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Rel. Stud. 6, pp. 220242

SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR

SHI‘ISM AND SUFISM:
THEIR RELATIONSHIP IN ESSENCE
AND IN HISTORY

In discussing the intricate and somewhat complex relationship between
Shi‘ism and Sufism, both in principle and essence or in their metahistorical
reality as well as in time and history, we need hardly concern ourselves
with the too often repeated criticism made by certain orientalists who
would doubt the Islamic and Quranic character of hoth Shi‘ism and Sufism,
Basing themselves on an a priori assumption that Islam is not a revelation
and, even if a religion, is only a simple ‘religion of the sword’ for a simple
desert people, such would-be critics brush aside as un-Islamic all that
speaks of gnosis (‘“irfdn) and esotericism, pointing to the lack of historical
texts in the early period as proof of their thesis, as if the non-existent in itself
could disprove the existence of something which may have existed without
leaving a written trace for us to dissect and analyse today, The reality of
Shi‘ism and Sufism as integral aspects of the Islamic revelation is too
blinding to be neglected or brushed aside by any would-be historical argu-
ment. The fruit is there to prove that the tree has its roots in a soil that
nourishes it. And the spiritnal fruit can only be borne by a tree whose roots
are sunk in a revealed truth, To deny this most evident of truths would
be as if we were to doubt the Christian sanctity of a St Francis of Assisi
because the historical records of the first years of the Apostolic succession
are not clear. What the presence of St Francis proves is in reality the oppo-
site fact, namely, that the Apostolic succession must be real even if no
historical records are at hand. The same holds true mutatis mutandis for
Shi‘ism and Sufism. In this paper in any case we will begin by taking for
granted the Islamic character of Shi‘ism and Sufism and upon this basis
delve into their relationship.! In fact Shi‘ism and Sufism are both, in different
ways and on different levels, intrinsic aspects of Islamic orthodoxy, this

! We have dealt elsewhere with the Islarnie origin of Shi‘ism and Sufism. See S. H. Nasr, Three
Muslim Sages, Cambridge (11.5.A.), 1964, pp. 83—90; S. HL. Nasr, Hdeals and Realities of Islam, London,
o966, chapter V; H. Corbin (with the collaboration of 5. H. Nasr and O. Yahya), Histeire de la
philosaphie jslamigue, vol. I, Paris, 1964, part one. Concerning the Islamic origin of Sufism see Abid
Bakr Sirdj ed-Din, “The Origins of Sufism’, Islamic Quarterly, April, 1956, vol. II1, pp. 53-64; F.
Schuaon, Understanding Istam, trans, by D). M. Matheson, London, 1963, chapter IV; and R. Guénon,
‘L'Esotérisme islamique’, in L'Islam et I Occident, Paris, 1947, pp. 153-0-

Besides Corhin, some of the earlier Western scholars have also emphasised the close connectian
between Shi‘ism and Sufism, See T. Andrae, Die Person Muhammads im Leben und Glauben seiner

Gemeinde, Stockholm, 1918, where however in contrast ta Corbin everything of an esoteric character
in Islam is relegated to Hellenistic and Christian sources.
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230 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR

term being taken not only in its theological sense but in its universal sense
as tradition and universal truth contained within a revealed form.

The relationship between Shi‘ism and Sufism is complicated by the fact
that in discussing these two spiritual and religious realities we are not
dealing with the same level or dimension of Islam in bath cases. Islam has
both. an exoteric (¢dhir) and an esoteric {bdtin) dimension which along with
all their inner divisions represent the ‘vertical’ structure of the revelation.
But it is also divided into Sunnism and Shi‘isra which one might say
represent its ‘horizontal’ structure! If this were to be the only aspect of this
relationship it would be relatively simple. But in matter of fact the esoteric
dimension of Islam, which in the Sunni climate is almost totally connected
in one way or another with Sufism, colours the whale structure of Shi‘ism
in both its esoteric and even exoterjc aspect. One can say that Islamic
esotericism or gnosis crystallised into the form of Sufism in the Sunni
world while it poured into the whole structure of Shiism especially during
its early period.? From the Sunni point of view Sufism presents similarities
to Shi‘ism and has even assimilated a few aspects of Shi‘ism. No less an
authority than Ibn Khaldin writes: “The Sufis thus became saturated with
Shi‘ah theories. (Shi‘ah) theories entered so deeply into their religious ideas
that they based their practice of using a cloak (khirgah) on the fact that “All
clothed al-Hasan al-Basri in such a cloak and caused him to agree
solemnly that he would adhere to the mystic path. (The tradition thus
maugurated by ‘Ali) was continued according to the Sufis, through al-
Junayd, one of the Sufi shaykhs’.? From the Shi‘ite point of view Shi‘ism is
the origin of what later came to be known as Sufism. But here by Shi‘ism
is meant the esoteric instructions of the Prophet, the asrdr which many
Shi‘ite authors have identified with the Shi‘ite ‘concealment’, tagiyah.

