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There were many distinguished female Sufis who owned and even led
Sufi centres (tekke, khanaqah)1 in the classical period of Sufism.2 In
later years, this tradition ceased, probably due to the strengthening
position of ‘official’ Islam. Yet, after their formation, some Sufi orders
held the opinion that a woman can ‘attain God but cannot make
others attain Him’. Rumi’s Order, the Mawlawiyya, is unique in that it
officially appointed women shaykhs as heads of Mawlawi dargahs, as
narrated in Manaqib al-carifin and especially Safina-yi nafisa-yi
Mawlawiyan, our only sources on their lives. Unfortunately, these
sources have not been adequately studied by researchers, who tend to
merely list names of female shaykhs borrowed from other sources,
whose authors in turn have done the same. The present study is a
humble step towards filling this gap.

In the history of religion, debates on the roles of female mystical
aspirants are as ancient as the religions themselves. Many researchers
are unaware that mystics in general, and Sufis in particular, held
differing views on the issue. In this article, I will first identify the
biographical sources that contain information, even if scant, on Sufi
women. Then, after citing examples of distinguished female Sufi masters
in clas sical biographical sources, this article will concentrate on

* The author is greatly indebted to Dr Leonard Lewisohn and Dr Muhammad Isa
Waley for their valuable comments regarding some of the footnotes, which are
definitely more than editors usually provide.

1 See below, pp. 110–13. 
2 Here the early and middle period of Sufism, that is, the period before the seventh/

thirteenth century is meant.
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Mawlawi women shaykhs from the beginning down to the eighteenth
century, highlighting those who held distinguished positions.

In the early period of Sufism, along with male saints, called rahibs
(monks), there is also evidence of female saints, called rahibas (nuns),
examples being cUthman b. Sawda’s mother, Rahiba, and a woman
called ‘Rahiba of Mosul’ (third/ninth century).3 One of the great early
saints of Islam was a woman, Rabica al-cAdawiyya (d. 185/801), who
introduced the concept of pure love into the austere ascetic outlook of
early Sufism. She influenced Sufis and Sufi writers with her exuberant
poems of divine love, to such an extent that even Ibn al-cArabi’s (d.
638/1240) chief student and interpreter, Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi (d. 673/
1274), who rarely refers to any philosopher except Ibn Sina (Avicenna,
d. 428/1037) and his own Shaykh, Ibn al-cArabi, referred to Rabica al-
cAdawiyya when discussing the meaning of pure divine love.4 Rabica
al-cAdawiyya’s words are quoted in countless books. For her bio -
graphy, we only have a few early sources like al-Sulami’s (d. 412/1021)
Dhikr al-niswat al-muta‘abbidat al-sufiyyat,5 Ibn al-Jawzi’s (d. 597/
1201) Sifat al-Safwa 6 and Farid al-Din cAttar’s (d. 618/1221) Tadh kirat al-
awliya’. More importantly, cAttar mentions her only hesitantly, and he
feels it necessary to justify her inclusion: 

If anyone says, ‘Why have you included Rabe’a [Rabica] in the
rank of men?’ my answer is, that the Prophet himself said, ‘God
does not regard your outward forms.’ The root of the matter is not
form, but intention, as the Prophet said, ‘Mankind will be raised
up according to their intentions.’ Moreover, if it is proper to derive
two-thirds of our religion from A’esha [cA’isha], surely it is
permissible to take religious instruction from a handmaid of
A’esha. When a woman becomes a ‘man’ in the path of God, she is
a man and one cannot any more call her a woman.7

f e m a l e  s u b s t i t u t e s  a n d  s h ay k h s

3 See Ibn al-Jawzi, Sifat al-safwa (Cairo: Dar Ibn Khaldun 1415/1994), vol. 2, pp. 268, 383.
4 See Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi, I‘jaz al-bayan fi ta’wil Umm al-Qur’an, ed. cA. A. cAta

(Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Haditha 1389/1979) p. 374.
5 Abu cAbd al-Rahman al-Sulami, Dhikr al-niswat al-muta‘abbidat al-sufiyyat, in al-

Sulami, Tabaqat al-sufiyya, ed. M. cA. cAta, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-cIlmiyya 1424/
2003), pp. 387–425. 

6 Ibn al-Jawzi, Sifat al-safwa, vol. 2, pp. 255–57.
7 A. J. Arberry, (trans.), Muslim Saints and Mystics: Episodes from the Tadhkirat al-

Auliya’ (‘Memorial of the Saints’) by Farid al-Din Attar, (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press 1966), p. 40.
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He went further and implied that she was more acceptable to God,
since she, who set out to visit the Kacba by only praying, was met by
the Kacba, while Ibrahim ibn Adham of Balkh (d. c. 165/782), who while
travelling to the Kacba prostrated himself in worship at every step he
took, could not find it when he arrived in Mecca.

It is not necessarily true that there are fewer female saints than male
ones, as some authors claim.8 There are, however, fewer female saints
mentioned in Islamic biographies than male saints. Al-Jahiz. ’s (d. 255/
869) renowned books Kitab al-Bayan and Kitab al-Hayawan are the
earliest books including information on female saints such as
Mucadha bint cAbd Allah al-cAdawiyya (d. 83/702 or 101/719), Rabica al-
cAdawiyya and Wahatiyya Umm al-Fadl (fourth/tenth century [?] ).9

Abu Sacid b. al-cArabi’s (d. 341/952) Tabaqat al-nussak is another early
book that mentions Sufi women. We see references to this work in
other biographical books like Abu cAbd al-Rahman al-Sulami’s (d. 412/
1021) Dhikr al-niswat al-muta cabbidat al-sufiyyat,10 a biographical book
entirely dedicated to early Sufi women. There al-Sulami states that in
Tabaqat al-nussak mention was made of Shabaka al-Basriyya,11 who
probably lived in the fourth/tenth century, as did Abu Sacid b. al-
cArabi, or earlier. Al-Sulami himself mentions eighty-four Sufi women
in his aforementioned book. 

Other biographical works wholly or partly concerned with women
include Manaqib-i Rabi ca, by an anonymous author, which is no
longer extant, Abu Nucaym’s (d. 430/1038) Hilyat al-awliya’,12 Ibn al-
Jawzi’s (d. 597/1201) Sifat al-safwa and his treatise about Rabica, which
is also lost,13 Farid al-Din Attar’s (d. 618/1221) Tadhkirat al-awliya’,14 Ibn

h ü lya  k ü ç ü k

8 See, for instance, Azim Malikov, ‘Islam. Saints and Sacred Geographies (Central
Asia),’ EWIC, V (Leiden: Brill 2007), p. 223.

9 See al-Jahiz. , Al-Bayan wa-l-tabyin, ed. cA. M. Harun. vols. 1–3 (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr,
1388/1968); Kitab al-hayawan, ed. cA.M. Harun, (Beirut: Dar Ihya al-Turath al-cArabi
1389/1969), vols. 1 –6.

10 al-Sulami, Dhikr al-niswat al-mutacabbidat al-sufiyyat, pp. 387–425. Translated by
Rkia E. Cornell as Early Sufi Women (Louisville: Fons Vitae 1999). 

