph was a precondition for 

salvation,” a fact that imparted a deep moral significance to allegiance so that “to give allegiance 

to an imam was to affiliate oneself to a guide who might or might not be a true representative of 

God; it was to choose one’s umma.”9

The ʿAbbas id propaganda successfully manipulated the question of Umayyad legitimacy 

to mobilize Arab settlers and new converts in Khorasan in their bid for caliphal power. Their 

success in 750 was marked by consolidation and centralization of the vast Islamic empire, which 

brought unprecedented wealth and prosperity to the central lands of Islam. The revolution also 

marked the emergence of Khorasan, which was until then a frontier, as an important center of 

Islamic culture and power. Not only did the province provide the military manpower for the 

ʿ Abbasid’s, it was also within the urban centers in Iraq and Khorasan that new forms of social 

organizations, institutions and structures began to take a definite shape. The most notable of 

 It was against this backdrop that independent loci of 

authority began to take shape around the ʿulama ʾ  and the Sufis. 

                                            
9 Patricia Crone and Martin Hinds, God’s Caliphs: Religious Authority in the First Centuries of Islam (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986), 40-41. 
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these groupings were the ʿulama ʾ  and the Sufis, associated with their respective venues of 

learning in law schools (madrasas) and monasteries (khānqāhs). 

Emergence of the Madrasas and the ʿ Ulamaʾ  

 The process occurred primarily between the period A. D. 950-1258 against the backdrop 

of the receding ʿ Abbasid authority that had already seceded military and administrative power 

in A. D. 945 to the Shiʿi Buyid conquerors of Baghdad. 10 The instability and social crisis of this 

period provided further impetus for the formation and growth of these new institutions. This was 

also a period of mass conversions in Khorasan which necessitated the formation of new forms of 

social organization to accommodate an increasingly diverse community of Muslims.11  Aside 

from assuring continuity, the madrasa as an institution of religious learning “represented an 

attempt to organize Islamic education to a degree hitherto unknown in its history, and to define 

the boundaries of religious knowledge (ʿ ilm).”12

As Makdisi has argued, Islamic law developed along lines that emphasized individualism 

with emphasis on ijtihād (scholarly exertion). Initially, this development encouraged the 

coalescence of groups around prominent regional figures which resulted in the emergence of as 

 Sufi khānqāhs served the same purpose in 

defining and standardizing Sufi practices. Crucially, the organized nature of madrasas and 

khānqāhs provided ample opportunities for patronage, which helped multiple view points and 

dispositions to survive.  

                                            
10 The Buyid’s emerged from Khorasan, and as Kennedy notes, the triumph of the Khorasanian dynasty meant the 
further integrationof Khorasan into the Islamic world. Hugh Kennedy, The Early Abbasid Caliphate: A Political 
History (London: Croom Helm, 1981), 195.   
11 For conversions during the 9th and 10th centuries see Richard Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: 
An Essay in Quantitative History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979). 
12 Daphna Ephrat, A Learned Society in a Period of Transition: The Sunni ʿUlama of Eleventh Century Baghdad, 
(New York: State University of New York Press, 2000), 2. 
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many as five hundred personal schools of law.13 The regionalism also manifested itself in the 

development of collections of hadith in different cities; so that travel and collection of hadith 

from these cities became a major pre-occupation of would be scholars and jurists.14 Over time, a 

complex system of authority (isnād) developed that emphasized the reception of oral-reports 

from well-known scholars (s. ʿ ālim, p. ʿ ulamaʾ ). Prospective transmitters had to obtain a 

certificate or permission ( ) for the transmission of the hadith from the scholar. When the 

availability of paper became widespread, a somewhat similar system of transmission and 

authorization was also devised for the new medium.15

 Over time many of the schools disappeared, leaving only four prominent schools (or 

madhāhib): the Hanafiya, the Maliki, the Shafiʿ i and the Hanbali schools. Although law 

remained the central pre-occupation of the madhāhib, they “stand out as a single merger between 

legal concepts, religious attitudes, and social structure.”

 The central preoccupation in both cases 

was the consolidation and retention of ʿ ulamaʾ’s  authority as the arbiters of Islamic law 

(shariʿ a ) that was centered on the Qur’an and supplemented with hadith. 

16 As Makdisi argues, schools of law in 

Islam do not necessarily imply a definite organization or even a uniform doctrine or body of 

law.17 At least among earlier generations of scholars it was fairly common to use multiple legal 

methods.18

                                            
13 George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges: Institutions of Learning in Islam and the West (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1981), 2. 
14 See Richard Bulliet, Islam: The View from the Edge (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994). 
15 Johannes Pederson remains the most authoritative and widely cited author in this field. Johannes Pederson, The 
Arabic Book, ed. Robert Hillenbrand, trans. Geoffrey French (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984). 
16 Nimrod Hurvitz, “From Scholarly Circles to Mass Movements: The Formation of Legal Communities in Islam,” 
The American Historical Review 108, no. 4 (2003): 986. 
17 George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges,1. 
18 Nurit Tsafrir, “Semi-Hanafīs and Hanafi Biographical Sources ,” Studia Islamica, no. 84 (1996): 67. 
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From an administrative point of view the differences in law—not only between the legal 

schools but within them—proved to be a nightmare. According to a story attributed to Waki (d. 

306/918) “in Kufa…a man received three different answers to the same simple question from 

three different Kufan faqīhs [Abu Hanifa. Ibn Shubruma and Ibn Abi Layla].”19 In response, the 

ʿ Abbasid authorities attempted to impose a single body of law by extending their patronage to 

the Muʿ tazilite faction in Hanafi madhhab, who aligned closely with the caliph al-Maʿm un’s 

own rationalist tendencies and also through their emphasis on raʾy  (opinion) gave the caliph the 

widest possible authority.20 During the miḥ na (hardship) which was initiated by al-Maʿm un in 

218/833 and several scholars were rounded up and examined as to whether they believed in the 

doctrine of the created Qur’an.21 The miḥ na came to represent the last direct attempt by the 

caliphal office to impose its authority in the traditional domain of the ʿ ulamaʾ and to arrogate 

to itself the ultimate authority in determining what constitutes the right doctrine in Islam. Until 

that point, the lines of authority were not clear as “governors and judges would write to the 

caliph for instruction on difficult legal points,” 22 and on occasion “even private persons would 

submit petitions concerning legal questions.”23

                                            
19 Cited in Crone and Hinds, God’s Caliph, 86. 
20 Strictly speaking this was less a matter of positive law than theology. Muʿ tazilites as a theological faction found 
room within the Ḥanafī School of law, whereas other schools were dominated by traditionalists or Ashʾ arites. See 
S. D. Goitein, Studies in Islamic History and Institutions (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968), 156-157. 

 The miḥ na ultimately did not achieve its 

objective and its failure consolidated the position of the Sunni ʿulam aʾ  as the ultimate arbiters 

of Islamic law. The progressive weakening of the caliphal office lead the caliph al-Mutawakkil 

21 Mu’tazilites believed in the created Qur’ān. 
21 Mu’tazilites believed in the created Qur’ān. 
22 Crone and Hinds, God’s Caliphs, 46. 
23 Ibid., 47. 
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to lift the miḥ na in a bid for support from the ʿulam aʾ . While Muʿ tazilism was weakened, the 

traditionalist triumph was signified in the emergence of the Hanbali School of law in Baghdad.  

By this time, the madhāhib were no longer a small group of ʿ ulama ʾ  concerned solely 

with matters of law, but large movements with numerous followers whose intellectual interests 

and activities had expanded to include political, social and ideological preoccupations. The 

widening sphere of interest meant that conflicts during this period were not just limited between 

theʿ ulamaʾ  and the state, but also manifested itself in the doctrinal differences over theology 

the regularly spilled into outright conflict between members of the different madhāhib.24 In the 

wake of their failure to impose direct authority, state functionaries began to co-opt the ʿulam aʾ 

through patronizing institutions of learning that by the fourth/tenth century had evolved from 

mosques to fully fledged institutions centered on the teaching of law.25 One of the first instances 

in the development of this relationship occurred in Khorasan around 380/990 when the city of 

Nishapur became the focus of political maneuvering between the Samanid dynasty (based in 

Bukhara) and the Simjurid and Ghaznavid dynasties of Khorasan. To gain legitimacy and 

support amongst the inhabitants of Nishapur, the Ghaznavid’s patronized the Hanafi faction and 

their allies. The resulting disruption in the balance of power only exacerbated the factional 

conflict and lead to outright conflict within the city. Faced with a crisis, the Ghaznavids revised 

their policies and began to patronize both factions within the city.26

The Madrasa Nizamiya established in 459/1067 in Baghdad by the Seljuk vizier Nizam 

al-Mulk represented the development of the madrasa in its mature form as an independent 

 

                                            
24 The conflicts while expressed in terms of doctrinal differences had complex roots. For example, in the case of 
Nishapur, the Ḥanafī and Shafiʿī  schools became the focal point of conflict between competing groups of elites. 
For details see Richard Bulliet, The Patricians of Nishapur (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1972). 
25 George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges, 28-32. 
26 See Richard Bulliet, The Patricians of Nishapur, 18. 
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institution that was supported by a waqf (an endowment established under Islamic private law). 

As noted earlier, the advent and spread of madrasas marked an important phase in the movement 

towards standardization of Islamic law that was helped by the emergence of authoritative 

collections of hadith. 27

It should be emphasized that while madrasas became the focus of intellectual activity in 

religious sciences, the contours of Islamic education continued to remain essentially informal 

and highly flexible with emphasis on personal rather than institutional ties. Furthermore, older 

institutions of learning such as mosques also continued to thrive with their primary focus on the 

study and transmission of hadith. The older tradition of travelling to collect hadith or to meet 

prominent scholars and religious authorities also thrived. 

 Furthermore, the sizeable landholdings and other sources of revenue 

through the waqf allowed madrasas to provide salaries for professors and stipends for students. 

During this period, open hostility between the proponents of the madhāhib ceased and was 

replaced by an attitude of mutual deference and respect.  

28

 The term Sufi was first applied to Abu Hashim ʿ Uthm an b. Sharik of Kufa (d. 160/776) 

but by the third/ninth century it had gained currency and was applied to those who practiced 

“austerity.”

 

The Development of Sufism 

29 The most common etymology points to the word “wool” (ṣ ūf), and the verb 

taṣ awaf means “to put on or to wear a woolen garment.”30

                                            
27 Daphna Ephrat, A Learned Society in a Period of Transition, 2. 
28 Ibid., 8. 
29 A. J. Arberry, Sufism: An Account of the Mystics of Islam (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1956), 35. 
30 Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 5. 

 The Sufis developed from a larger 

renunciant movement that was composed mostly of men and women who went beyond mere 

observance of religious ritual and emphasized fear of God with special attention to purity (hālāl) 
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of food, self-mortification and voluntary effort. As part of their self-improvement process, they 

would also participate in campaigns on the frontiers of the Islamic empire.  In non-Sufi literature, 

between the period of 51/670 to 185/800, there are common references to nussāk (devout [men]), 

zuhhād (world renouncers or ascetics)31, or ubbād (worshippers). 32

 The transition from asceticism to mysticism is not entirely clear, but Christopher 

Melchert points to the doctrine of Zu ʾl -Nun as indicating this shift.

  

33 Other scholars reject 

Melchert’s conclusion as it is based on doctrines attributed to Zu ʾ l -Nun in later Sufi sources.34

 The reorientation of Sufism away from fear to maḥ abba created some tension with 

fellow ascetics and some of the ʿulam aʾ .

  

 Though the exact instance of this transition may not be clear, it is known that by the mid-

ninth century the Sufis of Baghdad began to propound two tenets: (1) the overcoming of one’s 

sinful cravings not out of fear of divine punishment but by the love (maḥ abba) which binds him 

to God, and (2) the total orientation towards God will lead the believer to maʿrifa  (gnosis). One 

of the most well-known proponents of this doctrine was al-Muhasibi.  

35 Ibn Hanbal is said to have instructed his student 

“Nay, show him [al-Muhasibi] no respect, no favor.”36

                                            
31 Zuhd develops as a crucial aspect of Sufism and religiosity as a whole. Leah Kinberg notes “Zuhd is the 
philosophy of life inherent in Islam and according to which any Muslim who considers himself pious—no matter 
what religious current he thinks he belongs to—must behave.” Leah Kinberg, “What is Meant by Zuhd,” Studia 
Islamica, no. 61 (1985): 29.   
32 Ibid.: 6. 
33 Melchert identifies ascetical piety as “obedience to a transcendent God; imposing God’s will on the natural world” 
and mystical piety as being “about communion with an immanent God; about finding God revealed in nature.” 
Christopher Melchert, “The Transition from Asceticism to Mysticism at the Middle of the Ninth Century C.E.,” 
Studia Islamica, no. 83 (1996): 50-51. 
34 See Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 57. 
35 Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, Muslim Communities of Grace, 34. 
36 Josef von Ess, “Sufism and its Opponents. Reflections on Topoi, Tribulations and Transformations,” in Islamic 
Mysticism Contested: Thirteen Centuries of Controversies and Polemics, ed. Frederick de Jong and Bernd Radtke 
(Leiden: Brill, 1999), 28. 

