Situating Islamic "mysticism": Between
written traditions and popular spirituality

Author: James Winston Morris

Persistent link: http://nhdl.handle.net/2345/4028

This work is posted on eScholarship@BC,
Boston College University Libraries.

Published in Mystics of the book, pp. 293-334

Use of this resource is governed by the terms and conditions of the Creative
Commons "Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 United States" (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/)


http://hdl.handle.net/2345/4028
http://escholarship.bc.edu

Situating Islamic “Mysticism”:
Between Written Traditions and
Popular Spirituality

James W Morris

Those who write about Islamic “mysticism” for all but specialized
scholarly audiences are usnally referring to a small selection of dassi-
cal Arabic and Persian writings translated into Western fanguages, or
to the bandful of tradidons of spiritual practice from the Muslim
world that have become known even mare recently in the West. In
that sitmation the risks of serions misunderstanding, for an unin-
formed audience, are almost unavoidable, especially where some sort
of comparative perspective is assumed. In the hope of helping non-
Islamicisis to avoid some of those common pitfalls, this essay is
devoted to outlining some of the most basic features of the actual con-
“texts of teaching and devotion within which those Islamic texts most
often characterized as “mystical” were originally written and studied.

L Introduction: The Concept of Walaya

"Perhaps the most fimdamental dimension of this problem is beausd-
fully summarized in the following kadith gudsi, one of the most
frequently cited of those extra-Qur'anic “divine sayings”:

{God saids) “For Me, the most blessed of My friends? is the person of faich wha is'
unburdened {by possessions), who takes pleasure iz‘?gpraycr, who carries our well

- s devotion to &is Lord and eagerly serves Him in secret, He s concealed among
{he people; no one points him out. His sustenance is barely sufficient, 20 he is
‘content with that . . ., His death comes quickly, there are fow mourness, and his
estaze is small,”?

Now the living presence of the “Friend of God” or wal (pl. awiiyd’), in
one manifestation or ancther—whether it be Muhammad and his
Family or certain Companions, any of the earlier prophets, the Shilte
Imarps, or the many pious Muslims who have come to be recognized
postbumously as *saints” —has for centuries been a central focus of
popular religious and devotional life in much of the Islamic world.3
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But the trne wal, as this hadith stresses, is most ofien publicly
“invisible” in this hife, outwardly indistinguishable from many other
normally devout Muslim men and women. Asd even afier death, for
those auliyd’ whose mission of sanctity or “proximity” to God (waldya)
has become more widely recognized, the mysterious reality of their
ongoing influence likewise remains invisible to most people, reveal:
ing itself directly only at the appropriate moments in individual,
highly personalized means of contact: through dreams, visions,
intuitions and spiritual acts of Grace (koramd?) or special biessings that
only appear to “those with the eyes to see.”

Thus this famous hadith suggesss two basic considerations that
should be kept in mind whenever one’ encounters the written works
~ousually associated with Islamic “mysticism”. The first point is that
with rare exceptions such texts were moi originally meant to be
studied by themseives, Useally they were understood, by their author
and aadience alike, to be ounly secondary or accessory meass to their
aim {and often their source): the awliyd’—iaken in the broadest sense,
inciuding the prophets and Imams—and the gradual realization of
that spiritual condition of waldys, or “closeness to God”, embadied in
such individuals® The second, closely related point is that such
“mystcal” writings in their original context—and especially those
works written in languages orher than classical Arabic—were oftea
quite inseparable from the whole range of “popular” religion, from

the faith so diversely Hved and practiced by the mass of the Muslim -

population {(in contrast to the versions represented by the Avabic
traditional religions sciences and the claims of their learned urban
male interpreters). in fact in many regions of the Muslim world that

faith was originally spread and incuicated almost entrely by such ‘

popular “mystical” writings and their even more widespread oral
equivalents, o1 rather above all by the saints and other religious
teachers wholceaveyed'{ané often created) both that literaturs and
the music and other forms of spiritual practice that typically accom-
paniedit. -

1fone keeps both those essential points in mind, it is easy to under-
stand the practeal and historical reasons behind the profusion of
personalities and spivitnal methods, symbals, practices, and beliefs
that one discovers already in the lives of the dassical exemplars of
Islamic mysticism in Baghdad and Khorasan in the 3rd century (A
H.). But-those same cossiderations also help us to appreciate the
decp semse of disilusionment and fallure, of something gone
profoundly wrong, whenever the spiritual dimension of Islam has
come to be identified with any particular, exclusive set of such hisesori-
cal forms® That recurreat realization was summed wp in the
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frequently echoed r&pom& of the Eburasani mystic al-Qashant {d.
$48/959) to a disciple’s naive question “What is Sufist (fesewnny)?"™:

“(Today i's) a name without reality; but it used to be a reality withont 3 name.™®

Whether name or reality, the unavoidable problem for students of
religion is that there is sdill so little accessible literature that one can
rely on to provide either of these essential contexts for understanding
the wider religious funciions and meaning of the many written —and
the far more extensive unwritten —forms and expressions of Islamic
mysticism.

i1, The Qur'an and the Islamic Humanities

Interestingly enough, there is a fairly simple experiment that quickly
Teveals both the origins of the maay genres of Islamic “mystical”

Hterature and the key to the contexts within which they originally
functioned. If one simply makes a serious effort to communicate iz

English (or in any other non-Islamic language) something of the inner

meanings and deeper message of the Arabic Qur'an’ to z cross-
secton of &' given community —from childrer to adults, both women

and men, with all their practical occuparions, personal concerns,

educational backgrounds, and spiritual and intellectual aptitudes—

one quickly finds oneself obliged to recreate, in today's idiom, virtu-

ally the full specorum of what is usuaily called Islamic “mystical” ficer-

ature, both theoretical and practical. Hence the typologiss of form
and avndience outlined in the following sections are clearly deter-

mined by the necessary interplay between (a) partcular topics or
teachings drawn {(directly or indirectly} from the Qur'an; (b} the

attitudes, expectations and capabilities of each pardcular audience;
and {¢) the individual teacher's own perceptiveness and creative

abflity — using words, music, drama, and all the other instruments of
human communication—to evoke in each member of their audience’
the. Indispensable immediate awareness of those ever-renewed theo-

phanies “in the world and in their souls™® which will actually bring -
that spiritual message ative.

Now if we may borrow the term “Islemic kumanities” to describe the
whole socially embedded and historically changing matrix of cultural
forms —institutions, epics, myths and folkiales, rituals, poetry, music,
codes of right behavior (adab) and implicit values and expectations—

through which that transmission of spiritual teaching actnally takes

place within each Muskm family or local social group, then it is clear
that the religious literatures traditionally associated with Islamic
“mysticismy” have indeed plaved a central falthoush bv no means
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=xclusive) role in that process of spiritual education for the majoricy
of Muslims living in any period? . And it is equally dear that the
_immense corpus of hadith {in both their Sunni ané Shiite forms)
tomstitute the paradigmatic example, the prototypc as &t were, for
the subseguent creative development of all the Islamic humanities.10
Whatever their historical anthenticity, the complex corpus of hadith
marvelously illustrates both the centyal Islamic assumption of the true
“ersbodiment” of the spititual teaching in the archetypal example of
" the we# {in this case the Prophet or Imams) and the fruithad, but
problematic refractions of that living teaching through the particular
perspectives and understandiags of the many generations of individu-
als receiving and ransmitting it. Al the forms and dilemmas of later
“wmystical literature”, and of the Islamic humanities more geaerally,
are already reflected and often beautifully dramatized in that vast
Btexature of hadith,
At this point nog-Islamicist readers might well object that all of this
must be so obvious as scarcely o reqnire mentiening. The problem,
however, is that this “self-evident” observation happens to run

eomnter to some of the most fundamental parad1gms, both normative

and historical, underlying the classical Arabic “religions sciences” as
they were written down and elaborated by small influential groups of
learned religious scholars (the culamd’) in the scattered cities of the
Musiim wcrld from the 3rd/9th century onward. From the perspec-

tive of those scholarly paradigms, the revelation of the Qur'dn was

considered as inseparable, both temporzally and normatively, from the
equally “revealed” teachings recorded and conveyed by the hadith
and—in ;}racﬁca from the related auxiliary Arabic Hnguistic and
iaterpretive sciences. Together these Arabic textual studies came 1o
be viewed by this small group of learned mterprer.crs as consumnng
refigions “Knowledge” {ilm) por excellence, the joint and unique foun-
darions or “sources” (asil) from which they could then derive, in a
variety of ways, their own authonl:atwe standards of properly Islamic
practice and belief.1
Thus the learned elite purveyors of those Arabic religious disci-
plines, while constituting themselves as the (self-appointed) authorita-
tive interpreters of that wider Prophetic legacy, at the same fime at
Jeast theoretically conceived of the immense majority of their fellow
Meshms—espediaily such groups as women and ilfiterate Tural and
tribal peoples—as condemned to a doubly degenerate state of belief
and praciice. For according to their twofold “trickle-down™ model of
Islama, 12 even the most learned and zealously pious students of these
Arabic sources would necessarily come to be increasingly removed
from the pure ideal represented by the short-lived Medinan commu-

)
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nity (or the earliest Imams), while the vast majority of Muslims could
only imitate, at an even further remove, the various models of belief
and behavior developed and expounded by t.hls handful of learned
interpreters. -

From the standpoint of those later learmed men, the Islamic
humanities (both oral and written) and their represeptatives and
creators could represent at best only an approximation to {or
inevitable “compromise” with) their own authoritative smndards of
properly religious knowledge and behavior. At worst, of course, the
popular Islamic humanities, especially in their oral and non‘learned
forms, tended to appear from that viewpoint as “deviant™ and igso-
rant “survivals” of pre-Islamic “customs,” as the unmentionable —if
sometimes practically unavoldable —“superstitions” and “popular” or
even “nominal” religion of women and children, #literate peasanis
and the masses of unculoared, only pardy “Islamicized” uibal
peoples. 13

But that immense m:gorxzy of less jearned Muslims in the past, in
all the regions of the Islamic world, certainly did not bave to wait for
the insigiz‘:s of modern students of religion, or the discoveries of
modern ethnologists and social historfans, to expose the many
theological and historical fallacies and the ill-concealed polisical and
cultural pretensions of that scripturalist paradigm of the <ulemd”
Thus most of the types of “theoretical” mystical writings discussed
below, for example, were in fact created precisely to defend the prac-
tices and presuppositions of the wider slamic homanities— whether
in their high-cultural and learned, or their oral and popular forms—
by trapsforming or even replacing influental versions of that
religious paradigm, either by exposing its theological and metaphysi-
cal inadequacies or by articulating the alternative spiritual claims of
particuiar representatives of the gwliyd’. And of course in many pares
of the Islamic world people went on creating and living out the more
practical local forms of the Islamic humanires, as they do today, with-
out everly worrying about the disputes and alternative visions of
those ofien far-off urban male learned elites. 14

Here again, the great obstacle for students of religion approaching
the fexis of Islamic “mysticism” is that any adequate pheaomeno-
lIogical description of their social and historical comtexts—assumed by

" the original authors and andiences alike—is still often inaccessible to |

non-speciadists. The invaluable contributions of recent studies of the
socjal history of all pericds and regions of the Islamic world in
revealing those local comtexts, and especially in highlichtipg the
immense lacunae in our knowledge of earlier Islam societies and the
actual religious lives and practice (most notably of womesn and tibal

1
{
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peoples) outside a handful of urban cultural centers, have not even
begun to be assimilated in surveys of Islam intended for non-spedal-
1.1 And the equally important detailed descripdons of individual
local Muaslim communities (usually rural or tribal) by anthropelogists
and ethaographers in this century likewise have typically been carried
out, in all but 2 handful of exceptional cases, in unfortanate igno-
rance of the historical depth and cultural complexities of the Islamic

bumanities and the widespread mterpia}r of their localized forms with -

more learned traditions, especially those asseciated with Islamic
mysticism. 16

The findamental relevance of the growing evidence from these
disciplines for sitaating Islamic “mystdcism” can be stated very simply:
the closer one looks ar the actual lives of individual Muslim women
and men.in any period (including the learned male scholarly elites),
the harder it is to discern any indigenous literary or cultural category
or sacial institutions {mcluding those associated with “Sufism™) that
could somehow be smg!ed out as uniquely or authoritatively Tepre-
senting “Islamic mystcism”. At best, as in the fitdag udf_: of A
Schimmel's dassic study, one can speak broadly of the *mystical
dimensions” of virtually every aspect of Islamic life and culture in the
pre-modern world. Time and again, when one looks at the actual
hiszorical contexts, it turns out that what have often been identified as
“mystical” practices or writings were in fact integrally embedded in

the wider Islamic humanities, or what outside observers have often se -

revealingly labeled as “popular”—ie., adually bued—religion and
spirituality.

To give only a2 few examples direcdy Hlusirating the following
d;scusaxon of the types of mystical literature, the repeated invocation

of divine Names (the prayer of dhifr, or “remembrance” of God) turns’

out to be not simply a central “Sufi” ritual, but in some areas an
important part of fuperals and a common stage in the religious
-education of young people, who learn (even before the tanonical
prayers) the “Most Beautifel Names” and their recitation with the aid
of prayer beads—a practice carried on throughout life without
presupposiag any official affiliation to a particular Sufi order. Like-
wise periodical visitations (ziyéré?) to the shrines and tombs of saints
{and prophets, Imvams, and some of their descendaats) and associated
festivals have long been an integral part of ritoal and family life in

virmally every region, with more widespread participation even today

-than the Hajj which typically figures so prominently in textbook
accounts of Islam. And even more common and spiritually signifi-
cant—if less visible—are the diverse practices of offerings, prayers,
sacrifices and vows in connection with those dreams, spiritual visions,

b / o
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intuitions and blessings that are each individual’s decisive proofof the
effecive {and affective) power of a given weff. Finally, at least in
traditional settings throughout much of the Eastern Islamic world,
“mystical” and devotional poeiry (frequently in cosjunction with
music) is often not just an incidental ornament or Hlustration of some
more learned Islamic teaching, but in fact the primary vehide for
discovering and formulating the mystica}” dimension of the sphrim-
ally significant experiences and situations constantly arising in every-
day life.l7 There those compelling vernacular poetic Hteratures and

_vast repertoire of popular stories abowut the prophets and saings are

the equally complex equivalent in the Islamic homanities of the
multitude of spirituafly significant tales and 1egends—ﬁkewise only
partially “scriptural”—whose reminders are built into the swained
glass windows and elaborate stonework of Chartres and other
medieval cathedrals. 18

HI. Types of Mystical Writing: Texts and Contexts

‘The following basic typology should help to bring out the importance

of the acteal contexts of the various writings often associated with
Islamic “mysticism”, contexts which are rarely discussed in adequate
detail in the still imited set of translations or analytical discossions of
those texts availoble to non-Islamicists. This schematic analysis is
based on an extremely simplified consideration of the main andiences

‘and subjects of that literature, a procedure that is subject to several

important qualifications mentioned below. A few reliable Eaglish
wanslaHons are cited as liustrations in each case, as an aid w s.’nese
working in related felds who rmaht wish to use such texts in teaching
or comparative studies.