11 See his Dhikr al-niswat al-muta cabbidat al-sufiyyat, pp. 387–425: 391.
12 Abu Nucaym, Hilyat al-awliya ‘ (Cairo: Dar Rayyan and Dar al-Kutub al-cArabi

1407/1987).
13 Ibn al-Jawzi, Sifat al-safwa, 2 vols. (Cairo: Dar Ibn Khaldun 1415/1994. He mentions

his treatise on Rabica in vol. 2, p. 258.
14 Farid al-Din Attar, Tadhkirat al-awliya’, ed. M. Isticlami (Tehran: Intisharat-i Zawwar

1374 A.Hsh./1995).
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Mulaqqin’s (d. 804/1402) Tabaqat al-awliya’,15 ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami’s
(d. 892/1487) Nafahat al-uns,16 cAbd al-Wahhab al-Shacrani’s (d. 973/
1565) al-Tabaqat al-kubra and Lawaqih al-anwar fi tabaqat al-akhyar 17

cAbd al-Racuf Munawi’s (d. 1031/1622) al-Kawakib al-durriyya,18 Amina
Jawida Khanim’s (d. after 929/1523?) Manaqib-i waliyyat al-nisa’,19 and
Yusuf al-Nabhani’s (d. 1350/1931) Jami ckaramat al-awliya’.20 As one can
easily see, the only female author here is Amina Jawida Khanim. In
general, it should be noted that we know only of a couple of Sufi works
written by women prior to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
such as the aI-Isharat al-khafiyya fi manazil al-caliyya, a commentary
on the Manazil al-sa’irin of cAbdullah Ansari (d. 481/1088) by a certain
Acisha bt. Yusuf al-Dimashqiyya (n.d.)21 and Kashf al-kunuz, a com -
mentary of Ibn al-cArabi’s Mashahid al-asrar al-qudsiyya by Sitt al-
cAjam bt. al-Nafis b. Abi cl-Qasim al-Baghdadiyya (d. 852/1448).22

Among the abovementioned male authors, Ibn al-Jawzi is the most
engaged with the subject, criticizing others for not studying women
Sufis adequately. He especially finds fault with Abu Nu‘aym for not
devoting enough attention to women in his Hilyat al-awliya’ wa-
tabaqat al-asfiya’, and emphasizes that the omission of Sufi women is
also detrimental to accounts of male Sufis, some of whom had links
with Sufi women.23

There are also certain works that provide information on female
Sufis of a specific order. For instance, al-Aflaki’s (d. 761/1360) Manaqib
al-‘arifin and Thaqib Mustafa Dede’s (d. 1148/1735) Safina-i nafîsa-i
Mawlawiyan contain biographies of certain female Mawlawi shaykhs,
as will be examined later on in this essay.  

f e m a l e  s u b s t i t u t e s  a n d  s h ay k h s

15 Ibn Mulaqqin, Tabaqat al-awliyac, ed. N. Shariba (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji 1393/ 1973).
16 cAbd al-Rahman Jami, Nafahat al-uns, ed. M. Abidi (Tehran: Intisharat-i Ittilacat 1373

A.Hsh./1994).
17 cAbd al-Wahhab al-Shacrani, al-Tabaqat al-kubra and Lawaqih al-anwar fi tabaqat

al-akhyar, ed. cAbd al-Halim Mahmud (Cairo: Maktabat al-Adab, 1414/1993).
18 cAbd al-Racuf al-Munawi, al-Kawakib al-durriyya, ed. A. S. Hamdan (Cairo: al-

Maktabat al-Azhariyya li-l-Turath 1994).
19 Amina Jawida Khanim, Manaqib al-waliyyat al-awliya’ (s.l.: s.n., n.d.)  
20 Yusuf al-Nabhani, Jami c karamat al-awliya’ (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1409/1989).
21 See Hacı M. Zihni Efendi, I

·
z Bırakan Mes‚hur Kadınlar, 2 vols, ed. Bedreddin Çetiner

(Istanbul: Sâmil 1982), vol, 2, p. 25. Sadly, Acisha bt. Yusuf al-Dimashqiyya’s book is
not available today.

22 See Süleymaniye, Ayasofya, no. 2020. Other copies (Süleymaniye, Esad Efendi, no.
1522 etc.) lack the title of Kashf al-kunuz. The published version is: Kashf al-kunuz,
ed. A.F. al-Mazidi, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-cIlmiyya,  Bulaq: al-Matbacat al-Kubra al-
Antariyya, 1427/2006.

23 See Ibn al-Jawzi, Sifat al-safwa, vol. 2, p. 13.

109

Downloaded from Brill.com07/29/2023 09:08:59AM
via University of Wales Trinity St Davids



Classical Sufi books also include narratives from early Sufi women.
For instance, in renowned works by Qushayri, Hujwiri, Ghazali and
Suhrawardi, we find accounts of distinguished early Sufis, such as
Rabica al-cAdawiyya, Rayhana al-Waliha, cAisha al-Makkiyya (late
second/seventh early third/ninth centuries), Fatima al-Macruf (before
seventh/thirteenth century), and Juwayriya (third/ninth century).24 In
these books, however, it should be pointed out that female Sufis are
sometimes mentioned in a degrading way. For instance, in the section
that he devoted to the theme of ‘combating the lower self ’ in his Ihya’,
Ghazali first introduces examples of how male Sufis struggle against
themselves, before commenting: ‘If your lower self finds it difficult to
follow the example of these great male Sufis, now I will offer you some
accounts of female Sufis. You should blame your lower self if it falls
below a woman in religious and worldly attainments.’25 Here he gives
the impression that he considers his readership to consist primarily of
males. He also advises male Sufis not to accompany female Sufis.26

Even Ibn al-cArabi, who perceives woman as part of man, that is, not
other than him,27 and holds her in high regard as being the locus of
the divine in creation,28 perceives woman to be inferior to man since
she was created from his rib-bone, and therefore not capable of fully
comprehending him.29

In the classical Sufi literature we also see frequent references to the
famous hadith: Hubbiba ilayya min al-dunya thalath . . . ‘Three things
have been made beloved to me in this world of yours: women,
perfume, while the coolness of my eye was placed in ritual prayer.’30

Al-Ghazali’s interpretation on this hadith is very distinctive. He pre -
sents these three things as allusions to certain senses. The reference to

h ü lya  k ü ç ü k

24 See cAbd al-Karim al-Qushayri, al-Risala, ed. M. Zurayk and A. A. Baltaji (Beirut:
Dar al-Khayr, 1413/1993), pp. 86, 96, 111, 114, 139, 195, 306, 328, 375, 377; al-Hujwiri,
Kashf al-mahjub, ed. Qasim Ansari (Tehran: Kutubkhana-i Tahuri 1373), pp. 24, 140,
149, 150, 467; al-Ghazali, Ihya’ culum al-din, 5 vols (Beirut: Dar al-Hadith 1412/1992),
vol. 2, p. 92; vol. 4, pp. 48, 49, 653-38; idem, Majmu cat Rasa’il, vol. 2 (Beirut: Dar al-
kutub al-‘ilmiyya 1414/1994), p. 11; Shihab al-Din cUmar Suhrawardi, cAwarif al-
ma carif (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-cIlmiyya 1426/2005), p. 35.

25 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’ culum al-din, vol.  4, p. 635. 
26 Al-Ghazali, Majmu cat Rasa cil, vol. 5 (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-cIlmiyya 1409/1988), p.

96. 
27 Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futuhat al-Makkiyya, preface by M. Mataraji, 8 vols (Beirut: Dar al-

Fikr 1414/1994), vol. 8, p. 375. 
28 Ibid., vol. 5, pp. 167–8. 29 Ibid., vol. 5, pp. 20–21, 167–8.
30 For the tradition see: al-Nasaci, Sunan (I

·
stanbul: Çağrı 1401/1981), s.v. cIshrat al-nisa c, 1. 
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woman is restricted by him to allude simply to the purely physical
senses of sight and touch. He states that perfume alludes to the sense
of olfaction or smell, the love of woman alludes to the senses of sight
and touch, whereas prayer ‘involves a sixth sense whose seat is the
heart,’ that is to say, a sixth sense beyond the normal five senses.31

Yet some classical Sufi works use the word ‘woman’ metaphorically
to allude to the deterioration and decline of Sufis in their times. 

Amma l-khiyamu fa-innaha ka-khiyamihim
wa ara nisa’a l-hayyi ghayra nisa’iha

As to the tents, they resemble their [Sufis’] tents –
yet I see that the women of the region are not their women.32

That is, the Sufis of today are not of the same high quality as Sufis of
earlier times. 