 Upon gaining the ear of the Caliph’s 

mother, a fellow renunciate Ghulam Khalil (d. 257/888-9) brought seventy Sufis of Baghdad on 
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trial for heresy. The consequences of the trial in 264/877-8 were twofold: first, it drove many 

Sufis away from Baghdad into Khorasan, and second under the leadership of Junayd, Sufism was 

re-oriented towards quietism. Junayd, who denied being a Sufi during Ghulam Khalil’s 

inquisition, stressed outwardly acceptable behavior and self-description. According to Melchert, 

as part of this push, Junayd also profoundly modified the Sufi doctrine so that “triads such as 

separation-union-separation (farq-jamʿ -farq) and subsistence-annihilation-subsistence replaced 

such old dichotomies as separation-union and subsistence-annihilation,” a development that 

absolved the Sufis from the charge of incarnationism.37

 Sufis were not the only mystical movements in Islam. During the same period two 

distinct mystical movements took shape in Khorasan: the Malamatiyya (people of the blame) and 

the Karramiyya (the followers of the Sufi Ibn Karram). As Malamud has shown, these two 

groups represented completely different tendencies: the Malamatiyya were primarily based in 

urban centers and emphasized interiorization of religion, acceptable outward appearance and 

behavior, and economic gain (kasb), whereas the Karramiyya were active primarily in rural 

areas, were very vocal and discouraged some forms of economic gain (preaching instead 

complete dependence on God’s will  (tawakūl)).

 With Junayd the formation of classical 

Sufism doctrine was complete. 

38

 Ultimately, it was in Khorasan where the institutions and practices of Sufism took shape. 

Like the madrasas, the first institutions dedicated to Sufism were formed in Khorasan and later 

spread to other parts of the Muslim world. It has been speculated that the development of the 

  The Malamatiyya group was eventually 

absorbed into Baghdādī Sufism, but the Karramiyya movement disappeared. 

                                            
37 Christopher Melchert, “The Hanabila and the Early Sufis,” Arabica 48, Fasc. 3 (2001): 360-361. 
38 Margaret Malamud, “The Politics of Heresy in Medieval Khurasan: The Karramiyya in Nishapur,” Iranian 
Studies  27, no. ¼, in “Religion and Society in Islamic Iran during the Pre-Modern Era” (1994): 41. 
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Sufi khānqāh had similar effects to that of the madrasa, i.e. “formed within the regular 

organization of Islam, the khānqāhs were probably designed by their founders to replace the 

esoteric and mystical congregations which aroused the reaction of legal scholars, and to make 

Sufi associations more respectable.”39

 Malamud argues that until the 10th and 11th centuries, “Sufis had been outside the 

mainstream of Islamic social life and institutions,” but were accepted into the mainstream when 

they participated in the “activities, practices and institutions of the ʿ ulamaʾ . ”

 

Motivations for this Study 

40 The parameters 

of Sufism’s involvement in the madrasas of early Khorasan or their relationship with the 

ʿ ulamaʾ are not entirely clear .41

The sources examined are Sufi biographical dictionaries that were compiled in Khorasan 

during this crucial period. As noted earlier, Khorasan was crucial in the development of later 

trends in Islam through the early encounters with Turkish nomads who gradually came to 

dominate Muslim societies as the military elite, and also because of the major cities of Merv, 

Balkh, Herat and Nishapur that formed the corners of the quadrangle that defined Khorasan to 

 This study will seek to demonstrate that the Sufis actively 

participated in the polemical debates that helped to shape the boundaries and determine the 

membership of the madhāhīb and structures of authority. It will further argue that while they 

were keen to position themselves within the accepted form of Sunni Islam, they also shared a 

broader concern in defining and delimiting the premises of what constituted acceptable Sunni 

Islam.  

                                            
39 Daphna Ephrat, A Learned Society in a Period of Transition, 3. 
40 Margaret Malamud, “Sufi Organizations and Structures of Authority in Medieval Nishapur,” International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 26, no. 3 (August 1994): 427. 
41 Christopher Melchert, “Sufis and Competing Movements in Nishapur,” Iran 39 (2001): 242. 
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the medieval geographers. As Bulliet42 and Gilbert43 confirm, in the late 11th and early 12th 

centuries a wave of scholars from Khorasan emerged to populate the professorships to the newly 

established madrasas in Egypt and Syria. It was also within the same period that places for Sufi 

education and practice (khānqāhs, ribāts (convents) and zāwiyas (monasteries)) began to appear 

in Syria between 468/1076 and 658/1260 indicating that Sufism spread from westward from 

Khorasan along with the migration of the ʿ ulama ʾ .44

Persian poetry, and particularly mystical poetry (whose wings are too heavy with beauty, 
as someone said) developed at a time when Arabic poetry, on the whole, was on the 
decline. Mystical ideas and feelings had been alive in Iran from the early days of Islam; 
eastern Iran, Khorasan, and present day Afghanistan were the homes of the first ascetic 
movements in Islam, which perhaps were influenced in some way by Buddhism, whose 
old center was Bactria. During the ʿAbbas īd period many Persian-born mystics came to 
Iraq, and did Persian courtiers and politicians…

 Schimmel summarizes the importance of 

Khorasan to the development of Sufism as follows: 

45

  

 
 

In addition to mystic poetry, the Sufis also composed many other works in Persian, some of 

which form the nucleus of Sufi historiography and will be discussed in the following chapter. 

                                            
42 See Chapter 9 in Richard Bulliet, Islam: The View from the Edge.  
43 Joan E. Gilbert, “Institutionalization of Muslim Scholarship and Professionalization of the ʿ Ulamaʾ  in Medieval 
Damascus,” Studia Islamica, no. 52 (1980): 122. 
44 Ibid.: 117-118. 
45 Annemarie Schimmel, As Through a Veil: Mystical Poetry in Islam (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1982), 51. 



14 
 

THE SOURCES 

The Development of Historiographical Genres 

In discussing the history of early Islam, Crone remarks “pre-Mongol Muslim society is in 

general characterized by a predominance of informal over formal organization.”46 The crucial 

difference between the pre and post-Mongol Muslim societies is the maturity and entrenchment 

of institutions that had begun to develop in the Abbasid era. The fluidity of institutions is also 

reflected in the historiographical production of the period when history itself did not constitute a 

genre and no genre was assigned to history; rather, history was written in several genres. In such 

settings, as Narayaranravu, Shulman and Subrahmanyam have observed, “what constitutes 

history is not a given, in some universal sense, but practices specific to time and place.”47

Rosenthal traces the predominant forms of Islamic historiography (annalistic and 

biographic) to the pre-Islamic tradition of khabar history. Originating in the battle-day narratives 

(ayyām al-ārab) of pre-Islamic Arabia, a khabar is the description of a single event that is 

generally preceded by a chain of transmitters and is typically limited to only a few pages. 

 The 

preference for one genre or form for historical writing changed overtime reflecting the rapid 

social and political changes of the first three centuries of Islam as the Muslim polity underwent a 

major transformation from a predominantly Arab regional tribal alliance to a vast, multi-cultural 

and urban centered empire. The composition of each genre was defined by certain conventions, 

characteristics and types that appealed to particular communities of interest.  

                                            
46 Crone and Hinds, God’s Caliphs, 108. 
47 Velceru Narayanaravu, David D. Shulman, and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, Textures of Time: Writing History in 
South, India 1600-1800 (Delhi: Permanent Black, 2001), 5. 



15 
 

Resembling a short-story, a khabar is also typically self-contained and does not refer to other 

events, nor is there any attempt to causally link events.48

According to Franz Rosenthal, khabar became an integral part of almost all later forms of 

Muslim historiography.

  

49 The annalistic form emerged soon after the early conquests wherein 

events are enumerated under the heading of years. The genre achieved its maturity with the 

works of Tabari (d. 302/914/915) and Yaqub b. Sufyan (d. 227/891). It was also during this 

period that the use of the term ta’rīkh became current for works of history.50 Rosenthal identifies 

the defining characteristic of annalistic forms to be its concern “with facts, bare facts, which 

were, or at least were in theory, recorded by contemporary sources and could not be corrected, 

improved, enlarged by any later writer.”51

The second dominant form of historiographical production is represented by the ṭ abaqāt 

text. Ṭ abaqāh refers to “layer” and as such each layer in the ṭ abaqāt text represents “people 

belonging to one layer or class in the chronological succession of generations.”

  

52 As a rule, the 

entries in the ṭ abaqāt were arranged alphabetically. The exact length of a ṭ abaqāh varied, but 

forty years was a common span the use of which was justified through an appeal to a Prophetic 

hadith.53

                                            
48 Franz Rosenthal, A History of Muslim Historiography (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968), 66. 
49Ibid., 70. 
50 Ibid., 74. 
51 Ibid., 81. 
52 Ibid., 93. 
53 “My nation consists of five ṭ abaqāt, each of which is forty years.” Quoted in Franz Rosenthal, A History of 
Muslim Historiography, 93. 

 Rosenthal ascribes the development of the ṭ abaqāt genre to the “natural consequence 

of the concept of the ‘Men around Muhammad,’” and suggested its parallel development with 

the isnād criticism of the science of hadith in the second century of hijra. Later on, the genre 

expanded to include representatives of other groups as well.  
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Commenting on the historiographical utility of ṭ abaqāt for modern scholarship, 

Rosenthal notes that it is “extremely difficult for the historically minded to find in them what 

they were looking for. In the famous Tabaqat al-Fuqaha of Abu Ishaq ash-shirazi, one needs 

about as much information in order to be able to locate a particular biography as one might 

expect to find in that biography once one has succeeded in locating it.”54 Rosenthal insists that 

there is little of historiographical value in biographies, and that their relevance is limited only to 

traditionist scholars.55

The biography of Muhammad is crucial in the development of Islam since it forms the 

important pillar of religious law. The acceptability of what was transmitted as information about 

the life of the Prophet Muhammad was determined by the data of the transmitters’ life. 

Furthermore, “all Muslims shared in the firm conviction that all politics was the work of 

individuals and understandable in the light of their personal qualities and experiences … history 

has become almost synonymous with biography.”

  

56

Biographical data was handed down in short, independent units that were easily 
memorized and transmitted orally. Anecdotes typically involve no more than two 
characters with well-defined roles in a simple story consisting of one major action or 

 A typical biography thus starts with birth 

and ends in death. While the content of biographies varied and was generally specified by 

profession, for a compiler it was common to enumerate a list of their teachers, travels and 

traditions transmitted, and bibliographies of published works. In addition, ethical and intellectual 

qualities were presented through stories or anecdotes. According to Losensky, the development 

of the contents of biographies was also shaped by their intended use for transmission of 

information. He notes: 

                                            
54 Ibid., 94-95. 
55 Traditionist scholar or muhaddīth referred to scholars who primarily focused on the study of hadith. Ibid., 95. 
56 Franz Rosenthal, A History of Muslim Historiography, 101. 
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discovery.57

Tarif Khalidi traces the development of ṭ abaqāt as a historical genre to the works of the 

early historians Waqidi (d. 207/823) and Ibn Saʿd (d. 230.845). These scholars conceived the 

role of the ṭ abaqāt as an ordering of “generations [to] provide the continuity between the then 

and the now and confer structure and meaning upon the material assembled,” and the impulse 

may have been to affirm the apostolic truth of the Prophet’s companions who spread throughout 

major cities so that a reader would comprehend the ṭ abaqāt as “here are the believers, arranged 

in ranks and with their women praying behind them.”

 
 

58

Michael Cooperson further elaborates on the role of the ṭ abaqāt as not only a register 

for commemoration of individual lives but also as a medium “to demonstrate the legitimacy of 

the group’s chosen enterprise as well as the place of individuals within the tradition.”

 

59 He 

confirms that the genre did not develop only among hadith-scholars, but among the akhbārīs 

(transmitters of akhbār). From its akhbār roots in the 200/800, the genre was taken up by other 

professions. However, “common within all these traditions was the notion of descent, now 

understood as a metaphorical rather than a literal genealogy,” which was not only preoccupied 

with unbroken transmission but also the transmission of knowledge.60 As a matter of their self-

definition as a group and their preoccupation with the veracity of hadith, the hadith scholars, 

sought to introduce elements of isnād into the biographies.61

                                            
57 Farid ad-Din Attar, Memorial of God's Friends, trans. by  Paul Losensky (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 2009), 18. 
58 Tarif Khalidi, Arabic Historical Though in the Classical Period (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 
46. 
59 Michael Cooperson, Classical Arabic Biography: The Heirs of the Prophet in the Age of al-Maʿmūn  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 6. 
60 Ibid., 6-7. 
61 Ibid., xii. 
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Cooperson proposes the ṭ āifa model for understanding the preoccupations of the Sufi 

biographers that focuses on “hiership to the Prophet.”62 The Sufis were amongst the first Islamic 

groups to propose distinctive functions among different constituents of Prophets heirs. The first 

articulation of this concept appears to be that of Abu Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988-89), who 

suggests three groups: hadith scholars, legists and Sufis. Ultimately, Cooperson argues, “the 

division-of-labor model eventually became the most productive paradigm for collective 

biography,” and the most common term used for collectivities was the ṭ āifa which came to 

suggest a “group entrusted with an exclusive body of knowledge or characteristics.”63

Occupying a space outside the dominant medium of annalistic historiography, 

biographical dictionaries became mediums for expressing opinions and their focus on individuals 

(rather than events) made them a repository of specific concerns.