The most fundamental distincion one immediately enconnters in
considering Islamic “mystical” texts s that berween works addyessed
10 the relatively small network of scholars comversant with the
learned traditons of the religious and “rational” {i.e, philosophic,
scientific, medical, etc) sciences, which were wsually writen in
classical Arabic!®—works that we may broadly characterize as
“theareticel” in their format and andience—and a vastly more complex
and diverse Hrernture of the Islamic humanides, both wrirten and
predominantly oral, in a multimde of languages, intended for the
proctical spiritual nstruction or edification of far wider audiences.
These latter, more practical types of wnung typically share 2 common
concern with directly communicating, in a locally meaningful form,
essential spiritual teachings of the Qur'an and hadith.2
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The selection of wrifngs included in the following catsgories
roughly corresponds 1o the broad set of subjects that are commonly
associazed with *“Isltamic mysticlsm” in modern translations and
discussions by students of other religious traditions. Butin realiry this
standasd selection Is somewhat arbitrary and artifically limited in a
number of crucial respects that must constantly be kept in mind if one
is to appreciate the distinctive roles of these specific types of writing
within the much wider complex of the Istamic humanities and their
actual religious fanctions in particular local contexts.

To begin with, the typelogy of “mystical” writings outlined here
does not directly include the traditional complex of Axabic “religious
sciences” {fgh, kaldm, usal al-figh, tofSir, hediik, related linguistic and.
historical studies, Arabic calligraphy, and the like), even though all of
those disciplines have frequendy been used and construed as impor-
mnt, even integral aspects of mystical or spiritual paths in varions
Islamic contexts by some of the learned elite to whom they were
divectly accessible.2! More Importantly, we have left out of considera-
tion here the vast realm of supposedly “non-religious” local litera-
mresﬁ—e.g., forms of epic poetry, “folk-tales”, proverbs and fHbles,
tradifional (faeily, tribal, etc) genealogies, histories and legends,
cte. —and related practices, even though those forms of the Islamnie
bumanites are frequenﬂy central to the acmal understanding and
symbolic articulation of religions and spirimeal experience in each
local comtext. Heace the following typology of audiences angd
sabjects, it should be smessed, is not directly based on any traditional
Literary genres: ane could give both prose and poetic iliustrations, in
both written and oral expression, for each category of “mystical”
writing cutlined below. And certainly many of the classic, most last-
ingly and widely influential vehicles of the Islamic humanities (such as
the badith themselves, the yd” <Uitm al-Din of Ghazali, or the epic
accomplishments of poets like Rumi, Attar and Hafez) include virtu-
ally ali of the following categories.

Even more ﬁmdamenmlly, the acrua] spiritual functons of the
limited types of writing discussed below.in practice overlap and inter-
sect with a far more extensive and diverse network of other forms of
local practices, ritmals, icomographies, social patterns and cultural
assumptions which can differ radically from one family, quarter,
village or tribe even 1o its nearest neighbors. Whether any aspect of a
particular slamic socio-cultural context (indluding its written and oral
literatures) actually operates as—or is perceived as—“mystical” (or
“religions”, “Islamic”, eic.) raises thorny questions of individuai
realization and broader cultnral definition that are at least as complex
and controversial in those local contexts as are their more familiar
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metaphysical and scholarly counterpars. Within the major wrban
centers of Iras, for example, such widespread rimuals and practices as
the ceremoniss surrounding the solar New Year {Now Rix)—or the
recitation of Ferdowsfs epic Shihndmeh (and jts popular retellings);
the extraordinary intertwinings of polite language (t2'érrof) and social
etiquette and norms; the zr-khdnsk (men's “gym”); the craf guilds
and bazaar asseciatons; mastery of shekesteh or other scripts; diverse
items of dress; or the host of special foods and offerings whose prepa-
ration is prescribed for even relatively minor passages in life—have
all taken on “mystical” meanings for individnal Muslims and sven for
wider communities ar different times23  And if one looks more
closely, it furns out that the same dynamic, creative PrOCESSES go on
today—Likewise with virteally no traditionally learned or formally
“Islamic” literary input, and often without public documentary mani- |
festarions—within the families and communities of African American
(and other American) Muslins today.24

Finaily it should be cbvions that the actual “mystical” or spiritual
functioning of any of these forms of the Islamic humanities—at lease
m any deeper and consistently meaningful sense—still depends above
all on the very different ways in which individual Musiims actvely
appropriate and experience them. At least for each of the “practital”
categories of mysdeal writing, one could casily cite a long continuura
of ilinstrations stretching from undeniably spiritual expressions o
relatively banal, traditionally “folkloric™ or even more grossly
“superstitious” and mundane uses.25 (Perhaps that essential contrast
Is most obvious in the remarkable range of cultural and individual
uses of the “occult sciences”, ke alchemy, astrology or numerology,
and of their psychic and cosmological symbolism.) In fact, justas with
the full corpus of hadith, one often tends to find the ostensible
“extremes” of that spectrum of spiritusl realization contained within
the same literary work, or expressed at dmes in the life and activites
of a single individuml.

IV. Practical Types

—“Mausic” in the broadest possible sense® —including the various
forms and rimal circumstances of Quran recitation; all the expres-
sions of group prayer ceremonies {dkikr), whether chanted or accom-
panied by instraments; as a common setting for the classics of mysti-
cal lyric poetry; at saints’ shrines and festivals; and within a host of
other religious rituals and life-cycle ceremonies--remains fundamesn-
tal o any serious phenomenology of religious and mystical ffe in
most Muslim societies, and to even the most elementary understand-
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ing of the Islamic humanities. Fortunazcly, students of religion now
kave at their disposal, even without travelling, » rapidly growing
range of recordings and descriptive studies sufficient to give some
idea of the centrality of music in a wide variety of Islamic spiritual
_paths and disciplines, especially in those rurz], txibal and “popular”
contexis so often neglected in general works on Islam 27

As a revealing contrast, studies of architecture and other visual arts
as manifestations of the Islamic humanities —and more particularly in
their relations to mystical and spiritual dimensions of Islama—have
apparently been greatly limited by the art-historical disciplines’ classi-
cal focus on a canon of “great” works or monumenis associated with a
select group of urban centers of patropage, trade and power, as well
as by highly inappropriate, culturally limited definitions of what
constitutes “fnc” and minor or “decoraiive™ {or “civilized” "and
“primitive”) arts.2® Certainly scholars are now paying increaséd
agtention to such relatively obvious phenomena as the interactions
between mystical thought and literature and miniature paintings
often produced in the same court settings, of to the social and politi-
cal dimensions of Islamic “mystical” movements from the 13th
through the 19th centuries, as their deeply rooted popular inBuences
were mirrored in the formunes of dynastics and the widespread official
construetion and endowment of saints” shxines, tombs, khanegahs,
and the like, Baut the more widespread popular reflections and subtle
influences of mystical teachings and practice in such culturally diverse
forms as calligraphy (in all Islamic languages) and the aesthetics and
iconography of textiles, clothing, jewelry, utensils, ceramics, and
carpets; in tombs; and in the plethora of more “rustic” mosques,
zAwiyas, Imamzadehs or jamkbanchs—espedially as those physical
creations interacted with particular local customs and social
patterns—has yet to attract the same level of scholarly attention,
above all with regard to those aspects that would most inferest the
student of religions.?® Thus, apart from important studies of a few
pre-modern cities and famous monuments, something as primordial
as the concrete expression of the sacred and physical space of Islamic
spirituality and mystical pracsice in non-urban settings, from West
Africa to China and Indonesia, necessariy continues to be another
mystery to all those (including many Islamic scholars) who have not
been privileged to travel and live in these unigue Jocal contexts and
communities.

—Reflecting the central focus in popular Islamic spirituzlity os
sacred-human mediating figures (the gulipd’, Imams, prophets and
especially Mubammad and his Family and Companions) already
discussed above, by far the largest category of mystical litcrature

7
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@ncluding corresponding oral forms) consists of what could very
broadly be called “devotional” literapure: prayers, imvocations, bless-
ings and praises, and {at least in Shiite contexts) rites of mourning
and elegies typically directed roward, or else produred by, those
central theophanic fgares® In fact the importance of those human
spiritual exemplars is so overwhelming in virtnally every sphere of
Islamic spiritnalicy®! that in practice it is extremely difficult to sepa-
rate this category of spirithal writing and "practice from almost all of
the other “mysdcal” forms of the Islamic humanites discussed below;
those other types of writing can all be understood (and often were
consciously intended) as extended commentaries on one or another of
these exemplary spiritual archerypes. The remarkable lack of ransia-
tions?2 of this kind of fiterature (not to mention in-depth studies of its
actual religious functions in specific local contexts) may in part reflect
the relative predominance of its oral or “popular”, vernacular forms
and more particularly its assoclations with that (supposediy) “silent
majority” —i.e., Muslim women —whose actual experience and practice
of the spiritual life is stil so strikingly absent from most of the avail-
able schalarly literature on Islamic religton. '

~It would certainly be temptng, especially for students of
comparative mysticism and spirituality, to try to separate out from
the above category texts concerned more specifically with the actual
practice of methads of contemplation, meditation, visualization and
related disciplines pursued in the Sufi orders and cther “mystical”
forms of Ilamic religion3® The fact that such an effort would be
doomed to failure even in the original languages reflects two funda-
mental and quite distinctive features of Islamic spirituality—both
deeply rooted in the central mystery of the unique language and
rhetoric of the Qur'an —whose significance will be discussed in more
detail at the end of this essay. First, from the time of Muhammad
down to the present day, “mystcal” or spiritual practices in Islam,
despite all their diversity and changing forms, have typically not been.
viewéd or portrayed as clearly distinct from the archetypal Prophetic
model of coustant prayer, devotion, awareness, vigh, fasting, and
retreat—ie., from the actualization of those more universal spiritual
virtues which are the constant subject and aim of the Quv'an itself
Sccondly, for reasoms also discussed below, defailed atiemps o
record or prescribe those spiritual practices in wrilen form sesm to
have been virtually nonexistent. Even if transiarions were more
widely available, the relatively few written works on such censral
mystical practices that do exist—such as summary accounts of the
particular prayers and Eranies assoclated with certain Sufi orders,
catalogues of divine Names used for duly, or brief instructions on
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breathing or visualization —typically give no inkling of the complex,
highly individualized application and adaptadons of such procedures
under the guidance of an accomplishad master, nor of the cridical
process of their integration within the Iess “esoteric” (but no less
indispensable) ethical and ritual forms shared with surrounding
commuuaities.

—Perhaps the next most common form of Islamic mystical litera-
fure, and one equally inextricable from the wider complex of Islamic
humsnites, Is that of Hues of the sainis {and Imams and prophets). The
formal grounding and inspiration of that immense and constantly
accumulating mystical literature in the earlier Arabic prototypes of

adith, the Stra (Prophetic biography and legend) and the parallel
popular genre of “stories of the prophets™ should need no explana-
tion®* But whether in the epic masterworks of Rumi and Attar or in
the endlessly transformed oral versions of those often universal
stories,® it is remarkable how consistently the focus remains—as
already in the hoadith—on the archetypal, on spiritually significant
incidents or anecdotes intended to “illustrate” a more general, recur-
reat teaching. The absence of any tradition of self-consclously
individualized spiritual “autobiography” providing a detailed and
psychologically realistic account of the actual processes of spiritoal
teaching and initiation®t is another of those distinctive characteristics
of Islamic mystical writing whose origins and deeper significance will
be explored in the concluding sections of this study. .

—The broad category of ecstatic sayings and metaphysical para-
doxes {shatahét or Sufi “koans™}, parables, aphorisms, and mystical
tales? ~drawn both from exemplars in the Qur'an, hadith aad
prophetic tales, and from the accumulated wisdom of every preceding
refigions tradition —represenss a famikiar, abundant type of Islamic
rystical fitgrature in which it is ofien extremely difficait to draw any
rigid boundaries between written and oral teaching, between
commonplace proverbs and profound spiritzal intuidons. To be sure,
many such riddles, stories and poems are dlearly protrepiic, designed
simply to awaken their readers’ awareness of and interest in pursuing
the deeper meaning behind the cutward forms of religion and every-
day experience. But again we have almost no scholarly literature that
would adequately convey the complex higher religious functions of
those short, easily memorable tales and sayings either as they are
skilliully used by an accomplished master or as they resonate inwardly
when their meaning is awakened in conjunction with the appropriate
meditation or eritical moment of spiritual insight. :

—Another important category of Islamic mystical writng, which
bas only begun to be explored, consists of more practical guides to
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spiritual life, whether focused on the “rules” of proper behavior (adab)
w be followed by Sufi novices, outlines of the “stages of the path” and
spiricual psychology, or in actual leiters of direction or students'
“transcriptions” (melfdzdr) of a master’s oral teaching to certain disci-
ples.3® Once again, students of comparative religion who gain-some
Famibiarity with the Islamic works of this type are likely to be some-
what disappointed; for in most cases, including the translations just
cited, such writings tend to be repetitive and relatively elementary, or
too sketchy and fragmentary to be fully meaningful. Rarely will one
find, for example, any detailed, phenomenclogically adeguate
account of the particuiar Islamic uses of fasting, prayers, vigil and
spiritual retreat, or of the awareness aad appropriate interpretation
of dreams, intnitons, and other spiritually significant events which in
reality are so central to actual situations of instruction and spiritual
guidance.