In the twentieth century, authors like Zaynab al-cAmili (d. 1914),33

Mehmed Zihni Efendi (d. 1914),34 and cUmar Rida Kahhala (d. 1987),35

composed special books on renowned women and included Sufi
women among them. There are now a number of works in English on
Sufi women, like Margaret Smith’s Rabi ca, the Mystic and Her Fellow
Saints in Islam,36 Javad Nurbakhsh’s Sufi Women 37 and Camille Adams
Helminski’s Women of Sufism.38

f e m a l e  s u b s t i t u t e s  a n d  s h ay k h s

31 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’ ‘ulum al-din, vol. 4, p. 454. [For an English translation of this
passage, see Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Love, Longing, Intimacy and Contentment
(Kitab al-mahabba wa’l-shawq wa’l-uns wa’l-rida, trans. Eric Ormsby (Cambridge:
Islamic Texts Society 2011), p. 12. – Ed.]

32 See e.g., al-Qushayri, al-Risala, p. 36; Ibn al-‘Arabi, Ruh al-quds (Egypt: Matba‘at al-
Hajar 1281/1864), p. 5.

33 Zaynab al-cAmili, al-Durr al-manthur fi tabaqat rabbat al-khudur (Beirut: Dar al-
Macrifa 1312/1894).

34 Mehmed Zihni Efendi, Mes‚hur Kadınlar [Mashahir al-nisa’], ed. B. Çetiner. (Istan -
bul: S‚âmil 1982), 2 vols.

35 cUmar Rida Kahhala, Aclam al-nisa’, (Dimashq: al-Matbacat al-Hashimiyya
1378/1959), 2 vols.

36 Margaret Smith, Rabi ca the Mystic and Her Fellow Saints in Islam (San Francisco:
Rainbow Press 1977 [1st ed. 1928] ).

37 Javad Nurbakhsh, Sufi Women, trans. Leonard Lewisohn (London: Khaniqah-
Nimatullahi Publications 1990).

38 Camilla Adams Helminski, Women of Sufism: A Hidden Treasure (Boston: Shambala
2003).
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What we infer from the reading of these books is that in the early
phase of Sufism, there were Sufi women known as ustad (master) and
mu caddiba (instructress). For instance, Hukayma al-Dimashqiyya was
called the ustad of Rabica b. Isma‘il al-Shamiyya (d. 135/752).39 Sufyan
al-Thawri (d. 161/777), an ascetic and a muhaddith (traditionist), used
to refer to Rabica al-cAdawiyya as his ‘mu caddiba ’.40 He and another
famous muhaddith, Shucba b. al-Hajjaj (d. 160/770), were narrators of
her words and wisdom.41 She also inspired other ascetics like Salih al-
Murri (d. 176/792).42 Dhucl-Nun al-Misri (d. 245/859) described Fatima
al-Nisaburiyya (d. 223/837) as ‘a saint and his ustad ’.43

From the second/eighth century onwards, there were Sufi women
who directed Sufi convents, that is, a tekke or zawiya, or attended a
tekke and succeeded to the position of spiritual director or shaykh
after performing the duties of the shaykh of the tekke. Hafsa bint Sirin
(d. 101/719 or 110/728) had a tekke called ‘masjid’ or ‘musalla ’ (a place
for prayer), which she did not once leave for thirty years.44 Karima bint
Sirin also had a musalla .45 Al-Sahawi states that in Egypt there was a
ribat which was built by a pious man named Khawwas. After he died,
it was led by his daughter (Bint Khawwas), therefore the ribat came to
be called the ribat of Bint Khawwas. The ribat was built in a shape
imitating the rooms around the masjid of the Prophet in Medina. The
inhabitants of the ribat were mostly widows or elderly women,
ascetics and pious people. It was a place where preaching was done.46

There were also some Sufi women who gave spiritual leadership to
their husbands. For instance, cAmra (second/eighth century) used to
wake up when her husband Habib al-cAjami (d. 115/733) was still
asleep, and say: ‘Get up, man! The night has gone, day has come. A
long journey lies before you, and you have few provisions with you.
The caravan of the righteous has gone ahead before us, and we have
not caught up with them.’47 Al-Sulami’s grandfather Abu cAmr Ismacil
b. Nujayd praised his wife, Fakhrawayh (d. 313/925), highly, saying that

h ü lya  k ü ç ü k

39 See his ‘Dhikr al-niswat al-muta cabbidat al-sufiyyat,’ p. 397.
40 Ibid., pp. 387–89. 41 Ibid., p. 387. 42 Ibid., p. 389. 43 Ibid., p. 401.
44 Ibn al-Jawzi, Sifat al-safwa, vol. 2, pp. 253–54.
45 Ibid., p. 255.
46 cAlam al-Din al-Sakhawi, Tuhfat al-ahbab wa-bughyat al-tullab fi-l-khutat wa-l-

mazarat wa-l-tarajim wa-l-buqa c al-mubarak (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyyat al-
Azhar iyya 1406/1986), p. 155.

47 Ibn al-Jawzi, Sifat al-safwa, vol.  2, p. 262.
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he had benefited from her exhortations as much as from those of his
own shaykh, Abu cUthman al-Hiri (d. 298/910).48

Wahatiyya Umm al-Fadl, a disciple of Shaykh Abu cAbd Allah b.
Khafif (d. 371/981), was visited by many revered Sufis of her time,
including Abu Sahl Muhammad b. Sulayman, Abu Qasim al-Razi,
Muhammad Farragh and cAbd Allah Mucallim.49 Shabaka al-Basriyya,
who probably lived in the same century or earlier, was the most
distinguished female Sufi master according to al-Sulami, although she
was not described as such in Sufi sources; she had special rooms in
her basement for both her ‘students’ and ‘disciples’, meaning that she
used her house like a boarding school and a tekke. Shabaka gave
sermons to them on Sufism in general and instructed them on how to
combat and overcome the lower self.50 Although she herself attended
her brother’s sermons, her brother’s name is unknown to us,51 a
bizarre situation since normally it is the Sufi women whose names
remain unknown, not the men! From her biography it would appear
that she succeeded him in being a celebrated person of piety. 

After the fifth/eleventh century, one of the most distinguished
examples of a male Sufi with a high regard for women is to be found in
the ‘Supreme Master’ (al-Shaykh al-Akbar) Ibn al-cArabi (d. 638/1240).
During his days as a novice in Sufism, he was guided by several female
Sufis and benefited from many others he met. He also used the term
‘divine mother’ for one of his female shaykhs, Fatima bint Ibn al-
Muthanna (d. 595/1198).52 This term can be compared with the term
‘spiritual father’ used by earlier Sufis, such as Shihab al-Din cUmar
Suhrawardi (d. 632/1234), who explains that a human being possesses
two kinds of ‘father’. The first is an earthly one, that is, one’s biological
father; and the second is a spiritual one, that is, one’s master, who
educates the spirit.53 It should be noted that while this explanation
refers to a ‘spiritual father’, no mention is made concerning the
existence of any ‘spiritual mother.’ It was Ibn al-cArabi, or rather his
shaykh Fatima, who used the latter term.54

f e m a l e  s u b s t i t u t e s  a n d  s h ay k h s

48 al-Sulami, ‘Dhikr al-niswat al-muta‘abbidat al-sufiyyat,’ p. 408.
49 Ibid., p. 418. 50 Ibid., p. 391. 51 Ibid., p. 391.
52 For details, see Hülya Küçük, ‘From his Mother Nur al-Ansariyya to his Šayh

Fatima bt. Ibn al-Mutanna: Important Female Figures around Muhyi l-Din b. al-
‘Arabi (d. 638/1240)’, Arabica, 59/6 (2012), pp. 685–708.

