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C h r i s t o p h e r  M e l c h e r t  (Oxford)

History is largely about rooting out anachronisms. One that bedevils
the history of Sufism is an unsurprising tendency to project later forms
backward. Our idea of who was a Sufi in the ninth century tends to come
from the Tabaqat al-sufiya of the Naysaburan al-Sulami (d. 412/1021)
and a few other books, some dependent on his.1 Sulami begins his first
generation with notices of al-Fudayl ibn �Iyad (d. Mecca, 187/803), Ibra-
him ibn Adham (d. al-Qazira, 163/779–80?), Üu l-Nun (d. Qiza, 246/
861?), Bišr al-Hafi (d. Baghdad, 227/841?), Sari al-Saqati (d. Baghdad,
253/867?), and al-Muhasibi (d. Baghdad?, 243/857–58) – the usual big
names for the late eighth century and, mainly, early ninth. Massignon’s
lineage of Sufism (leading up to al-Hallaq) stays almost entirely within
this line, and indeed I have no serious quarrel with it as a lineage of clas-
sical Qunaydi Sufism.2

The trouble is that, so far as we know, not one of these persons was
actually called a Sufi (sufi) in his lifetime. (Admittedly, however, I have
found Ibrahim ibn Adham associated with an attendant called Ibrahim
ibn Baššar al-Sufi.3) Meanwhile, certain contemporaries of theirs ac-
tually were called Sufis. Frustratingly for the modern historian, Sulami’s
forebears and those actually called Sufis in their own time seem to have
had much in common. Above all, both parties underwent austerities

1) Al-Sulami, Tabaqat al-sufiyya, ed. Johannes Pedersen (Leiden, 1960) =
ed. Nur al-Din S

ˇ
ariba (Cairo, 1953). On the Sufi biographical tradition, see now

Jawid A. Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism (Richmond, Surrey,
2001).

2) The foundational modern history of Sufism is Louis Massignon, Essai sur
les origines du lexique technique de la mystique musulmane (Paris, 1922, rev. 1954),
also now available as Essay on the Origins of the Technical Language of Islamic
Mysticism, trans. Benjamin Clark (Notre Dame, 1997).

3) Abu Nu�aym, Hilyat al-awliya # (Cairo, 1352–57/1932–38), VII, 346. Also
noticed by Massignon, Essay, 105.
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222 Christopher Melchert

(zuhd), devoted extraordinary amounts of time to Qur#anic recitation and
prayer (salat and üikr), and generally cultivated a solemn attitude toward
life. It is difficult to tell what distinguished them.

Our historical problem is then twofold: 1) to determine why some
persons in the late eighth and earlier ninth centuries were called “Sufis”
and 2) to discern how the term “Sufi” came to shift from them to the
people described by Sulami, et alii. The earliest emergence of persons
called Sufis has been studied before, and I have no previously undis-
covered data to report here. The time seems to have been the last third of
the eighth century.4 Bernd Radtke has already noticed the second prob-
lem, of how the term “Sufi” seems to have shifted over time:

As opposed to the religiosi, antinomian, anti-social and anti-governmental
tendencies became noticeable among them …. Notwithstanding the fact that
the religiosi in general rejected these practices [üikr and sama �], the word
Sufi, which in the 2nd/8th century still had been an expression for a some-
what disreputable fringe group, had been adopted for the entire mystical
movement in the course of the 3rd/9th century for reasons which are not
clear.5

(As will become clear, I accept little of Radke’s characterization of
what separated the earliest Sufis from others; however, he is to be com-
mended for clearly identifying the problem.) At least part of the solution,
I now propose, is ninth-century Basra, particularly the circle of Abu
Hatim al-�Attar.

Eighth-century Basra seems to have led in the development of Islamic
piety. “The legal discernment ( fiqh) of a Kufan and the worshipful-
ness (�ibada) of a Basran” seems to have been a proverbial expression.6

In the Hilyat al-awliya #, our greatest single source for the early renun-
ciant tradition, Abu Nu�aym (d. Isfahan, 430/1038) considers Basrans
first after the Companions and the seven jurisprudents of Medina.7 The

4) R. A. Nicholson, “An Historical Enquiry Concerning the Origin and
Development of Sufism,” JRAS 38 (1906), 303–48, esp. 305. V. also Massignon,
Essay, 104–107.

5) EI2, s. v. “Tasawwuf,” by B. Radtke.
6) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, II, 321.
7) Basrans: Hilya, II, 198-III, 133, VI, 149–315; Medinese: III, 133–266; Mec-

cans: III, 266–381; Yemenis: IV, 4–81; Kufans: IV, 82–V, 119; Syrians: V, 120–VI,
148. The term “renunciant” (for zahid and nasik), suggested by Michael Cooper-
son, is more convenient than “ascetic” inasmuch as it suggests no opposition to
“mystic”.
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Basran Origins of Classical Sufism 223

renunciant tradition in Syria seems to have been a branch of the Basran.8

The Mu�tazila, a renunciant movement that became theological, first ap-
peared in Basra and maintained a distinctive Basran branch through the
ninth century.9 Qunayd, under whom there crystallized classical, Sunni
Sufism, was thoroughly Baghdadi, but one of his principal teachers,
al-Muhasibi, had important Basran connections and by one report died
there.10

Abu Hatim al-�Attar was personally connected with al-Qunayd, al-
Äarraz, and other important Baghdadis. He was allegedly the first to
talk of išarat (“allusions”). His followers were expressly called Sufis, and
like earlier Sufis they were associated with al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf wa-l-nahy
�an al-munkar (“ordering the good and prohibiting evil”). Contrary to
many earlier Sufis, he did not reject normal gain. He seems to be the miss-
ing link between the earlier disreputable Sufism and the classical Sunni
Sufism of Qunayd and his circle.

Renunciation in the Earlier Eighth Century

The first to be called a “Sufi” was famously a Kufan named Abu
Hašim (d. 150/767–68?).11 Before then, renunciation (zuhd), the deliber-
ate embrace of practical austerities, seems to have been common to all
parts of the religious movement. The most obvious austerity is of course
the one for which the Sufis were named, mainly wearing wool. Muslims
may have taken it over from Christian renunciants.12 An early Basran
renunciant, Abu l-�Aliya (d. 90/709), is quoted as rebuking another for

8) Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert
Hidschra (Berlin, 1991–95), II, 102.

9) Sarah Stroumsa, “The Beginnings of the Mu�tazilah, Reconsidered,”
JSAI 13 (1990), 265–93.

10) Al-�Abbadi, K. Tabaqat al-fuqaha # al-šafi �iya, ed. Gösta Vitestam (Leiden,
1964), 27.