—Certainly the most problematic, but nonetheless extremely
widespread and influential, category of Islamic mystical literature is
the diverse group of so-alled “occult sciences,” including such
complex fields as the multi-dimensional sciences of letters and
numerology {fefr and “m alhurtf); aichemy; astrology; talismans;
chiromancy; and so.forth3® This sort of writing and associated prac-
tice—in many cases reflecting a commmon symbolic and cosmological
heritage shared with late Antiquity and the medieval West—spaas an
enormous range of manifestations in most Islamic societies, from
highly theoretical treatments and profound mystical elaborations
(deriling cosmological or subde psychological processes) to popular
“superstitions” and their own pragmatic uses. For = variety of
reasons; peither of these extremes has yet been subject to much
sustained scholarly attention in the Islamic context, while recent
religious wodernists and reformers have typically considered both
learned and popular manifestations of these disciplines to be embar-
rassing relies of a backward, “pre-scientific” superstitions mentalicy.
Thus accounts of Islamic mysticism and related arts and poetry for
modern audiences have namrally tended to neglect the decisive
importance of their communication of a “sacred canopy” of common
cosmological symbols (including the omnipresent letters of the szered
alphabet) in accounting for the wider efficacy and persuasiveness of
many expressions of the traditional Islamic humanities across the
whole cultural spectrum from court poetry and learned sciences to
the most remote local oral traditions. 3¢

—Finally, there is the broad category of more direct expression,
often in lyrical or even ecstatic poetic form, of actual mystical or spiri-
tual experiences—a category which, becanse of its relative Bamiliarity
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of subject and expression, has been a consistent favorite of modern
Western translators.*! The popularity and immediacy of such classic
texts, however, should not automatically be taken as an index of
either their representative qualities or their adequacy for depicting
the broader spectrum of Islamic “mystical” practices and presuppost-
tions. To take omly oue striking example, the predominance.in
Rumi's lyric poetry of universal images drawn directly from nature—
even if those symbols are almost always intended as revelatory
commentarics on familiar mystical themes from the Quran and
hadith—surely helps explain the widespread appeal of his writing,
especially to contemporary literary tastes. But the relative directness
and simplicity of some of Rumi’s podtry is far from typical of the
highly stylized, formalistic rhetorical conventions of much later
Islamiic mystical poetry, with its complex, entirely untransiatable play
of musical assodations on a multidimensional repertoire of symbolic
and metaphysical archetypes (again ofien scriptural in origin) shared
by writer and audience (whether learned or “iifiterate”) alike. In
those later, highly influential taditions, as exemplified in the incom-
parable Persian lyrics of Hafez, poctry comes to be scen Jess as a vehi-
cie of communication of some parficular “oxiginal” individual insight

than as a subtle mirror reflecting and revealing the deeper, archety- .

pal dimensions of each reader’sflistener’s own momentary spiritual

state. So again it twrns out that the more genuinely religious and -
“mystical” (L., not merely conventional) dimensions of that central-

type of Islamic literarure—whether jn its learned or vernacular
expressions—can only be discerned in light of bighly complex practi-

¢zl and culmeral contextss that are typically assumed, rather thasa }

openly stated.

V. The Islamic Context of “FTheoretical” Mystical Writings

It is impormant to note that the four broad cypes of “mystical” writing
distinguished under this heading are relatively later phenomena in
fstamic thought, since in both their Sunal and Shiite forms they
presuppose the early foundational teachings of Muhammad azd the
Tmams; then the broader development and spread of the earliest
Arabic exemplars of the Islamic humanities (hadith, Siva, stories of
the prophets, etc.;*? and finally the gradual intellectnal “crystalli-
zation” or increasingly sophisticated theoretical articulation in classi-
cal Arabic—throughout the 8rd and 4th centuries of the Islamic era,
in a few urban centers of the Abbasid empire—of alternatine learned
understendings of the proper implications and interpretatioss (social,
political, spirimal and intelectual) of that accrued body of diverse
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religious tradidons. During that period several schools of what have
been loosely {and somewhat misleadingly) called Islamic “theclogy”
gradually developed a shared vocabulary for artculating different
visions of the Arabic religious sciences, while Farabi and others
(incinding many translators) were likewise developing an Arabic
philosophic language capable of expressing the universal insights and
pretensions of the inherited Hellenistic sciendfic and philosophic -
traditions. The remarkably successful creative melding of those two
conceptual universes by the philosopher Avicenna {d. 429/1087) even-
tually Tesulted in a complex shared philosophico-theological language
which was used by most later Muslim intellectuals, uatil the present
century, to articulate and defend their alternative visions of the
proper theoretical and practical understandings of Islamic tradidion.
The most famous and lastingly influendial “theovetical” expositions of
Islamic mysticism—including especially those by I <Arabi (d. 1240)
and Ghazall {d. 1111), whose works are szll widely read throughout
the Islamic world today—both drew upon and further transformed
that disdnctive philosophic and theological vocabulary, which was
freely adapted by most subseguent mystical writers in each of the four
categories below.

Thus the place of these “theoretical” forms of Islamic mystical
writing within this larger intellectual development—and more signifi-
cantly, their relation to the more widespread popular and practical
manifestations of mystical and spiritwal teaching—was radically
different from the role of outwardly similar intellectual forms devel-
oped in other religious or civilizational contextis. First, uniike the case
of Hindu or Buddhist traditions, “mystical philosophy” (or theosophy)
in a thoroughly speculative or primarily intellectual form hardly
exists in the Ishnic context, And those theoretical mystical writings
that were produced in later periods were themselves rarely the inspi-
ration of the far moré extensive practical and devotonal forms of
mysticism spread by the Islamic humanites. Onr the conirary, even
the types of theoretical writings discussed below appear relatively late -
and among a small intellectnal elite, presupposing the complex of
highly elaborated and deeply rooted practical mystical traditions they
propose to justify or explain. Likewise these distinctively Islamic

forms of theoretical mystical writing did nei historically grow out of
earlier “non-mystical” forms of religious tradition, nor ave they gypi-
cally conceived or presented as special “interpretations” or further
spiricual dimensions of such non-mystical religious forms,*3 as in at
least some historical presentations of kabbalah, for example.

Instead, when one examines these texts more closely, it turns out
that the majority of more theoretical writings about Islamic mysticism
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are in fact primarily self-consciously “political” works directed toward
influendal elites of urban religious intellecmuals. Through the
presumed authority and wider educational influences of those intel-
lectual elites, these writings were typically intended to affect, trans-
form or protect the relative positions and wider social implementa-
tion of what their authors coasidered more properly or effectively
spiritval understandings of the local forms of Islamic radition and
practice. As such, they usually involved intellectual debate against
jusiificadions of alternative socio-political interpretadons (or “abuses”)
of the same body of learned religious tradidon. Hence in each case
the actual practical implications of those seminal texts, both in thelr
original historical contexts and in the controversies which have often
swirled around them down.through the centuries, only become clear
when we can isolate in sufficient demil both the particular intended
audience and the specific issues of interpretation and practice in gues-
ton* Whether they are viewed historically, pracdcally or intellectu-
ally, the classic works of theoratical mystical writing in Islam thus
appear as the proverbial “tip of the iceberg” in relation to the profuse
forms of mystical and spiritual practice developed and spread
independently by the much larger body of the Islamic humanities in
each Jocal context 45
Now the disproportionate emphasis of earlier Western translations
and secondary studies on such theoretical expositions of Islamic
mysticism is quite understandable in terms of the pionecring Emro-
pean scholars’ natural interests in Islamic materials apparefxﬂy
comparable to their own “mystical” traditions, as well as the ipherited
expectations of their own audiences: the philosophic and theological
vocshulary of those selected “mystical” texts is {or at least once was)
more familiar to learned Western readers than the unfamiliar
symbaolic universes and complex socio-culnral presuppositions of the
‘more widespread practical forms of the Islamic humaniﬁes: .Bu': the
legacy of that problematic Initial definition of “Islamic mysticism ’.has
been to Teinforce a potent combination of theological presupposinions
and questionable historical paradigms that together have ,lgfge};g
blocked a more adequate scholarly perception of Islamic “mystcsm”
(including the Islamic humanities)—and which by the same token
have tended to obscure presentations of Islamic religious life more
generally. Some of the resulting misunderstandings are still so
deeply roated that it Is necessary to point out how they differ from the
actoal perspectives of the authors of beth practical and more
theoretical mystical writings in Islam. :
To begin with, neither those Muslim authors nor their opponents
tend to single out some sepereiz realm of mystical or spiritual activities
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or experiences within the wider sodal and eatological domains of
religion: typically there is no essential separation claimed or assumed
between “letter” and “spirit”, “law” and “grace”, ritual and realiza-
ton, etc. (The highly distincdve social and Fterary forms and
assumeptions peculiar to the various forms of Islamic “esotericism”
discussed in section VII below are of a very different order)
Secondly, the fundamental focus shared by these theoretical writ-
ings—i.e., the realization of the spiritual virtues and their relation to
the metaphysical ground and destiny of human souls —is itself ar the
very center of the explicit, “exoteric” Qur'anic text. Thus any sort of
text or practice one might associate with Islamic “mysticism™ almost
inevitably turns out to be nothing more than a reminder or actuskization
(within a particadar socio-cultural seting) of unduly neglected funda-
mental aspects of those explicit scriptural teachings. The intimage,
often inseparable relation between the outward forms and sacred-
human exemplars of Iskumic mysticism and those of popular religion,
as well as the creative, ongoing development of the Istamic humani-
ties in the most diverse cultural and sodal contexts, are rooted in the
way ithose manifold cultural expressions remurn directly to the
Qur'anic archerype and its explicitly metaphysical, trans-historical
perspecidives. More often than not the “theoretical” writers of Sufism
or csoteric Shiism were simply articulating the theological and philo-
sophic explanations (and scriptural justifications) for what ordinary
Mushims (not just “mystics”) were actually doing. : .
Thirdly, the fupdamental issue at stake between virtually all the
“theoretical” proponents of Islamic mysticism, both in Sunni and
Shiite settings, and their opponents usually wrns out to be the
exiremely practical—and indeed religiously unavoidable —question of
the nature of the humen spiritual exemplars*® through which the full
meaning of the revelation can be known and realized: ie., who are
those special persons (whether in this world or the “unseen”™), and how
can one best either locate and contact them (so as to follow their
guidance and seek their aid and intercession) or else develop the
spiritual qualities necessary to move toward thar same state of
perfecdon? Again, one may note {a) the fundamental continuities
between Islamic “mysticism™ and popular religious expressions on
this point; and (b) the fact that this issue is likewise cenmzl o the
Quranic teaching comcerning the ongoing, universal realies and
perennial spiritual fanctions of all the divine Messengers, prophets -
and angels.*7 So it should not be entirely surprising i in reality the
differences of perception {and corresponding practice) berween any
two Muslim “mystics” concerning this fundamental religious question
were (and stll are) often at least as conspicuocus as the differences
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separating either of them from many other groups of less avowedly
mystical Muoskims.

Finally, one can hardly exaggerate the determinative influence for
the subsequent development of Islamic mysticlsm (including Shiite
esoteriasm)—and for the evolution of the Islamic humanities more
generally —of the wnigue kistorical circumsianees (political, culiural and
even geographical) which at critical moments prevented any single
model or daimant from achieving anything appreaching exclusive
legitimacy for their claims to religio-political anthority.*® Far more
than the few {and in fact not totally hostle) Qur'anic allusions o
earlier clerical, kingly and monastic religious institations,?? it was the
historically effective stalemmate between the many competing

paradigms of religions legitimacy during the fizst four formative .
centuries of Islam that kept the exemplary Muslim mystics of those

periods from being either suppressed or routinely institutionalized
{e.g., in monastic foundations, eic) by any of those contending claims
o religious authority. And it was the extreme fragmentation and
insbility of all but the most local political authorities for much of the
next five centuries that allowed the ewliyd’ {of very different soris) and
eventually the related Islamic humanities to take on their increasingly
preeminent role in popular religious life and imagioation from Africa
to Central and Sounth Asia 3% Thus while non-Maslim observers from
many backgrounds have continued o read their own models of
“religion” and religious authority—including equally inappropriate
notions of “erthadoxy” and “orthopraxy”—into the most diverse
Islamic settings, modern historical research increasingly reminds us
of the remarkable extent to which those decisive religions questions
have acmally remained creatively unsettled in past Islamic contexts,
just as they so ofien still are today. Almost without exception, the
masterpieces of Islamic mystical writing have been created in just
such highly unsertied historical sitnations.

V1. “Theoretical” Types of Mystical Writing

—The first common type of “theoretical” mystical writdngs to appear
(in Sunni cizcles, at least) were relatively “defensive” or apologetic
Arabic treatises, directed toward other elite religious scholass,
proposing o demonstrate the consistency of already widespread
popular Sufi practices and teachings with the particular religious
standards and comceptions of that learned elite,®! while ofien
attempting at the same time to establish religiously appropriate stan-
dards for judging {and conivolling) the various manifestations and
perceived social or spivitual “dangers” of those popular spiritual

I
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movements,2 The religious problems and paradigms isolated at this
early stage —e.g., the alternative attitudes toward the exemplary case
of al-Hallajs teaching and martyrdem, or the wragic events of
Kerbala—tended to be repeated in such scholarly writings for
centuries.

—A second, far more complex category would inciude more ambi-
tously “offensive” writings almed at explaining and revealing the
centrality of the spiritual life and practices of the various mystcal
groups and the decisive importance of the qwifyd’ (however under-
stoad) for properly interpreting and fiving out other learned forms of
Islam —such as various Arabic religious sciences, or even the rational .
and philosophic sciences—ordinarily conceived of as being relatively
separate from those spiritual matters. In a way, one could say that
this rype of Arabic mystical writings were essentially a more scholarly
equivalent of what the spiritually oriented practical Islamic humani-
ties were actually intended to do for Muslims in other walks of #ife,
By far the most elabérate and historically influensial Hustration of
this type of Islamic mystical writing #s the immense summa of ba
‘Arabi’s “Meccan IMuminations™, % which discusses iz endless detzil
the deeper spiritual meanings coniained within all the scriptural
sources and Iater religious {or even secular) slaboyadons of Islamic
tradition. That work’s parsuasiveness and comprehensiveness even-
tually won Its author the honorific dtle of “the Greatest Teacher” (zi-
shaykh al-akber), and made it a primary somree for most later Islamic
writings of this sort—as well as for some of the more openly univer-
salist philosophic expositions in the fourth category below.

—A third, very broad category wounld include actual ingellectual or
symbolic explanations of various dimensions of spiritual experience
and their epistemological and ontelogical underpinnings, growing
directly out of the need to understand and communicate the
recurtent realities of the spiritual Path. An immesnsely complex
creative effort of reflection in this direction already underlies the
elaboration of the profuse technical vocabularies of even the earfiest
generations of Sufi teachers and coraparable Shiite figures.5* Butitis
typical of the wider social expression and essentiaily practical
orientation of Islamic mysticisma that the pursuit of any purely
theoretical inguiry in these fields seems to have been reined in early
on by a strong sense of the spiritual and social pitfalls of such
intellectual activity pursued 25 an end in irself. Instead, one more
typically finds such topics dealt with indirectly in the more “practical”
types of mystcal writing discussed above in terms of refined allusions
to classical scriptural symbols or spiritually revealing anecdotes: in
such works the pure theoretical impulse is comstantly turned back
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toward what is instead portrayed as its proper, comprehensive human
context of spiritual realization. -

—Finally, there are those theorstical works whose authors have
atempted more comprehensive, openly universal philosophic
accounts, in both ontological and epistf:molugical terins, of the central
insights and related practices of one or more forms of Islamic
“mysticism”.55 Those monumental philosophic achievements —asso-
cGated with such celebrated and diverse thinkers as Avicenna,
SuhrAwardi, Ibn Sabfin, Mulla Sadri and the many commentalors of
Iba Arabl—became widely studied by intellectnals during later
periods of Islamic history, especially within the complex multi-
cultural, multi-confessional socio-Teligions worlds of the Mogul and
Ottoman empires, with their significant resemblances (at least at the
elite level) to our own world-cultural sitsation today.5¢ But one
cannot too strongly emphasize that even those more original
theoretical explorations were ordinarily not conecelved of as openinga
privileged form of inteilectual access to mystical or spiritual realiza-
tion, nor indeed even as being necessary for such realization by them-
selves. For in most cases such writings presuppose the same wider
fractical conrexts and methods of realization shared with the more
popular expressions of Islamic spirituality. And indeed the most

sariking evidence of the ongeing cultural significance of the Islamic |

humanities, in both Arab and later Eastern contexts, is the fact that
each of the authors of this theoretical type of Islamic mystical writing
was obliged to murn to the alternative of more accessible popular
forms of expression —whether Persian-language mystcal tales and
religious commentaries in the cases of Avicenna, Suhrdwardi, and
Mulis Sadrd; or Arabic mystical poetry in the cases of Thn SAzabl and
of Ibn Sabqin’s disciples—in order to reach out and influence wider,
more popular circles beyond the learned religious clites.