Each of these two points of view presents an aspect of the same reality
but seen within two worlds that are contained in the bosom of the total
orthadoxy of Islam. That reality is Islamic esotericism or gnosis. If we take
Sufism and Shi‘ism in their historical manifestation in later periods, then
neither Shi‘ism nor Sunnism nor Sufism within the Sunni world derive from

* Concerning these relationships see Nasr, fdeals and Realities of Irlam, chapter V1.

? *On ne peut plus, €n tout rigeur, faire de “soufisre” et de mystique musulmane, deux termes
interchangeables depuis que Von sait, en particulier grice aux travaux de H. Corbin, qu'il existe
une mystique musulmane-la gnase ismaélienne et imamite notamment-que ne se recanniit das
“senfique”, Toutefais, ce qui est dit iei du fagawronf 4 ses débuts vaut également pour cette mystique,
au gnose non saufique, laquelle 2 aussi sa source dans les enseignements du Praphéte et de certains
compagnons, dont surtaut ‘Ali.’ J. L. Michon, Le soufi marocain Ahmad ibn Ajiba et son mi‘rdj {These
de doctarat, Faculté des Lettres, Université de Paris, 1960, p. 2, . 1.}

2 Thn Khaldtin, Mugaddimah, trans. by F, Rosenthal, vol. IT, New Yark, tg58, p. 187. Ihn
Khaldin continues, “The fact that (the Sufis) restrict {precedence in mysticism) to ‘Ali smells
strongly of pro-Shi‘ah sentiment. This and other aferementioned Sufi ideas show that the Sufis
have adopted pro-Shi‘ah sentiments and have become enmeshed in them,’ Ibid., p. 187.

On this question see also the extensive and well-documented work of Kamil al-Shibi, al-Sildh
bayn al-tasawwnf wa'l-tashayy’, 2 vols., Baghdad, 1663-64.
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€ach other. They all derive their authority from the Prophet and the source
of the Islamic revelation. But if we mean by Shi‘ism Islamic esotericism,
then. it is of course inseparable from Sufism, For example, the Shi‘ite Imams
play a fundamental role in Sufism, but as representatives of Islamic
esotericism, not as specifically Shi‘ite Imams as the Shi‘ite faith came to be
organised later. In fact there is a tendency among both later Muslim
historians and modern scholars to read back into the first two centuries
the clear distinctions that were established only later.! It is true that one
can discern ‘shi‘ite’ elements even during the life-time of the Prophet and
Shi‘ism and Sunnism have their roots in the very origin of the Islamic
revelation, placed there providentially to accommodate different psycho-
logical and ethnic types. But the hard-and-fast divisions of later centuries
are not discernible in the earlier period. There were Sunni elements with
definite Shi‘ite tendencies,® and there were Shi‘ite contacts with Sunni
elements both intellectually and socially. In certain cases in fact it is difficult
to judge as to whether a particular author was Shi‘ite or Sunni especially
before the fourth/tenth century although even in this period the Shi‘ite and
Sunni religious and spiritual life did possess their own particular perfume
and colour.

In this less crystallised and more fluid environment, the elements of Istamic
esotericism which are particularly Shi‘ite, from the Shi‘it¢ point of view,
appear as representing Islamic esotericism as such in the Sunni world, No
better instance of this can be found than the person of ‘Ali ibn Abi Tilib.
Shi‘ism is essentially the ‘Islam of ‘Ali’ who in Shi‘ism is both the ‘“spiritual’
and ‘temporal’ authority after the Prophet. In Sunnism also nearly all Suft
orders reach back to him and he is the spiritual authority par excellence after
the Prophet.® The famous fadith ‘I am the city of knowledge and ‘Ali is its
gate’, which 1s a direct reference to the role of ‘Ali in Islamic esotericism,
is accepted by Shi‘ah and Sunni alike, but the ‘spiritual vicegerency’
(khildfah rihdniyak) of ‘Ali appears to Sufism within the Sunni world not as
something specifically Shi‘ite but as being directly connected with Islamic
esotericism in itself,

Yet, the case of ‘Alf, the reverence in which he is held by Shi‘ites and
Sufis alike, shows how intimately Shi‘ism and Sufism are connected together.

1 This anachronistie practice is eriticised by John B. Taylor. ‘Ja‘far al-Sidiq, Spiritual Forebear
of the Sufis’, Islamic Culture, vol. XL, na. 2, April 1666, pp. 97 fl.