11) V. supra, n. 4.
12) V. Göran Ogén, “Did the Term “sufi” Exist before the Sufis?”, Acta Orien-

talia 43 (1983), 33–48, offering a philological argument from Syriac, with data on
which Muslims were called “Sufis” probably too sparse for conclusiveness; also Tor
Andræ, “Zuhd und Mönchtum,” Le Monde Oriental (Uppsala) 25 (1931), 296–327,
esp. 300. Ofer Livne-Kafri, “Early Muslim Ascetics and the World of Christian
Monasticism,” JSAI 20 (1996), 105–29, is fuller for the practice of early Muslim
renunciants, of which it provides a good survey, than for continuity with Christian
monasticism.
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224 Christopher Melchert

wearing wool, “the dress of monks (ruhban)”.13 Wool is more liable to tear
than cotton and linen, so wearers of wool must have tended to lood
ragged.14 Raggedness would be attractive to critics of customary ways.
A prominent anthropologist has suggested that supporters of the status
quo regularly prefer “smooth” to “shaggy”, whereas malcontents regu-
larly prefer “shaggy”.15 In our day, for example, we may think of prosper-
ous lawyers in worsted wool suits as opposed to underpaid academics
in tweed. It fits the pattern that Muslims characteristically engaged in
al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf should prefer to wear shaggy wool. It was also the char-
acteristic dress of the proletariat, for the Basran renunciant Malik ibn
Dinar (d. ca. 130/747–48) urged the qari # not to be impressed by vain
praise but to wear a woolen gown (dari �a) and carry a shepherd’s staff,
while Muhasibi quotes persons who recommend it as the dress of porters
and sailors.16 Al-Tabari mentions someone begging in wool.17 Compared
with cotton and linen, wool had to be less comfortable during the hot sea-
son, which in Iraq means most of the year.18 Also, hadi© reports indicate
that wool might be smelly, especially when wet.19

13) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, II, 217. Abu l-�Aliya is also quoted as admiringly at-
tributing a woolen garment to �Isa ibn Maryam, ibid., 221. Cf. Massignon, Essay,
104, with similar examples.

14) Raggedness is expressly one reason to wear wool (li-l-äuruq allati tahdu©u
fihi) according to al-Muhasibi, al-Masa#il fi a�mal al-qulub, ed. �Abd al-Qadir �Ata#
(Cairo, 1969), 104.

15) Mary Douglas, Natural Symbols (London, 1970), 72.
16) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, II, 364; Muhasibi, Masa#il, 104. All the ahbar of the

Israelites had walked with staffs, according to a Syrian renunciant, apud Abu
Nu�aym, V, 238. Muhasibi’s advocates of wool likewise identify it as the dress of
pious persons (salihin) of previous nations (loc. cit.). Ibn Qutayba quotes a story
in which someone asks an anonymous hakim why he habitually carries a staff when
he is neither old nor sick. The wise man answers: “To remind me that I am a
traveller” (Ibn Qutayba, �Uyun al-aäbar [Cairo, 1346/1928], II, 323).

17) Al-Tabari, Annales, ed. M. J. de Goeje et al. (Leiden, 1879–1901), II,
1452, noticed by Josef van Ess, Theologie, II, 88. V. index, s. v. “suf,” for many
further examples of wool-wearing; similarly, Richard Gramlich, Alte Vorbilder
des Sufitums (Wiesbaden, 1996–96), index, s. v. “Wolle.”

18) V. Abu Dawud, Sunan, tahara 128, bab al-ruäsa fi tark al-gusl, on profuse
sweating by wearers of wool in a small mosque.

19) Ibn Abi Šayba, al-Musannaf, ed. Sa�id al-Lahham (Beirut, 1409/1989),
VI, 39 = k. al-libas, fi lubs al-suf; Abu Dawud, Sunan 31, k. al-libas 6, bab fi l-suf
wa-l-ša�r; Tirmiüi, Qami � 35, k. sifat al-qimyama 38; Ibn Maqa, Sunan 32, k. al-
libas 4, bab lubs al-suf.
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Basran Origins of Classical Sufism 225

Finally, wool was uncomfortably scratchy. The prominent Medinese
Successor Sa�id ibn al-Musayyab (d. 94/712–13?) once suffered 30, 50, or
100 lashes for refusing to swear allegiance at once to both the new
Umayyad caliph, �Abd al-Malik, and his sons al-Walid and Sulayman as
designated successors. By one account, Ibn al-Musayyab was spitefully
flogged on a cold day, then had cold water thrown over him and was
dressed in a woolen cloak (qubba). Alternatively, he was said to have been
clothed in a hair shirt (musuh, tubban min ša�r): clearly, wool meant dis-
comfort.20

Radtke mentions antinomian, anti-social and anti-governmental
tendencies as hallmarks of the earliest, pre-classical Sufis. They do not
seem distinctive of any particular group in the eighth century. Actually, it
is hard to find antinomianism at any time.21 Renunciants scorned rulers
in the name not of freedom but of a superior moral standard. The only ex-
ception I have come across is the ruhaniya denounced by the heresi-
ographer al-Malati (d. 377/987–88), perhaps quoting the earlier Egyptian
heresiographer Äušayš ibn Asram (d. 253/867). He names two advocates
of adultery and drinking alcohol, among other enormities: Rabah and
Kulayb.22 The latter is presumably the same as the Kulayb on al-Qahiz’s

20) Ibn Sa�d, Biographien, ed. Eduard Sachau et al. (Leiden, 1904–40), V,
93–94 = al-Tabaqat al-kubra (Beirut, 1957–68), V, 125–28; Ahmad, al-Zuhd
(Mecca, a. h. 1357; repr. Beirut, 1403/1983), 459, 466; Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, II,
168–72. Ibn Sa�d also relates that he was flogged by Ibn al-Zubayr’s governor,
either for refusing to swear allegiance to Ibn al-Zubayr as caliph or for criticizing
the governor for marrying before his previous fourth wife had been properly di-
vorced: Biographien, V, 90–91 = Tabaqat, V, 122–23. A ninth-century Baghdadi re-
nunciant was called Abu �Ali al-Musuhi (d. 256/869–70?). For a conversation be-
tween him and Qunayd, v. al-Äatib al-Bagdadi, Tariä Bagdad (Cairo, 1349/1931;
repr. Cairo and Beirut, n. d.), VII, 367. As a Sufi in Baghdad, Hallaq sometimes
wore hair shirts (musuh), among other distinctive clothing (ibid., VIII, 112). For
another early example of someone flogged, then dressed in wool, v. van Ess, Theo-
logie, II, 88.

21) EI2, s. v. “Ibaha,” by W. Madelung (Shiism) and M. G. S. Hodgson (Suf-
ism), asserts that “antinomian trends were strong among the more radical Shi�i
circles from an early date” but cites only the evidence of later heresiographies,
doubtfully rising above the level of insults as historical sources, and that “Among
Sufis, antinomianism seems to have been later in developing,” with examples from
the tariqa period.

22) Al-Malati, Die Widerlegung der Irrgläubigen und Neuerer, ed. Sven Deder-

ing (Istanbul, 1936), 73–74 = al-Tanbih wa-l-radd �ala ahl al-ahwa # wa-l-bid �, ed.
Muhammad Zahid ibn al-Hasan al-Kawthari (Cairo, 1949; repr. 1418/1997),
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226 Christopher Melchert

short list of Sufi renunciants (al-sufiya min al-nussak).23 One may doubt
whether heresiographical invective is good evidence for their actual
doctrine, but it is good evidence of Sufis in disrepute for antinomianism.
However, “Rabah” presumably indicates Riyah ibn �Amr al-Qaysi
(d. 170s/787–97?), a Basran traditionist and renunciant sometimes as-
sociated with Rabi�a al-�Adawiya.24 The critic Abu Zur�a (d. Ray, 264/878)
accepted him as a well-intentioned (saduq) transmitter of hadi©, but Abu
Dawud (d. Basra, 275/889) accused him of zandaqa (secret unbelief).25

The trouble is that no one identifies him as a Sufi, whereas he appears
in, if not Sulami’s Tabaqat, at least Abu Nu�aym’s Hilyat al-awliya # and
some other surveys of the retrospectively legitimate precursors to the
classical Sufis. Therefore, antinomianism does not distinguish pre-clas-
sical Sufis from the non-Sufi precursors to the classical Sufis around
Qunayd.