 

64 Since the organization of 

material is generally not chronological but thematic, it has been argued that “it is not the unique 

development of the individual’s character, world view or emotions that concerns the authors,”65

Widely recognized pious Muslims were the crucial building blocks of Islamic moral 
traditions and biographies were a means of saving for posterity the values and ideals of 
conduct that outstandingly pious individuals embodies. The huge choice of pious 
individuals gave this genre a great deal of flexibility and enabled the authors of 
biographies to articulate and disseminate the most subtle moral nuances.

 

but the admirable example of conduct. Hurvitz underlines the significance of biographies as 

follows, 

66

                                            
62 Ibid., 13. 
63 Ibid., 14-15. 
64 See for example Donald Little, “The Historical and Historiographical Significance of the Detention of Ibn 
Taymiyya,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 4, no. 3 (July 1973): pp.311-327. 
65 Nimrod Hurvitz, “Biographies and Mild Asceticism: A Study of Islamic Moral Imagination,” Studia Islamica, no. 
85 (1997): 45. 
66 Ibid., 65. 
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 In tracing the development of the biography of al-Khatib al-Baghdadi in twenty-two 

biographical collections, Fedwa Malti-Douglas has identified several strategies for avoiding 

controversies in biographical notices. These include, (1) avoiding the inclusion of any potentially 

embarrassing data, (2) accepting the historicity of an event or incident but excusing it or casting 

it as not blameworthy, and (3) replacing the controversial segment with another in order to 

explain the facts. Generally dreams became ideal vehicles for reworking controversial 

biographical segments and legitimizing behavior or doctrine.67

The dream, thus, can enjoy the status of a sign even before its incorporation in the notice. 
A dream in a biographical notice can, therefore, link two semiotic perspectives. First, it is 
a sign to the dreamer and then second, by its integration in a given notice, it becomes a 
sign within the semiotic system of the biography.

   

 Malti-Douglas further notes, that in the context of biographies, dreams can possess great 

semiotic potential, 

68

Dreams possessed an objective reality and could be used to show the status of someone in 

the after-life. Hence, they could be used as “biographical datum,” since the underlying 

assumption was that it was the person himself conveying the information through dreams from 

the afterlife. 

 
 

69

 As real and objective experiences, “the cognitive power of the dream does not present an 

epistemological problem”

 

70

                                            
67 Fedwa Malti-Douglas, “Controversy and Its Effects in the Biographical Tradition of al-Khatib al-Baghdadi,” 
Studia Islamica, no. 46 (1977): 123-129. 
68 Fedwa Malti-Douglas, “Dreams, the Blind and the Semiotics of the Biographical Notice,” Studia Islamica, no. 51 
(1980): 143. 
69 Ibid., 147-149. 
70 G. E. von Grunebaum, “Introduction: The Cultural Function of the Dream as Illustrated by Classical Islam,” in 
The Dreams and Human Societies, ed. G. E. von Grunebaum and Roger Caillois (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1966), 6. 

 because the status of dreams as such are confirmed in the Qur’an 
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when Joseph is addressed by God.71 Furthermore, the Qur’an also provides the interpretive frame 

for dreams as does the Prophetic Sunnah.72

Although Sulami also appears in Shafiʿ ite biographies his most influential works—

including the Tabaqat al-Sufiyya—primarily deal with Sufism.

   

The Early Genre of Sufi Biographies 

 Abu ʿ Abd al-Rahman Muhammad b. al-Husayn al-Sulami’s Tabaqat al-Sufiyya 

(Generations of Sufis) is the earliest acknowledged work in the Sufi ṭ abaqāt genre. Sulami 

(d.412/1021) was born into a wealthy family of Arab settlers and was the grandson of the 

Malamatiyya leader Ismaʿ il b. Nujayd al-Sulami (d.365/976) who is credited with introducing 

Sufism to Nishapur. Sulami inherited substantial wealth from Nujayd which allowed him to 

operate a small Sufi lodge centered on his grandfather’s house and library. Upon his death, he 

was buried within the same complex.  

73 The Tabaqat seems to be an 

abridged version of an earlier more massive work, Tarikh al-Sufiya (History of the Sufis) which 

is purported to have contained the biographies of more than one thousand Sufis but is no longer 

extant.74

Thus, its importance lies in how it was perceived, regardless of its historical accuracy. Its 
unrivalled influence on later works of the Sufi ṭ abaqāt genre is two-fold: in the first 
place, its clearly defined organization framework has influenced the main examples of 
the genre; and secondly, the form and content of its biographies have determined the 
parameters for the later development of individual biographical traditions, which 
continued to accumulate material to supplement that which was derived from Sulami’s 

 Nonetheless, the Tabaqat influenced many of the later Sufi biographical dictionaries. 

Mojadedi summarizes the influence of Sulami’s Tabaqat as follows: 

                                            
71 Ibid., 7. 
72 Ibid., 10. See also Ignaz Goldziher, “The Appearance of Prophet in Dreams,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 
of Great Britain and Ireland (April 1912): 503-506. 
73 Given his family background and association with the Malamatiyya movement, Sulamī was much more inclined 
towards the percepts of that school than Baghdad Sufism. Nonetheless, the Malamatiyya were eventually absorbed 
into Sufism. Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 125-127. 
74 Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 126. 
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own portraits. In these ways, Sulami’s eleventh century re-reading of the past of Sufism, 
in the form of the first work of the Sufi ṭ abaqāt genre, shaped the corresponding re-
readings of his successors in Sufi historiography.75

The first four generations contain twenty biographies each, while the last generation 

(preceding Sulami) has been expanded to contain twenty-three biographies. Sulami, in order to 

emphasize continuity with the final generation of the salaf (predecessors), extended the range of 

dates for the first generation of the Sufis to the early ninth century. This practice became 

standard with later Sufi biographies as well and “appears to be a back reading of the past of 

Sufism, from the standpoint of the early fifth/eleventh century, with the ultimate goal of reaching 

as far back as the authoritative salaf.”

  
 
In keeping with Mojadadi’s observation, familiarity with the structure of Sulami’s 

Tabaqat is crucial for understanding the conventions used in latter works in the genre. Composed 

in Arabic, Sulami’s Tabaqat contains a collection of 103 biographies of Sufis that are grouped 

into five sections called the ṭ abaqāt (generations). The first generation covers the years 803 to 

884, while the second, third and fourth generations correspond to date ranges 896 – 931, 903 – 

941, and 940-951 respectively. The generation preceding Sulami’s commences in 952 and 

terminates on 988.  

76

• Biographies at the head of each generation tend to be the longest, and therefore 

indicate a hierarchical arrangement. 

 Mojaddedi notes some salient structural features in the 

arrangement of the biographies: 

                                            
75 Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism (Surrey: Curzon Press, 2001), 39. 
76 The generational scheme as suggested by Sulami extends from Muhammad to his companions (ṣ aḥ āba), who are 
in turn followed by the tābiʿū n (the successors of the ṣ aḥ āba) and finally the tābiʿū ʾ l -tābiʿūn (the successors 
of the successors). The latter three generations are collectively known as al-salaf al-ṣ āliḥ  (pious predecessors). 
Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 13. 
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• The hierarchical arrangement is modified by juxtaposition of biographies that seem to 

have something in common. 

• The biographies at the head of the third, fourth and fifth generations are associated 

with Junayd; thereby underlining his authority. 

• Most of the leading biographies in the second, third, fourth and fifth generations are 

Sufis from Baghdad. Whereas overall, the biographies of Sufis from Khorasan 

outnumber those from Baghdad.  

• The head of the fourth generation Shiblī has the longest biography in the whole 

collection and is also one of the most controversial. 77

Each of the biographical notices consists of an introduction, a listing of the hadith 

transmitted by the subject, and the body of the biography. In keeping with the conventions of the 

biographical genre, each of these sections is composed of juxtaposed discrete segments. Each 

segment may be provided with an isnād, although this seems to be largely determined by the 

importance attributed to the subject of the biography (the more important an individual, for e.g. 

Junayd, the higher the number of segments with isnāds.) Biographical segments may contain 

utterances or narratives that reflect the subject’s preoccupation with certain topics or events, but 

frequently variant segments may also be included.

  

78

Abu Nuʿaym Ahmad b. ʿ Abdullah al-Isfahani’s (d.430/1038) ten volume Hilyat al-

awliya  is also widely cited as one of the earlier ṭ abaqāt works. Abu Nuʿaym was known 

primarily as a Shafiʿ ite hadith transmitter but was accepted in some Sufi circles because his 

 Sulami’s Tabaqat was the seminal work of 

the genre, and influenced all subsequent Sufi ṭ abaqāt works, which retain some of these 

elements. 

                                            
77 Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 13-17. 
78 Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 18-36. 
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grandfather Ibn Maʿdān al -Bannāʾ was a teacher to Isfahan’s first prominent Sufi , ʿ Ali b. Sahl 

al-Isfahani (d. 307/920). Furthermore, the book is explicitly identified as a Sufi ṭ abaqāt text but 

includes only seventy-six of the 103 biographies contained in Sulami’s Tabaqat. However, Abu 

Nuʿaym compensates for the twenty -seven omitted biographies by being far more inclusive and 

counting amongst the first Sufis the first four caliphs as well as the founders of the major law 

schools. The Hilyat retains the general chronological ordering of Sulami’s Tabaqat, but the rules 

applied in the juxtaposition of biographies are less consistent and several competing criteria are 

evident.79 Other significant differences include (1) the absence of dates for the introduction 

segments of biographies, (2) the less consistent application of isnād and (3) the absence of any 

reported hadith transmissions. Abu Nuʿaym’s Hilyat was innovative in its deliberate conflation 

of the hadith-scholars and renunciants.80

Al-Qushayri’s Al-risala al-qushayriyya fi ʿilm  al-tasawuf

 In addition, the convention of extending the roots of 

Sufism to the earliest periods of Islam was taken up and expanded upon by Hujwiri and Attar. 

81

He came to us in the year 448. He transmitted hadiths in Baghdad and we wrote them 
down on his authority—he was trustworthy. He was good at preaching and eloquent in 
instructing. He was educated in theology according to the Ashʾ arite school, and in 
jurisprudence according to the Shafiʿ i te school.

 

 Al-Khabib al-Baghdadi recalls Abu ʾ l -Qasim ʿ Abd al -Karim b. Hawazin al-Qushayri 

during the latter’s visit to Baghdad: 

82

Qushayri was born to a wealthy family of Arabs settled in Ustuwwa, Khorasan. While 

visiting Nishapur, he joined Abu ʿ Ali al -Daqqaq’s (d.405/1015) circle and eventually married 

Daqqaq’s daughter. After Daqqaq’s death, Qushayri became the head of the madrasa and joined 

  
 

                                            
79 Ibid. 42. 
80 Michael Cooperson, “Ibn Ḥanbal and Bishr al-Ḥafi: A Case Study in Biographical Traditions,” Studia Islamica, 
no. 86 (1997): 85. 
81 Translated as Epistles on Sufism. 
82 Quoted in Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 99. 
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al-Narabadhi’s circle, which brought him in contact with the Iraqi tradition of Sufism. He also 

studied Ashʾarite  theology under Abu Bakr b. Fūrak (d.406/1015) and jurisprudence under the 

Shafiʿ īte  jurist Muḥ ammad b. Bakr al-ṭ ūsī (d.420/1029). As al-Baghdādī account reveals, 

Qushayri also travelled widely gathering hadith and also held teaching circles—most notably in 

Baghdad at the invitation of the Abbasid caliph al-Qaʿ im. Recognized as the leader of the 

Shafiʿ i -Ashʿ ari faction in Nishapur, Qushayri participated in the conflict between Nishapur’s 

Hanafi and Shafiʿ i  factions. As a result of his activities, he was jailed in 448/1056 when the 

Seljuk vizier al-Kunduri sided with the Hanafi faction. He escaped to Baghdad when his 

supporters stormed the citadel and freed him. Qushayri subsequently returned to the city of Tus 

in Khorasan where he remained until Nizam al-Mulk replaced al-Kunduri as the Seljuk vizier 

and reversed the exclusive state patronage of the Hanafi faction.  Qushayri died in Nishapur in 

465/1072.83

Along with Hujwiri’s Kashf ul-mahjub, Qushayri’s Risala is one of the most popular and 

widely read books in the history of Sufism. In the words of the author, “the Risala was addressed 

to all the Sufi community in the lands of Islam in the year 437[/1045].”