VIL. Spiritual Teaching and the Limits of Writing

By now our cudine of the various types of Islamic mystical wridag
should have highlighted several distinctive characteristics that carry
across many of the above categories and are in fact peculiar to-virtu-
ally all the written expressions of Islamic mysticism. First, the great
majority of those writings, when viewed in.their original cultural
sexting, furn out 10 have been consciously directed either toward
specific religio-intellectual clites not necessarily involved in any
special spiritual disciplines {in the case of many “theoretical” writings)
or toward other Muslims who were only potential mystical “begin-
pers”—i.e., not readers who were already actively engaged in spiritual
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disciplines under the guidance of a master. Secondly, a further
distinctive sign of this situation is the widespread refuctance in Islamic
mystical writings to speak in concrete detail about such fundamental
practical dimensions of the spiritual Path as meditation, retreat, fast-
ing, prayers, vigil, dream visions, and so forth. Finally, an even more
striking characterisdic (at least for modern Western readers) is the
peculiar reluctance of these Islamic mystics to write in an openly
personal manner about their concrete individual experiences and
insights.?” Instead Muslim mystical writers of virnmally all fmes,
places and literary genres typically prefer to elfuds to those more
personal dimensions of their experience through archetypal symbols
drawn from scriptaral and other traditional sources. An uafortunate
consequence of these recurrent features of reticence and discretion,
for students of religion wafamiliar with their deeper sodial and practi-
cal contexts, is that initial acquaintance with the Hierature of Islamic
mysticism may give a quite misleading impressien of repetitiveness,
relative (intellecmal) superficiality or simplification, and even
conventionality.58

In fact, each of these particular Hierary characteristics (like their
close parallels in the other artistic expressions of the Islamic humani-
ties) can only be nnderstood in terms of the ways such writings were
intended to operate in their original social and cultural contexis.
These mystical texts are only the most visible aspects of a wider
assumption of “esotericism” vooted in three foundational features of
Islamic religious calture (both popular and elite) already cited at the
beginning of this essay. The first of these is the remarkable ceatrality
of “mystical” aims and practices in the Qur'an, where the spititual ife
is portrayed as the primordial essence of Religion (Din, the universal
God-soul telationship), combined with the (apparently utopian) insis-
tence that those spiritual realities be explicitly expressed and realized
in the everydey lives of ¢ff people of fith, following the Prophet’s own
example, The second key feature is the constant focus, beginning
alréady with the archetypal cases of Muvhammad and the other
prophets (and of the Imams, for Shiltes), on the practically decisive
peed for a living divine-human connection and exemplar (e, the
wek or “Friend of God” in the broadest sense, whether in this world
or accessible spirimally) who can properly guide each Muslim’s
specific realization of those broad Qur'anic injunctions. And the third -
essential point, discussed at some length ahove, is the profound
integration of virmally all expressions of Istamic “mysticism” within
the Islamic humanities and the surrounding local forms of popular
religion. '
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Integradion, howsver, is not the same 28 identity. And the outward

“invisibility” of the Friend of God descyibed in the famous hadith with

which we began beamifidly expresses the inmer paradoxes and

tensions—and the profound Hmits of any wiiting—inberent in the

distinctively "esoteric” context of spiritual teaching assumed by most

forms of Islamic mysticism. For from that perspective the ultimate

purpose of mystical writing, as of all the associated spiriteal methods,

conditions and ways of life, was rarely conceived or presented as a

particular new set of beliefs or social practices that could somehow be

stated or applied “literally” and upambiguously.5® Instead, within the

Quranic framework and its oggoing sodo-cultural expressions

(inclnding all the related Islamic humaxides), that aim could only be

portrayed as a frangormed insight or reclization of existing, publicly

accessible doctrines, norms and forms of experiencc—and as a trans-

formation in principle (or degree) potentially accessible fo all 80

Hence both the tenacious {and In the long Tun generally successful)

resistance to any widespread insdtutionalizadon of religiously sepa-

rate, exclusivist mystical sects or distinct sub-religions within the

wider Islamic community,5l and the equally typical persistence of
Muslim mystics’ attempts to share their theoretical and practical spiri-

tual jnsights (especially by means of the Islamic huraanities) in forms

alrimately accessible in some degree to all members of the wider
Muslim community. o

. The second profound limitation on mystical writing, whose wider
importance has already been discussed, was the almost universal
assamption that the spiritual goal set forth by the Qur'an could only
be fully realized within the context of ongoing personal essocialion
between each disciple and an accomplished master {(whether on earth
or accessible spiritually, inciluding all the prophets).5? As suggested by
the frequent recourse to images drawn from alchemy, that essential
spiritual process was mot seen as involving the “concealment” of
anything that could be communicated unambiguously 1o all comers.
For virtually all Islamic mystics, it is precisely the e undersiending ?f
the scriptural symbols {and not those images themselves) that is
“esoteric”. From their perspective, the sacred texts themselves
convey the Truth quite Hrerally—so it is the disciple who mmnst be
gradually wransformed, through the guidance and teaching of a
tmaster, in order eventually to grasp that fiteral sense,% to rediscover
the essential connections between the sacred symbeols and the corre-
sponding realidies and consequences In his or her own experience.

And finally, the fondamental principle underlying both of the’

above points and all their practical and literary COBSEqUEDCEs Was
Muslim mystics’ characteristic awareness of the irreducible higrarchy of
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human spiritual capaciiies and fredispositions (at least at any given
moment), and their corresponding perception of the Quraz and
hadith as being carefully and appropriately addressed to this full,
incontrovertible range of human types and possibilities. In rhis situa-
tion only a genuine master, it was assumed, cogld properly judge the
readiness and aptitude of each individual student with Tegard to the
relevant aspects of their character and spiritual development.

Now the above points, presented in this fashion, might seem
abstract and even—for those without firsthand contact with the spiri-
tual traditions in question—a sort of relic from another age.* Bat
already at the purely textual level, even the most skeptical readers
can begin to appreciate the importance and actual functioning of
these integral relationships between “mystical” text, master, and
spiritual practice in the Islamic context by focusing in on ‘twe
subjects— indeed two inescapable “mysteries”—-whose practical
existential importance, within any religious iradition, s as self-
evident as their prominent posidon in Qur'anic teaching. In both of
these cases, inquisitive readers can begin to appreciate more fully
what is ordinarily nof stated in Islamic mystical texss, and the possible
reasons why certain matters are omly discussed orally within the
context of acrual spiritual guidance and disciplines, simply by
considering the alternative conceptions and possibilities move openly
discussed in other religious tradidons.

The first of those two subjects is the deeper grounds of the iater-
play hetween individual spiritual capacides and advancement (and
eventually the very meaning of divine “Justice”} and the uidmase
consequences of each individual's actions in the “other world”. In the
Islamic context the meaning {and relative human importance) of this
reality is conveyed by the detailed, remarkably complex eschatologi-
cal symbolism which is probably the single most frequent subject of

‘the Quran. The second recurrent subject is that of the “spiritual

bierarchy”: of the deeper relationship between the timeless spiritual
realities of the divine intermediaries discussed repeatedly in the
Qur'an and hadith (prophets, angels, saints, eic.) ard their partcalar
earthly manifestations both in history and as those figures are
encountered more directly by each individual in the course of their
spiritual itinerary.

Even a passing acquaintance with the treatment of these issues in
the history of religions, whether in Islamic or other contexts, should
be sufficient to suggest some of the ethical, social and political reasons
for the persistent refusal of even the greatest and most respected
Islamic mystics to wriiz more operly than the Qur'an, or to speak
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more publicly than the Prophet, concerning these two ceniral spiri-
tual mysteries. -

VI The Invisibility of the Saints

‘Whatever one’s spiritual outlook and interests, the poinfs we h:avc
outlined concerming the inmer relations between Islammic myystical
writings and the wider Istamic humanities, and their particular social
manifestations within each Muslim community, are neglected, yet
kistorically decisive phenomena that shouid be of the ntmast i.nteresiz o
serious students of Islamic history, culture, religion and society. Like
the “jnvisibility” of the Friends of God described in the celebrated
hadith with which we began, the very unfamiliarity of those perspec-
tives to our own ways of thinking and viewing the world should at
least suggest the possibility of realides, or at least new angles of
vision, yet to be discovered. )

A striking illustration of that possibility is pmwd;fl by two short
works by the great Musim mystic Thn °Arabi which have been
partiaily translated under the title Sufis of Andalusia. 5 They give one
cautiopary lesson with regard to the highly problematic re}at;oxas
berween texts (of any sort) and the availabie portrayals of {siamxc
history and religion. Among the surviving monuments and lierary

records of Muslim Spain in the late 12th century {apart from Thn

cArabi’s own veluminous writings), there is very little in the Arabm
poetry, political chronicles, biographies of learned legai and rghgious
scholaxs, or the celebrated works of a philosopher like Averroes,
suggest any parbeular social significance, or ifxdecd even mucs.
conscious awareness, of what larer came 0 be viewed as “Sufism”.
Islamic “mysticism,” in that fater, more instituﬁonal.izcd a.nd_ §e1f-
comscicusly distinctive sense, is in fact almost invisible in the writings
of those Jearned and privileged elites. Yet Ibn “Arabi recounts 1n the
rost moving terms his own decisive personal encounters, over a t}ew
years of his youth, with dozens of men and women, from every region
and walk of life, learned and illiterate, outwardly “religlpus.” and less
obviously so, whose extraordinary spiritual powers and influences
were exercised almost entirely within the web of “ordinary” social and
religious life and practice, visible in many fostances only to those few
specially motivated individuals who cared o seek them out. )

The broader bistorical Jessons that can be drawn from this telling
example must surely be kept in mind when reading about any aspect
of Islamic religion or cultare. As for Ibn SArabi, he was making 2
different point.%

Notes

wulipa¥ (singular welf): ie., those who are “close 10" God, probably alluding to the
frmons Qur'anic verses 16:52-64: “. . . the friends of God, they bave no fear and
they do not grieve . . . thelts is the Good News in this lower Iife and in the next
(Efe) . . . that is the Tremendous Attainment”. The same Arabic tarm—which zlso
aries significant conmotations of “profecior”, “guardian” and  even
*governor™ —alsc appears as one of the more Fequent Mames of God (ar 22375
3:68; 45:19; eic.}. 5

In the influgrsial poesic classics of the later Islamic humanities, this complex
of Arabic terms is conveyed abave all by the recurrent, intentionally ambiguous
references to the "Beloved” or “Friend” (Prxsian Yér or Ditst, and their equivalents
n Tuykish, Urdy, Malay, etc). There this relationship of waldya/wilfys becomes
‘he cenizal metaphor for the divicefuuwan reladopship and the theophanic
aature of all nanme and ¢xperience.

This hodith is included, with minor variations, in the canoical coliections of
Tirmidls, Ibn Maia, and Jon Hasbal. Sec the full text and notes in W, A, Graham,
Divine Werd and Prophetic Word in Eqrly Idem (The Hague, 1977), pp. 120-12L

Throughout this paper it should be kept in mind that the English word “saint”
and its equivalents in other. Christian contexts) is quite inadequate to convey
dther the centrality or the fluidity of the imgplick associations and spivitual
onnections which are typicaliy perceived in Islamic devotional contexts—e g, in
srayers at a specific shrine, or within a given Sufi path—beiwesn the divine ol
Walf (Yér, Dist, 2tc.) and the wide spectrum of human and spiritual exemplars
who are typically available to each indévidual Musfim or locil community. And
wen within Jslamic religious scholarship, the learned theological explanations of
‘hese central popular devotional practices {e.g.; in terms of funcdons fike wesia,
&ifé%a, witéyn, spirtual “hierarchies,” and the hike} usually depend on drawing
$rm distinctions and concephial boundaries that scarcely reflect the intimate spirt-
xal realities of actual prayer and devotional Hfe. .

Perhaps the most visible and significant Hustration of this point is the fact that
nany of the “founders” and eponyms of major Sufi tariqas were either refatively
monymous {at least In terms of contemporary writies historical documentation),
asarly Bfiternte, or authors of reladvely few “mystical” texts. The same relative
wonymity often holds true as well for those innumersble locad sadats {and in
shiite settings, relatives of the Imams) whose shrines are the cbjects of piigrimage
iad popular devations throughout the Islamic world: the manifestations of their
valdya are not sought in writing, and the “proofs” of their presence are not
wanded down in books. ’ : .
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4 typical sign of this phenomenon recwiring in different contexis threughout
Islamic history is the characteristic progressive socio-linguistc drvaluation of tech-
nical terms once used to refer to “imystics™ a8 scon 35 the practices or institufions
conaected with those forms of spiituality have becoms popularly routinized and

‘corrupted” {from the perspective of differens ehites). To take ondy 2 few illustra-
tons from the Persianate cwltuzal sphers at very different periods, there is the
early succession from %4bid 16 z4hiF to “Arift the evenrually even more widespread
peiorative connolations of words like durwlsh, fagly and s@F (often cosxisting with
other positive meanings); and the post-Safavid Shifte schclarly opposition of terms
Eke 4 g {or ifz }--in sither case assodiated with Sunni or *folk”,

rural rehgmus movements—to Hfén {trus “gnosis™).

The dictum is repeated in two of the mpest fanous Persian works on Sufism,
Flujwie's {d. 2 465/1071) Kaslf al-Mafifits (tr. . A. Nicholson, London, 1811, p.
44), and JAmis (3. 1499) biographical dicfionary, Nefabdt «l-TUns {ed. M.
Taswhidipis, Tehran, 1336 hs/fiS957, pp. 253-56), apparendy based on a more
direct account in the earfier Arabic Tabﬁg@! of Sulans (. 412/1021).