? *So many-sided is this Sunni sentiment—in jadiths, in the Sufi orders, in guilds, in popular tales
—that not only in its support of the original ‘Ali elaims but in its whole piety Sunni Islam can be
called half Shi‘ite’, M. G. 5. Hodgsen, ‘How did the early Shi‘a hecame Sectarian ?*, Fournal of the
American Oriental Sociely, vol, 15, 1955, . 4. See also J. R. Taylor, ‘An Approach to the Emergence
of Heterodoxy in Medieval Islam’, Religions Studies, vol. 2, no. a, April 1987, p. 202, where the
words of Hodgson are alse quoted.

In certain areas of the Islamic world, particularly in the Indo-Pakistani sub-continent, one meets
amang Sufis certain groups as devoted to the Shi‘ite Imams, especially ‘Ali and Husayn, as any
Shi‘ite cauld be, yet completely Sunni in their practice of the law (madhhab).

% Bee F. Schuon, ‘De la tradition monothéiste’, Etudes Traditionelles, 1933, p- 257.
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Sufism does not possess a Skari‘ah; it is only a spiritual way (7 arigah)
attached to a particular Shari‘ite rite such as the Mdliki or Shdfi‘s. Shi‘ism
possesses both a Shari‘ah and a Tarigak. In its purely Tarigah aspect it is in
many instances identical with Sufism as it exists in the Sunni world, and
certain Suft orders such as the Ni‘matullihi have existed in both the Shi‘ite
and Sunmi worlds. But in addition Shi‘ism possesses even in its Shari‘ite
and theological aspects certain esoteric elements which make it akin to
Sufism. In fact one could say that Shi‘ism, even in its outward aspect, is
oriented toward the spiritual stations {magdmdt-i ‘irfdni) of the Prophet and
the Imams which are also the goal of the spiritual life in Sufism.

A few examples in the vast and intricate relationship between Shi‘ism and
Sufism may make more clear some of the points discussed so far. In Islam
in general, and Sufism in particular, a saint is called a wali (abbreviation
of walialléh or friend of God) and sanctity is called wildyah. In Shi‘ism the
whole function of the Imam is associated with the power and function of
what in Persian is called waldpat and which comes from the same root as
wildyah and is closely connected with 1.1 Some have even identified the two.
In any case according to Shi‘ism, in addition to the power of prophecy in
the sense of bringing a divine law (nuburewoh and risdloh), the Prophet of
Islam, like other great prophets hefore him, had the power of spiritual
guidance and initiation (wildyah} which he transmitted through Fitimah to
‘Alf and through him to all the Imams. Since the Imam is always alive, this
function and power is also always present and able to guide men to the
spiritual life. The ‘cycle of initiation (dd’irat al-wildyah) which follows the
‘cycle of prophecy’ (dd’irat al-nubuwwah) is therefore one that continues to
this day and guarantees the ever-living presence of an esoteric way in
Islam.®

The same meaning pertains to wildyek in the sense that it too concerns the
ever-living spiritual presence in Islam which enables men to practise the
spiritual life and to reach a state of sanctity. That is why many Sufis since
Hakim al-Tirmidhi have devoted so much attention to this cardinal aspect
of Sufism.? There is to be sure a difference between Shi‘ism and Sufism on
how and through whom this power and function operates as well as who is
considered as its ‘seal’.? But the similarity between the Shi‘ah and the Sufis
concerning this doctrine is most startling and results directly from the fact

1 See H. Corbin, ‘L'Imiwm caché et la rénovation de 'homme en théologie shi‘ite’, Eranas-
Fahrbuch, 1960, pp. 87 .

® On the ‘cycles of initiation and propheey’, see 5. H. Nasr, Ideals and Realities of Tslam, pp. 87
and 161; and H. Corhin, ap. cit.

% Halkim al-Tirmidhi devoted a major work to this question entitled Khatm al-awliyd’ which
has been recently edited by O. Yahya, a work which had much influence upon Ibn ‘Arabi and
later Sufis,

% Thn ‘Arabi and following him DA&'Gd al-Qaysari consider Christ as the universal ‘seal of
sanciity’, and Ibn ‘Arabi refers indirectly to himself as the *particular seal of sanctity’ whereas most
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that both are connected in the manner mentioned above with Islamic
esotericism as such, which is none other than wildyak or waldyat as used in
the technical sense in bath Shi‘ite and Sufi sources.