  

84  The Risala combines 

the ṭ abaqāt and the manual genres of Sufi literature and consists of four distinct sections 

comprising of an introduction, a first chapter on ṭ abaqāt, and two subsequent chapters that 

comprise the manual. The sections are distinctly delineated by the author: the first chapter is 

indicated to be “on the master’s of this path [Sufism] and their deeds and sayings that show how 

they upheld the Divine Law,”85

                                            
83 Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 130-131. 
84 ʿ Abd al-Karim ibn Hawaazin Qushayri, Alexander D. Knysh and Muhammad S. Eissa, Al-Risala Al-Qushayriyya 
Fi ʿilm Al -Tasawwuf (Reading, UK: Garnet Pub, 2007), 1. 
85 Qushayri, Risala, 17. 

 while the second and third chapters are introduced as “an 
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explanation of the expressions by this [Sufi] community and of their difficulties,”86  and “the 

[mystical] stations”87

Mojadedi notes that Qushayri “wished to re-orientate the definition of the identity of 

Sufis in the ṭ abaqāt section of his Risala, classifying them as pious traditionalists rather than 

mystics.”

 respectively.  Qushayri’s own remarks indicate that the first two sections 

were directed at a wider lay readership whereas the last two sections were written in the complex 

and technical language that would be comprehensible only to the Sufi initiates.  

Qushayri’s ṭ abaqāt section borrows extensively from Sulami’s Tabaqat al-Sufiya.  The 

eighty-three biographies contained in the Risala are presented in a chronological progression 

such that all the biographies preceding that of Junayd correspond to the first generation of 

Sulami’s work. The Risala eschews the generational grouping and retains only eighty of the 103 

biographies contained in Sulami’s Tabaqat, while adding the biographies of Dawud al-Taʿ i 

(d.165/781), Ahmad al-Zaqqaq al-Kabir (d. 290-1/902-4) and Abu ʿ Ubayd al-Basri (d. 

238/852).  All three were known to Sulami, a point further emphasized by having Sulami at the 

head of their respective isnāds.  

88 Notably absent from Qushayri’s work are “the provocative apophthegms, boastful 

autobiographical reports and witty dismissals of ascetics and pietists” which are common in both 

Sulami’s Tabaqat and Abu Nuʿaym’s Hilya.89

                                            
86 Qushayri, Risala, 75. 
87 Qushayri, Risala, 111. 
88 Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 106. 
89 Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 116-17. 

 It is perhaps of some significance that al-

Baghdadi does not mention Qushayri as a Sufi but emphasizes his status and learning as a ʿ alim. 

In that station, Qushayri’s given his own predilections as a scholar would have been very aware 

of the conventions that dictated the biographies of hadith-scholars (one in which miracles were 



26 
 

understood as unverifiable and generally not included in the collections) and therefore was 

reluctant to include miracles.  

Hujwiri’s Kashf al-mahjub 

 Abu ʾ l-Hassan ʿAl i b. ʿUthm an al-Jullabi al-Hujwiri (d.465/1073 or 469/1077) was 

born in Ghazana and died in Lahore90

1. Concerning their Imams who belonged to the Companions

 where his tomb remains a celebrated shrine. According to 

the details from Kashf al-mahjub (The Unveiling of That Which is Hidden), Al-Hujwiri was a 

disciple of the little known Sufi Abu ʾ l-Fazl al-Khuttali (based in Syria) and through him was 

connected to the Baghdad tradition of Junayd and al-Shibli. The praise that Hujwiri reserves for 

Abu Hanifa indicates that he was probably a Hanafi and had an interest in kalām (scholastic 

theology).   

 The Kashf is one of the first known Sufi works in Farsi, and like Qushayri’s Risala is a 

dual genre work. The book is divided into three sections: the first and last sections are arranged 

thematically and deal with Sufi doctrine and practice respectively. The biography section is 

divided into eight chapters which are identified by a heading: 

91

2. Concerning their Imams who belonged to the House of the Prophet

  

92

3. Concerning the people of the Verandah (Ahl-I Ṣ uffa)

 

93

4. Concerning their Imams who belonged to the Followers (al Tābiʿūn )

 

94

5. Concerning their Imams who lived subsequently to the Followers down to our day

 

95

                                            
90 In present day Pakistan. Apparently he was taken there against his will. See Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 
133. Mojadedi rejects this reading as it is predicated on the ambiguity of the term grīftār, which may imply 
“detained” or “preoccupied.” See Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 128. 
91 Ali Bin Uthman al-Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, trans. Reynold A. Nicholson (Lahore: Islamic Book Foundation, 
1982), 70. 
92 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 75. 
93 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 81. 
94 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 83. 
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6. Concerning the Principal Sufis of recent times96

7. A brief account of the modern Sufis in different countries

 

97

8. Concerning the Doctrines held by the different sects of Sufis

 

98

As indicated earlier, Hujwiri follows Abu Nuʿaym’s practice of extending the Sufi 

tradition to the founding of Islam and is far more open to including miracles and visions. 

Hujwiri’s innovation is not only the grouping of Sufis into generations and classes of religious 

authority, but also the introduction of a chapter on groups of Sufis at the end of the biography 

section. The inclusion of the final chapter “appears to be to expound the various doctrines and 

debates that are current, rather than to chronicle the emergence of actual Sufi schools.” 

 

99 The 

objective of Hujwiri’s entire work seems to be the legitimization of nearly all Sufi practices,100 

going as far as to include Shiʿ a Imams and the founders of the four schools of law as founding 

Sufis.101

Biographies included in the Kashf consist of two parts: an introduction and a body. The 

former corresponds to Sulami’s Tabaqat, although Hujwiri’s emphasis is more “evaluative than 

factual,” a fact that accounts for the lack of details (such as date of death) that are part of the 

  

                                                                                                                                             
95 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 88. 
96 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 161. 
97 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 172. 
98 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 176. 
99 Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 134. 
100 Of the twelve identified Sufi groups, Hujwiri considers ten to be legitimate. 
101 In this exercise, Hujwiri closely mirrors the practice of the ʿulama ʾ  who deployed similar devices and strategies 
of inclusion in their works to emphasis the unity of an increasingly fractious Muslim umma. See Daphna Ephrat, A 
Learned Society in a Period of Transition. 
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earlier works.102 There are indications that the book was completed in Lahore and therefore 

during a period close to the author’s death in 465/1073 or 469/1077.103

 Abu Ismaʿ il ʿAbdull ah b. Muḥ ammad al-Ansari al-Harawi (d. 481/1089) was a Sufi 

from Herat in modern day Afghanistan. He was a Hanbali scholar and jurist but extant works 

suggest that his primary interest was in Sufism. He was known as Shaykh al-Islam and the 

“leader of the Sunnites” for his strong opposition to the Shiʿ a as well the ideological opponents 

of Hanbalis in Ashʾ arites and Mu ʿ tazilites.

 

Al-Ansari al-Harawi’s Tabaqat al- Sufiya 

104

 The Tabaqat al-Sufiya (Generations of Sufis) is Ansari’s most popular work and is 

produced in a local dialect of eleventh or twelfth century South Eastern Khorasan. The work is 

known primarily through five manuscript copies, the earliest of which is dated 771/1335.

  

105

                                            
102 Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 135. 
103 Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 132. 
104 Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 137. 
105 Abu Ismail Abdullah Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, ed. Mohammad Sarwar Mawlai (Tehran: Intisharate Tus, 1983), 
103-107. 

 The 

more than 200 biographies are arranged by generations and grouped alphabetically according to 

the name of the subject, although groupings around thematic contents are also encountered. The 

first five generations correspond roughly to the work of Sulami with only a few additions. A new 

generation is added to include Ansari’s immediate predecessors and contemporaries. Most of the 

biographies consist of an introduction and a body. The latter may contain segments not related to 

the subject. Segments of commentary attributed to Ansari himself also accompany utterances or 

narratives often preceded by “the Shaykh said” (shaykh gūft) which suggests that the Tabaqat al-

Sufiya may have been initially compiled as a student’s notebook. This observation is further 

confirmed by the presence of thematic chapters within the biographies that appear as extensions 
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of themes discussed within the biographies. As a rule, isnād are not provided, or the chain is 

simply retracted to only the first individual. Mojadedi speculates that “Sulami’s Tabaqat was 

relied upon only at a later stage, and not as the starting point for the Persian work.”106 Maulaye 

however finds the divergences too great between the two works to merit Mojadadi’s 

conclusion.107 Unlike Sulami who places Ibrahim b. Adham at the head of his generations of 

Sufi, Ansari’s first entry is Abu Hashim al-Sufi who is described in the introductory segment “as 

the first to be referred to as Sufi.”108

 Farid al-Din Muhammad ʿ Attar is considered one of the greatest Sufi Persian poets and 

his work inspired many subsequent poets, such as Rumi and Jami. ʿ Attar was born in 513/1199 

and according to some accounts died during the Mongol siege of Nishapur.

 

ʿ Attar’s Tazzkirat al-awliyaʾ  

109 Little is known 

about ʿ Attar’s Sufi lineage, but his own work reveals veneration for the Sufi Abu Saʿid b. 

Abiʾ l -Kheyr (d. 1049). The title Tazkirat al-awliyaʾ  (Memorial of God’s Friends) suggests a 

collective biography, and ʿ Attar deliberately abandons the ṭ abaqāt arrangement, although his 

chronological sequence of biographies corresponds roughly to Sulami’s Tabaqat. ʿ Attar, as a 

poet, introduces the aesthetics of poetry into the juxtaposition of the seventy-two biographical 

notices so that a pattern of opposition and interactions is developed between biographies and 

within the segments of each of the biographies.110

                                            
106 Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 94. 
107 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 1. 
108 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 6. 
109 A more likely date is 586/1190 inscribed on his tomb in modern day Nishapur. See Alexander Knysh, Islamic 
Mysticism, 152. 
110 As Knysh notes, poetic expression has value because it creates “tensions between various levels of meaning, 
never to be resolved, because it is in the tension, rather than the resolution, that poetic language has its effect.” See 
Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 151. 

 For example, the Tazkirat  opens with Jʿafar 

Sadiq’s biographical notice, followed  immediately by Owais al-Qarani. While the former was a 



30 
 

descendant of the Prophet (and therefore considered close to the Prophet), Owais (living in 

Yemen and purportedly a contemporary of the Prophet) had never met the Prophet but was 

inspired by God to accept Muḥ ammad’s calling and lead a pious life. The juxtaposition of 

segments within the biographies betray such a preoccupation as well, leading Losensky to note, 

Memorial of God’s Friends is not primarily a historical recreation of a lost past, but rather 
an act of sacred remembrance and devotion that intends to enable its readers to transcend 
the limitations of the self and reconnect with the ultimate values and realities.111

 ʿ Attar relies on Ansari’s Tabaqat, Qushayri’s Risala and Hujwiri’s Kashf, but 

incorporates other sources as well—the most prominent case being the biography of Rabʿia al -

ʿ adawi. Given his poetic preoccupations, he also forgoes the provision of isnād and by his own 

admission any commentary of his own.

  
 

112

Nur al-Din ʿAbd al -Rahman Jami (d. 898/1492) was born in Herat and lived most of his 

life there. His primary training was in scholastic theology, but he joined the circle of Naqshbandi 

Sufi Khwaja Sʿad al -Din Muhammad Kashghari (d.860/1455) and Khwaja ʿUbaydull ah Ahrar. 

Jami wrote extensively but is primarily known for his Persian poetry. His massive collection of 

Sufi biographies Nafahat al-uns (The Breath of Divine Intimacy) contains 600 biographies and 

was composed in 88/1476 at the behest of the Chaghtay minister Amir Nizam al-Din ʿ Ali Shir 

Nawaʿ i (d. 906/1500). The Nafahat is composed of 570 biographies of men and thirty-four brief 

biographies of women. Jami consciously based his work on those of Sulami and Ansari: all the 

biographies in these works are included in the Nafahat. Significantly, Jami begins the Nafahat 

with the biography of Abu Hashim—clearly patterned on Ansari. Furthermore, most of the 

  

Jami’s Nafahat al-uns 

                                            
111 Farid ad-Din Attar, Memorial of God's Friends, trans. by  Paul Losensky (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 2009), 3. 

112 Farid al-Din ʿAttar, Part I of the Tadhkiratu ʹ - ʹ ʻ , vol. 3 of 
Persian Historical Texts (London: Luzac, 1905), 3-4. 



31 
 

earlier biographies include “the Shaīkh said” motif from Ansari’s Tabaqat, although Jami does 

include information from the Kashf and other sources. The Nafahat also retains the rough 

chronological outlines of biographies in the works of his predecessor but the general ṭ abaqāt 

arrangement seems to have lost its significance and was replaced by other patterns of association, 

for e.g. students and associates are clustered together. The biographies are grouped into three 

broad categories: Sufis preceding Ansari, Ansari and his companions, and later followers. Jami 

adds seventy new biographies in the two preceding groups, while the later generation of Sufis is 

clustered according to the Sufi groups to which they belong. 