To date, even the best English “manslations” of the Qur'an bear roughly the same
selation o the recited Arabic original as program notes to the acnial performance
of a classical symphony. The inadequacies of those efforts—which reflect the
difficulties of the challenge, more than the alents of the translators —only high-
Lght the exrraordinary eativity and originality {and the fegquendy Quranic
inspiration} of the great masters of the poetic and musical traditfions of the Isiamic
heeaanitdes discussed below,

Similasly, anyone performing this experiment in 2 Western language relatvely

untouched by Iskanic culture will quickly discover fhe profound ways in which

waditionally Islamic languages from the most diverse linguistc famiies (e.g.,
Petsian, Turkish, Swahili, or Malay) have in fact become thoroughly permeatad in
their vocabulary and wider conceptual and symbalic universes by Ianguage and
symbols drawn from the Qm"a.nand hadith.

A reference to the Bamous verses at 41:53, “We shall show them Our Signs on the
horizens and v their souls” {or “within themsslves™), perhaps the most frequently
cited Qur'agic proof-text for the perenmial iuman masifestations of the divine
waidye.

As discussed i more dewil below, it is essendal to keep in mind thar the
refigiously relevant “Hieraturss”, in almost any Islamic context—and particularly
for the women, villagers, peasants and iribespeople who b constisuied the vast
mmjority of Muslims in the world undil this century—bave been predominantly
ot and vernzcnlar, in creafive, locally meavingfid cultural forms that can seldom
be understood simply as “diluted” versions of auy of the leawned Arabic sciences.
The Rndamental, ongoing religions importance of the zuifyd’—whethar
physically present or through the spiritual archetypes communicated by thosc
local “Hreratures” —can only be grasped in light of their vole in those specific,
conevetz contexts of individual spiritual teaching and practice.

The contemgporary siowation of thousands of Affican-American Muslims in the
process of discovering and claborating their own anthentic forms of Islam—
sypically with anly 2 quite Emited contact with external traditions of Isfamic litera-
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ture and learning—is actually remarkably representative of the local situations
hisierians discover, wherever suffidens evidence exists, as they move beyond the
learned, wbas and eourdy rircles that were uxiil recently the primary suljects of
Istamic history.

In addition, from the point of view of the Islamic humanities, pardalarly at the
teved of popular, oral culture, the early refigions forms of “tales of fite prophets”
(gisus al-anbiyd?}, Along with similar stories ahout the Life of Muhammad (the sfre}
and the Shilte Imams, are at least equally as important in forming MusEwme® fmages
and understandings of the gwliyd” and their teachings as the accounts preserved in
the form of hadith, despite the fact that such forms of “popudar™ terature were
later accorded much Jower religious starus iy the opinien of religioys scholars.

For understandable reasons, subsequent learned Muslim scholars, whatever their
school, bave rarely cared to point out v what an extent even the earlisst, most
widely respected Arabic works of legal interpretation, Qur'iisic commentary, and
biographies of Muhammad are inextricably grounded in an immensely complex
body of oral traditions (by no means lmited o the hadith) written down many
decades or even centuries after the events they recoune. Mare fnexcusably, the
naive repetiion of this pardcular paradigm of Ishmic religious schalasship in
most non-specialized modern Western accounts of the religion of Istam has of
course tended 1o obscuve the multitude of competing, at least equadly influantial
visions of religious authority, “knowledge™, tradition and practice which have in
fact informed the historical Jandscape of 5o many Islatmic societies from the dedth

_of Mubanmmad down {0 the present day.

A pardeularly extreme {and historically iafluentialj case of this religio-historical
paradigmm is beautifully Hlusirated in the polemic work transtated by M. U. Memon
as fou Tayafyu’s Struggle against Popular Religion (Mouton/The Hague, 1876).

We bave intentiopaily highighted these key codeswords of modern Istamicist
potitical ideologies —tao ofian naively repeated in uninformed scholarly as well as
Jjournafistic discourse—to help suggest the curiou$ process of hybridization
through which historically alien religious conceplions, most often reflecing West-
erz Protestmt or Marxist uliural paradigms, have been grafied with tradidonal
pa.‘ndlgxm of Islamic scholarship to give rise o such peculinr cazegories and
typifications of various Musfim peoples. The essential peint 1o bear in mind is
that such ideologicz.ly motivated accounts clearly have very linle to do with how
Muslims iIn general {and more pariicularly those groups thus :ypxﬁed} have
actuslly viewed their faith and refations to God.

Sez the pardcularly umg};iful Husrraton of rhis much wider phenomenon, in the
case of one mountin viflage during the receat “Islamic Revolution,” in R.
Loeffer’s Islam in Proctice:  Refigious Beliefs in a Persian Villuge (Albany, 1938) and
E. Friedl's Women of Beh Koh: Lives in as Iranizn: Villoge (Washington, 1889). For
similar phenomena in 2 wide varisty of more urban, Arab contexts, see the
revealing anecdotes throughout M. Clisenan's Recogwizing Islem {London, 1983}
Closer 10 home, the pioneering research of Beverly McCloud {n. 24 below)
provides fascinating Hrsthand descriptions of the same arestive elaboration of
meapingfully Ishmic forms—cfien In conscious oppesifion to affen cultural
models of custom and behavior —amonyg sroall communiries of African-American
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Muslim women with only the most icpgous contacts 10 Iearned Arabic radition of
retigious scholarship,

The amazing coexistence of scholarly handbooks on Islamic religion conveying, i
aayihing, increasingly ideclogical and ahistorical porzayals of “Islam™ Gn terms of
supposedly mormative doclinés, practices, eic) at precisely the same Sme a5
hundreds of detafied historical studies, in both Western and Ishimic languagcs,
have come to highlight the grave Bmits and constandy shifiing motives an&
meanings of such idealized paradigms in asy partdcular peried and locale, is &
curious paradex deserving its own study in the sodiclogy of knowle‘dg:.

For students of 7efigion interested in delving into that already immense recent
historical Hterature —and for the time being, given the ahsence of refiable histori-
cal syntheses (especially with regard to popular culture and nen:u':ban Popula.—
Hions}, ne serous understanding of Istam, including Islamic “m}vsnmsm,".zs really
possible without immersing oneself in many suck detailed local siudies—iwo
important cautions are in order. First, many of these recent historiesl inguiries
are Enked w the development of new nation-states 2nd a naturally renewed inter-
st by local scholars in their mmtional “roots” and in “popular” movements
concaived in modern pariont terms. The common danger in sl such cases isan
inadequate awareness of the wider redevance and interconmections of many areas
of Istamic qulture in pre-modern fimes, both of Iearned religious Hterature and of
the written and oral Islumic humanities, in ways that usually ranscend conmm;;-:.:«
rary national, regional and Lnguistic boundaries. In the West this. problem is
aggravated by even more arrificial recent “srea studies” divisions in scholarly
treatments of the Islamic cultures in guestion. )

The second, less cbvious, major bartier for students of {slamic religion, is that
historical studies with rare exceptions focus on what is viewed as politically or
bistorically “significant” and wnusual “hehavior” —i.c., on what stands out, cfizn
in tevms of viclencs, rebellion, efc,—and nst on the “longue durds” and the more
universa, by definition almost “invisible,” spirimad dimensions of reﬁgicus,ﬁf{:: In
the present context, for axample, the pitfalls of this outdook are speci-aliy obvious
i the focus of many studies of *Islamic mysticisax” on the charismatic Jeaders of
Suff orders fimctioning as polifical leaders of anti-coloninl resistance in the 19§h
century {&.g., the Mahdi in the Sudan, the Sanusiya in Libya, “Abd 23-Qadir in
Algeria, Shinsl in the Caucasus, 2ic), oF oR the equally siriking ease of Shak

fsmail and the Safavid movement. For a student of Islamic refigion, such studies
often do not even pose the key guestions: the “charisaw” of religio-political lead-
ers, os we know from experience, can be demoric or divine; and the thousands of
“saints” who do correspond to Mubammad's descripior {a. 2 abavr;:}, whose
wmhhxgmdmmﬁegiv&smmingtokhmmdmﬁnustogmdfomcr
MusTims’ lives chroughout the world, rarely enter anyone’s historical chronicles {ar
least until after their dearh).

Since the very existence and multple functions of the local Islamic humanides,
much less their central role in the actual refigious ife of Muslims everywh:rt._ar:
not even acknowledged fn most non-specialist introductions to Islamic refigion,
anthropalogists working in every area of the Musiim weorld have tended to assume
the Iistoricist paradigm of the Sdemd represcais a descriptive as well s
{polemicaliy} normative account of “lslam”—and thus have inevitably faund.zt
irrelevant {or hostle) ta what they actually do cbserve in many local oral or writ-
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ten cultures somehow “rémotz” from the representatives of that elite learned
Arabic tradizion. The resulting difficultics in perceiving the centrally “Istumic”
character of a multitude of Joca! practices and attitudes conveyed by and centering
on the ewliyd’ have only bean aggravated by further intellectual interference from
mare recent Ishunigist ideclogies and other, often campeting, nationalist accounss
of the same local cultura} phenomena. )
Students of Islamic religion, however, face a much more daunting obstacle in
attempting o “manslats” the dama of anthropological and ethnographic studies
into refigionsly meaningful tervas in a way that will reveal the essential intevconnec-
tions between spacific Jocal practices and the more learned, “mystical” forms of
the fslamic bumanities. Since the meaningfidness of those Jocal forms Gierary,
postic, musical, etc.) depends on their capadity 1o swwhen, within each participans,
the awareness and practice of the universal spiritual virtues whick are the heart of
the Qur'inic focus on Din ("Religion” in the sense of the intimate relationship
beoween each soud and Ged), they are Fkely to be quite opaque fo obsérvers who
are not Joaking for them or whe are unwilling actually to eater into that spiritusl
life. Since there is ordinarily nothing in the Hbaral arts background or profes-
sionnl toining and precccupations of anthropologists that would lead them 1o
Iake that central dimension of the Islamic humanites serfously, it should not be
surprising if even the best avafiable sthoographis material on the religious Bfe of
Muslims @ncluding “mystical” groups and practicss} in any part of the world is
rarely very aceurate or-helpfid in conumunicating the spirinml ¥fe and experience
of the individuals it attempis to describe. In fact, works of “Sction™ from the same
Muslim societies arve typically far maore effective in communicating the religious
conzant and meaning of the local Istamic humanites.

To give a few more particular Hustrations from the Persianate cultural sphere
{from southern Irq to Tadjikistan and-northers Pakistan), ove could mendon the
frequen: divinatory consultation {fa")) of the mystical poetry of Hafez in any Hife-
siuation requiring spiritual guidance; the contral place of the Divdz of Hafez on
the Zafl sin mble ar the center of the monthlong New Year's celebrations (Now
Rizy; or the preeminent place of Rumi's Divdn-i Shamsd Tubriz {alongside the
Qur'an) in mosques of Ismaik Shite communities throughout that région. In
such situations even the most “Hliterate”™ villager often knows thousands of verses
of these mystcal poets by heart, recalling the appropriate ones whenever the
corresponding experience arises.

. Ondy those who are aware of the pervasive spiritual functions of these locally
rooted {glamic humanities, or of their vernacular equivalenis thrcuglimu other
parts of the Islamic world, can begin 1o appredate the devastating religious and
cultuzal impact (potentially deeper than many eaglier invasions, or even the script
“reforms” of an Asaturk or Stalis) of the recent replicement of those fncad Jslamic
humanitiesin so many areas by newly inventsd national idealogies (Islamicist or
other) and compulsary public “education” in them.

G. Jehn Rennrd's forthcoming study of Ikum und the Heroie Inage: Themes in Liter-
cture grid the Vioual Azts (Columbia, 5C, 1999), is a remarkably comprehensive
synthesis of the corresponding visual and ‘epic “iconography” of the Jocsl Islamic
bumanides, induding relevant “mystical” dimensions, in many regions of the
Istaraic world, from West Africa to Indonesia. Ses also the fortheoming volume by
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A. Schimmel, et al,, The Popular Mukemmed: The Person of Muhammad in Muslim
-Folk Poetry (Columbia, 1992).

Or occasionally in Persian (or Ottoman Turkish), which oﬁ::fn functioned as the
lingue francz of intellectual and religious elfites in many regions of the Eastern
Islamic world down to the present century. It should also be stressed thzt many of
Jearned, “theoretical” Arabic texts in question were (and arc) equally macc:sxhl:
to Arabic speakers without years of initiation and study of those .l,carncd t?'zdx;
tions—and that Arabic-speaking regions had their own local “Islamic hum_amnc
(both oral and sometimes written), which have only very recently begun to interest
students of religion.

These practical spiritual writings, it should be noted, are usually q\;ftz: fhst:nct
from the a wide range of vernacular works intended for the “popul-:mmnon or
vulgar assimilation of the learned Arabic religious and rational sclences. The
spiritual, aesthetic and ethical sophistication that typifies the adaptatxot'x of the
traditional Islamic humanides in their local contexts, where (reﬂecflfxg the
Qur'inic perspective) they are integrally adapted to the spiritual capaitics and
life-situation of each individual, offers a particularly radical contrast with the ah:n
models of “religious education” and “Islamidization” 3doptc:-1 by the national
systems of compulsory public cducation in certain modern Muslim states.

‘Those possibilities are well fllustrated in some of the well-known later writings of
al-Ghaz4¥, and even more voluminousty throughout the works of Iba “Arabl.

Le., all the literatures and other ethically and aesthefically significant local activi-
ties and customs which don’t happen to fit within the hismxici_st and smpmra_lzst
paradigms of the “ulamd discussed above. This artificial scparanon. from the whole
local. complex of the Islamic humanities is especially devzst:\.nng for a'nyo_n.e
attempting tb discover the actual spiricual dimensions of M}.\shm women’s reli-
gious lives (since, not surprisingly, they do not necessarily n.u.rror learned urban
male accounts of what is “Islamic™) or looking at a.nthropologxgt work on religion
in Muslim peasant or tribal communities sutside the “Middie . )

For two major forthcoming works that break down these barner: znfl begin to
explore the unexamined religious dimensions of these Islamic humanities, see n.
18 above.

For an impressive portrait of those religious realities in an‘urban. educated
setting, see such memoirs as S. M. A. JamAlzAdeh's Jsfahan i Half the Woerld
(Princeton, 1983), or—for a wbmim's']icrspecﬁv_e—s. Guppy’s more recent The
Blindfold Horse: Memories of @ Persian Childhodd (Boston, 1988). For the very
different religious-world of villagers not far away, see the work by R. Loeffler cited
at n. 14 above.

24 See the Ph. D. dissertation of Beverly McCloud (Temple University, Dept. of Reli-

gion, 1991) on the religious lives of three generations of Muslim women from five
loeal African-American Islamic communities in Philadelphia. The total absence of
published documentation on the actusl refigious life of those Lhr'x?i.ng, dcczdcs—old
and quite indigenously American contemporary Muslim communities should serve
as 2 suffident caution to those who might assume that the fundamental problems
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of perception and presentation of Islamic religion and mysticism highlighted in
this paper are simply the result of distance (in Gme or space) and relative
unfamiliarity of foreign Muslim communities and religious practices. On the other
hand, if the refigious lives of these thausands of Muslim neighbors and colleagues
bave remained quite literally “invisible” to American religious scholarship for
decades, hopefully that should suggest something of the reliability of portraits
(and prejudices) drawn from far more distant worlds and vastly more limited and
problematic sources.