By contrast, anti-social tendencies are not at all scarce in the sources.
Malik ibn Dinar, mentioned above, recommended three actions as con-
ducive to humility: restraint of the tongue, frequent pleas for forgiveness,
and withdrawal from society (�uzla).26 Sufyan al-®awri (d. Basra, 161/
778?) wrote to another renunciant: “Incumbent on you is withdrawal and
mixing little with people. It used to be that people benefitted from one
another when they met, but that is gone today, and we think salvation is

93–94; also Louis Massignon, Recueil de textes inédits concernant l’histoire de la
mystique en pays d’Islam (Paris, 1929), 7.

23) Al-Qahiz, al-Bayan wa-l-tabyin, ed. �Abd al-Salâm Muhammad Harun

(Cairo, 1467/1948), I, 366.
24) For the name, v. Ibn Makula, al-Ikmal, ed. �Abd al-Rahman ibn Yahya al-

Mu�allimi al-Yamami (Hyderabad, a. h. 1381–86), IV, 14, and Ibn Haqar, Tabsir
al-mushtabih bi-tahrir al-Muntabih, ed. �Ali Muhammad al-Biqawi, rev. Muham-
mad �Ali al-Naqqar (Beirut, n. d.), II, 588. For biographies, v. al-Üahabi, Siyar
a�lam al-nubala # (Beirut, 1401–1409/1981–88), VIII (ed. Naüir Hamdan), 155–56,
with references. Several sources expressly call him al-basri, and Abu Nu�aym lists
him among the Basran Successors of the Successors, Hilya, VI, 192–97; however,
he is identified as a Kufan by Ibn Abi Hatim, al-Qarh wa-l-ta�dil (Hyderabad,
a. h. 1360–71; repr. Beirut, n. d.), III, 511, also by Üahabi, for which v. Ibn Haqar,
Lisan al-Mizan (Hyderabad, a. h. 1329–31; repr. Beirut, 1406/1986), II, 469,
s. v. Riyah ibn �Amr. Massignon takes the heresiographer’s pointing to be correct,
the hadi© collectors’ “Riyah” to be in error (Essay, 79–80).

25) Ibn Haqar, Lisan, II, 469.
26) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, II, 377. He is also said to have recommended living

with dogs in refuse heaps, ibid., II, 359, 369.
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Basran Origins of Classical Sufism 227

to be found in leaving them.”27 Al-Fudayl ibn �Iyad stayed home when
Sufyan ibn �Uyayna (d. Mecca, 198/814) came to the mosque. When Ibn
�Uyayna called on him at home and asked when he would return to his
place, al-Fudayl told him: “This is not the time for meeting.”28

Finally, anti-governmental tendencies are also fairly easy to find in the
eighth-century mainstream. Outright rebellion might actually be looked
on favourably; for example, Sa�id ibn Qubayr’s rebellion against al-Haq-
qaq and death at his hands count in his favour in the Sunni biographical
tradition.29 The usual expression of anti-governmental tendencies was al-
amr bi-l-ma�ruf wa-l-nahy �an al-munkar. The phrase is Qur#anic (Q. 3:110,
7:157, 9:71, 22:41), so it could never become the exclusive property of a
sect. In practice, it normally covered two related activities, rebuke of mis-
behaving rulers and private correction of misbehaviour where the ruler
has failed to enforce the law.30 From the hadi©, nash and nasiha, “counsel”,
also cover telling Muslims what to do, while tagyir is another term for ac-
tively correcting misbehaviour. In the eight century, it was emphatically
not only Sufis who were active in rebuking rulers. Malik ibn Dinar got a
tax collector to release a merchant’s boat and rebuked the governor of
Basra.31 There are a number of stories about the rudeness of Sufyan al-
®awri toward some governor or even caliph.32 Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. Bagh-
dad, 241/855) asserted that Ibn Abi Üi#b (d. 159/775–76?) was better than
the famous jurisprudent Malik (d. 179/795) because he commanded and
forbade Abu Qa�far (al-Mansur, the caliph) whereas Malik was silent.33

27) Ibid., VI, 376. One would apparently not like to have lived next to him, for
among other anti-social sayings he is said to have declared: “When a renunciant’s
neighbours are pleased with him, he is a flatterer” (ibid., VII, 50).

28) Al-Marruüi, Kitab al-Wara�, ed. Muhammad Sayyid Basyuni Zaglul

(Beirut, 1409/1988), 13 = ed. Zaynab Ibrahim al-Qarut (Beirut, 1403/1983), 8–9.
29) Johan Weststeijn and Alex de Voogt‹, “Sa�id b. Qubayr: Piety, Chess

and Rebellion,” Arabica 49 (2002), 383–86.
30) For discussions of al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf in later Islamic legal literature,

v. Michael Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought
(Cambridge, 2000).

31) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, II, 374, 384.
32) E. g. ibid., VII, 42 (Abu Qa�far), 45 (Muhammad ibn Ibrahim), 46–47 (Ma�n

ibn Za #ida), 49 (�Abd al-Samad ibn �Ali and al-Mahdi). V. also now Steven C. Judd,
“Competitive Hagiography in Biographies of al-Awza�i and Sufyan al-Thawri,”
JAOS 122 (2002), 25–37, esp. 31–36.

33) Ahmad, K. al-�Ilal wa-ma�rifat al-riqal, ed. Wasi Allah ibn Muhammad
�Abbas (Beirut, 1988), I, 509, 539 = K. al-Qami � fi l-�ilal wa-ma�rifat al-riqal, ed.
Muhammad Husam Baydun (Beirut, 1410/1990), I, 188, 198.
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228 Christopher Melchert

Radtke also mentions üikr and sama � as characteristic, offensive
activities of the early Sufis. It is not hard to find üikr associated with the
eight-century mainstream. Sometimes, of course, it is used non-techni-
cally to mean simply “recollection”, as in the Qur#an. However, it usually
appears in renunciant literature with reference to reciting praises of
God; for example, when the Kufan Masruq (d. 63/682–83?) asserts that
whoever recollects God in his heart is in salat even if he is in the market,
better yet if he moves his lips.34 It is often a formal, scheduled activity.
Al-Hasan al-Basri (d. Basra, 110/728) recalled how the pious prede-
cessors had preferred to be in a state of ritual purity when they recol-
lected God.35 The Syrian jurisprudent al-Awza�i (d. 157/773–74?) would
not speak to anyone after the dawn prayer until he had finished his
üikr Allah, although he would reply if spoken to.36 Even group recitation
was found in the mainstream; for example, the Basran ®abit al-Bunani
(d. 120s/738–48) would spend a tenth of every day with his ashab in
üikr.37

Sama �, by contrast, seems to be rare in the eighth century. “In fact,”
says Jean During, “apart from Qur#anic psalmody, the tradition of musi-
cal audition for spiritual purposes is not attested before the middle of the
ninth century.”38 This is probably an overstatement. Ibn al-Qawzi reports
indignantly that Sa�d ibn �Abd Allah, a Damascene worshipper of the
early eighth century, bought a slave girl who sang qasa #id (presumably
zuhdiyat) to the fuqara #, while the Kufan �Awn ibn �Abd Allah (d. before
120/737–38) had a slave girl preach and sing after he had finished his own