53 Suhrawardi, cAwarif al-ma carif, p. 54.
54 Cf. Su‘ad al-Hakim, al-Mucjam al-sufiyya (Beirut: Dandara 1401/1981), pp. 124–25.
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In later times when the major Sufi orders were formed, the tekkes
were led mainly by men. However, there were still some exceptional
women who built tekkes and khanaqahs for Sufis. In this regard, Ibn
al-cArabi mentions a zawiya in Damascus called ‘Zawiyatu cA’isha’.55 He
also refers to a convent called ‘Dar al-Falak’ for women ascetics in
Baghdad on the banks of the Tigris near al-Muthanna, the house of
the Imam.56 There were other ribats in Baghdad directed by women,
such as Tazkar Bay Khatun; the Ribat al-Baghdadiyya, which was built
in 684/1285 and directed by Fatima bint cAbbas al-Baghda diyya, known
as Umm Zaynab (d. 714/1314), the daughter of a certain cAbbas b. Abu’l-
Fath al-Baghdadi. Comprising accommodation and a place of prayer
for women undergoing divorce, it was an institu tion with strict rules
and etiquette. The ribat also served as a madrasa in which debates
between Fatima bint cAbbas al-Baghdadiyya and male scholars of the
city took place.57 The latter used to ascend  the pulpit on Fridays to
preach to men, although the renowned scholar Ibn Taymiyya (d.
728/1328) would try to prevent her doing so. Never theless, after a
dream in which he saw the Prophet instructing him not to do so, Ibn
Taymiyya abstained from such meddling behaviour.58 However, after
806/1403 such institutions went into decline.

In Egypt, there was also the ribat of Sitt-i Kalila, built in 694/1295 by
Sitt-i Kalila, otherwise known as Tulay bint cAbd Allah al-Tataniyya,
wife of Amir Sayf al-Din al-Burli. The convent was built by the wife
of the Mamluk Sultan al-Malik al-Nasir Muhammad b. Qalawun (who
ruled, with some interregna, between 693/1294 and 741/1341).59 Dughay
Khatun, known as Umm Anwak (d. 749/1348), is another instance.
According to the historical accounts, she was a beautiful and a pious
woman. She built a tekke at Bab al-Barqiyya in the desert, settled Sufis
in it, bequeathed it as an endowment (waqf ), and gave every
maidservant of hers a room there. She lived a virtuous life that none of
the other sultans’ wives could match. After her husband died in
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55 Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futuhat al-Makkiyya, vol. 8, p. 370.
56 Ibn al-‘Arabi, Dhakha’ir al-a‘laq, sharh Tarjuman al-ashwaq (Beirut: Matba‘at al-

Unsiyya 1312/1894), p. 184.
57 Taqi al-Din al-Maqrizi, Kitab al-mawa‘iz. wa-l-i‘tibar bi- dhikr al-khitat wa-l-athar

(al-Khitat ) (Cairo: Maktabat al-Thaqafat al-Dîniyya n.d.), vol. 2, pp. 477–78; see also
Mehmed Zihnî Efendi, Mes‚hur Kadınlar, vol. 1, pp. 165–66.

58 Mehmed Zihnî, Mes‚hur Kadınlar, vol. 2, p. 17.
59 Al-Maqrizi, al-Khitat, vol. 2, p. 428; see also Mehmed Zihnî, Mes‚hur Kadınlar, vol. 1,

p. 352.
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729/1329, she continued to be revered. When she died in 749/1348, she
left an enormous inheritance of 1,000 maidservants and eighty
servants. She also built the madrasa of Nasiriyya close to her
daughter’s grave, endowing it as a waqf for the poor. Al-Maqrizi (d.
845/1441) describes this complex as amongst the most prosperous
historic buildings of his time.60

It is true that women were generally found not at the centre but the
periphery of Sufi activities during this period, and this was especially
so of Ottoman women. After the fifteenth century in particular, Sufism
experienced much repression at the hands of the exoteric scholars
(‘ulama’ ), partially as a consequence of the process of urbanization.
Although women could still be disciples of male shaykhs, this had to
be done through the intermediary of the shaykhs’ wives, who were
called anas (mothers) or bajis (sisters). Only the Jarrahiyya, Bekta -
shiyya and Mawlawiyya Orders, which are briefly examined below,
continued to appoint female shaykhs.

Among Bektashi female shaykhs, the names of Fatima Baji (Kadinjik,
died in the last quarter of seventh/thirteenth century) and Amina
Khatun may be mentioned.61 In the Jarrahiyya order, a renowned
female poet Fitnat Khanim (d. 1194/1780)62 was the spiritual director
appointed by Yahya Sharaf al-Din Efendi.63 Recently, in the twentieth
century, mention should be made of women like Fatma Mükerrem
(n.d.), Emine Binnaz Bacı (d. 1380/1960) and Emine Nimet Bacı (n.d.),
who were spiritual directors appointed by I

·brahim Fahreddin S‚evki
Efendi (Erenden, d. 1386/1966).64

Members of most other Ottoman Sufi orders generally held the
previously mentioned idea that ‘a woman can attain God, but cannot
make others attain Him’ – a woman cannot be a spiritual director or
guide. Thus some Sufis used to deliberately seek shaykhs other than
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60 Al-Maqrizi, al-Khitat, vol. 1, pp. 425–26; see also Mehmed Zihni, Mes‚hur Kadınlar,
vol. 1, p. 64.

61 For details and other examples, see I
·
brahim Bahadır, Alevî ve Sünnî Tekkelerde

Kadın Dervis‚ ler (Istanbul: Su 2005), pp. 146–56.
62 Ömer F. Akün, ‘Fıtnat Hânım,’ I

·
slâm Ansiklopedisi (I

·
stanbul: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı

1996), XIII, pp. 39–46.
63 S‚enay Yola, ‘Cerrâhiye,’ I

·
slâm Ansiklopedisi (I

·
stanbul: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı 1999),

VII, p. 418.
64 See Mehmet C. Öztürk, Cerrâhîlik (I

·
stanbul: Gelenek 2004), p. 149; M. Fahrettin Dal,

‘Fahreddin Erenden’ in Tasavvufî Görüs‚ leri,’ unpublished M.A. thesis, Marmara
Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü (I

·
stanbul 2006), pp. 28–29.
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women, even though they had originally entered the Sufi way under
the guidance of a female shaykh. The case of Ummi Sinan-zade Hasan
Efendi (tenth/sixteenth century) illustrates just such an instance. Al -
though he completed his wayfaring (Sufi education) under the guidance
of his grandmother, he eventually opted for a certain Haydar Efendi
from the Sufi Khal watiyya Shamsiyya Order for the above-mentioned
reason.65 Even in the twentieth century, it was unusual for a woman to
hold the position of shaykh. Although there were female shaykhs in
some Sufi orders, for instance, in the North Caucasus, it has been
asserted that they held these positions largely due to the political
manipula tions of outside forces, such as the Soviet bureaucracy.66

Female Substitutes and Shaykhs in the
Mawlawiyya Suf i  order 

The Mawlawiyya is generally known to be a woman-friendly Sufi
order, considering Mawlana Jalal al-Din al-Rumi’s (d. 672/1273) favour -
able words concerning women, some of which will be cited below.
Rumi sees women as superior beings compared to men, citing the
following verse from the Qur’an: ‘Fair in the eyes of men is the love of
things they covet. Women and sons, heaped-up hoards of gold and
silver . . . ’67 Mawlana says that these things allure men; they cannot
escape this fate since it is something determined by God, and even a
man as powerful as Rustam, the legendary Iranian hero, fell under a
woman’s sway. Rumi concludes: 

Partaw-i haqqast an, ma‘shuq nist
Khaliqast an guya makhluq nist

She is a ray of divine light, more than just a loved one.
You could almost say she is a Creator, not a creature.68
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65 See Osman Türer, Osmanlılarda Tasavvufî Hayat. Halvetîlik Örneği (I
·
stanbul: I

·
nsan

2005), p. 625.
66 See Chantal Lemercier-Quelqejay, ‘Kuzey Kafkasya’da Tarikatlar,’ in Alexander