To recapitulate, in the Sufi context ṭ abaqāt texts are used to depict the past of the Sufi 

tradition “the chronological parameters of which conventionally stretch from an authoritative 

starting-point to the generation immediately preceding the assumed author.”113 Within each 

ṭ abaqāt, information about individuals are provided who are then located within the broader 

tradition of Sufism. The earliest biographies are structured such that Sufism itself is located in 

relation to the traditional sources of authority in Islam—namely the Prophet, his companions or 

their descendants. In their structure as well as literary characteristics, the Sufi ṭ abaqāt closely 

resemble their counterparts that were produced by legal schools. The texts described above 

represent a cohesive writing tradition and also form the main tradition of Sufi historiography.114

                                            
113 Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 1. 
114 Ibid., 2-3. 

 

Despite this continuity, the structure and arrangement of biographies and segments within 

biographies could be manipulated by authors to reflect their preferences in determining inclusion 

or exclusion into the Sufi tradition. Furthermore, the biographies represented idealized norms of 

Sufi behavior, and the segments representing the archetypes could be altered according to the 

preoccupations and preferences of the authors. In terms of general preoccupations, Hujwiri and 
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Attar attempt to provide a more inclusive and broad tradition of Sufism while Qushayri and 

Ansari have a narrower agenda for Sufism which carefully excludes Hanafis and rationalists. 

Jami clearly takes Ansari as his intellectual predecessor, but unlike the latter, is more inclusive in 

his criteria and—as will be seen—also tends to resolve conflicts of authority in favor of the 

Sufis. 
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SUFI POLEMICS 

 As with all contemporary works of medieval Islam, the ṭ abaqāt of Qushayri, Hujwiri 

and Ansari contain visions and dream narratives that are used for legitimizing practices and 

doctrines as well as to establish authority and continuity. As part of the ʿ ulamaʾ class and 

embedded within the theological and juridical traditions of their respective law schools, the three 

authors were not only participants in the polemics associated with their background, but were 

also consciously (or to the extent that Sufism became a rival pole of authority for the Muslim 

community) laying the foundation for the alternative tradition in Sufism.  

 While Qushayri’s use of strategies of omission and juxtaposition was in line with the 

polemical and legitimating devices of medieval biographies, the Risala noticeably restricts the 

use of dreams and visions to fairly narrow and possibly controversial contexts. Qushayri starts 

the introduction to his biographical section by linking the Sufis from the eighth century to the 

Prophet. 

After that the people became more and more diverse, and their ranks became distinct 
from one another. The elect people, who had strong attachment to the affairs of faith, 
came to be known as “World-renouncers” (zūhhād) and Worshippers (ʿ ubbad). Then 
there appeared innovations [in religion] and strife among various factions. [Members] of 
each group claimed that the [true] World-renouncers were among them. As for those elect 
adherents of the Prophet’s custom who kept every breath they made with God and who 
protected their hearts from the onslaughts of forgetfulness, they were distinguished from 
the rest by the name “Sufism” (tasawwūf). This name became widely applied to the 
greatest among them before the second century of the Hijra.115

 Qushayri offers a model of Sufi origins that accounts for the diversity of claimants to the 

Prophet’s mantle and places the elect (i.e. the Sufis) as a distinct group that is focused on God 

amongst the renunciants (the zūhhād) and the followers of the Sunnah (the ʿ ulamaʾ ). His 

model also accounts for the use of the term Sufi which gained currency only in the generation 

   
 

                                            
115 Qushayri, Risala, 17. 
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preceding Qushayri.  While relating the biographies of the earliest generations of Sufis, Qushayri 

must have been aware that his earliest forerunners did not form a distinct group as Sufis but were 

mentioned in the sources merely as renunciants, pious men and worshippers—a patrimony that 

made them indistinct from the ʿ ulamaʾ  as well as the caliphs. To carve a distinction, Qushayri 

articulates the identity of the Sufis as centered on being called to God: 

God has made this community [the Sufis] His friends of choice (pl. awlīyā, sing. walī) 
and place them above the rest of His servants and immediately before His messengers 
and prophets. . . He has rendered the hearts of the Sufis repositories of His mysteries and 
marked them off from the other members of His community by His resplendent light. 116

1. He—may God be pleased with him—came from the region of Balkh. He was a son of 
a king.  

  
 
Thus, being placed at the head of the biography held a crucial legitimating position. 

Qushayri, in following Sulami, starts the biography section with the notice of Abu Ishaq Ibrahim 

b. Adham b. Mansur (d.160/777) who could, at least in theory, have met with the Followers of 

the Followers. His biography is composed of the following discrete segments: 

2. Once he set out on a hunting trip. As he stirred up a fox or a rabbit and set out to 
chase it, he heard a voice: “O Ibrahim, were you created for this or commanded to do 
this?” Then he heard the voice again, from behind the saddle bag, saying: “By God, 
you were not created for this and you were not commanded to do this!” He 
dismounted from his horse. He then came across a shepherd of his father’s, took his 
woolen shirt and put it on and gave away all his belongings and the horse to the 
shepherd. Then he began wandering in the desert until he arrived in Mecca, where he 
attached himself to Sufyan al-Thawri and al-Fudayl b. ʿ Iyad.  After that he journeyed 
to Syria and died there. He lived by the toil of his hands, such as harvesting, guarding 
the orchards and so on. [Once] in the desert he met a man who taught him the greatest 
name of God. After [the man] left, he called upon God by this name and saw al-
Khadir, who told him: “My brother [the prophet] David has just taught you God’s 
greatest name.” This story was related to us by Shaykh Abu ʿ Abd al -Rahman al-
Sulami—may God have mercy on him. He said: Muhammad b. al-Husayn Ibn al-
Khashshab said: Abu al-Hasan ʿ Ali b. Muhammad al-Misri said: Abu Saʿ id al -
Kharraz said: Ibrahim b. Bashshar said: “I was accompanying Ibrahim b. Adham. 
Once I told him: ‘Tell me about the beginning of your affair.’ He then recounted this 
[story] to me.” 

3. Ibrahim b. Adham was particularly famous for his pious scrupulosity… 

                                            
116 Qushayri, Risala, 2.  
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4. Muhammad b. al-Husayn—may God have mercy on him—said: I heard Mansur b. 
ʿ Abdallah say: I heard Muhammad b. Hamid say: I heard Ahmad b. Khadrawayh 
say: Ibrahim b. Adham said to a man who was performing a circumambulation [of the 
Kaʿba]: “Know that you will not attain the rank of the righteous until you  have 
climbed six mountain peaks. First, you must shut the door of pleasant life and open 
the door of hardship. Second, you must shut the door of [self-] glorification and open 
the door of humility. Third, you must shut the door of quiet and open the door of self-
exertion. Fourth, you must shut the door of sleep and open the door of vigil. Fifth, 
you must shut the door of wealth and open the door of poverty. Sixth, you must shut 
the door of hope and open the door of readiness for death.” 

5. [Once] Ibrahim b. Adham was guarding a vineyard. A soldier who was passing by 
told him: “Give me some of those grapes!” Ibrahim b. Adham replied: “The owner 
forbade me [to do this].” The soldier began to lash him with his whip. Ibrahim b. 
Adham lowered his head and said: “Beat this head, for it disobeys God often!” On 
hearing this the soldier was unable to continue the beating and departed. 

6. Sahl b. Ibrahim said… 117

 
  

After introducing Ibrahim b. Adham in segment one, Qushayri proceeds to provide a 

conversion narrative in the second segment. The third and the sixth segments provide examples 

attesting to Ibrahim b. Adham’s piety and scrupulousness. The fourth and fifth segments serve to 

further underline the subject’s piety, but they are also included for other reasons which will be 

examined below. The dawning of a woolen robe indicate Ibrahim’s acceptance of the Sufi path 

whereas encounters with al-Khadir and David signify that he had attained an advanced state in 

the path. 118 Qushayri’s inclusion of this segment may be explained in light of pre-Sufi sources 

which identify Ibrahim as a frontier ascetic who participated in several naval expeditions and 

campaigns on the Byzantine frontier, and was known particularly for his extreme asceticism 

which attracted a group of disciples around him that came to be known as “devotees of harsh 

worship.”119

                                            
117 Qushayri, Risala, 18-19. 
118 In Sufi accounts, encounters with Khidr and Prophets such as Dawood (David) are common. According to 
Knysh, Khidr “is seen as a friend of God and paragon of the Sufi gnostic.”, Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 18 
119 Michael Bonner, Aristocratic Violence and Holy War: Studies in the Jihad and the Arab-Byzantine Frontier, vol. 
81 of American Oriental Series (New Haven, Conn: American Oriental Society, 1996), 129. 

  The second segment introduces the standard conversion topoi that will be 

encountered in some biographies of the earlier generation in the Risala: hearing a call when 
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engaged in a frivolous or criminal activity,120 displaying a propensity to piety and sound belief as 

a child,121 or according proper treatment to a shred of Qur’an.122 These encounters center on the 

subjects repenting of their sins (tawba), an act that is narratively framed as “an unfathomable act 

of God, by which undeserving, sinful Muslims became his awliyāʾ .”123

With some notable exceptions, all the biographies spanning from Ishaq b. Ibrahim 

(d.160/777) to Abu Sulayman ʿ Abd al-Rahman b. ʿ Atiyya al-Darrani (d. 215/830) carry 

conversion stories. The exceptions include biographies of Abu ʾ l-Hassan [al-] Sari b. al-

Mughallis al-Saqati (d. 251/865 or 258/871), and Abu ʿ Abdallah al-Haris al-Muhasibi (d. 

243/847). It can be argued that in these cases that the individuals were already well-known as 

Sufis or associated with acknowledged Sufi masters as disciples or contemporaries. In contrast, 

neither Ansari nor Hujwiri include any conversion narratives for Zu ʾl -Nun, settling instead for 

posthumous accounts of miracles that convince a doubting public of his exalted stature.

   

124 

Similarly, al-Saqati was also known as a Sufi as he was the maternal uncle and teacher of the 

prominent Baghdad Sufi al-Junayd,125 and a known disciple of Maʿ ruf al-Karkhi for whom 

Qushayri has already offered a conversion narrative.  An incident is related on the authority of 

al-Junayd that confirms al-Muhasibi as a Sufi.126

                                            
120 For e.g. Abu ʿAli al -Fudayl b. Iyad (d.188/803) who was a robber and so deeply moved by hearing a verse of the 
Qur’ān that he immediately repented. Qushayri, Risala, 21. 
121 Abu Mahfuz Maʿruf b. Fayruz al -Karkhi (d.201/816) was a Christian who as a child refused to accept his 
teacher’s Trinitarian views of God and ran away.  Qushayri, Risala, 22. 
122 Both Abu Nasr Bishr b. al-Haris al-Hafi (also known as the Barefoot) (d.227/842) and Abu ‘l-Sari Mansur b. 
ʿ Ammar (d.225/839) were inspired to repent and join the Sufi path after encountering the Prophet in their dream. 
They had both discovered shreds of Qur’ān on the streets while walking. Qushayri, Risala, 25-26 & 42. 
123 Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, Muslim Communities of Grace, 33. 
124 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 100; and, Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 13. 
125 Qushayri, Risala, 23. 
126 Qushayri, Risala, 28. 
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The consistent inclusion of conversion narratives in earlier biographies ceases once 

chains of authority can be established. As Abun-Nasr argues, these conversion narratives confirm 

that by the “beginning of the ninth century Sufis no longer considered the awliyāʾ  to be ordinary 

ascetic devotees, but persons chosen by God as channels of his mercy to mankind due to no 

personal merits of their own. The appearance of this belief was the important turning point in the 

emergence of the Sufis’ distinct tradition of Islamic piety.”127

 The biographies of Abu Sulayman Dawud b. Nusayr al-Taʾ i and Abu ʿ Ali Shaqiq b. 

Ibrahim al-Balkhi appear as anomalies as they each contain three distinct conversion narratives. 

The notice on al-Taʾ i precedes Abu ʿ Ali Shaqiq’s, but the Risala provides no dates in either 

case. However, from the biographical notice the former is known to have “attended the circle of 

Abu Hanifa (d. 150/767)”

  

128 before becoming a Sufi. Shaqiq, also a known Hanafi scholar from 

a wealthy background, abandoned juridical and theological concerns to become a warrior-

renunciate who died while on an expedition to the Upper Oxus in 195/810.129

1. I heard our master Abu ʿ Ali al-Daqqaq—may God have mercy on him—say: “The cause 
of Dawud’s conversion to asceticism was as follows. He used to wander the streets of 
Baghdad. Once he was passing through a street, when a group of the bodyguards pushed 
him away from Humayd al-Tusi. When Dawud noticed Humayd, he said: ‘Fie to the 

 Since both Taʾ i 

and Shaqiq were famous for their ascetic practices, Qushayri may have been keen to include 

them in his biography but their Hanafi backgrounds and potentially rationalist loyalties would 

have created problems for Qushayri’s own Shafiʿ ite-Ashʾarite leanings. Qushayri’s intent in 

including three conversion narratives for each may have been a device to destabilize the former 

identities of his subjects. Taʿ i’s biography from the Risala offers the following conversion 

narratives: 

                                            
127 Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, Muslim Communities of Grace, 33. 
128 Qushayri, Risala, 29. 
129 Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism,  32. 
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world in which Humayd takes precedence over you!” So, he secluded himself in his 
house and began to practice ascetic austerities and perform acts of devotion.” 