34) Ahmad, Zuhd, 418; same attributed to one Hilal ibn Abi �Ubayda (�Abida?),
ibid., 457; same attributed to another Kufan, Abu �Ubayda ibn �Abd Allah ibn
Mas�ud (d. after 80/699), Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, IV, 204, citing Ahmad, probably yet
another quotation from al-Zuhd untraced by me or simply missing from the manu-
script basis of the Mecca edition, apparently far smaller than what was available in
the Middle Ages, for which v. Ibn Haqar, Ta�qil al-manfa�a bi-zawa #id riqal al-
a#imma al-arba�a (Hyderabad, a. h. 1324), 8 = ed. Ikram Allah Imdad al-Haqq

(Beirut, 1416/1996), I, 243.
35) Ahmad, Zuhd, 315.
36) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, VI, 143.
37) Ibid., II, 323.
38) Jean During, “Musique et rites: le sama �,” in Alexandre Popovic and Gil-

les Veinstein, eds., Les voies d’Allah: les ordres mystiques dans l’islam des ori-
gines à aujourd’hui (Paris, 1996), 157–72, at 159. Similarly, Arthur Gribetz, “The
sama � Controversy: Sufi vs. Legalist,” Studia Islamica 74 (1991), 43–62, at 44;
Massignon, Essay, 106.
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Basran Origins of Classical Sufism 229

sermon.39 But sama � is certainly not closely associated with Sufis, so-
called, until the later ninth century. To sum up, then, what was supposed
to be offensive in the early, pre-classical Sufis appears to have been char-
acteristic either of eminently respectable figures of the earlier eighth cen-
tury as well or of practically no one at all until the mid-ninth century.

The Estrangement of Pre-Classical suf iya and Proto-Sunnis

The story of pious, proto-Sunni opposition to renunciation across the
eighth century certainly needs to be told in detail, but here I shall at-
tempt only the briefest sketch. Suspicion of renunciation for show has a
very long history. Consider, for example: “Also it will come about in that
day that the prophets will each be ashamed of his vision when he proph-
esies, and they will not put on a hairy robe in order to deceive.”40 There-
fore, there is nothing inherently incredible about Abu l-�Aliya’s stricture
against wool. Sometimes the same figure is quoted both for and against
outward austerities. For example, al-Hasan is said to have identified wool
with various paragons of piety, telling the caliph �Umar ibn �Abd al-�Aziz
that Moses had worn wool, along with being emaciated and walking in-
stead of riding, and that he had met 70 veterans of Badr who wore wool.41

At the same time, we are told that he himself wore linen, and Sunni and
Mu�tazili sources agree that he reproached wearers of wool for being
proud of their outward humility.42

There seem to be signs of new tension in about the last third of the
eighth century, just when there emerge persons called Sufis. Tension be-
comes visible between hadi© transmission and renunciation. Sufyan al-
®awri is quoted by turns as calling for one to seek hadi© in complete sin-
cerity (i. e. never for worldly ends), as admitting that he had started out

39) Ibn al-Jawzi, Talbis Iblis, ed. �Isam Faris al-Harastani (Beirut, 1414/
1994), 316–17. Abu Nu�aym does not mention preaching, but he does describe a
slave girl of �Awn’s named Bišra who recited the Qur#an so tunefully and sorrow-
fully that �Awn’s associates all threw off their turbans and wept (Hilya, IV, 264).

40) Zechariah 13:4, NASB.
41) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, II, 134, 137; VI, 196; Ibn Sa�d, Biographien, VII/1,

123 = Tabaqat, VII, 169; Qahiz, Bayan, III, 153; Ibn Qutayba, �Uyun, II, 372.
V. also Van Ess, Theologie, II, 65, for a report from al-Hasan that Solomon wore
wool.

42) Ibn Sa�d, Biographien, VII/1, 123, 126 = Tabaqat, VII, 169, 173. Similar
comment on wool apud Qahiz, Bayan, III, 153.
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230 Christopher Melchert

without a proper niya but later acquired one, and lamenting that he had
not sought hadi© for the sake of God and was now being punished for it.43

Ibn al-Mubarak (d. Hit, 181/797) once refused to relate hadi© in Mecca
because Muhammad ibn Yusuf al-Isbahani (d. ca. 200/815–16) had for-
bidden him to do so.44 Someone else reproached him in Tarsus for engag-
ing in the innovation of sorting hadi© by topic. He managed to quit for
twenty days before the love of hadi© drew him back to it.45

Sufyan ibn �Uyayna, a Kufan active mainly in Mecca, is the first Mus-
lim authority who seems to have rejected outward austerity. Earlier re-
nunciants such as al-Hasan al-Basri had called for matching outward hu-
mility with inward, but this Sufyan went further: “Renunciation means
shortness of hope, not eating poorly.”46 He defended the most modest re-
nunciation by citing prophetic example:

Renunciation (zuhd) concerns what God has forbidden. As for what God has
pronounced licit, God has made it a matter of indifference for you (abaha-
kahu). The prophets married, rode, and ate, but when God forbade them
something, they accepted his forbidding and thus were renunciant with re-
gard to it.47

He is a very early advocate of the famous interior qihad against one’s
soul.48

43) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, VI, 362 (for piety’s sake), 367 (acquired proper inten-
tion), 371 (self-blame), 384 (reporting in someone’s dream that God had forgiven
him, “even my seeking hadi©”). V. also ibid., VII, 64: “I have never reproached my-
self except when sitting for hadi©.” Ibrahim ibn Adham is said to have reproached
Sufyan for drawing attention to himself by hadda©ana hadda©ana (ibid., VI, 34).

44) Ibid., VIII, 230.
45) Ibid., VIII, 165.
46) Ibn Qutayba, �Uyun, II, 356. Almost the same (with the addition of

“or wearing the �aba #”), Waki � ibn al-Qarrah, al-Zuhd, ed. �Abd al-Rahman �Abd
al-Qabbar al-Faryawa#i (Riyadh, 1994), I, 222. Cf. Ibn Abi l-Dunya, al-Zuhd,
ed. Yasin Muhammad Al-Sawwas (Damascus, 1420/1999), 63, and Abu Nu�aym,
Hilya, VI, 386, where it is attributed to Sufyan al-®awri. The sentiment is conson-
ant with some of ®awri’s biography, such as his eating great quantities (Hilya,
VI, 389) and saying: “I prefer that a man, when God has amply provided for him,
amply provide for himself” (ibid., VII, 80).

47) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, VII, 297. The prophet �Isa was famously celibate, but
Sufyan explained that he simply had no desire for women on account of his special
creation, without a human father (ibid., VII, 299; sim., Ahmad, Zuhd, 97).