Popovic and Giles Veinstein, eds., I
·
slam Dünyasında Tarikatlar, trans. Osman

Türer (Ankara: Sûf 2004), pp. 69 –90: 85.
67 Qur’an 3:14.
68 Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rumi, Mathnawi, facsimile of an early Konya manuscript

(Ankara: Ministry of Culture and Tourism 1995), f. 34 b. The verse in question can
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Rumi explains that for men of refined sensibility, women appear to
be endowed with Godlike qualities of creativity, which is why women
dominate and prevail over such men, whereas unintelligent men of a
brutish temperament domineer women. Any man cognizant of the
divine nature within woman behaves well towards her and respects
her.69 In some men, however, there is a ‘woman’ concealed, which
makes them effeminate, and for those men who adore mere outward
appearance (z. ahir-parastan), woman thus becomes their virtual direc -
tion of prayer (qibla).70

However, Rumi also assigns some negative attributes to woman as
well, such as when he mentions an elderly ‘witch-woman’,71 or where
he explains that those who engage in self-mortification are brave and
manly whereas those who like worldly things are effeminate wimps
and women.72 He says that the lower soul (nafs ) prevails in woman’s
nature, and therefore she likes worldly things.73 He also says that only
in very few women, the Virgin Mary being the most outstanding
exemplar, there lies a heroic ‘Rustam’ concealed.74 Rumi pities anyone
whose reason or intellect is dominated by ‘female’ traits while his
wicked fleshly soul (nafs ) dominates him like the male.75 Despite these
negative images, he had many female disciples, such as Niz. am Khatun
and Gumaj Khatun.76
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be found in Rumi’s Mathnawi-yi ma cnawi, ed. R. A. Nicholson, (Tehran: Amir Kabir
1357A.Hsh./1978), I: 2437.

69 Mathnawi, ed. Nicholson, I: 2433-36. Some specialists assert that the couplet (I:
2437) about woman being the locus of God’s attribute as ‘the Creator’ relates to the
fact that her body contains a womb where creation takes place. Although this
inter pretation is not totally wrong, it is far-fetched when one considers the context
of Rumi’s verses and especially the particular Prophetic Tradition that he is inter -
preting.

70 Rumi, Mathnawi, Konya MS., f. 292a (VI: 1890; 1905); Mathnawi, ed. Nicholson, VI:
1885; 1900.

71 Rumi, Mathnawi, Konya MS., f. 200a (IV: 3190); Mathnawi, ed. Nicholson, IV: 3190 ff.
72 Rumi, Mathnawi, Konya MS., f. 292a (VI: 1911); Mathnawi, ed. Nicholson, VI: 1882-

85; 1906.
73 Rumi, Mathnawi, Konya MS., f.243b (V: 2464–67); Mathnawi, ed. Nicholson, V:

2459–66.
74 Rumi, Mathnawi, Konya MS., f. 292a (VI: 1889–1906); Mathnawi, ed. Nicholson, VI:

1884.
75 Rumi, Mathnawi, Konya MS., f.243a (V: 2462); Mathnawi, ed. Nicholson, V: 2461.
76 For details on early female Mawlawi women, see Hülya Küçük, ‘Türk Tarihinde

Kadın Veliler: I
·
lk Dönem Mevlevîliği Örneği,’ I

·
STEM, 10 (2007, Mevlânâ Özel Sayısı/

Special Mawlana Issue) pp. 65–74.
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With regard to woman shaykhs in the Mawlawiyya order, we begin
with the period of Mawlana Jalal al-Din al-Rumi. Rumi used to address
Sultan Walad’s (d. 712/1312) daughters, Mutahhara Khatun and Sharaf
Khatun, as cabida (worshipper) and carifa (female gnostic) respectively.
In Aflaki’s words, ‘A great many women of the Anatolia were disciples
of Mutahhara Khatun and Sharaf Khatun.’77 At that time, there were
other women shaykhs who guided women, such as Ustad Khatun or
Shaykh-i Khawatin.78 They were generally known by attributes such
as ‘female saint,’ ‘learned,’ ‘master,’ and ‘teacher of Sultan’s daughter’.
Women in Konya used to gather at their homes and ask them to invite
Rumi to their meetings because he was very well disposed towards
them.79

The main authorities in the Mawlawi Sufi tradition were the
Chalabis, descendants of Rumi. According to Gölpınarlı, they included
female descendants, Inath Chalabis. It can even be said that a substan -
tial number of Mawlawi shaykhs were descendants of female
Chalabis. This type of silsila (initiatic chain of spiritual succession)
never existed in other Sufi orders.80 Furthermore, although Mawlawi
shaykhs were primarily male, there were several female shaykhs or
substitutes. However, only two sources mention them, namely Shams
al-Din Ahmad Aflaki’s Manaqib al- carifin81 and Thaqib Mustafa Dede’s
Safina-i nafisa-i Mawlawiyan.82 Sadly, these publications are rarely
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77 Ahmad Aflaki, Manaqib al-carifin, ed. T. Yazıcı (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu 1980),
vol. 2, p. 990.

78 See ibid, vol.  2, p. 727. 79 Ibid., vol. 1, 490. 80 Gölpınarlı, Mevlevîlik, p. 367. 
81 Aflaki was a disciple of Badr al-Din of Tabriz, son of Akhi Natur. In 690/1291, when

he came to Konya, he visited Sultan Walad and frequented his sermons from then
on. As he was devoted to Ulu ‘Arif Chalabi, he was called al-cArifi. Manaqib al-
carifin, the outcome of thirty years of study and writing was completed in the
718/1318 at cArif Chalabi’s request. The biographies in this work are arranged
chronologically. While some of the narratives are based on the author’s
recollections, most were derived from other sources: principally the works of
Sultan al-cUlama Baha’ al-Din Walad (d. 629/1231), Faridun b. Ahmad Sipahsalar (d.
690/1291), Rumi, Sultan Walad (d. 712/1312), and Shams-i Tabrizi (d. 645/1247) appear
as sources. For instance, 95 per cent of the couplets are from Rumi’s Mathnawi.
Aflaki also made use of Sultan Walad’s Ibtida-nama, Rabab-nama, Intiha-nama,
and especially Ma carif. See Hülya Küçük, Sultan Veled ve Maârif’i. Kitâbu’l-
Hikemiyye Adlı Maârif Tercüme ve S‚erhi (I

·
nceleme-Metin) (Konya: KBS‚B 2005), pp.

19–22.
82 Thaqib Mustafa Dede was the shaykh of the Mawlawikhana of Arghuniyya in

Kütahya, built to commemorate Jalal al-Din Arghun Chalabi (d. 774/1372). A
descendant of the renowned Sufi theosopher Muhyi al-Din Ibn al-cArabi, he was
appointed as shaykh of the Mawlawikhana of Kütahya after Khwaja Fatima
Khanim, who will be discussed later in this article. See Abdülbaki Gölpınarlı,
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read by researchers, let alone examined deeply. Female shaykhs’
names were first mentioned by Gölpınarlı, who introduced their
names and presented some information on one of them, Gunash
Khan (Günes‚ Han).83 Other researchers merely cited their names by
borrowing from him. 

According to Gölpınarlı, the Safina-i nafisa-i Mawlawiyan is full of
mistakes concerning historical facts. This is especially regrettable in
that it is our only source for the years concerned with here.84 The
same applies to Manaqib al-carifin. But although the above-mentioned
sources are hagiographies, a genre whose value as a historical source
is questionable, it is widely accepted that they can be useful, provided
that they are carefully analysed and compared with authentic histori -
cal sources.85 In fact, besides narratives full of extraordinary happen -
ings and superstitions, hagiographies can provide valuable information
on social, economic and cultural conditions, with much more detail
than can be found in any other work.86

As the first officially appointed female Mawlawi substitute, the
name of cArifa-yi Khwush-liqa-yi Qunawi should be mentioned. She
was a substitute of Ulu cArif Chalabi (d. 719/1319), son of Sultan Walad,
in Tokat and the elite of the region were her disciples. She was a
mighty and influential woman, even for visitors to the city. A mufassir
(exegete) called Nasir al-Din Wa‘iz. was one example. He was an ardent
speaker who influenced the inhabitants of the city. cArifa-yi Khwush-
liqa heard that he spoke unfairly about Ulu cArif Chalabi during his
speeches, so she invited him to her home as guest for a few days.
During their discussions she offended him so much that he left Tokat
and headed for Niksar, a town in the same region. However, he
became ill at the first Friday prayer and was forced to return to Tokat
with the aim of becoming a disciple of Ulu cArif Chalabi. However, it
was too late; he was already damned by God,87 according to  Manaqib
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Mevlânâ’dan Sonra Mevlevîlik (Istanbul: I
·
nkilâp ve Aka 1953), pp. 15–16.