2. Once I heard one of the poor [the Sufis] say in Baghdad that the cause of his conversion 
to asceticism was that he heard a bereft woman whining: “On which of your two cheeks 
have appeared the traces of decay? And which of your eyes has flowed out?” 

3. It is also said that the reason for his conversion to asceticism was the he attended the 
circle of Abu Hanifa, who told him once: “Abu Sulayman, we have already prepared the 
[required] equipment [i.e. theoretical knowledge].” To which Dawud replied: “So what 
else is left?” Abu Hanifa answered: “[Only] works in accordance with it.” So Dawud 
said: “My soul prompted me toward seclusion. I told her: ‘As long you are with them, 
you should not speak about any issues at all!’ So far a whole year I was sitting with them, 
but I never spoke about any issue.” Sometimes issues would dawn upon me and I would 
be as eager to discuss them as the thirsty man is eager to drink cold water, yet I would not 
talk.” Thus he achieved what he achieved.130

The attribution of the first version of Taʾ i’s conversion story to Qushayri’s own teacher 

seems to lend it the most authority, but the conversion encounter deviates somewhat from the 

standard topoi (and therefore may have implications for the subject’s attainment of ranks within 

the Sufi hierarchy.) Significantly, it points to the regionalization of narratives: Daqqaq based in 

Nishapur offers a different version than the Shaykhs of Baghdad in the second segment which 

cleaves more closely to the standard topoi of aural experiences and is perhaps more authoritative 

for its association with the Baghdadian tradition. The third segment has a clear polemical intent 

as Taʾ i discovers the Hanafi theology to be so devoid of any spiritual significance that in 

despair he turns to the Sufi path. As a Shafiʿ ī  opponent of Hanafism, Qushayri emphatically 

declares that Taʾi “achieved what he achieved”

 
 

131

As noted earlier, Qushayri does not include accounts of miracles in his biographical 

notices, and his use of legitimating or polemical dreams is also limited. The first instance of a 

dream is included in the biography of Zuʿl -nun in the context of a conversion narrative.

 because he renounced his former allegiance. 

132

                                            
130 Qushayri, Risala, 29. 
131 Qushayri, Risala, 29. 
132 Qushayri, Risala, 20. 

 

Legitimizing-dream topoi is typified by a dream sequence attributed to Sari al-Saqati (d.253/867) 
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in which Abu Mahfuz Maʿr uf b. Fayruz al-Karkhi (d.200/815) is interrogated after his death as 

follows: 

I heard Muhammad b. al-Husayn say: I heard Abu Bakr al-Razi say: I heard Abu Bakr al-
Harbi say: I heard Sari al-Saqati say: “I saw in a dream that Maʿ r uf was standing under 
[God’s] throne. God—may He be great and exalted—said to His angels: ‘Who is this?’ 
They answered: ‘You know best, O Lord!’ God then said: ‘This is Maʿ r uf al-Karkhi. He 
is drunk with the love of Me and will regain his full consciousness only after meeting 
Me!”133

In all, five notices include dreams that inform of the subjects status in the after-life, and 

only two that legitimate a specific practice. The biography of Abu Saʿid A hmad b. ʿIsa al -

Kharraz contains an unusual apologetic dream, in which the Devil informs him: “’And yet I have 

one subtle [ruse] against you.’ I asked him what it was. He answered: ‘Keeping the company of 

adolescent boys!’”

 
 

134 The dream is immediately followed by a statement attributed to Kharraz, 

that “I have kept company with the Sufis for God knows how long and never had any 

disagreements with them.”135 Qushayri’s intent here is to salvage Kharraz’s reputation by 

highlighting his self-awareness and also to indicate his acceptance into the wider community of 

Sufis. For their parts, neither Hujwiri nor Ansari hint at any such indiscretions on part of 

Kharraz, but Jami does include a story in which Kharraz relates that he was a handsome youth 

and one day he threw himself in a well to hide from a man who had publicly professed to loving 

him and was following him on that particular day. He was subsequently rescued by a wind and 

the man expressed his desire to convert to Sufism at his hands.136

Among the biographies rescinded by Qushayri from earlier works, the most notable is 

that of Hallaj. However, in the introductory segment Hallaj is included in several isnāds along 

  

                                            
133 Qushayri, Risala, 22. 
134 Qushayri, Risala, 53. 
135 Ibid. 
136 Abdul Rahman bin Ahmad Jami, Nafahat ul-Uns min Hadarat al-Quds, ed. Mohammad Tauhidi Pur (Tehran: 
Intisharate ʿIlmi, 1996), 76.  
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with other prominent Sufis, and most notably in utterances that confirm the taūhīd and the 

infinity of God.137 This indicates some uneasiness with Hallaj’s status, but not necessarily 

outright rejection.138

By contrast, Ansari does not include Taʾ i but Shaqiq does get a notice in his Tabaqat. 

Rather than associate Shaqiq with Taʾ i, Ansari connects him directly to Ibrahim b. Adham 

emphasizing that he disavowed his rationalist past and became a pure (pākīzah) Sunni.

  

139 

Shaqiq’s status as a “pure Sunni” may account for Ansari going as far as to place him above his 

master in Sufism.140 Ansari includes Qushayri in Abu ʿ Ali Daqqaq’s biographical notice as 

“Ustād (teacher) Abu al-Qasim Qushayri was his [Daqqaq’s] son-in-law, and had gathered many 

of his teachings and speeches. He was a counsel to Daqqaq and close to him.”141

Hujwiri introduces Taʾ i but instead introduces him as a “pupil of Abu Hanifa” and in 

Sufism a “disciple of Habib Raʿ i.”

 It is hard to 

conclude whether Ansari knew of the Risala, but Taʾ i was perhaps far too controversial to meet 

his criteria for inclusion.  

142

It is a well-known story that Dawud used constantly to associate with Muḥ ammad b. al-
Hasan, but would never receive the Qazi Abu Yusuf. On being asked why he honored 
one of these eminent divines but refused to admit the other to his presence, he replied that 

 According to the conventions of the genre, Hujwiri does 

not feel the need to offer a conversion narrative even though he was aware of Qushayri and the 

Risala. Hujwiri relates, 

                                            
137 Qushayri, Risala, 6-7. 
138 According to Hujwiri, “The Master Abu ʾ l-Qāsim Qushayri remarks that if al-Hallāj was a genuine spiritualist 
he is not be banned on the ground of popular condemnation, and if he was banned by Sufism and rejected by the 
Truth he is not to be approved on the ground of popular approval. Therefore, we leave him to the judgment of God, 
and honor him according to the tokens of Truth which we have found him to possess.” Kashf, 150. 
139 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 86. 
140 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 86. 
141 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 630. 
142 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 109.  
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Muhammad b. al-Hassan had become a theologian after being rich and wealthy, and 
theology was the cause of his religious advancement and worldly abasement, whereas 
Abu Yusuf had become a theologian after being poor and despised, and had made 
theology the means of gaining wealth and power.143

 Hujwiri’s attempt to recast Taʾ i as shunning the circles of the qadis may indicate that he 

was perhaps well-known for his associations with the ruling elite, and also explains the 

conversion narrative attributed to Daqqaq, which can be interpreted as Taʾ i joining the Sufis out 

of the somewhat suspect motive of vanity. Aware of such an implication, Hujwiri adds: “When 

Dawud Taʾ i  had acquired learning and become a famous authority, he went to Abu Hanifa and 

said to him: ‘What shall I do now?’ Abu Hanifa replied: ‘Practice what you have learned, for 

theory without practice is like a body without a spirit.’”

 
 

144 Shaqiq’s biography in the Risala 

follows that of Taʾ i, the reason for this juxtaposition may have been Shaqiq’s association with 

the Hanafis.145 Qushayri does not mention Shaqiq’s Hanafi associations, but like the preceding 

notice he offers three conversion narratives.146 Hujwiri however stabilizes the conversion 

narrative in this case by offering a more elaborate variant of only one of the narratives in the 

Risala.147

To recapitulate then, the inclusion of variant conversion narratives was meant to hint at 

the controversial nature of a biographical notice, whereas a single notice indicated the 

stabilization of the narrative. Anyone reading the Risala or the Kashf would have understood the 

implications of this strategy. This is in keeping with Qushayri’s own statement in the 

introduction of the Risala: 

 

                                            
143 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 110. 
144 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 95. 
145 He was, like Ṭ āʾī a disciple of the Ḥanafī jurist Abū Yūsuf. Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 32. 
146 Qushayri, Risala, 30-31. 
147 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 112. 
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I have done this [compose the Risala] out of concern for this [Sufi] path, for one should 
not speak ill of its people [i.e., other Sufis]. One should not give their opponents a cause 
to condemn them, since in this country, the suffering of this path at the hands of its 
opponents and accusers has been particularly severe.148

Shaqiq said: I attended Abu Hanifa’s circle with Qazi Abu Yusuf when a difference 
developed between us. When I came to Baghdad, I saw Abu Yusuf in a gathering. People 
were sitting around him in several circles. He looked at me and said: ‘O Shaikh, why 
have you changed your garb?’ I said: ‘You have found what you have sought and what I 
sought I could not find. So in grief and despair I have worn a dark garb!’ Abu Yusuf 
began to weep…

 
 

 In the Nafahat, Jami does not include the conversion narrative for either Shaqiq or Taʾi . 

By Jami’s time, the debate between rationalists and traditionalists had largely subsided with the 

triumph of traditionalism, and the issue may not have been as relevant to Jami. However, he does 

include the following encounter between Shaqiq and Qazi Abu Yusuf (who was already 

encountered in Taʿ i’s biographical notice): 

149

While rationalist/traditionalist polemics may have subsided by Jami’s time, the Sufi 

concern with maintaining distance from popularity and authority remained. Ansari mentions 

Taʾi  in the biography of Maʿr uf al-Karkhi (d. 201/816) noting that the latter had attended 

Taʾi ’s circle (bā Dawud Taʾ i suhbat karda būd).

  
 

150 In the introductory segment, al-Karkhi is 

noted to be a descendant of a mawlā (non-Arab) and converted to Islam at the hands of the 

Shiʿ ite Imam ʿ Ali b. Musa al-Riza (d.203/818).151 These associations would have made al-

Karkhi highly suspect as a potential Shiʿ a  or Hanafi rationalist. To stabilize al-Karkhi’s 

position, Ansari introduces a saying on the authority of Ahmad Ibn Hanbal and thereby signals 

his acceptance as part of the orthodox tradition.152

                                            
148 Qushayri, Risala, 3. 
149 Jami, Nafahat, 49-50. 
150 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 38. 
151 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 38. 

 Qushayri offers an elaborate conversion 

152 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 39. 
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narrative, but is careful in extending the account to emphasize that Maʿru f embraced a 

“monotheistic (Hanafi) religion.”153

Some people denounced him [as a heretic] to [the caliph] al-Mutawakkil

 Hujwiri mentions al-Karkhi’s association with the Shiʿ a 

Imam, but is not compelled to offer any further explanations—perhaps due to the fact that 

historically the Hanafis have been close to the Shiʿ ite . 

 Qushayri follows Ibrahim b. Adham’s biography with that of Abu ʾ l-Fayz Zu ʾl -Nun al-

Misri (d.245/859-860) which as noted earlier does not contain any conversion narratives. 

Qushayri relates, 

154 and the later 
commanded that he be brought before him from Egypt. When [Zu ʾ l -Nun] appeared 
before him and admonished him, al-Mutawakkil began to cry and [ordered] that he be 
taken back to Egypt with honor. [Since then] each time someone mentioned pious people 
to al-Mutawakkil, he would cry and say: “Whenever one speaks of the pious, let them 
first mention Zu ʾl -Nun!”155

Shaykh al-Islam [Ansari said]: “Zu ʾl -Nun was in jail with Ahmad b. Hanbal – during 
the createdness heresy—and one day when the night approached, he [Zu ʾl -Nun] 
extended his hand and sat the strains and lock aside and went to Ahmad and said: ‘Will 
you accompany me?’ [Ahmad] Said: ‘No, I am in the prison of the Sultan.’ Ahmad 
stayed. Zu ʾl -Nun went from Baghdad and performed the morning prayers in Egypt. 
And said: ‘Pray for Ahmad.’”

 
 
The event is clearly intended to prove the caliph’s deference and recognition of the 

mystic’s moral authority as represented by Zu ʾl -Nun. Zu ʾl -Nun’s biography is also the 

second one in Ansari’s Tabaqat where he is introduced as a student of Malik Anas and belonging 

to the Maliki school. The seventh segment in the notice presents the following incident: 

156

In contrast to Qushayri’s account, here Zu ʾl -Nun never encounters the Caliph but 

extricates himself from imprisonment and the eventual public trail. Ahmad Hanbal on the other 

 
 

                                            
153 Qushayri, Risala, 22. 
154 Caliph of the ʿ Abbasīd dynasty from 232/847 to 247/861. 
155 Qushayri, Risala, 19. 
156 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 19. 
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hand is the Socratic figure who accepts the weight of his captivity. In a segment in Bishr b. 