48) “Qihad comprises ten [parts]: qihad against the enemy is one, your qihad
against your self is nine” (Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, VII, 284).
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Basran Origins of Classical Sufism 231

At an earlier point in my researches, I expected at this point to ident-
ify what was offensive about the earliest Sufis as distinct from the non-
Sufi renunciants whom Sulami and others recognized as the precursors to
the classical Sufis. I thought I could identify two doctrines that would
distinguish the rejected Sufis from the proto-Sunni mainstream better
than “antinomian, anti-social and anti-governmental tendencies”, like-
wise üikr and sama �: 1) the repudiation of normal gain, inkar al-kasb, in
favour of living off whatever should come one’s way (normally alms, we
may presume), and 2) ordering the good and prohibiting evil, al-amr
bi-l-ma�ruf wa-l-nahy �an al-munkar. Both are indeed associated with
pre-classical Sufis of the late eighth and early ninth century and also
with contemporary, non-Sunni theological movements, outstandingly
the Murqi#a and Mu�tazila.49

Unfortunately, it appears that these characteristics also are largely
common to the earliest, pre-classical Sufis and to Sulami’s precursors to
the classical Sufis. As for inkar al-kasb, distrust of trading is attested
early in the mainstream. Al-Hasan al-Basri complained: “There is no
good in the people of the market. I have heard one of them will do his
brother out of a dirham.”50 Malik ibn Dinar warned: “The market in-
creases wealth but takes away religion.”51 (Al-Hasan lived off a pension,
Malik ibn Dinar by copying the Qur#an.) On the other hand, Muhasibi
names two Sufis who repudiated buying and selling, �Abd Allah ibn Yazid
and �Abdak, perhaps in particular at the time of the Fourth Civil War
(Amin vs. Ma#mun, 195–98/810–13, much longer in Syria).52 Certain
Mu�tazila are likewise identified with the repudiation of normal gain;
among others, Abu �Imran al-Raqaši (fl. early 3rd/9th cent.) and al-Rum-
mani (d. 384/994).53 And in the ninth century, the repudiation of normal
gain became a distinctive doctrine of the Karramiya, who tended to ab-

49) For Murqi# devotion to al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf, v. Wilferd Madelung, “The
Early Muriji#a in Khurasan and Transoxania and the Spread of Hanafism,” Der
Islam 59 (1982), 32–39, esp. 36–37. Al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf of course appeared among
the fice defining principles (al-usul al-äamsa) of Mu�tazilism.

50) Ahmad, Zuhd, 351; al-Fasawi, K. al-Ma�rifa wa-l-tariä, ed. Akram Diya#
al-�Umari (Medina, 1410/1989), II, 42.

51) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, II, 385.
52) Muhasibi, al-Makasib, al-Masa #il fi a�mal al-qulub (henceforth C), 212 =

al-Makasib, ed. �Abd al-Qadir �Ata (Beirut, 1987; henceforth B), 64.
53) V. Ibn al-Murtada, Die Klassen der mu�taziliten, ed. Susanna Diwald-

Wilzer (Wiesbaden, 1961), 77 (Abu �Imran); GAS, VIII, 114 (Rummani, Tahrim
al-makasib).
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232 Christopher Melchert

sorb the Mu�tazili renunciant tradition.54 But Muhasibi attributes the
doctrine above all to Šaqiq ibn Ibrahim al-Baläi (d. Kulan, Transoxania,
194/809–10): “According to what is related of him, Šaqiq asserted that ef-
fort (haraka) in pursuit of gain is a sin.”55 Ibrahim ibn Adham is quoted as
remonstrating with Šaqiq against his repudiation of gain.56 Šaqiq does
appear in Sulami’s Tabaqat al-sufiya. Thus, inkar al-kasb works no better
than antinomianism, anti-social attitudes, and the rest to distinguish the
unacceptable pre-classical Sufis from the acceptable precursors to the
classical Sufis.

A previous article mentions several examples of early, pre-classical
Sufis who undertook al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf: al-�Abbas ibn al-Mu#ammal al-
Sufi, imprisoned by Harun for “ordering the good”; rowdies in Alexan-
dria who “ordered the good” and rejected the governor’s authority in the
year 200/815–16; someone who rebuked al-Ma#mun (who successfully
defended himself rather than punish the man); and someone who rebuked
Ibn Tulun (who did punish the man), among others.57 To these might be
added other Sufis in the entourage of the Egyptian qadi �Isa ibn al-Mun-
kadir (d. Baghdad, after 215/830–31), who was himself later taken away
to Iraq to die in prison for defying the governor’s authority, and the Sufis
who, in alliance with the local Zaydiya, took over Kufa for a few weeks
on behalf of two Hasanids in 255/869.58 Although he was not called a Sufi,

54) V. esp. Josef van Ess, “Une lecture à rebours de l’histoire du mu�tazilisme,”
REI 46 (1978), 163–240, at 190, 192; idem, Ungenützte Texte zur Karramiya (Hei-
delberg, 1980), 30–32; Louis Massignon, The Passion of al-Hallaj, trans. Herbert
Mason (Princeton, 1982), III, 227. “Karramiya” has become the conventional
form, but some early poetry in praise of the movement’s eponym requires “Kiram”
to scan properly. V. Ibn Haqar, Tabsir al-mushtabih, III, 1191. Edmund Bosworth
preferred yet another form in his initial article describing them: “The Rise of the
Karamiyyah in Khurasan,” Muslim World 50 (1960), 5–14.

55) Muhasibi, al-Makasib, C194 = B61; followed by Massignon, Essay, 173.
56) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, VIII, 37.
57) Christopher Melchert, “The Hanabila and the Early Sufis,” Arabica 48

(2001), 352–67, esp. 354.
58) Waki�, Aäbar al-qudat, ed. �Abd al-�Aziz Mustafa al-Maragi (Cairo,

1366–69/1947–50), III, 240. As an example of anachronism, let me note Jonathan
E. Brockopp, Early Maliki Law (Leiden, 2000), 45, 47, which assumes that the
Sufis around Ibn al-Munkadir were mystics and thinks it paradoxical that Ibn
�Abd al-Hakam (d. 214/829), a close associate of Ibn al-Munkadir’s, should have led
the persecution of the early Egyptian mystic Üu l-Nun (d. 245/860?; for the perse-
cution, v. Üahabi, Siyar, XI [ed. Salih al-Samr]: 534, drawing on Sulami, Mihan
al-sufiya). The paradox dissolves as soon as one recognizes that “Sufi” had as yet
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Basran Origins of Classical Sufism 233

the �Alid �Abd Allah ibn Mu�awiya clothed himself in wool when he com-
menced his open rebellion against the Umayyads (127/744).59 Again, how-
ever, several of Sulami’s precursors to the classical Sufis are also ident-
ified with al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf specifically in the sense of rebuking rulers;
for example, Ibrahim ibn Adham and al-Nuri.60

The Sunni tradition is ambivalent when it comes to al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf.
However much he believed in its opposition to the dogma of a create
Qur#an, Ahmad ibn Hanbal would have nothing to do with the rebellion of
Ahmad ibn Nasr (carried out in the name of al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf) and told
some Baghdadi jurisprudents that they were obliged to repudiate the ca-
liph (al-Wa©iq) in their hearts but should not disobey or cause strife
among the Muslims.61 Apparently, Ahmad could admire Muslims of the
previous centuries bold enough to rebuke rulers, yet recommended
against rebuking in his own time. A Baghdadi follower asked him: “When
must a man engage in ordering and prohibiting?”Ahmad answered: “This
is not the time for forbidding …. Do not oppose the ruler (la tata�arrad
li-l-sultan), for his sword is drawn and his staff [is likewise ready].”62

We should not imagine, then, the two parties set up by Radtke: 1) the
general, proto-Sunni religious movement and 2) the disreputable Sufis.
Rather, we seem to have 1) the proto-Sunni religious movement, becom-
ing suspicious in the later eighth century of all renunciants, 2) the precur-
sors to the classical Sufis, not called Sufis in their lifetimes, and 3) the dis-
reputable pre-classical Sufis themselves. Of course, there were borderline
figures such as Bišr al-Hafi, often quoted in the earliest Hanbali tradi-
tion but also one of Sulami’s precursors (hence straddling 1 and 2), and
Riyah ibn �Amr al-Qaysi, apparently a precursor but also condemned
along with a pre-classical Sufi (hence straddling 2 and 3).

no necessary connection with mysticism and that Üu l-Nun was doubtfully known
in his lifetime as a Sufi. On Kufa, v. al-Suli, Kniga listov (i. e. K. al-Awraq), ed.
Anas Äalidov (St. Petersburg, 1998), 366.