83 Gölpınarlı, Mevlevîlik, pp. 278–81. 84 See ibid., pp. 15–16.
85 For detailed information on the subject, see Ahmet Yas‚ar Ocak, Kültür Tarihi

Kaynağı Olarak Menâkıbnâmeler: metodolojik bir yaklas‚ ım (Ankara: Türk Tarih
Kurumu 1982), p. 65 ff.

86 For detailed information on the subject, see Mehmet F. Köprülü, ‘Anadolu Selçuk -
lularının Yerli Kaynakları,’ Belleten, VII1, nos. 25–27 (1943), pp. 421–25. See also
Ahmet Ates‚ , ‘Menâkıp,’ I

·
slam Ansiklopedisi VII (I

·
stanbul: Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı 1993),

p. 702.
87 It should be noted here that in Sufism, if any harm befalls a person who behaves

disrespectfully towards a saint, or even criticizes their actions, it is regarded as a
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al-carifin, and died a couple of days later.88 This event shows us that a
female substitute was accepted as legitimate by scholars, and could
even invite an influential mufassir to her home, and have a dispute
with him. 

The Mawlawikhana of Afyonkarahisar,89 which was run by Diwana
Mehmed Chalabi (d. 936/1529), was assigned to his descendants after
his death.90 Hence, Dastina Khatun (d. 1040/1630) was appointed as the
postnishin (shaykh of Mawlawi dargah) after her father, Shah
Muhammad Chalabi, grandson of Diwana Muhammad Chalabi. It is
important to note that she was acting on behalf of her sons, who were
young at that time.91 That is to say that her sons were the genuine
heirs of the position. Thaqib Dede notes that her Sufi life began as a
child. She abandoned the world by becoming an ascetic, learned the
Qur’an by heart, and attended her father’s Mathnawi, tafsir and hadith
courses, becoming distinctive in these fields. She used to spend most
of her time at the tomb of Sultan-i Sati‘ al-Burhan Abu’l-Sayf in a
special room assigned for women. Although she was the shaykh, she
appointed people to teach the Mathnawi and perform the other tasks
that needed to be done, engaging in worship. She became emaciated
because of lack of sleep and food, but in response to people who told
her to lie down to sleep a little on a tanned skin, she used to say: ‘We
laid down our tanned skin under the feet and so we gained the
Beloved’s good pleasure. Especially the tanned skin that became
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just punishment, which in turn is attributed to the miraculous powers of that
saint. This is because such behaviour is considered to be impious by Sufis, in
accordance with this authentic hadith ‘Who shows enmity towards my saints,
I declare war against him.’ See al-Bukhari, Sahih. vol. 3 (Istanbul: Çağrı 1981),
Riqaq, 38.

88 Nasir al-Din Wacid is described as the son of a certain Mawlana Rukn al-Din
Urmawi al-Waladi. Aflaki says that while he was preaching in Niksar for Friday
prayers, he had a vision concerning Ulu cArif Chalabi in which he saw him
entering the mosque on a horse with a spear, heading towards him and thrusting
the spear into his left side. Deeply afraid, he became ill. For details, see Aflaki,
Manaqib al-carifin, II, p. 928.

89 On the Mawlawikhana, see Barihüda Tanrıkorur, ‘Karahisar Mevlevîhânesi,’ I
·
slam

Ansiklopedisi XXIV (I
·
stanbul: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı 2001), pp. 418–21.

90 For some details on Diwana Muhammad Chalabi, see Gölpınarlı, Mevlevîlik, pp.
101–12.

91 Thaqib Mustafa Dede, Safina-i nafisa-yi Mawlawiyan, 3 vols (Egypt: Matbacat al-
Wahbiyya 1283), vol. 1, pp. 252–53. Tanrıkorur does not mention Shah Muhammad
Chalabi as shaykh of the dargah before Dastina Khâtun. She also says that Dastina’s
leadership was in the 1560s. See Tanrıkorur, ‘Karahisar Mevlevîhânesi,’ p. 418. 
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abandoned for the Beloved, is now under the feet. Therefore, not
sleeping is a hundred times better than the cloak of sleeping.’ She is
believed to talked to the rijal al-ghayb (invisible saints) in her room.
People also saw various fruits there that seemed to have been from
other parts of the world brought as gifts to her by her invisible visitors.
As she performed certain kinds of wondrous miracles that can be
compared to that of the Virgin Mary, she was nicknamed ‘Marzuq-i
Ghaybi ’ (‘Sustained from the Unseen’), as was Mary.92 She gave all the
offerings brought to her away to the needy, whence came the belief
that she was the genuine spiritual heir of her father.93

Another example of a female shaykh is Gunash Khan. In Safina-yi
nafisa-yi Mawlawiyan, at the end of the section concerning Dastina, it
is stated that Kuchuk Muhammad (cArif) Chalabi (d. 1050/1640) was
appointed as shaykh, but retired into a kind of seclusion after the
death of his mother. In place of himself, he appointed substitutes who
could fulfil the tasks on his behalf and after his death at the age of
eighty, one particular substitute, Gunash Khan was appointed as
shaykh.94 She took over the position in around 1095/1683, also acting
on behalf of her sons who were still young at the time.95 Thaqib
Mustafa Dede (d. 1148/1735) states that Kuc̆uk Muhammad Chalabi
had four daughters, namely Gunash Khan-i Buzurg (or Kubra),96

Karima, Rahima and Sahar. He adds that among these girls, Gunash
Khan was distinguished in the esoteric and exoteric sciences, and had
an angelic disposition and manner, revelations and wondrous gifts,
and was known as ‘God’s Greatest Name’ (Ism-i Aczam). He adds that
she gave all the property she inherited from her father, and gifts
presented by visitors, to the poor around her and to the dargah. It was
amazing that after listening to a dream reported to her by a virtuous
woman and interpreting from it that she would die soon, she divided
all of her property among her children and gave away the rest of her
possessions to the needy. When she died shortly afterwards, she was
buried next to Dastina Khatun. Thaqib Mustafa Dede states that
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92 This is an allusion to the verse about Mary being nourished directly by God
(Qur’an, 3: 37). 