This continuum of radically different spiritual perspectives, within the essentially
common: oral religieus culture and background of a single Iranian village, is
beautifully fllustrated by the various individual world-views portrayed in the major
work by R. Loefller cited at n. 14 above. :

We must stress the phenomenological inchusiveness of this dimension of Islamic
“mysticdism” because so many textbock accounts of this subject in Islamic contexts
have unfortunately portrayed as either (unquestionably) normative or descriptive

- 'a muldtude of highly problematic legal/theclogical categuries and opinions: e.g.,

27

between “permitted” chanting or recitation of divine Names and “illicit” forms of
singing or instrumental music; or between “religious” or “Islamic” ceremanies and
“folk™ customs or “local” rituals. Such widespread misconceptions of the Islamic
humanities do beautifully llustrate the presuppositions and dangerous limitations
of the historicist and scripturalist paradigms of certain “elumd discussed sbove.

The pioneering work that comes closest to conveying the religious and spiritual
dimensions of such music—truly a model in this field of Islamic studies«is E. H.
Waugh's superb The Munshidin of Egypt: Their World and Their Sorig (Columbia,
SG, 1989). Two other excellent recent studies of even more expliddy “mystical”
Islamic music and associated rituals, in related, yet very different religious worlds,
are R. Burckhardt Qureshi's Suff Music of Iudia and Pokistan: Sound, Conlext and
Meaning in Quuwwali (Cambridge, 1986, with cassette tapes); and The Art of Persian
Music, by |. During, et al. (Washington, 1991, with compact disc). .

For Qur'in recitation, which is an indispensable key to the understanding and
genesis of so many of the visual and musical forms of the Islamic humanities, see
K. Nelson, The At of Reciting the Qr'in (Austin, 1985), and chapters 7-9 of W.
Grabam's Beyond the Wriltex Ward: Oral Aspects of Scripture in the History of Religion
(Cambridge, 1987). .

Despite the publicly visible importance of dunce in the local Islamic humanities -
throughout great parts of the Islamic world, whether in sessions of Sufi Zhikr and
other undeniably “religious” ceremonies involving spirjtual states and trances, or
in celebrations of weddings and other major feasts, useful ethnographic films and
documentarics (pot to mention articles or books) in this area are still extremely
rare. Again the virtual nonexistence of serdous studies of this subject perfectly
Hlustrates the insidious role of the above-mentioned learned paradigms of Islamic
religion in.conciaﬁng key clements in even the most clementary phenomenalogy
of Muslim spiritual life in those many regions wheré such dance forms are
refigiously important, as well as in blocking any appreciation of the typical inter-
penetration of “mystical,” Sufi practices and wider customary forms of popular
religiosity in such Islamic settings (including the Tives of contemporary American
Muslims).
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Of course even those visual arts which are dearly “major” in the more familiar
Islamic contexts (calligraphy, ceramics, textile design, metalwork, carpets, bo?ks
and their lumination, atc)) are typically not at the center of aesthetic reflection
and esteem in the West. But even more striking in these art-historical dlsaphncs
is the unquestioned persistence of distinctions mirrering the earlier paradigmatic
opposition of learned Arabic literatures and understandings of Islam to “popular”,
“local”, “customary”, or even “folkloric” forms of religious experience. Thus the
artistic and aesthetic visual expressions of the Islamic humanitics among suppos-
edly “peripheral” Muslims in (not coincidentally) largely peasant or tribal areas
like Indonesia and Malaysia, Central Asia, the Balkans and Caucasus, Kx..\rd:smfx,
West Africa, or the Swahili coast are typically ignored or at best mentioned in
passing in virtually all textbook treatments of “Islamic art”. Two rcx_nark_able
recent exceptions which highlight many of those unwarranted assumptions a.1.:xd
their blinding effects are L. Prussin’s Hatumere: Ilamic Design in West Afnca
(Berkeley, 1985), and the forthcoming study by J. Renard, Isfam and the Heroic
Frage: Themes in Literature end the Visual Arts (Columbia, SG, 1992). .

This area is espedially relevant to our understanding and apprcc.ia_don of the
deeper spiritual roots and sodo-cultural influences of Islamic “mysticism™. Maost

obviously, in the actual practice of all these arts and music (in Islam as clsewhere) -

subtle “aesthetic” and “spicitual” values and disciplies are often inseparable. And
in the everyday life of most. Muslims, the deeper interpenetrations of spiritual life
and the Islamic humanities were typically far more widely and profoundly
mediated by these particular aesthetic forms—e.g., a few beautiful lines of alligr.:.-
phy (“religious™ or not); the properly moving recitation of the Qur'an; the satis-

fying shape, color and decoratian of a vessel for ablutions, a bockstand, oraset of

prayer beads; the ofnamentation of a mosque or saint’s shrine; the inner layout of
one’s own house; or the complex religious assodiations of a simple rccc'l pen—than
by nominally or self-conscously “religious” concepts .and tachmgs. The
widespread neglect of this fundamental religiously medxzm.xg function of the
popular Islamic humanitfes has led to a remarkable unconsciousness of the full
extent of the profound religious and spiritual consequences simply qf the meost
physical dimensions of “modernization,” which may be even decper than the trans-
forming effects of national “religious education” discussed above.

One of the essential spiritual consequences of the continuum of weldye (the inner .

“proximity” connecting God, the guwliyé’, and each soul) is that in."rcp&ting" any
of the prayers and invocations of the prophets, Imams and _samts-as preemi-
nently in the universal daily ritual recitations of the Qur'an itself—the Muslim
worshipper is not simply reproduding or imitating somegne :Ls-!’s prayers and
devotions. Instead, what is ultimately aimed at and presupposed, in each of.thac
endlessly diverse devotional forms, is a profound state of co-participation, if not
spiritual union, with that divine Source. .
In the Shiite “Ashira commemorations, of course, that inner spiritual qonne_c-
_Gon is often sought (or manifested) in more physically palpable forms. In partic-
ular, the dramatic annual re-cpactments of the martyrdom of Imam Husayn in
Twelver Shiite communities, which so remarkably illustrate the camplex role of
the Islamic humanities at the interface between learned Arabic and local religious
traditions, have attracted a great deal of scholarly attention in recent years. See
c.g., the pioneering work of M. Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering in Islam: A Study of the
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devotional aspects of “Ashird in Tuwelver Shiism (The Hague, 1978); and P.
Chelkowsk, ed., Taziveh: Ritual and Drama in Iran (N.Y., 1979).

Certainly this is no less true in most parts of the Islamic world, at the level of
actual, observable religious and spiritual Life, than with the roles of the corre-
sponding sacred-human theophanies in Christian, Buddhist or Hindu spiritual
practice. Again there is little or nathing in books about Islam intended for non-
spedialist readers that would even begin to suggest the importance and complexity
of that dimension of Muslim spiritual life—although the widespread reactions
underlying the “Rushdie Affair” may at least have suggested the popular centrality.
and sensitivity of this spiritual reality in certain Islamic contexts.
Along similar lines, one may note the even more egregious lack of focus on
Jemale spiritual archetypes (e.g., Fatima, Zaynab, Aisha, Khadija, and espedially
Mary—whose Qur'inic description sounds disconcertingly “Catholic” to many
Protestant readers) in the religious lives of Muslim women from the most diverse
cultural settings. (In this regard, see the recent pioneering article by E. B, Findly,
“Religious Resources for Secular Power: The Case of Nor Jahin”, pp. 129-148 in

Colby Library Quarterly XXV/1989) "
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Abave all, the peculiar domination of accounts of “Islam” by the theological
categories and conceptions of small groups of learned religious scholars—or by
the even more unrepresentative slogans of modern ideologists—apparently
explains the refusal of most handbooks to recogmize even the most chvious
phenomena of Muslim spiritual life: namely, that depending on the parsicular
devotional contexr, Muhammad, Al, Husayn, Abbis, Abd al-Qadir, Mu%n al-Din
Chishd, and a host of other awliyd’ are appealed to diectly and intimately, on the
same terms and in the same diverse life-contexts, as with the devotional roles of
Jesus, various bodhisattvas, and.si.n;ﬂz; theophanies in other refigious traditions,
(For those who have not been able to witness this directly, the best approach is
simply to observe the “lyrics” of virtually any of the available recordings of Islamic
mystical and spiritual music, especially ‘from ceremonies taking place in
“traditional”, less modernized rural or tribal contexts.) ’

The most comprehensive popular introduction remains C. E. Padwick, Muslim
Devotions (London, 1960), while A. Schimmel's And Mubemmad is His Messenger:
The Veneralion of the Prophel in Islamic Picly (Chapel Hill, 1985) provides profuse
illustrations of these central religious expressions from many regions of the
Islamic world, to be supplemented by the two major forthcoming' studies cited in
n. 18 above. See also W. Thackston's translations of Abdullah Ansari’s dassic
Persian Mundjai (Inlimate Conversations: N.Y., 1978 [Classics of Western Spiritu-
ality]). : :

Probably the most useful and sensitive introduction to this subject for the
student of religions is to be found in W. C. Chittick’s recent translation of Zayn al-
Abidin’s al-Sehifa al-Sajjddiya: The Psalms of Ilam (London, 1988), espedally the
introductory explanations on “Prayer in Islam”. However, what has so far been

-translated or studied is no way indicative of the volume and importance of such

works in actual Islamic humanities, “mystical” or otherwise. The most fundamen-
tal gaps remain the lack of reliable and readable, adequately annotated English
translations of the major collections of hadith (both Sunni and Shiite) and of Ali's
Nahj al-Baldgha. ' ’ '
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Of course even those visual arts which are clearly “major” in the more familiar
Islamic contexts (calligraphy, ceramics, textile design, metalwork, carpets, bo?ks
and their flumination, etc) are typically not at the center of aesthetic reflection
and esteem in the West. But even more striking in these art-historical dJsapImcs
is the unquestioned persistence of distinctions mirroring the carlier paradigmatic

. oppesition of learned Arabic Titeratures and understandings of Islam te “popular”,

“local”, “customary”, or even “folldoric”™ forms of refigious experience. Thus the
arfistic and aesthetic visual expressions of the Islamic humanities among suppos-
edly “peripheral™ Muslims in (not coincidentally) largely peasant or tribal areas
like Indonesia and Malaysia, Central Asiz, the Balkans and Caucasus, Kurdistan,

* West Africa, or the Swahili coast are typically ignored or at best mentioned in
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passing in virtually all textbock treatments of “Islamic art”. Two rc{narkable
recent exceptions which highlight many of those unwarranted assumptions a::.xd
their blinding effects are L. Prussin's Halumere: Islemic Design in West Aﬁu::a
(Berkeley, 1985), and the forthcoming study by J. Renard, Islam and the Herau:‘
Fnage: Themes in Lilerature and the Visual Aris (Columbia, SC, 1992).

This area is especially relevant to our understanding and a.pprccfa_xiox: of the
deeper spiritual roots and socio-cultural influences of Islamic “mysticism”. Most
cbviously, in the actual practice of all these arts and music (in Islam as elsewhere)
subtle “aesthetic” and “spiritual” vahies and disciplines are ofien mseparahlc. 1_5{1(1
in the everyday life of most Muslims, the decper interpenetrations of spiritual kife
and the Islamic humanifies wers typically far more widely and prqfol_{ndly
mediated by these particular aestlietic forms—e.g-, a few beautiful lines of alhgr_a-
phy (“religious” or net); the properly moving recitation of the Qur’an; the satis-
fying shape, color and decoration of a vessel for ablutions, 2 bookst?nd, or a set.of
prayer beads; the ornamentation of a mosque or saint’s shrine; the inner layout of
one's own house; or the complex religious assodiations of a simple rcct.l pen—than
by nominally or self-consciously “religious™ concepts _a.@:l t:ach;r.lgs. The
widespread neglect of this fundamental religiously memg function of the
popular Islamic humanities has led to 2 remarkable unconsdiousness of the full
extent of the profound religious and spiritual consequences simply of the most
physical dimensions of “modernization,” which may be even decper than the trans-
forming effects of national “religious education” discussed ahove.

One of the essentizl spiritual consequences of the confinuum of walfya (t.hc inner
“proximity” connecting God, the auliyé’, and each soul) is that m.“r:pea!mg” a.n.y
of the prayers and invocations of the prophets, Imams and ?amrs—as preemi-
nenty in the universal daily ritual recitations of the Qur'an jtself—the Muslim
worshipper is not simply reproducing or imitating someons elsf’: prayers and
devotions. Instead, what is ulimately aimed at and presupposed, in each of these
endlessly diverse devotional forms, is a profound state of co-partidpation, if not
spiritual unfon, with that divine Source. .

1n the Shiite “Ashard commemorations, of course, that inner spiritual c.onne.C-
tion is often sought {or manifestad).in more physically palpable forms. In partic-
ular, the dramatic annual re-enactments of the martyrdom of Imam Husayn 1o
Twelver Shiite communities, which so remarkably illustrate the complex role of
the Islamic humaniies at the interface between learned Arabic and local religious

traditions, have attracted 2 great deal of scholarly attention in recent years. Ses’

c.g., the pioneering work of M. Ayoub, Redemplive Suffering in Islam: A Study of the
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devolional aspects of “Ashiird in Twelver Shiism (The Hague, 1878); and P.
Chelkowski, ed., Ta2iyeh: Ritual end Drama in Iran {(N.Y., 1979).