59) Noticed by van Ess, Theologie, II, 88.
60) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, VIII, 10 (Ibn Adham); Üahabi, Siyar, XIV, 76 (Nuri).
61) For the rebellion, 231/846, v. Suli, apud Üahabi, Siyar, XI, 167–68; Hanbal

ibn Ishaq, Üikr mihnat Ahmad ibn Hanbal, ed. Muhammad Nagš (Cairo, 1397/
1977), 81–83; Ibn Abi Ya�la, Tabaqat al-hanabila, ed. Muhammad Hamid al-Fiqi

(Cairo, 1371/1952), I, 145.
62) Ibn Hani#, Masa #il al-imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal, ed. Zubayr al-S

ˇ
awis (Bei-

rut, a. h. 1400), II, 175. For many quotations of Ahmad cautioning against active
correction of wrongdoing, v. al-Äallal, K. al-Amr bi-l-ma�ruf wa-l-nahy �an al-
munkar, ed. Isma�il al-Ansari (Cairo, 1969).
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234 Christopher Melchert

As for what divided the proto-Sunni movement of the late eighth and
early ninth centuries from renunciants, it seems most likely to me that it
was above all proto-Sunni deterination to promote a style of piety avail-
able equally to all the Muslims. The proto-Sunnis admired renunciants
of the earlier eighth century, when the Muslims had been a small élite at
the top of society, but now, with Muslims the clear majority, the style of
an élite seemed less viable. In al-Hasan al-Basri’s day, one did not have
to worry about having no clothes to wear or food to eat if all the Muslims
should retire from economic activity in favour of religious exercises:
there would still be the �ata # from (ultimately) üimmi taxpayers to pay
for the products of üimmi labour. This was no longer so in the day of Su-
fyan ibn �Uyayna or Ahmad ibn Hanbal.63 What separated Sulami’s pre-
cursors from the Sufis of the late eighth and early ninth centuries is
harder to say, since only meagre reports survive of the Sufis. Association
with rejected theological movements (especially Mu�tazilism) and unsuc-
cessful politics (e. g. Egyptian independence) must have been a good part
of it.

Abu Hatim al-�Attar

All three strands come together – the term “Sufi,” recognition by Su-
lami as a precursor, and emphatic Sunnism – with the Basran Abu Hatim
al-�Attar (d. 260’s/874–84). He evidently had an entry in the biographical
dictionaries of the Basran Ibn al-A�rabi (d. Mecca, 340/952?), Tabaqat al-
nussak, and Sulami, Tariä al-sufiya, but both these works survive only in
scattered quotations.64 He was omitted from Sulami’s short dictionary,
Tabaqat al-sufiya, which is extant; also, oddly, from Abu Nu�aym, Hilyat
al-awliya #; however, he does have a short chapter in �Abd Allah Ansari’s
Tabaqat al-sufiya, probably based immediately on the entry in Tariä al-

63) Cf. Leah Kinberg: “Renunciation of worldly goods was always the main
current in Islam, and traditions favoring property and wealth arose only as a con-
cession to the ruling economic power of the bourgeoisie” (“Compromise of Com-
merce: A Study of Early Traditions Concerning Wealth and Poverty,” Der Islam 66
[1989], 193–212, at 195); similarly, Shelomo Dov Goitein, “The Rise of the Near-
Eastern Bourgeoisie in Early Islamic Times,” Journal of World History 3 (1956),
583–604.

64) For Ibn al-A�rabi, v. GAS, I, 660–61; for al-Sulami, v. GAS, I, 671–74. Nu-
merous quotations by Üahabi from Ibn al-A�rabi are indicated below. For quo-
tations from Sulami’s Tariä, v. infra, nn. 69, 91, 93.
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Basran Origins of Classical Sufism 235

sufiya and ultimately on Ibn al-A�rabi.65 What follows is based primarily
on al-Üahabi’s quotations from Ibn al-A�rabi.

As for Abu Hatim’s express doctrine, Üahabi relates eight short
sayings. Their main thrust is to deprecate demonstrative renunciation.
One should cultivate humility by making oneself inconspicuous in one’s
own eyes and in the eyes of others; for example: “Whoever remembers
the grace of God forgets his work,” and: “Woe betide you. How much you
weep and wail. Correct [your behaviour] and relax.”66 To the same effect is
his comment on obvious renunciants who prayed in skirts, cloaks, and
wool ( fuwat, abrad, suf): “You have published your emblems and beaten
your drums. Would that I knew what sort of men you are.”67 I have argued
elsewhere that a predominantly mystical piety first emerged about the
time of abu Hatim’s death; that is, with the generation of his disciples.68

Indeed, none of Abu Hatim’s remembered sayings speaks distinctively of
union with God, reciprocal love of God, or God’s immanence in creatures,
as a mystic would speak. Rather, as in the sayings of contemporaries, one
sees the self-abnegation and concentration on God that would soon con-
duce to mysticism. Sulami, on the other hand, asserts that Abu Hatim
was the first to speak in Iraq of �ulum al-išarat (allusions to the inef-
fable), which sounds more in the line of Qunaydi mysticism.69

Abu Hatim al-�Attar did not renounce normal gain but seems to have
made his living as a druggist and looked like any trader.70 Ibn al-A�rabi
relates the reminiscence of his Baghdadi disciple Ruzayq al-Naffat, who
once saw Abu Hatim offering merchandise to a customer and asked him a
question. He heard in return that there was a proper saying for every
station, “but have patience until I am free”.71

65) �Abd Allah Ansari, Tabaqat al-sufiya, ed. Muhammad Surur Mawla#i
(n. p., A. H. 1342), 93–94.

66) Üahabi, Tariä al-islam, ed. �Umar �Abd al-Salam Tadmuri (Beirut,
1407–21/1987–2000), XX (a. h. 261–80), 211–12.

67) Üahabi, Tariä al-islam, XX (a. h. 261–80), 212. Hišam al-Futi (Fuwati)
was a prominent Basran Mu�tazili of the early ninth century, on whom v. Johann
Fück, “Neue Materialien zum Fihrist,” ZDMG 90 (1936), 298–321, at 318 and n.
His nisba plainly refers to a characteristic dress of the renunciants.

68) Christopher Melchert, “The Transition From Asceticism to Mysticism
at the Middle of the Ninth Century C. E.,” Studia Islamica 83 (1996), 51–70.