93 Thaqib Mustafa, Safina, vol.  1, pp. 252–3.
94 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 253.
95 See Tanrıkorur, ‘Karahisar Mevlevîhânesi,’ p. 418.
96 She was called buzurg, that is, ‘senior’ or ‘elder’, since there were other Gunash

Khans in the family line.
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Gunash Khan’s hagiography was so long that if all of it had been
written down, it would have formed a book, and cites a panegyric
written for her by a certain Mawlawi poet named Darwish Yaqin.97

Gölpınarlı believes that this type of poem for a woman is the first of its
kind and extremely rare in classical Turkish literature.98

During the period of spiritual guidance (mashyakhat ) of both
Dastina Khatun and Gunash Khan, the Mawlawikhana of Afyonkara -
hisar burnt down and was then rebuilt. In 1291/1874 there was another
fire, and the dargah was repaired with money donated by Rashid
Chalabi, a member of the Mawlawi family at that time.99

Besides the Mawlawikhana of Karahisar, there is the Mawlawikhana
of Kütahya,100 which was run by two female shaykhs between the
years of 1010/1601 and 1101/1689. These women were Mathnawikhan
Kamila Khanim, daughter of Sultan Mehmed III (that is, Kuchik cArif
Chalabi, d. 824/1421), and her daughter: the poetess Khwaja Fatima
Khanim (d. 1122/1710). Kamila Khanim was the second daughter of
Kuchik cArif. His other daughters included Gunash Khan-i Sughra,
cA’isha and Karima. It is said that Kamila Khanim was the most
spiritually distinguished of the sisters. She had thaumaturgic gifts as a
child, such as being able to predict the future. She performed these
miracles everywhere, little understanding their significance, until her
father fed her something unsuitable from the market,101 after which
she could no longer perform them.102

When Kamila Khanim reached puberty, her father wanted to put
her under the tutelage of a female scholar, rather than a male; the
latter, according to their interpretation of Islam, was not permissible.
However, she refused to follow the courses, seeing the tutelage of a
woman as degrading. Here is an example of a woman herself believing
women to be inferior to men! This may be because at that time
women were not well educated, and thus were considered incapable
of giving instruction. Reportedly she preferred learning from her
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97 See Thaqib Mustafa, Safina, vol. 1, pp. 253–5.
98 See Gölpınarlı, Mevlevîlik, p. 279.
99 See Tanrıkorur, ‘Karahisar Mevlevîhânesi,’ pp. 418–9.
100 For some notes on the Mawlawikhana, see Sevgi Parlak and Bârihüda Tanrıkorur,

‘Kütahya Mevlevîhânesi,’ I
·
slam Ansiklopedisi (Ankara: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı 2003),

XXVII, pp. 1–3.
101 That is, he fed her in a way not accepted for a Sufi, since at the market one can

taste things before buying them.
102 Thaqib Mustafa, Safina, vol. 1, p. 255. 
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father, although his duties as a shaykh occasionally interrupted the
process. Through divine grace, it is said, she was sent tutors during
her sleep, who taught her more useful knowledge and gnosis, which
she passed on to others.103

When Kamila reached marriageable age, she married a certain
Mustafa Agha from Kütahya, where she revived the Mawlawi Sufi
tradition. She gave birth to ten children, six boys and four girls, named
Muhammad, Husayn, Abu Bakr, Khidr Shah, Khalil, cAli, Fatima,
Amina, Khadija and Rabica. Only three of the boys and Fatima
survived into adulthood; the rest died in infancy.104

Thaqib Mustafa Dede provides detailed information on Kamila
Khanim’s knowledge and thaumaturgic gifts, among which was her
knowledge of cilm-i qiyafat (the science of physiognomy). He narrates,
for instance, that one day her daughter, Fatima Khanim, sent a newly
bought slave-girl to her mother, Kamila Khanim, to introduce
herself. Kamila Khanim, looking her up and down, said that she
would die three days after the day she was bought, and her prediction
came true.105

Kamila Khanim gave all of her property and money to the needy, so
much so that she herself became one of them. One day, when she had
few provisions, some guests arrived. She offered the small amount of
food she had to them, leaving nothing for her family members. When
they were about to go to bed hungry, they heard a knock at the door.
Upon opening the door they saw an old man with an illuminated face
who had brought food for them. After this miraculous event, there
was an abundance of food not only for them, but for other people of
the city too.106

Kamila Khanim was appointed as shaykh to the Kütahya
Arghuniyya Mawlawikhana. Her appointment reveals many interest -
ing aspects of family life and the social conditions that prevailed at
that time. After Kuchik cArif Chalabi died, his son Walad (the son of
his slave girl Shirzad, who was made an umm walad )107 was appointed
as deputy to the post of the Arghuniyya Mawlawikhana by order of
the vizier Kara Mustafa Pasha (d. 1095/1683). When the daughters
heard this decision, they became extremely sad at not being
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103 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 256. 104 Ibid., vol. 1, pp. 255–56. 105 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 256. 106 Ibid.
107 In Islamic jurisprudence, if a slave-girl is made umm walad (mother of her owner’s

child), she is to be set free when she has given birth to the child.
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appointed just because they were girls. Among them, Kamila Khanim
said cIn kar ba cd al-istiqrar ma clum shawad (this business will be made
known after it has been settled)’, implying that Walad’s appointment
was not final. Indeed, he became paralysed on his first day in the post
and died a couple of days later. The post was offered to Kamila
Khanim, but she said that it was Gunash Khan who deserved it.
Gunash Khan was made a deputy, Kamila Khanim the shaykh.108 After
Kamila’s death her sisters Gunash Khan and Karima Khanim also
served as shaykhs,109 a point not mentioned by the sources, probably
because they were not officially appointed by the state.

After this period, first Kamila Khanim’s son, Husayn Chalabi (n.d.),
and then her daughter, Khwaja Fatima Khanim (d. 1122/1710), were
appointed to the post. She was described with the sobriquets of ‘Khayr
al-nisa’ al-salihat ’ (the best of righteous women), and ‘Fakhr al-
qanitat al-carifat ’ (pride of pious gnostic women), and was renowned
as ‘a woman exerting herself in performing all kinds of prayers.’ Her
piety was shaped by events; she married as a young girl cUthman-
Pashaz da Mahmud Beg and gave birth to a girl named Khadija, who
died in infancy. She could not stand the sorrow caused by this pain, so
much so that she turned her back on the profane world and became
an ascetic. She gave her husband some of her maids and spent the rest
of her money on making a pilgrimage to Mecca accompanied by many
servants, providing them with the chance to visit the Kacba. After her
husband’s death she retired into seclusion, completely following the
path of her predecessors Dastina and the other female Mawlawi
shaykhs. After several years, her brother Husayn Chalabi died, leaving
a daughter, Hawwac Khanim. Khwaja Fatima Khanim took her niece
under her care until she married Thaqib Mustafa Dede, author of
Safina-yi nafisa-i Mawlawiyan, the main source of this article.110

Khwaja Fatima Khanim inherited from her mother Kamila Khanim
not only her beauty but also her knowledge and wisdom. She had a
command of literature, both in verse and in prose. Because of her
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108 Thaqib Mustafa, Safina, vol. 1, pp. 258–59. If I understood this correctly, when this
was told to Walad Chalabi before his death, he sacrificed forty animals to celebrate
this event and show that he did not feel sorrow for their appointments; however,
his illness was considered to be a consequence of his jealousy. 

109 Thaqib Mustafa, Safina, vol. 1, pp. 258–59.
110 See Thaqib Mustafa, Safina, vol. 1, pp. 261–63.
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mystic tendencies, she was called the ‘Second Rabica,’111 and because of
her great distinction in charitable matters, ‘al-Mawlawiyya Umm al-
Fuqara c’ (Mawlawi mother of the poor). The books she owned were
bestowed as an endowment upon those who retired into seclusion in
the Arghuniyya Mawlawikhana, and other righteous people of piety.
After her death, she was buried next to the tomb of Jalal al-Din
Arghun,112 as she had requested.113 Thaqib Mustafa Dede devoted a
great many pages in his books to her, probably because he knew so
much about her as she was both a contemporary and a relative. He
and his contemporaries all relate how charitable and virtuous she was.
Thaqib Mustafa Dede states at the end of these biographies that
women retired into seclusion in small and dark rooms around the
dargah, fasting, performing dhikir and worshipping day and night
under the leadership of these female shaykhs, just as men did under
the leadership of male shaykhs.114

Interestingly, the Mawlawis seem not to have been affected by
Shams-i Tabrizi’s (d. 645/1247) unfavourable opinion about women
being shaykhs in his Maqalat, where one paragraph expresses rather
negative thoughts on women. In conversation with Rumi, Shams says
that it is not necessary for a woman to become a shaykh. In response
to Rumi’s words of ‘Yes, it would be out of place,’ he feels it necessary
to rephrase his opinion more explicitly: 

You mean that it would be better if a man becomes a shaykh. No,
I mean much more than that. I mean this is definitely not for
women. Either in place or out of place, I would change my faith in
the Prophet Muhammad, had Hadrat Fatima [d. 11/632]115 and
cA’isha  become shaykhs. Thank God, they did no such a thing.116
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111 Here the famous female Sufi Rabica al-cAdawiyya is meant, who was deemed a
model for female Sufis. See Hülya Küçük, ‘Menâkibü’l-Ârifîn’de Râbia ve Râbia
Timsâli,’ Kubbealtı Akademi Mecmuası, No. 144 (Hz. Mevlânâ Özel Sayısı /Special
Rumi Issue), 4 (2007), pp. 87–93. For detailed information on Rabica, see Smith,
Rabi ca the Mystic and her Fellow-Saints in Islam.