Certainly this is no less true in most parts of the Islamic world, at the lavel of
actual, observable religious and spiritual life, than with the roles of the corre-
sponding sacred-human theophanies in Christian, Buddhist or Hindu spiritual
practice. Again there is little or nothing in books about Islam intended for non-
specialist readers that would even begin to suggest the importance and complexity
of that dimension of Muslim spiritual life—although the widespread reactions
underlying the “Rushdie Affair™ may at least have suggested the popular centrality
and sensitivity of this spiritual reality in certain Islamic contexts.
Along similar lines, one may note the even more egregious lack of focus on

female spiritual archetypes (e.g., Fatima, Zaynab, Aisha, Khadija, and especially
Mary —whaose Qur'inic description sounds disconcertingly “Catholic® to many
Protestant readers) in the religious lives of Muslim women from the most diverse
cultural settings. (In this regard, sec the recent pioneering article by E. B. Findly,
“Religious Resources for Secular Power: The Case of NOr Jahin”, pp. 129-148 in
Colby Library Quurierly XXV/1989.}

" Above all, the peculiar domination of accounts of “Islam” by the theological
categories and conceptions of small groups of learned religious schalars—or by
the even more unrepresentstive slogans of modern ideclogists—apparently
explains the refusal of most handbooks to recognize éven the most ocbvious
phenomena of Muslim spizitual life: namely, that depending on the particular
devotional context, Muhammad, Ali, Husayn, Abbas, Abd al-Q4dir, Mu‘in al-Din
Chishd, and a host of other auwliyé’ are appealed to directly and intimately, on the
same terms and in the same diverse life-contexts, as with the devotional roles of
Jesus, various bodhisattvas, and similar theophanies in other religious traditions,
(For those who have not been able to witness this directly, the best approach is
simply to observe the “lyrics” of virtually any of the available recordings of Islamic
mystical and spiritual music, espedally from cercmonies taking place in
“traditional”, less modernized rural or tribal contexts.) ’

The most comprehensive popular introduction remains C. E. Padwick, Muslim
Devolions (London, 1960), while A, Schimmel's And Muhammad is His Messenger:
The Veneration of the Prophet in Islamic Picty {Chapel Hill, 1985) provides profuse
illustrations of these central religious expressions from many regions of the
Islamic world, to be supplemented by the two major forthcoming studies cited in_
n. 18 above. See also W. Thackstow’s translations of Abdullah Ansari’s classic
Persian Mundjdt (Intimele Conversations: N.Y., 1978 [Classics of Western Spiritu-
afity). ,
Probably the most useful and sensitive introduction to this subject for the
student of religions is to be found in W..C. Chittick’s recent translation of Zayn 3l-
“Abidin’s al-Schife al-Sajjédiya: The Psalms of Idam (London, 1988), espedially the
introductory explanations on “Prayer in Islam”. However, what has so far been

-translated or studied is no way indicative of the volume and importance of such

works in actual Islamic humanities, “mystical” or otherwise. The most fundamen-
tal gaps remain the lack of reliable and readable, adequately annotated English
translations of the major collections of hadith (both Sunni and Shiite) and of Ali’s
Nabj al-Baligha.
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33 As for more “theorstical” accounts of those spiritual practices, combining meta-
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physical explanation and claborate scriptural justifications, by far most complete
and elaborate (and historically influential) versions in Islam are the dcmﬂcd.tr.cal-
ments of those subjects by al-Ghazll (in his famous "Revival of the Rchgw\‘xs
Sciences” (Ihyd “Ulitm ol-Din), now being systematically translated by the Is.la.mtc
Texts Sodiety, Cambridge) and by the famous Andalusian mystic Iba “Arxabi .m his
“Meccan Muminations” (K. al-Fut@thdt el-Makkiya), discussed in sections V and VI
below.

For Muhammad and his Companions, see Iba Ishiq (trans. A. Guillaume), The

"Lifz of Muh d: A Translation of Ibn Ishdg's ‘Siral Rasil Alll {Oxford, 1955),
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and the adaptation of Ibn Ishiq by M. Lings, Muhemmad: His Life Based on the
Earliest Sources, which is more readable and espedally sensitive to those dx;nin-
sions which are central to Islamic spirituality and mysticism. For the early Shiite
Imams, see'Shaykh al-Mufid (trans. I. K. A. Howard), Kit¢b al-Irshéd: The Bao_k o{'
Guidance (London, 1981). And for the “tales of the prophets™ genre, see al-Kisai
(trans. W. Thackston), The Tales of the Prophels of al-Kis6't (Boston, 1978); and J.
Knappert, Islumic Legends: Histories of the Heroes, Saints and Prophels of Islam, (‘2
vols., Leiden, 1985)—the second volume largely devoted to stories of Islamic
saints and famous Sufis, especially Abd al-QAdir Jilinl, from many parts of the
Muslim world. ) L

It is important to note that Muslims in the most disparate cl.:lr.ural settings
{apart from the religiously learned. elite) rarely distinguish in their awareness of
spiritually significant storizs between those conveyed by the local Islamic humani-
ties, and those having their sources directly in the Quran or badith. Indeed the
same spiritually significant stories are often told of or attributed ta Muh@aé,
Ali, other saints and prophets, and heroes drawn from local vernaclﬂ:;lr epics and
legends: see the many illustrations in J. Renard's forthcoming study dted at n. 18
above. -

A widely accessible hagiographical work introducing the most famous spiritnal
excmplars of the early Sufi tradition is F. Attar (abridged trans. by A. J. Arberry),
Muslim Saints and Mystics:  Episodes from the Tadhkirat al-Auliyé’ (London, 1966).
M. Sells is preparing a forthcoming volume of translated seh:cti?ns from many of
the classical figurés and texts of early Islamic mystical hagiography for 't.hc
“Classics of Western Spirituality” series (Paulist Press). In Englisk, two extensive
jllustrations of the integration of such stories in contexts of Islamic mystical

teaching arc Attdr's The Conference of the Birds (rans. M. Darbandi and D. Davis,

Loridon, 1984), and R. A. Nicholson's 3-volume transktion of The Mathnaut of

Jaléhwddia Ribmt (London, repr. 1977). i
" Unfortunately, there are siill no widely accessible studics of particular local

Islamic communifes that adequately communicate the essential process of

“spiritual contextualization” provided by the Islamic humanities in th:u' local
(usually oral) contexts, the way “illiterate™ individuals are often cxmordm:u:ﬂy
sophisticated in making the essential connections between each pam.cu]ar m):st:n:al
story or saying (whatever its source) and the spedfic type of life-event or inner
experience to which it is spiritually or ethically applicable.

Even such remarkable Shiite texts as the early Ismaili initiatc dialogue of The
Master and Disciple (see our forthcoming Arabic edifion and transiation) do not
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really provide such an illustration: while the dramatic setting in that dialogue is
clearly drawn, it is quite typically directed to bringing out the archetypal character
of essential Qur'anic passages, such as the encounter of Moses and Khezr,

The handful of invaluable translations that do provide a more realistic picture
of the actual processes of spiritual teaching and direction in very different Islamic
cultural setfings are not really exceptions to the above “rule” concerning the
distinctive nature and limits of mystical writing throughout the Mushim world,
since each of those books in fact reflects the extraordinary recording, by a’
contemporary observer, of typical cases of ora! transmission and recounting af
teachings and experiences which ordinarily would have remained an “invisible”
and unrecorded part of the process of spiritual guidance between a master and
disciple. See the relevant sections of M. Lings, A Sufi Saint of the Tuentieth
Ceniury, Shaykh Alhmad ol:‘Alawi (London/Berkeley, 1971); L. Brenner, West
African Sufi: The Religious Heritage & Spiritual Search of Cerno Bokar Saalif Taal

. {London/Berkeley, 1984), especially the translated “spiritual discourses”, pp. 157-

192; and our translation (in preparation) of Nur Ali Flaht, Athdr al-Haqg (Tchran,
1366 h.s., 708 pp.). T

See, for example, Ibn “AtA’allih {trans. V. Danner), The Book of Wisdom (New
Yerk, 1878); al-Junayd (trans. A. H. Abdel-Kader), The Lifz, Personality and Writ-
ings of Al-Junayd (London, repr. 1976), pp. 120-183; as well as the forthcoming
valume of translations by M. Sells cited at n. 35; and §. Subhrawardi (trans. W.
Thackston), The Mysticel and Visionary Treatises of Sulrawardi (London, 1982). At
the more popular, oral level such spiritual sayings and riddles are woven
throughout all the previously mentioned hagiographic tales of the szints and
prophets, and even into the multitude of popular “jokes” and comic stories
concerning such figures as Jah4 or “Mulla/Khoja Nasruddin”. i

The most glaring gap for this major genre of Islamic mystical writing is surely
the lack of a complete English translation of any of the major collections of (and
commentaries on) the Shalehdt, the “metaphysical paradoxes” of the early Sufis
discussed by G. Ernst in Words of Ecstasy in Sufism (Albany, 1985). Already in the
Islamic world the profound linguistic difficulties involved with translating (as
opposed to paraphrasing and explicating) such works in any language is reflected
in the vast commentary literature, in several Islamic languages, relating to each of
the above-mentioned types of mystical writing.

See, far example, [bn Abbad (trans. ]. Renard), Ibn Abbad of Ronda: Lciters of Spir--

; ttual Direction (N.Y., 1986); S. Maneri (tr. Paul Jackson), The Hundred Letters (N.Y.,

1680); N. Razi {tr. H. Algar). The Fath of God’s Bondsmen from Origin to Return
(Mirsdd ul-“Thad) (N.Y., 1982); and U. Suhrawardi (transl. W, Clarke, from the

_ Persian tr. by M. Kashani), 4 Dervish Textbook SJrom the “Awdrifu-lMadnif . . .

{London, repr. 1980). All of Ibn “Arabi’s writings, induding the recent English
translations of selections from his immense al-Fulthét al-Makkiya, contain exten-
sive fllustrations 6f all three of these types of practical mystical writing. However, .
a great deal of this more practical spiritual literature remains to be explored even
in its original manuscript form, especially for later periods in such vast areas as
Muslim India, Ottoman Turkey, ‘suh-S_aharan Affica, etc; one can thus expect
some of the most interesting new studies in the areas of Islamic spirituality and
mysticism o emerge from investigations of this broad range of practical Sufi litera-
ture. :
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The virtual absence of English-Ianguage studies and translhations of such materials

. in no way reflects their relative importance in earlier forms of Islamic spirituality
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and mysticism. Sec our forthcoming review article of 2 number of recent French
studies in this field in the fournal of the American Oriental Sacicty, and the vast
amount of manuscript material (including only texts exclusively devoted to these
subjects) in the bio-bibliographic survey valumes on carly Arabic alchemy and
astralogy in F. Sezgin's Geschichte des Arabischen Schrifttums.

The most revealing introduction to the widespread uscs of this genre in
Islamic mysticism is the chapter by D. Gril Ga French) on Ibn “Arabi’s under-
standing of the “sclence of letters”, pp. 385-487 in the recent bilingual anthalogy

from Ibn SArabi's The Meccan Klwminations/Les Huminations de lo Mecque, (Paris,
1989).

See the representative fllustration of these types of ‘symbolism throughout our
transhation of “Ibn “Arabi’s Spiritual Ascension” (ch. 367 of the Futhdl), pp. 351~
438 and 574-607 in The Meccun Rluminations/Les [lluminations de la Mecgue, {Paris,
1989). Materials of this type pose recurrent dilesnmas for translators of Islamic
religious writings into any modern language, since the related frameworks of
cosmology, astrolagy, physics, physiclogy and numerclogy were aften universally
assumed in both learned and popular Islamic understandings even of the Qur'in

. (and of the many hadith on related cosmological matters) until modern times.
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Hence an adequate translation of such texts requires complex footnotes and
detailed ex?lanaﬁ.ons, for the modern reader, of matters which were often implic-
ifly assumed by pre-modern writers and audiences alike (very often in the Latin
West as well): the situation is somewhat like attempting to explain a baseball
sportscast (where the most complex rules and statistical categories are “cbvious™
to 2 numerically flliterate first-grader) to someone unfamiliar with that sport.

Some of the mare poetically approachatle English translations, among 2 number

of recent efforts, are the recent collaborative translations of Rami by J- Moyne and
C. Barks, induding Open Secret (versions from the Rubd’lydt) and Unseen Rain
(translations from the Dfvdn-i Shams-i Tabrix), (Putney, VT, 1984 and 1986). ’I'l_x_c
jmmense bibliography of translations and studies of Rumi is also summarized in
two complementary introductory and background volumes, W. C. Chittick’s ?‘hz
Sufi Puth of Lave: The Spiritual Teachings of Rami (Albany, 1983) and A Schim-
mel’s The Triumphal Sun: A Siudy of the Works of Jaléluddin Rimi {London, 1980).
The familiarity for Western audiences of Rumi’s mystical - symbolism
(especially its frequently direct appeals to our experiénce of nature, or concrete

- images drawn from everyday life)-and the relative lack of symbolic (though not

musical) complesity of his poetic language heips to explain his great appeal to
Western. transtators. . (Similar points could be made abouyt the popular Turkish
mystical poetry of Yunus Emre: cf. The Drop That Became The Sea: Lyric Poems af
Yunus Emre, tr. K. Helminski and R. Algan, Putney, VT, 1989) However, it
should be stressed that the mystical symbolism and chﬁc structures in the classi-
cal poetic expressions of the later Islamic humanities, at least in the Eastern
Islamic world, are usually far more complex and indeed impossible to translate (at
least as effective English poeu:-y). Cf. the many attempts at transliting the incom-
parable Persian lyrics of Hafez, or the works of S. N. al-Attas on early Malay
Islamic mystical poetry, including The Miysticiom of Haomza al-Fanstirf (Kuala
Lumpur, 1970). .

L) ‘
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42 The actual processes of formation of “Islam” as 2 separaig. self-consciously univer-
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sal world religion during these first three centurics are still largely unexplored, or
at best at the stage of working hypotheses in each of the relevant fields. (Thereis
as yet nothing even remately approaching the efforts that have been expended,
for example, on exploring the comparable historical origins of early, Christianity
and rabbinic Judaism.) However, more detailed historical investigations can only
show in much greater detail how what eventually came to be seen as “dlassical”
learned Arsbic religious discdiplines actually represent only the earliest wrilten
stages of the Islamic humanites, reflecting the same processes of creative (and
originally oral) individual expressions of Qur'inic teachings in the context of the
remarkable variety of pre-existing Jocal cultural and religious traditions within the
vast area of the initial Arab conquests. Again the existing hadith collections—
especially the still virtually unexplored materials on the early Shiite Imams—
clearly represent many stages and facets of thatlong creative process.

The only even remote approximation to such an approach, at any point in Islamic
history, is possibly to be found in certain rare forms of later (Nizar)) Ismaili’
Shiism, in an extreme reaction by a threatened religious minority that at times

* came to presentits Sunni Seljuk opponents as exclusively “exotericist”. However,

even in that case, as everywhere elsc in Islam, any such attempls to szparale an
“exoteric” zZhir from a spiritual or mystical déLin ran up against the basic fact that
in the Qur'n itself explicitly “mystical”, insistently universal teachings about the
spiritual reality and destiny of human beings provide the primary context even for
the (relatively few) specific “mundane” religious prescriptions. : :

Hence the more recurrently typical Islamic phenomenon —which continues to
puzzle outsiders arriving with different expectations of “mysticism™ —of a combi-
nation of exclusivist, even fanatical adherence to particular socially or scripturally
“exoteric” versions of Islam combined with a curious insistence on highly original
“mystical” forms of exegesis and spiritual practice. See, for example, in
completely different Muslim traditions, such representative cases as the famous
Hanbali Sufis Ansart of Herat and ¢Abd al-QAdir JilAni; the Shiite hadith-based
spirituality of the Shaykht movement in Qajar Iran and Irag; and the more recent.
Nagshbandi Sufi tariga. ;

The most prominent and enduring example of this process is the ongoing rale of
the works of the great 13th-century Andalusian mystic Ibn “Arabi at the political
and cultural interface betwesn the learned Arabic sdences and various local
expressions of the [slamic humanities down to the present day. Ibn €Arabi’s Iast-
ing impact on the Jslamic humanities throughout the Eastern Islamic world is
outlined in our 3-part monograph on “Ibn ‘Arabi and His Interpreters”, in the
Journal of the American Oriental Society 107-108 (1986-87), while “Ibn “Arabi’s
‘Esoteridsm’s The Problem of Spiritual Authority”, in Studic Islamica LXXI
(1990}, outines the philosophic and religious principles underlying the ongoing
controversies surrounding thiose mystical texts.