69) Sulami, apud Üahabi, Tariä al-islam, XV (a. h. 211–20), 212.
70) Ibn al-A�rabi, apud Üahabi, Tariä al-islam, XX (a. h. 261–80), 211–12.
71) Üahabi, Tariä al-islam, XX (a. h. 261–80), 212.
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Abu Hatim’s followers were associated with moderate Sunnism. At
least one of them was friendly towards kalam. Ibn al-A�rabi names alto-
gether seven Basrans who were close to Abu Hatim: Ibn al-Šuwayti, Abu
Sa�id al-Ganawi, al-Marzuqi, �Abd al-Qabbar al-Sulami, al-Hasan ibn
al-Mu©anna, Ahmad ibn �Amr ibn Abi �Asim, and al-Quüu�i. Ibn al-A�rabi
identifies the last four as “Sufis of the Mosque, of ahl al-sunna wa-l-hadi©,
adhering to austerity (nusuk) and ordering the good and prohibiting evil
(al-amr bi-l-ma�ruf wa-l-nahy �an al-munkar). They had weight and pres-
tige in the city.”72 As ahl al-sunna wa-l-hadi©, these Sufis sound close
to the Hanabila of Baghdad. Ahmad ibn Hanbal identified his beliefs as
those of ahl al-sunna wa-l-qama �a wa-l-a©ar.73 As orderers of the good and
prohibiters of evil, however, they sound closer to the pre-classical Sufi
tradition and more distant from the Hanabila, who did not take up the
active ordering of the good until the tenth century.74

Concerning one of Abu Hatim’s Basran followers, Abu Sa�id al-Ga-
nawi, Ibn al-A�rabi adds that he “inclined towards something of kalam
and knew it.”75 Again, this does not sound Hanbali, for Ahmad emphati-
cally rejected all kalam. Given the emphatically Sunni character of Abu
Hatim’s following, al-Ganawi could hardly have been committed to any
other tendency in kalam than what I have called the semi-rationalist, of
which Muhasibi had been a leading adherent; that is, the defence and
elaboration of traditionalist doctrines by the means of their rationalist
adversaries.76

The only one of these Basrans I have been able to locate separately in
the usual biographical sources is Ahmad ibn �Amr ibn Abi �Asim, namely

72) Ibid., XX (a. h. 261–80), 212. Editor Tadmuri counts two men, “Ahmad
ibn �Umar” and “Ibn Abi �Asim”, where I count one. After my own notes from
Köprülü 1071, I read “yantahiluna al-nusuk” where Tadmuri has rather yatahal-
luna.

73) Ahmad, Creed I, apud Ibn Abi Ya�la, Tabaqat, I, 31. For the numbering
of Ahmad’s creeds, v. Henri Laoust, La profession de foi d’Ibn Batta (Damascus,
1958) xv–xvi.

74) On one ninth-century example of ordering the good and prohibiting evil
mistakenly taken to be the work of the Hanabila, v. Wilferd Madelung, “The
Vigilante Movement of Sahl b. Salama al-Khurasani and the Origins of Hanbalism
Reconsidered,” Journal of Turkish Studies 14 (1990), 331–37, contra Ira M. Lapi-

dus, “The Separation of State and Religion in the Development of Early Islamic
Society,” IJMES 6 (1975), 363–85, esp. 382–85.

75) Üahabi, Tariä al-islam, XX (a. h. 261–80), 212.
76) V. Christopher Melchert, “The Adversaries of Ahmad Ibn Hanbal,”

Arabica 44 (1997), 234–53.
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Basran Origins of Classical Sufism 237

the Basran traditionist, jurisprudent, and renunciant Abu Bakr ibn Abi
�Asim al-Nabil (d. Isfahan, 287/900).77 Among his works now lost are re-
portedly a huge Musnad of 40,000 hadi© reports and two lesser collections
each comprising 20,000.78 Compare the Musnad of Ahmad ibn Hanbal
at about 28,000 reports, the Sahih of al-Buäari at about 7,000. Early
biographers Ibn al-A�rabi and Abu Nu�aym al-Isbahani report that he
rejected analogy (qiyas) and adhered to the Zahiri school of jurispru-
dence; however, Üahabi doubts this characterization, for Ibn Abi �Asim
composed a book comprising 40 sound hadi© reports that Dawud had re-
jected.79 One of his extant works is a collection of hadi© reports used by al-
Šaf�i.80 Probably, indeed, an actual adherent of the Zahiri school before
the eleventh century would have been called a dawudi, another indication
that Ibn Abi �Asim was not one. But it matters little here, and it is not sur-
prising that someone in this early period should have appeared sometimes
a Zahiri and sometimes a Šafi�i, inasmuch as Dawud al-Zahiri himself was
something of a Šafi�i.81 What Zahirism and Šafi�ism bespeak at this point
is the rational manipulation of hadi© and Qur#an in jurisprudence, the
rational defense of traditionalist doctrines in theology; that is, again, the
semi-rationalist position.82

In theology, the Kitab al-Sunna ascribed to Ibn Abi �Asim seems oddly
inconclusive. It comprises mainly hadi© reports from the Prophet, as one
might expect of a Šafi�i. It condemns the Qadariya, Rawafid, and Murqi#a
but is silent on the questions of ra#y (rational speculation as a basis of ju-
risprudence), the createdness of the Qur#an and one’s pronunciation of it
(lafz), and whether faith comprises both word and deed. (There is one
statement that faith increases but does not decrease, a position some-
times associated with Malik ibn Anas.83) In other words, it seems consist-

77) V. GAS, I, 522 and Florian Sobieroj, Ibn Äafif aš-Širazi (Stuttgart, 1998),
113–19.

78) Üahabi, Siyar, XIII (ed. �Ali Abu Zayd, 1403/1983), 436.
79) Ibid., XIII, 430–31.
80) GAS, I, 522 no. 7.
81) For example, Dawud al-Zahiri was responsible for the first two biographies

of Šafi�i: Abu Ishaq al-Širazi, Tabaqat al-fuqaha #, ed. Ihsan �Abbas (Beirut, 1970),
92.

82) On the Zahiri school, v. Christopher Melchert, The Formation of the
Sunni Schools of Law (Leiden, 1997), 178–90; Devin Stewart, “Muhammad b.
Da#ud al-Zahiri’s Manual of Jurisprudence,” in Bernard Weiss, ed., Studies in Is-
lamic Legal Theory (Leiden, 2002), 99–158.

83) Ibn Abi �Asim, K. al-Sunna (Beirut, 1980), II, 630. Malik’s position is vari-
ously reported: that faith increased, while he was reluctant to say whether it de-
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ent with a semi-rationalist position but lacks distinctive tenets such as
the create pronunciation.

Ibn Abi �Asim al-Nabil was appointed qadi for Isfahan in 269/883 by
the caliph al-Mu�tamid.84 His appointment fits a larger pattern of favour
to semi-rationalist Basrans, which reached its height under Mu�tamid and
his half-brother the shadow caliph al-Muwaffaq.85 He was finally re-
moved about 282/895–96 for imprisoning a local renunciant, �Ali ibn
Mattawayh, who had insulted him in the course of a dispute over stipends
to renunciants. (Presumably, Ibn Abi �Asim was in charge of disbursing
them as supervisor of local awqaf.)86 It is hard to say what he learnt from
Abu Hatim al-�Attar, though, as the biographies usually stress his disci-
pleship to Abu Turab al-Naäšabi (d. Hijaz, 245/859–60).87

As for disciples from outside Basra, Ibn al-A�rabi also mentions three
Baghdadis who came to Basra seeking Abu Hatim al-�Attar: Muhammad
ibn Wahb, Ya�qub al-Zayyat, and Ruzayq al-Naffat.88 The last I have
been unable to identify further. Qunayd knew the second (d. 280s/
894–903), who was disciple to Abu Turab al-Naäšabi as well as to Abu
Hatim al-�Attar and Abu �Ali ibn al-Üari�.89 The first (d. ca. 270/883–84) is
recognizable as an associate of Qunayd’s, Qunayd overseeing his burial
next to Sari al-Saqati. He was a disciple to the same Abu �Ali (ibn) al-Üari�
as well as to Abu Hatim al-�Attar.90 Sulami adds that another Baghdadi

creased (Ibn Wahb, apud Ibn �Abd al-Barr, al-Intiqa# [Cairo, a. h. 1350; repr. Bei-
rut, n. d.], 33); that it increased, while he emphatically refused to talk of decrease
(Ibn al-Qasim, apud al-Qadi �Iyad, Tartib al-madarik, ed. Ahmad Bakir Mahmud

[Beirut, 1967–68?], I, 174); that it decreased but did not increase (Ibn Wahb, apud
Üahabi, Siyar, VIII, 59); and, with the traditionalists, that faith was word and
deed, increasing and decreasing (al-Qadi �Iyad, Tartib, I, 173–74).