Haris’s biography, the Sufi is shown to once again have retreated from his duty to “speak about 

religion to the followers of the sunna” by “sitting at home while Ahmad stepped forward.”156F

157 In 

further extending Ansari’s account, Jami includes Bishr b. Ḥ ’s admission that “Ibn Hanbal 

stands in stead of the prophets, and what he can, I cannot accomplish.”157F

158 Qushayri, on the 

authority of Sulami relates Bilal al-Khawwas’s encounter with al-Khadir who tells him that “He 

[al-Shafiʿ i] was a [spiritual] peg,” and that Ahmad Hanbal was a “veracious” man, but Bishr 

was so unique that after him there would be none like him. 158F

159 Again, Qushayri’s purpose here is 

to destabilize the Hanbali narrative by creating a hierarchy in which the Shafiʿ i and the Sufi 

supersede Ahmad Hanbal who is merely a veracious man. 

In the fourth segment of his biography Ibrahim b. Adham’s instructs a man that the “rank 

of righteous” can be achieved only by climbing six mountain peaks, with the sixth and final step 

involving shutting “the door of hope and opening the door of readiness for death.”159F

160 The 

segment is immediately followed by the subject’s encounter with a soldier who asks for some 

grapes and when denied proceeds to lash Ibrahim b. Adham with a whip. The latter remains 

steadfast and the exasperated soldier eventually walks away without having had any grapes. 

Several elements of this narrative are interesting: first, grapes and vines are often encountered in 

dreams as symbols of faith, 160F

161 and secondly, soldiers often represent the authority of the 

                                            
157 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 85. 
158 It is likely that this particular extension was part of Ansari’s Tabaqat, but is not included in the manuscript on 
which Maulāye’s edition is based. Jami, Nafahat, 48-49. 
159 Qushayri, Risala, 26. 
160 Qushayri, Risala, 19. 
161 Toufy Fahd, “The Dream in Medieval Islamic Society,” in The Dreams and Human Societies, ed. G. E. von 
Grunebaum and Roger Caillois (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966), 351-364. 
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kings.162

In the wake of the miḥ na, traditionalists like Ahmad Hanbal who believed in the 

uncreated Qur’an could either recant their belief or face severe consequences. Ahmad Hanbal 

endured thirteen-months in jail and three days of interrogation and flogging in al-Muʿtasim’s 

open court, but was eventually released. While his fellow traditionalists were quick to celebrate 

him as a hero for his resistance to the Caliph—a stature that was only to grow in the later 

generations—contemporary sources were divided over Ahmad’s performance. His release was 

seen with circumspection by his opponents, especially the Muʿtazilites  who depict him as 

having recanted and affirmed the doctrine of the created Qur’an.

 Neither Ansari nor Hujwiri include these segments in their biographical notices of 

Ibrahim b. Adham indicating that Qushayri had a specific interest in including this particular 

narrative: destabilizing or at least establishing the moral authority of Sufis in contrast to that of 

ʿ ulamaʾ  and specifically Ahmad Hanbal. While not specifically framed as a dream narrative, 

any reader in that cultural milieu would nonetheless have comprehended the encoded symbolism.  

163

When the Muʿtazilites  came into power at Baghdād, they wished to extort from him [Ibn 
Hanbal] a confession that the Koran was created, and though he was a feeble old man 
they put him to the rack and gave him a thousand lashes. In spite of all this he would not 
say that Koran was created. While he was undergoing punishment his trousers came 
untied. His own hands were fettered, but another hand appeared and tied it. Seeing this 
evidence, they let him go.

  

Hujwiri treads a less controversial path and includes the narrative as developed by the 

Ahmad Hanbal’s apologists in Ahmad Hanbal’s biographical notice: 

164

As a Sufi and Hanafi, Hujwiri had to be careful in recasting the narrative so he carefully 

retracts the Hanbali claim that the miracle of cosmic hands so impressed the Caliph that he 

 
 

                                            
162 Qushayri, Risala, 49. Note 185.  
163 Michael Cooperson, “Ibn Ḥanbal and Bishr al-Ḥafi: A Case Study in Biographical Traditions”: 82. 
164 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 117. 
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repented and immediately called off the miḥ na.165 Although Ibn Hanbal is cast as a Sufi, 

Hujwiri makes sure to include the segment that “When questioned on any point relating to 

practice he [Ibn Hanbal] used to answer the question himself, but if it was a point of mystical 

theory he would refer the question to Bishr Hafi.”166 Likewise, ʿ A ttar also evades the question 

of ascribing superiority to Ibn Hanbal (whom he claims as a Sufi) by staging an encounter with a 

soldier who advises him that “O Imam, you must be manly, when I stole and they whipped me a 

thousand times, I did not admit and was eventually released. If I being in the wrong could bear it, 

so can you who are in the right.”167

The failure of the miḥ na was an immense triumph for the ʿ ulamaʾ  as a class, and 

represented an ample opportunity for groups to lay claim to its legacy. Even though Ansari is a 

Sufi, he nonetheless remained a partisan for the Hanbalis, while Qushayri is far more 

preoccupied with establishing the primacy of Sufis.  

 While the cosmic hands do figure in ʿ Attar’s narrative, he is 

nonetheless recast as a pious man who receives his inspiration from a common man and not God. 

Unlike Qushayri, Hujwiri is reluctant to omit Hallaj’s biography from the Kashf, noting 

that “it would be an act of dishonesty to omit his biography from this work.”168

                                            
165 For a discussion of the development of this narrative in Hanbali sources see Michael Cooperson, “Ibn Ḥanbal and 
Bishr al-Ḥafi: A Case Study in Biographical Traditions,” Studia Islamica, No. 86 (1997): 71-72. 
166 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 117. 
167 ʿ Attar, Tazkirat al-awliyaʾ, 215. 
168 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 150. 

 The details of his 

case notwithstanding, Hallaj remained a divisive figure and Sufi biographers were left with the 

task of reconciling his trial and the weighty charges of hūlūlī (incarnationism) with Sufism. For 

his part, Hujwiri attributes Hallaj’s downfall to “matters of conduct” and not on “account of his 

principles” as Hallaj purportedly violated the principles of teacher-disciple relationship and left 
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both Sahl b. ʿAbdallah and ʿ Amr b. ʿ Uthman Makki without their permission.169 Junayd also 

rejected him, and the absence of a teacher and a guide had the unfortunate effect that “all his 

sayings are like the first visions of novices, some of them are stronger, some weaker, some 

easier, some more unseemly than others.”170

And Ibrahim said that: “That night when Hussaīn Mansoor [Hallaj] was executed, I saw 
God in a dream, and asked: ‘O God, why did you do this to your servant Hussain?’ He 
said: ‘I revealed My secrets to him, he repeated it to people. I bequeathed him a gift and 
he became illuminated [with My wisdom], and called people to himself.”

 In so arguing, Hujwiri emphasizes the teacher-

disciple relationship which became an important part of institutionalized Sufism. 

Ansari in his Tabaqat attributes the cause of Hallaj’s execution to his indiscretion in 

disclosing the Sufi secret to the uninitiated. Ansari’s opinion is legitimated by a dream sequence 

attributed to one of Hallaj’s disciples Ibrahim Fatak: 

171

In Shaykh ul-Islam’s papers, written in his own handwriting, is the information in this 
chapter. Striking your own drum and informing others of secrets [of the path]? … He was 
executed because of jealousy. There is a spring that master holds in secret, but Hallaj 
revealed it. What benediction can be obtained from drumming at the bottom of the 
well?

 
 
The compiler of the Tabaqat further comments on the case: 

172

The candid comments reveal the extent to which encounters with biographies carried 

normative implications for the Sufi disciples. Ansari does not reject Hallaj outright, but several 

segments emphasize his reservation. Two segments towards the end of the biographical notice 

underline this ambiguity: in the forty-seventh segment Ansari reveals that “I do not accept his 

opinions, and I do not like his path, and I do not consider his execution meritorious, but I do not 

  
 

                                            
169 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 151. 
170 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 151. 
171 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 382. 
172 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 383-384. 
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reject him,” while the last segment reiterates Hallaj’s commitment to Sufism as he instructs his 

son to seek gnosis.173

Jami on the authority of Hujwiri notes the conflict of opinion amongst the Sufis, but adds 

that even the ʿ ulamaʾ  were of mixed opinions about Hallaj’s execution and abstained from 

ruling on the fatwā.

 

174

Shaykh Abu ʿ Abdullah Khafīf said:”…Even with thirteen tons of iron shackles, he 
[Hallaj] performs one thousand prayers every day. You see in these cells, each houses a 
thief or a murderer, he visits each one and holds discourse with them and grooms their 
hair and beards. I asked: ‘What does he eat?’ [He] said: ‘Everyday a tray with a variety of 
food is brought before him, he only looks at the food and touches it with the tip of his 
finger while humming and does not eat anything. Then we take the food away.’”

 Unlike most of the early biographical notices in which Jami quotes 

liberally from Ansari, in the case of Hallaj, he replaces Ansari’s criticism of Hallaj with the 

following segment: 

175

One evening Hasan of Baṣ ra passed by the door of his [Habib al-ʿ Ajami] cell. Habib 
had uttered the call to prayer and was standing, engaged in devotion. Hassan came in, but 
would not pray under his leadership, because Habib was unable to speak Arabic fluently 
or recite the Koran correctly. The same night, Hassan dreamed that he saw God and said 
to Him: “O Lord, wherein does Thy good pleasure consist?” and that God answered: “O 
Hassan, you found My good pleasure, but did not know its value; if yester night you had 
said your prayers after Habib, and if the rightness of his intention had restrained you from 
taking offence at his pronunciation, I should have been well pleased with you.”

 
 

The egoism that Ansari’s biographical notice ascribes to Hallaj is carefully replaced by acts of 

selflessness and extreme piety (symbolized by his refusal to ingest food that originates from the 

Caliph).  

Hujwiri whose work is the first of its kind in Persian includes the following incident at 

the head of the Tābiʿūn  generation: 

176

                                            
173 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 386. 
174 Jami, Nafahat, 152-153. 
175 Jami, Nafahat, 153. 
176 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 88. 
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 Habib was certainly not the only Sufi who could not speak or read Arabic. 

Understandably, the problem seems to have been shared by more than one non-Iraqi Sufi 

(especially amongst the intoxicated school). For example, Al-Qassab, a Sufi from Transoxania, 

was illiterate,177 as was Abu ʿ Ali al-Sindi “who knew neither Arabic nor the obligatory duties of 

Islam.”178

 ʿ Attar also includes a segment in Habib’s biography: “They say that whenever he 

[Habib] heard someone recite the Qur’an, he would weep. Someone said, ‘You are an ʿ ajam not 

an ʿarab so how do you understand what they say?’ Hab ib replied, ‘My tongue is ʿ ajam i but 

my heart is ʿ arab i.’”

 Hujwiri uses a legitimating dream to confirm the possibility that even those who do 

not speak or read Arabic can be initiates in the Sufi path. Hujwiri’s claim has a wider implication 

in not only endorsing his own pioneering act of writing the first known Sufi text in Persian, but 

also endorsing a break from the tradition of the ʿ ulama ʾ , as one could scarcely aspire to 

becoming an ʿā lim without knowing Arabic.  

179

 Abu Hanifa’s biographical notice is one of the longest in the Kashf and is positioned 

towards the head of the tābiʿūn  generation (the sixth biography). The notice includes three 

dreams in which the status of the subject is confirmed as the premier ʿ alim.

 Ansari and Jami indicate no interest in including linguistic controversies 

in their collection. 

180

A certain Shaykh relates that one night he dreamed of the Prophet and said to him: “O 
Apostle of God, a tradition has come down to me from thee that God hath upon the earth 

 Significantly, all 

of the dreams involve the Prophet himself and are therefore considered extremely veracious. By 

comparison, Shafiʿ i’s notice includes only one dream: 

                                            
177 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 161. 
178 Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 69. 
179 ʿ Attar, Tazkirat al-awliyaʾ, 55. 
180 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 92-95. 
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saints of diverse rank.” The Apostle said that the relater of the tradition had transmitted it 
correctly, and in answer to Shaykh’s request that he might see one of these holy men, he 
said: “Muhammad b. Idris [Shafiʿ i] is one of them.”181

 While the dream segment endorses Shafiʿ i’s position as a saint, the biography itself 

informs the reader that while he had an inclination towards Sufism, he nonetheless “became 

occupied with seeking position and exercising authority as an Imam,” and was therefore unable 

to become a true renunciant.