Of course the most widely read of the learned Arabic, “theoretical” works on
Islamic mysticdsm—above all the writings of Ibn SArabi and Ghazili—were at the
same time extremely influential, both directly and indirectly, within 21l the more
practical categories of spiritual writing already discussed above.
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This basic distinguishing factor is operative whether those spiritual intermediaries

. are understood to be directly accessible in this material world, or in the spiritual

world through dreams, visions, karamdt and barakdt (particular evidentiary “acts of
grace” and “blessings”) received through onc or another of the suliyd’ (including
the prophets). The range of possibilities and combinations of these intermediary
figures (in either world) in the spiritual life and experience of any given Muslu?ns
typically extremely broad and often only loosely connected with visible sociological
or historical considerations. See the vivid conlemporary illustrations of these
phenomena in the visions recorded in M. Lings’ 4 Suft Saint of the Tuwentieth
Century (Berkeley, 1971) and in K. Ewing, “The dream of spiritual initiation . . .

‘among Pakistani sufis,” in American Ethnologist, vol. 17 (1990), as well as the
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profuse illustrations of such dreams and visions of the auliy?” throughout the
classical Sufi works already cited.

-

As Tbn Arabl and other Muslim mystics have repeatedly stressed, that broader
Qur'anic teaching concerning the spiritual intermediaries also underlies the
assumptions of the “ulamd about the inseparability of the Qur'4nic message fram
the life and example of (at least) Muhammad—conceptions which are axiomatic

for all the Arabic “religious sciences” dlaiming a religious authority for their inter- ~

pretations of the corpus of hadith. Within the context of the Sunni religious
sciences see the detailed explanations of this point, drawn from Ibn “Arabis
magnum opus, in The Mecean H; tions/Les Iluminati de la Mecque (Pans,
1989), and W. C. Chitrick, The Sufi 7 Path of Knowledge: Itm al-“Arabi’s Metaphysics of
the Fmagination (Albany, 1989).

This is certainly not intended to deny the recurrent atternpts (amply iﬂmmtcdm
virtually every generation down to the present day) to institutionalize virtually
every conceivable human form of religious authority: e.g., Umayyad divine king-
ship; Shiite sacred priestship; clerical legalism; tribal factionalism (often corabined
with various forms of charismatic religious leadership); radically egalitarian anti-
nomianism; Messianic personalism; the enlightened philosopher—kmg; sectarian

“ethnic” minorities; etc. Here again, what is remarkable is how the manifold
historical and contemparary illustrations of this decisive fact—and the remarkable
ways those alternative forms of autherity actually combine and co-exist in specific
Muslim settings—are strangely absent from the many handbooks claiming to
describe “Islamic religion.”

At most, those QurAnic passages have offered ammunition to’ crilics t?f ane or
another of the religious models of authority in question. 'Il.x:y ccruuzly have
never stapped the contending claimants of religious authority—even in cases
grossly iIlustm!mg the Qur'anic criticisms—from am:mptmg to institutionalize
their conceptions wherever political circumstances have permitted.

In Islamic history, as with humanity generally, there are ample illus‘trations of thc
principle that strong central governments prefer honoring dead saints to putting
up with living ones. During this period, the frequent lack of inherent refigious
Jegitimacy of even the most powerful (often Turkic) lIocal military regimes,
throughout the central Islamic lands, typically led them to play off po.pular
charismatic (“mystical”) leaders and institutions against influential “ulamd’ and
other contending religious authoriies. Detailed social-historical studies over the
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past three decades have added immensely to our understanding of these sogo-
religious processes in particular urban, rural and tribal Muslim contexts, although
the largely intuitive summary of M. G. S. Hodgson, The Veniure of Islam {Chicago,
1973), vek. 2, remains perhaps the best available survey for non-specialists. The
contrasting attitudes and actions of modern Islamic nation-states of all ideclogical
colars toward both Sufism and other traditional forms of popular Islamic religion
likewise vividly flustrate the profound influence of changing local political frame-

works on the visible social expressions of Islamic ‘mysticism”. -

Certainly the most widely translated illustration of this category is GhazAli's al-
Mungidk min al-Dalil ("The Deliverer from Error . . .) and other related
works—e.g., in the version by R. ]. McCarthy, Freedom and Fulfillment: An Anno-
laled Translation of Al-Gharsli's al-Mungidh min ol-Dald! and Other Relevant Works
- - « (Boston, 1980), with an extensive bibliography of other translations and
studies of his works. '

In Sunni drcles, those more worldly and spirtual concerns alike were often
expressed in discussions centaring on the symbolic role of the early Sufi martyr al-
Hallj: see the monumental study by L. Massignon, (tr. H. Mason), The Passian of
al—HaIM_}, Mystic and Mariyr of Islam (Princeton, 1982, 4 volumes), and the more
accessible summary in G. Ernst, Words of Ecstasy in Suftsm (Albany, 1985). In
approaching the recurrent critiques by Sulums (whether Shiite or Sunni) of

- “Sufism” and related popular movements it is &ennal to keep in mind thata kcy
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dimension of the widespread popular respect for ewliyé’ (of all sorts) in Muslim
rural and tribal settings, from the carfiest Islamic periods (varicus Kharijite
leaders and Shiite claimants) down to the present day, was the ever-present

.potentdal for protests, revolts, coalitions and invasions coalescing around such

charismatic figures and their religio-political “claims. Such immediate sodio-
political concerns are often more important than any deeper refigious or
theological issues in the long line of “theoretical” critiques of Sufi and related
movements by Muslim scholars working in those contexts (including
contemporary Islamic states). The constant reminders in such polemic theoretical
works (whether for or against “mystical” tenets) of the public dangers of
antinomianism and nul!:na.namsm are typically more concerned with the potential
sodio-political consequences of such popular movements—and their potential
impact on the urban elite of scholars and merchants—than with the more
profound individual spiritual dangers that are highlighted in p'ractwal spm:ual
works intended for mystics and Sufis themsclvcs )

The g'romng number of translated sources available in English include the two
anthologies from the Meccan Hluminations already dited at n. 47 above (including
extensive bibliographies) and The Bezel: qf Wisdom (tr. R. W. ]. Austin; New York,
1980).

In English, see Massignon's work on al-Hall4j cited at n. 52, and G. Bowering's
The Mystical Vision of Existence in Classical Islam: The Qur'anic Hermeneutics of the
Siyfi Sall At-Tustar (d. 283/896) (Berlin/New York, 1980). The fundamental
historical contributions of carly Shiite esotericism (espedially Ja*far al-§4diq) in this
area have been much less explored—partly because the earliest Shiite hadith
sources pose a variety of prablems for modern Shiite Ustli clergy. For illustra-
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tions of this category of mystical writing in a Shiite setting, sec H. Corbin, Spiritual
Body and Celestial Earth: From Mezdean Iran ls Shi'ile Iran (Princeton, 1977), pp-
109-170. ‘

In earlier periods works of this category were apparently attempted in an assort-
ment of gnostic, hermetic and Neaplatonic vocabularies drawn from earlier tradi-
tions. After Avicenna, Muslim authors —including such key mystical writers as
Suhrawardi, GhazAlt and Ibn SArabi—almost always used versions of his creative
combination of Aristotelean terminology, Ptolemaic cosmalogy, and Jalam

- theological vocabuhry to express their own mﬂghts. For Avicenna's own role and
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motivations in this wider historical development, see our discussion of “The
Philosophcr—?rophe: in Avicenna's Political Philosophy,” in The Political Aspects of
Islamic Philosoply {Cambridge, 1999). J. Michot's study of La destinde de Uhomme
selon Avicenne: Le relour ¢ Diew (madd) et imegination, (Louvain, 1987) provides
extensive transhtions from the later Islamic mystical philosophers inspired by
Avicenna.

For Suhrawardi see the forthcoming transtation of his The Philosophy of Hlumina-
tion (Hikmat al-Ishrdg) by ]. Walbridge and 'H. Ziai. For the Shiite mystical
philosopher MullA Sadra, see our study of The Wisdom of the Throne: An Introduc-
tion lo the Phdasaplxy of Mull¢ Sudr (Princeton, 1981). For Ibn “Arabi and his
interpreters and their faror&chmg influences on the Islamic humanities through-
out the Muslim world, see the tn.uslauons -and historical surveys cited at not.s 40,

44 and 47 above.

The rare partal cxccpl:iois to this rule, like Suhrawardi or Ibn ‘Ambt, are all the )

more striking—and their. exceptional personal openness is often related (as in

these two instances) to such writers’ unusual assertion of a particular divice -

“mission” differentiating their case from that of other Muslims. However, there is
certainly no lack of “individuality” in this mysucal literature: instead the aesthetic
ideal here, as in many other fields of Islamic arf, was to express one's individual

) experiences through highly nuanced allusions to a vast repertoire of scriptural
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and legendary archetypes and symbols conveyed by the local Islamic humanities.
See the fllustrations of this convention of the high-cultural Islamic humanities in
our discussions of Mulld Sadra’s “spiritual autobiography”, in the study cited in
the preceding note, and in S. F. Dale’s “Steppe Humanist: The Autobiographical
Writings of Zahir al-Din Muhammad Babur, 1483-1530", pp. 37-58 n Interna-
tional Journal of Middle East Stiedies 22 (1990).

It is likewise no coincidence if initial ncotinters with the central Islamic arts and
humanities more generally—e.g., calligraphy, poetry, both learned and popular
religious music, carpets, architecture, etc. —sometimes lead to similar reactions. In
addition to the cbvious unfamiliarity of much of their symbolism and religious
references, these Creations typically presuppose a common aesthetic and meta-
physical outloek in their audiences—centering on the theophanic re-creation of
shared spiritual archetypes—and the practical sodal contexts in which their
explicitly contemplative functiens could actuaIly be realized. Sec the remarkably
sensitive illustration of these essential poml: in W. Andréws’ Poetry’s Voice, Society's
Sang: Ottoman Lyric Poelry (Seatde, 1985).

/
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59 The closest approaches to such an exclusivist attitude (both inid]ccmany and "
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socially), in some farms of Shiism from early centuries down to the present,
inevitably led to the “sectarian” social consequences largely limited to Shiite
groups in Islam —consequences which are naf at all typical of the most influential
forms of Islamic mysticism. And even within later Shiite sectarian communities,
“mystics” or esotericists typically formulated their teachings and pursued their
practical activities in ways closcly paralieling the situation of mystcs working
within wider Sunni settings.

The resulting sodal and institutional fluidity of “mystics”™ and Sufis in most
periods, with their profusion of orders, paths, and competing local shaykhs, has
more typically resembled the indeterminate, constantly evolving relationship of
contemporary “Twelve-step™ spiritual programs to their surrcunding American
and European communities more than it has any rigid institutional models drawn
from the later periods of Christian or Buddhist monasticism. Again and again, as
already discussed at n. 5 above, one can observe in Islamic history the recurrent
pattern of an almost automatic religious discrediting of those spiritual movements
which took an the accoutrements of “successful” political, social, or economic
institutionalization in ways that would thereby cut them off from the rest of the
local Muslim community.

Even the widespread Sufi tarigas of the 13th-19th centuries and their modern
survivals have rarely been constituted as separate sects or “orders” in the institu-
tional sense familiar, for example, in Catholicism. Instead they are typically
voluntary associations (whose members remain immersed in the daily Xife of the
surrounding Muslim community), local 151 their membership, surrounding a
particular Jocal leader, and more often that not dissolving or splitting up at the
death of each locally accepted guide. Frequendy they are in active competition
with a range of similar local groups, with considerable movement from one guide
to another; meetings may be held in homes or neighborhood mosques, with no
special institutional locale required. In revealing contrast, the undoubtedly
sectarian organization of Shiite groups in many Islamic contexts bas usually
occurred under very particular situations of extreme political hostility and perse-
cution —situations which have normally had nothing to’ do with any pamculaﬂy
“mystical” activities or tendendes.

Of course this does not rule out certain extremely rare cases of individuals claim-
ing to have reached spiritual enlightenment through direct divine intervention -
{the magdl:ﬂb)—c.g., as was claimed in various ways by Ibn “Arabt and his famous
19th-century Algerian follower, “Abd al-QAdir. But it is revealing that even these
excei:tional individuals, before undertaking to teach others, first consdously
undertoek to pass through the “normal” stages of the spiritual path under the
guidance of other masters: see M. Chodkiewicz, Emir Abd el-Rader: Ecrils spiriluels
(Paris, 1982) and L¢ Sczau des saints (Paris, 1986), and the longer bxogrzphy by C.
Addas, Ibn “Aredf ou lu qmte du Soufre Rouge (Paris, 1989)

This typical atdtude of Islamic spirituality—which is suffidently contrary to
models carried over from other religious contexts that it has frequenty led to
serious misunderstandings—cbviously reflects the avert and irredudhbiy symbalic
and musical character of the Qur'anic text, which sq often pointedly defies any



Situating Islamic “Mysticism”

translation or “obvious” understanding. Perhaps even more important for the
predominance of this particular structure of writing and aral teaching in Islam s
the repeated insistance, throughout the Qur'4n and in dozens of hadith constantly
dited by Sufis and other Muslims, that the prophets (awliyéd’, Imams, etc)) and
angels are here now, and that most people are simply unconscious of their spiri-
tual presence (as of the ever-present “unseen world”, al-ghayb, more generally).

See the timely autobiographical fllustrations of these points, within a contempo-
rary Turkish Sufi order, in Part I of L. Hixon's Heaxt of the Qur'dn (Wheaton, IL,
1988). For all its sketchiness, that firsthand account reveals far more about the
typical functioning of the above principles than most of the translated Sufi htera-
ture cited above. For similar contemporary illustrations of the processes of oral
teaching in more traditional Islamic settings in Senegal, Algeria and Iran, see the
translations dted at n. 36 above. ’

Tr. R. W. ]. Austin, Oxford, 1971. For a more detailed analysis of the spiritual
and personal significance, and the social-historical background, of these encoun-
te¥s, see the twa pioneering French studiés cited at n. 62 above (both forthcoming
in English translation by the Islamic Texts Society, Cambridge).

Sce the remarkable contemporary illustration of that point—as of so many other
central teachings of the Islamic humanities—in Wim Wenders’ Der Himmel itber
Berlin (1987: distributed in English and French as “Wings of Desire”).