84) Abu Nu�aym, Geschichte Isbahans, ed. Sven Dedering (Leiden, 1931–34),
I, 82; Abu Muusa al-Madini, apud Üahabi, Siyar, XIII, 435.

85) V. Christopher Melchert, “Religious Policies of the Caliphs from al-Mu-
tawakkil to al-Muqtadir,” ILS 3 (1996), 316–42, at 338–40.

86) Abu l-Šayä, Tabaqat al-muhaddi©in bi-Isbahan, ed. �Abd al-Gafur �Abd al-
Haqq Husayn al-Balushi (Beirut, 1412/1992), III, 380–81.

87) For biographies of Ibn Abi Asim al-Nabil, v. GAS, I, 522, also Üahabi,
Tariä, XXI (a. h. 281–90), 75n.

88) Üahabi, Tariä al-islam, XX (a. h. 261–80), 211.
89) Al-Äatib al-Bagdadi, Tariä, XIV, 408; Üahabi, Tariä al-islam, XXI (a. h.

281–90), 344. Apparently called Abu Ya�qub al-Zayyat by Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, X,
223–24, 342, although distinct from the Abu Ya�qub al-Zayyat (d. 262/876) men-
tioned by Üahabi, Tariä al-islam, XX (a. h. 261–80), 208.

90) Al-Äatib al-Bagdadi, Tariä, III, 333.
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with a similar name was disciple to Abu Hatim, mainly Abu Qa�far Ahmad
ibn Wahb al-sufi (d. 270/883–84 or a little after), also associated with Qu-
nayd in Baghdad.91 One would guess that Muhammad and Ahmad were
the same but that al-Äatib devotes a separate biography to each of them.
Additionally, Qušayri describes Abu Turab al-Naäšabi as a disciple to
Abu Hatim al-�Attar.92 The chronology is difficult, so sahiba here prob-
ably indicates no more than their meeting at some time; indeed, the same
might be said of Ibn Abi �Asim al-Nabil and Abu Turab al-Naäšabi.

Sulami actually identifies Abu Hatim al-�Attar as ustaü directly to
Qunayd and Abu Sa�id al-Äarraz.93 Al-Sarraq quotes Äarraz himself as
saying:

I heard of Abu Hatim al-�Attar and his virtue. he was in Basra, so I travelled
to him from Old Cairo, continuing until I came to Basra and entered its Fri-
day mosque, where I found him sitting with a number of his followers about
him …94

The saying he quotes praises God but mainly compliments Äarraz as
the one for whom Abu Hatim had been teaching. Abu Nu�aym al-Isbahani
has no entry for Abu Hatim al-�Attar, as for few ninth-century Basrans in
general, but does say of Abu Turab al-Naäšabi that he met an otherwise
unknown Abu Hamza al-�Attar al-Basri.95 Textual confusion may have
conflated Abu Hatim with some Abu Hamza.

Abu Hatim al-�Attar was distant from Basran rivals to Qunaydi
moderation in mysticism, notably certain “spirituals” and possibly Sahl
al-Tustari (d. Basra, 283/896?). By the former we may understand the er-
ring minority of Basrans who asserted that their love of God had caused
the fear of him to fall from them, provoking the rage of another Basran
renunciant, Gulam Äalil (d. Baghdad, 275/888).96 As for Sahl al-Tustari,

91) Sulami, apud al-Äatib al-Bagdadi, Tariä, V, 190; Üahabi, Tariä al-islam,
XX (a. h. 261–80), 57.

92) Qušayri, al-Risala (Cairo, 1359/1940), 18. Cf. Das Sendschriften al-Qušay-
ris, trans. Richard Gramlich (Wiesbaden, 1989), 61.

93) Sulami, apud Üahabi, Tariä, XV (a. h. 211–20), 212).
94) Abu Sa�id al-Äarraz, apud al-Sarraq, The Kitáb al-Luma�, ed. Reynold

Alleyne Nicholson (Leiden, 1914; repr. London, 1963), 180.
95) Abu Nu�aym, Hilya, X, 220.
96) For Gulam Äalil and his Sufi Inquisition in Baghdad, v. Massignon,

Passion, index, s. v. Ghulam Khalil; Carl Ernst, Words of Ecstasy in Sufism
(Albany, 1985), 101; Melchert, “Transition,” 65–66, based again on Ibn al-A�rabi
as quoted by Üahabi; also Gramlich, Alte Vorbilder, II, 384–85, s. v. Abu l-Husayn
al-Nuri.
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it is possible that we have no record of his interacting with Abu Hatim
merely because Sahl transferred to Basra only after his death; however,
Sahl did have difficulty from some Basran adherents of the nascent Šafi�i
school, which is to say the tendency of Abu Hatim’s followers.97

To conclude, then, Abu Hatim al-�Attar emerges as a figure close to
Qunayd and the Sufis around him in Baghdad, known to some of them
personally and teaching similarly. Like the generation of Baghdadis just
before Qunayd, Abu Hatim himself preached a single-minded renunci-
ation with elements that suggest incipient mysticism. Like Qunayd and
the Sufis around him, Abu Hatim’s Basran followers tended toward Šafi�i
or Maliki semi-rationalism rather than Hanbali traditionalism. What-
ever the personal connection between Qunayd and Abu Hatim, Qunayd
certainly associated with a number of Baghdadis who were also at some
point close to Abu Hatim.

Abu Hatim al-�Attar and his circle also provide a thoroughly Sunni
basis for the activity of the Hanbali al-Barbahari in the next century, who
led some active ordering the good and prohibiting evil in Baghdad in the
320s/930s, in contravention of the earlier Hanbali tradition as repre-
sented by Abu Bakr al-Äallal (d. Baghdad, 311/923).98 Ordering the good
and prohibiting evil is no longer a defining character of Sufis in the
Qunaydi tradition, but it would never entirely disappear; for example,
the Hanbali �Izz al-Din Ibrahim ibn �Abd Allah (d. Damascus, 666/1267)
was blessed with ahwal (mystical states) and karamat (miracles) but was
also an active amir bi-l-ma�ruf (orderer of the good).99

97) EI2, s. v. “Sahl al-Tustari,” by G. Böwering.
98) On Barbahari, v. EI2, s. v., by H. Laoust, and Üahabi, Siyar, XIV, 90–93,

with references. Cf. Christopher Melchert, “Hanabila,” esp. 366–67, which ex-
plains Barbahari’s distinctiveness by his discipleship to Sahl al-Tustari, overlook-
ing Abu Hatim al-�Attar. That article is also to be corrected as to the identification
of Gulam Äalil with Hanbalism, not alleged by Wilferd Madelung but by Louis
Massignon (e. g. Passion, I, 80). It has also been alleged anew by Maher Jarrar

and Sebastian Günther, “Gulam Äalil und das Kitab Šarh as-sunna,” ZDMG 153
(2003), 11–36.

99) Ibn Raqab, K. al-Üayl �ala Tabaqat al-hanabila, ed. Muhammad Hamid
al-Fiqi (Cairo, 1952–53; repr. Beirut, n. d.), II, 278.
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