112 Jalal al-Din Arghun Chalabi was the grandson of Mutahhara Khatun (and the son
of Burhan al-Din Ilyas Pasha). He lived in the fourteenth century. The exact date of
his death is not known; 734/1374, the date given by Thaqib Dede, was found  to be
inaccurate by Gölpınarlı. See his Mevlevîlik, p. 124.

113 Thaqib Mustafa, Safina, vol. 1, pp. 261–4. 114 Ibid., vol. 1, pp. 253.
115 Daughter of the Prophet Muhammad.
116 Shams-i Tabrizi, Maqalât, Mawlana Museum MS., no. 2145, f. 80b.
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Shams thinks it impossible for a woman even to become a saint, let
alone become a shaykh; since he believes that if a woman were
given a sublime place on God’s Throne and then she saw a suitable
position for her sexual desire on earth, she would prefer to descend
from that sublime place.117 However, it seems that Shams’ opinion
did not greatly influence either Rumi or other Mawlawi Sufis, and
female saints and shaykhs are known to have been appointed
officially throughout the history of the Order, though only in the
absence of male substitutes.

Gölpınarlı evaluates the issue of Mawlawi women occupying lead -
ing posts in the order’s history as follows. It seems that during the
early years when the Mawlawi Sufi tradition had first spread to the
villages, women were not excluded from society and were not
considered inferior to men, at least in villages where the Mawlawi
Sufis flourished. Nevertheless, due to the Mawlawi Order’s direct rela -
tion with the state in the social context of the institution of charitable
endowments (waqf ) and its consequent connection with the position
of Shaykh al-Islam, the Mawlawis had to restrict women’s positions in
the order. After the seventeenth century,118 we no longer encounter
any female Mawlawi shaykhs, just as we do not encounter any village
Mawlawikhanas. In spite of everything, Mawlawi women obtained a
fairly high position in the Mawlawiyya, at least in comparison with
other Orders. Mawlawi women could wear special costumes and could
perform the Mawlawi whirling ritual (Sama c), sometimes even
together with elderly Mawlawi Dadas accompanied by the nay and
qudum.119 But this was allowed only as a form of consolation: Mawlawi
etiquette rituals had taken their final shape with men in all leading
positions, leaving no room for women to initiate others into the order,
perform seclusion, or even enter the Mawlawi ritual square.120

These reforms came at a time when the fierce conflict between
religious scholars and Sufi shaykhs led to fatwas issued against Sama c
and the Sufi orders in general, as being sources of heretical innovation
and so against the Shari‘a. At the same time, the Qadizadalis issued a
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117 See al-Aflaki, Manaqib al-carifin, vol.  2, pp. 640–41.
118 Gölpınarlı is in error when he says ‘after the 17th century . . .’ He does not consider

that Khwaja Fatima Khanim died in 1122/1710. 
119 A small double drum used for rhythm in Mawlawi music.
120 Gölpınarlı, Mevlevîlik, p. 281.
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proclamation of war on the Sufis, which led to the slaying of thou -
sands of Mawlawi Sufis in 1076/1665.121

In later years, the Mawlawi woman turned into ‘a queen with no
crown,’ longing for her earlier days of glory when the order was not
affected by Islamic scholars’ pressure or control. Currently, they can
enter the order only as novices, with a couple of exceptions. For
instance, Hayat Nur Artıran was appointed as a substitute by the
Mathnawi-khan (Mathnawi teacher) S‚efik Can Dede shortly before he
died in January 2005.122 It can be inferred from this that a forgotten
tradition is now being revived. In fact, Esin Çelebi Bayru’s (Rumi’s
descendant from the twenty-second generation) activities as a repre -
sentative of the Çelebi family provide enough evidence for women’s
exalted position in the order since she acts as the head-Mawlawi
shaykh in an unofficial way, besides participating in all state-
supported activities, such as the annual commemorations of Rumi’s
death and the re-opening of historic Mawlawikhana buildings
through out Turkey.

In the USA, Camille Adams Helminski (b. 1951), who is one of the
founders and directors of the Threshold Society, is currently a pro -
minent female representative of the Mawlawi order there. She has
been working within the Mawlawi Sufi tradition for about twenty
years, together with her husband Kabir Edmund Helminski (b. 1947),
who was appointed a shaykh by Dr Celaleddin Çelebi (1926–96),
Rumi’s descendant from the twenty-first generation of Istanbul, Turkey.
As Camille Helminski has not been directly appointed shaykh by
Çelebi, she can be deemed only as ‘co-director’ of the society and the
Mawlawi Order which tries to apply traditional Sufi principles to the
conditions of contemporary life.123
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121 For details, see I
·
smet Kayaoğlu, ‘Raks ve devran etrafında tartıs‚malar.’ In 3rd Inter -

national Rumi Congress (Konya: Üniversite 2004), pp. 291–302. For the conflicts between
scholars and Sufis in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, see Madeline C.
Zilfi, ‘The Kadızadelis: Discordant Revivalism in Seventeenth Century  I

·
stanbul,’ Jour -

nal of Near Eastern Studies, 85 (1986), pp. 251–69; Res‚at Öngören, Osmanlılarda Tasav -
vuf. Anadolu’da Sûfîler, Devlet ve Ulema (XVI. Yüzyıl) (I

·
stanbul: I

·
z 2000), pp. 342–57.

122 Nuriye Akman, ‘Mesnevihan Sefik Can Vasiyetini Açıkladığı Son Röportajı Zaman’a
Verdi.’ Zaman Gazetesi. 25 January 2005; Hayat Nur Artıran, ‘Mevlevî Erkânı I

·
çinde

Kadının Yeri,’ unpublished paper presented at the Mevlana’da Bulus‚ma Sempo -
zyumu, Istanbul 17 December 2005.

123 For details, see Hülya Küçük, ‘A Brief History of Western Sufism’, Asian Journal of
Social Science, 36 (2008): 292–320: 314.
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Conclus ions

There were many leading female Sufis and shaykhs during the early
years of Sufism. They largely led their lives in an atmosphere of relative
freedom, often having male masters or teaching male disciples, and
sometimes having special rooms for them at their homes. In later
years, due to the deterioration of the social position of women in
Muslim societies, this freedom was curtailed solely to discipleship. Yet,
after the formation of the orders, some Sufis adhered to the idea that
women were incapable of having a position of spiritual directorship
within an order. The Mawlawis, however, held the opposite view, with
the exception of Shams of Tabriz. In the Mawlawiyya, we thus see that
women shaykhs were officially appointed as heads of dargahs. Aflaki’s
Manaqib al-‘arifin and Thaqib Mustafa Dede’s Safina-yi nafîsa-yi
Mawlawiyan are the only sources that provide us with the biographies
of female shaykhs in the Mawlawi Order, together stretching from the
early phase of the order down to the twelfth/eighteenth century.
Thaqib Dede points out that under their leadership, many female
disciples, taking advantage of female guides, retired into seclusion in
the main dargah just as men used to do under the guidance of male
Sufi masters. Today, there currently exist a few Mawlawi women who
enact the role of spiritual guide to Sufi seekers. 
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