 
 

182 Hujwiri’s motive here is suspect because in the case of Abu 

Muhammad Ruwaym b. Ahmad (whom he notes “hid himself among the rich and gained the 

Caliph’s confidence”183) the same criterion is not applied. This shows that contrary to the 

persistent counsel to renouncing the world and association with the rich and the powerful, the 

Sufis not only originated among the wealthy but also maintained their wealth and prestige. It was 

left to the biographers to find strategies to explain away these embarrassing and perhaps all too 

well-known facts. In the case of Ruwaym, Hujwiri notes that “he was known for his severe 

austerities” and opted for a life of luxury only in his later years.184 In Ansari’s Tabaqat, one of 

Junayd’s servants Abu ʿ Umar Zajaj is warned by his master not to go near Ruwaym. Abu 

ʿ Umar ignores Junayd’s instruction and upon visiting Ruwaym finds him living in opulence and 

luxury. As a Sufi master, Ruwaym is aware of Abu ʿ Umar’s skepticism, and informs him that 

he lives that life only to provide guidance to children. Junayd confirms Ruwaym’s status as a 

pious man, and comments that he was afraid to let Abu ʿ Umar see Ruwaym in that pomp and 

luxury lest he think him an imposter.185

                                            
181 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 116. 
182 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 116. 
183 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 135. 
184 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 135. 
185 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 263. 
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 In Ansari’s Tabaqat, Muhammad Sharaf relates a story when Amir Subuktagin visits 

Herat at the head of his army and one of the villagers encounters a Sufi amongst his retinue. The 

Sufi miraculously transports the man to Mecca where he performs the pilgrimage and returns 

him back to Herat. The villager is surprised that the Sufi has chosen to remain within the army. 

The Sufi reassures him that, “There is none other like me in the army. If a weak petitioner arrives 

and asks a favor, who will look into his affairs and who will answer his pleas? And if in my 

absence they encounter a young woman amongst the war booty, who will save her from them? 

And so it is that I stay with the army, and you see to it that you do not say anything to 

anyone.”186

Similarly, the Sufi Abu Hamid Ahmad b. Khadruya al-Balkhi was married to the 

daughter of the Amir of Balkh but according to Hujwiri, Abu Ḥamīd agreed to the marriage only 

because she wanted to join the Sufi path and her father wanted his blessing.

 

187 Upon marriage, 

Abu Hamid’s wife Fatima renounced the world and while travelling in Iraq “removed the veil 

and talked to him [Bayazid Bistami] without embarrassment.”188

 Aside from shielding the Sufis from untoward association with state officials, the above 

story also illustrates the acceptance of women into Sufi ranks. Although they occupy far less 

space than men in the biographies (only ʿ Attar and Jami include independent reports), the 

transmission of authority through teacher-disciple relationship did allow women to become 

Sufis.

  

189

                                            
186 Ansari, Tabaqat al-Sufiya, 424-425. 
187 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 120. 
188 Ibid. 120. 
189 One way the prohibitions of religious war were circumvented was by declaring women Sufis to be men. 
ʿ Aṭṭ ār emphasizes this point in Rabʿ ia Adawi’s biography. ʿ Attar, Tazkirat al-awliyaʾ, 59-73. 

 In comparison, the structures and procedures involved in becoming an ʿ alim 

effectively barred women from entering the ranks of the ʿ ulam aʾ .   
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According to Jami, one day a Sufi Fatima Nishapuria sent something to Zu ʾl -Nun who 

refused to accept it on the grounds that taking anything from women is degrading and harmful. 

Fatima sent him a reply that, “The best Sufi is the one who does not see hindrances [between 

them].”190 Jami adds a further segment wherein Zu ʾl -Nun is asked, “Whom do you see as the 

foremost amongst this ṭ āifa [the Sufis]? He said, ‘There was a woman in Mecca whom they 

called Fatima Nishapuria and they said that she spoke such words upon the meanings of the 

Qur’an that I was surprised.’”191 While Jami’s biographies of Sufi women are brief (they rarely 

exceed four segments), ʿ Attar lavishes significant attention on the miracles of the Sufi Rabiʿ a 

Adawya.192

When Sumnun gained eminence and popularity in Baghdad, Ghulam Khalil began to 
intrigue. A woman had fallen in love with Sumnun and made proposals to him, which he 
refused. She went to Junayd, begging him to advise Sumnun to marry her. On being sent 
away by Junayd, she came to Ghulam Khalil and accused Sumnūn of having attempted 
her virtue. He listened eagerly to her slanders, and induced the Caliph to command that 
Sumnun should be put to death.

 Hujwiri, in mirroring the Adam-Eve narrative, ascribes Ghulam Khalil’s inquisition 

of the Sufis to the jealousies of a thwarted woman, 

193

 What becomes evident in these accounts is the fact that the Sufi ṭ abaqāt texts were not 

only preoccupied with locating the tradition of Sufism within the bounds of shariʿa or providing 

idealized norms of behavior, but also represented attempts to define the boundaries of acceptable 

Sunni Islam. Clearly, the Sufis expend as much energy in convincing the readers of their 

traditions legitimacy within orthodox Islam as in generating, reconfiguring and suppressing 

polemics against their fellow Sufis’ practices or doctrines. As with the ʿulama ʾ , the Sufis were 
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also concerned with suppressing internal strife by constructing a broad base of acceptable 

behaviors, while articulating the defining practices of Sufism as a tradition.    
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CONCLUSIONS 

During the 11th century, contests for authority in large urban centers in Khorasan centered 

around theological debates. Hujwiri notes in the biography of al-Marwazi that, 

When he returned to Merv, the people of the town received him with friendship and 
founded for him a professorial chair and lecture hall. At that epoch half the population of 
Merv were followers of tradition and the other half adherents of Opinion, just as at the 
present day. They called him Rażī al-fariqayn because of his agreement with both sides 
and each party claimed him as one of themselves. He built two convents (ribāṭ ) at 
Merv—one of the followers of Tradition and one for the followers of Opinion 
[Muʿtazilites] —which have retained their original constitution to the present day.194

As Bulliet has shown, during the 10th and 11th centuries Nishapur was also divided into 

Shafiʿ i and Hanafi factions with the former predominantly adherents of the Ashʿarite doctrine 

while the latter school was dominated by the Muʿ tazilites.

    
 

195 The fact that Hujwiri mentions 

only the theological affinities but makes no reference to the law schools further underlines the 

centrality of this debate.196 To be sure, proponents of the theological positions also tended to 

represent other interests; for example, in Nishapur the Muʿ tazilite/ Hanafi faction represented 

older established elite, whereas the Ashʿarite /Shafiʿ i faction was dominated by new urban 

elite.197

It was within this context that Qushayri composed his Risala. It has already been noted 

that he chose to excise many of the miracles that were the staple of Sufi biographical genre as a 

whole in an attempt to make Sufism more mainstream and acceptable to the ʿulam aʾ . However, 

  

                                            
194 Hujwiri, Kashf, 96. 
195 Richard Bulliet, The Patricians of Nishapur, 28-46. 
196 Muʿtazilites were predominantly rationalists and propounded the doctrine of the created Qur’ ān. They also 
believed in free will and emphasized an allegorical reading of the Qur’ān. Mu ʿtazilites rose to prominence during 
the early third/ninth century. Hanbalis on the other hand were diametrically opposed to Mu ʿtazilites. To them the 
Qur’an was uncreated, and they based their doctrine and beliefs on the literal interpretation of the Qur’an and 
Sunnah. By mid third/ninth century, Ash ʿarism developed as an alternative to these two extreme theological 
positions. They believed in the uncreated Qur’ān, but they did not reject the use of rationalist tools in the 
interpretation of the Qur’an and Sunnah. For a summary of the issue see, Richard Bulliet, The Patricians of 
Nishapur, 34-35. 
197 See Richard Bulliet, The Patricians of Nishapur. 
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it can also be argued that Qushayri—who was composing his Risala in the heat of dispute with 

Muʿtazilite/ Hanafi faction—sought to reorient the Risala in such a way as to attract more 

Muʿtazilite/ Hanafi followers. Because of their rationalistic tendencies, the Muʿtazilites were 

suspicious of miracles and dreams, seizing any such opportunity to skewer Sufi practices and 

their doctrine.198

“Oh Judge, this is my husband who wants to divorce me but it is not fitting for him to do 
so. If only you could make him desist!” … He [the judge] said to her: “Why is it not 
fitting for him?” She replied: “Because when he married me, his substance [essence] was 
persistent but now he says his substance has come to an end with regard to me, whereas 
my substance still persists in him and had not come to an end. So he should endure 
patiently until my substance comes to an end in him, the same way his substance has 
come to an end with regard to me.”

 The Muʿtazilite al -Tanukhi, for example, uses the story of a female Sufi who 

is seeking divorce from her husband (who is also a Sufi) to ridicule Sufi concepts. Al-Sirafi 

relates, 

199

 Hujwiri—by all accounts a moderate Hanafi

 
 

200—was far more inclusive and less 

disposed to overt polemics, but he holds later Hanbalites responsible for misrepresenting the 

teachings of Ibn Hanbal.201

 Amongst the later compilers, ʿ Attar is also inclusive but his primary concern is more 

with the poetics of the biographies. In case of Jami, it has been shown that among Jami’s 

exclusions in the Nafahat, a significant number of segments deal with the polemics associated 

  In contrast, for Ansari, Ibn Hanbal is the ultimate legitimating 

authority. 

                                            
198 In her study of legitimizing dreams in the polemics associated with different schools of law, Leah Kinberg has 
found that the Ḥanafī’s were least likely to use dreams for such a purpose while at the same time the founder of the 
school Abū Ḥanīfa was constantly disparaged in dreams by members of other schools. See Leah Kinberg, “The 
Legitimization of the Madhāhib through Dreams,” Arabica 32, Fasc. 1 (March 1985), pp. 47-79. 
199 Quoted in Florian Sobieroj, “The Muʿtazila and Sufism,” in Islamic Mysticism Contested: Thirteen Centuries of 
Controversies and Polemics, ed. Frederick de Jong and Bernd Radtke (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 79-80. 
200 Little is known about Hujwiri outside the Kashf. This is based on the reading of the text and his inclusion of the 
account quoted above that endorses Muʿtazilite Sufism. None of the other sources associate Mu ʿ tazilite with 
Sufism without strenuously denying any connections.  
201 Hujwiri, Kashf ul-Mahjub, 118. 
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with the schools of law. By Jami’s time, the theological debates had subsided and most of the 

institutions of law and Sufism had already taken shape, so that to him they may have been 

irrelevant at best and embarrassing at worst. 

 While the relationship between schools of law and Sufism remains unclear,202

 What accounts for their success and the thorough infusion of Sufi values into the Islamic 

community? Traces of answer to this question are also found in these texts. Foremost, the use of 

local vernacular allowed Sufis to embed and articulate their message within the symbols of the 

cultural ecology in which they operated (while also effectively avoiding any overt conflict with 

the ʿulama ʾ  whose idiom remained necessarily limited to the Arabic of Qur’an and hadith). 

Secondly, as the sources reveal, Sufi narratives have an overt emotional content with themes of 

suffering, death and repentance. For ordinary pious Muslims this discourse would have had an 

immense appeal, which in a pattern of feedback, may have encouraged Sufis to emphasize the 

 this paper 

has demonstrated that the Sufis were active participants in the polemics that ultimately shaped 

the institutions of Islamic law. In fact, it was often their commitments to legal and theological 

issues that shaped their conception of Sufism as a tradition, while at the same time they were 

concerned with delimiting the bounds of an acceptable Sunni Islam such that it included Sufi 

practices. These two preoccupations emerge as central to the production of Sufi ṭ abaqāt texts, 

which provided the connective tissue to the adherents of a tradition that retained a distinct mode 

of piety while cutting across distinct social and political layers. In short, their role was not 

merely confined to articulating and legitimizing Sufi doctrine and practice, rather through their 

texts they conceived a broader role for themselves within the moral order of the Islamic 

community. 

                                            
202 See Christopher Melchert, “Sufis and Competing Movements in Nishapur,” Iran 39 (2001), 242. 
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inclusion of just such stories and narratives. Third, in contrast to the somewhat exclusive circle 

of the ʿulama ʾ , Sufi practices allowed the participation of a wider segment of believers, 

including women, hence providing an outlet for communal participation that is emphasized by 

Islam. Fourth, their avowed poverty and disinterest in exercise of power and authority made the 

Sufis an ideal intermediary between the Turkish military elite and ordinary Muslims. These 

factors combined to make Sufism a dynamic mode of piety which met not only individual 

emotional needs but also communal concerns. 

 As indicated above, the question of relationship between Sufism and the madhāhib has 

yet to be answered. A further venue of research will be to examine the extent to which the 

institutional support from the established madrasas helped Sufism survive. Some of the earliest 

madrasas had Sufi masters as their professors; did this translate into a role for Sufism in these 

institutions? For example, as a Sufi master did Qushayri use Daqqaq’s madrasa as a venue for 

teaching Sufism? Also, to what extent did the Sufis contribute to entrenching and preserving the 

institutions of Islamic law and learning, and to what extent did they replace them?  
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