Among the practices of the Sufis there is one that is closely associated in
its symbolic meaning with wildyah and in its origin with the Shi‘ite waldyat.
It is the practice of wearing a cloak and handing it from the master to the
disciple as a symbol of the transmission of a spiritual teaching and the
particular grace associated with the act of initiation. Each state of being is
like a cloak or veii that ‘covers’ the state above, for symbolically the ‘above’
is associated with the ‘inward’. The Sufi cloak symbolises the transmission
of spiritual power which enables the disciple or murid to penctrate beyond
his everyday state of consciousness. By virtue of being presented with this
cloak or veil in its symbolic sense he is able to cast aside the inner veil which
separates him from the Divine.

The practice of wearing and transmitting the cloak, and its meaning, is
closely associated with Shi‘ism as affirmed by Ibn Khald{in in the quotation
cited above. According to the famous Hadith-i kisd’ (the tradition of the
garment) the Prophet called his daughter Fitimah along with ‘Ali, Hasan
and Husayn and placed a cloak upon them in such a manner that it covered
them.! The cloak symbolises the transmission of the universal waldyat of the
Prophet in the form of the partial waldyat (waldyat-i fitimiyah) to Fatimah
and through her to the Imams. There is a direct reference to the esoteric
symbolism of the cloak in a well-known Shi‘ite kedith which because of its
significance and beauty I quote in full:

‘It has beenaccounted of the Prophet—upon him and hisfamily be peace—
that he said: “When I was taken on the nocturnal ascension to heaven and
I entered paradise, I saw in the middle of it a palace made of red rubies.
Gabriell opened the door for me and I entered it. [ saw in it a house made
of white pearls. I entered the house and saw in the middle of it 2 box made
of light and locked with a lock made of light. I said, ‘Oh, Gabriell, what is
this box and what is in it?* Gabriell said, ‘OCh Friend of God (Habiballdh),
in it is the secret of God (sirralldh) which God does not reveal to anyone
except to him whom He loves.’ I said, ‘Open its door for me’. He said, ‘I am
a slave who follows the divine command. Ask thy Lord until He grants
permission to open it,” I therefore asked for the permission of God. A voice
came from the Divine Throne saying, ‘Oh Gabriell apen its door’, and he
opened it. In it I saw spiritual poverty {fagr} and a cloak {muragqa‘}. I
said, ‘What is this fagr and murragqa‘? The voice from heaven said, ‘Oh

Shi‘ite anthors believe these titles belong to ‘Ali and the Mahdi respectively, In this delicate question
the distinction between the ‘universal seal of sanctity’ and the ‘particular or Muhammadan seal
of sanetity’ must be kept especially in mind. In any case this is a point of contention between Thn
‘Arabi and even his most ardent Shi‘ite followers such as Sayyid Haydar Amuli.

! This hadith appears in many different forms in Shi‘ite sources such as the Ghdpal al-mardm,
Tehran, 1272, pp. 287 fL.

B
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Muhammad, there are two things which I have chosen for thee and thy
people (ummah) from the moment I created the two of you. These two
things I do not give to anyone save those whom I love, and I have created
nothing dearer than these.””” Then the Holy Prophet said, “God—Exalted
be His Name—selected fagr and the muragga for me and these two are the
dearest things to Him”. The Prophet directed his attention toward God
and when he returned from the nocturnal assent (mi‘rds) he made ‘Ali wear
the cloak with the permission of God and His command. ‘Ali wore it
and sewed patches on it until he said, ‘I have sewn so many patches
on this cloak that T am embarrassed before the sewer’. ‘Ali made his
son Hasan to wear it after him and then Husayn and then the descend-
ants of Husayn one after another until the Mahdi. The cloak rests with him
now.™

Ibn Abi Jumh(r as well as the later Shi‘ite commentators upon this
kadith add that the cloak worn and transmitted by the Sufis is not the same
cloak cited in the hadith. Rather, what the Sufis seek to do is to emulate the
conditions for wearing the cloak as the Prophet wore it and through this
act to become aware to the extent of their capability of the divine mysteries
(asrdr) which the cloak symbolises.

The whole question of wildyah and the cloak that symbolises it makes
clear the most important common element between Sufism and Shi‘ism,
which is the presence of a hidden form of knowledge and instruction. The
use of the method of ta’wil or spiritual hermeneutics in the understanding
of the Holy Quran as well as of the ‘cosmic text’, and belief in grades of
meaning within the revelation—both of which are common to Sufism and
Shi‘ism, result from the presence of this esoteric form of knowledge. The
presence of wildyah or waldyat guarantees for Shi‘ism and Sufism alike a
gnostic and esateric character of which the doctrine and the characteristic
manner of instruction present in both are natural expressions.

Closely associated with waldyat is the concept of the Imam in Shi‘ism, for
the Imam is he who possesses the power and function of waldyat. The role
of the Imam is central to Shi‘ism, and we cannot deal here with all its
ramifications.? But from the spiritual point of view it is important to point
to his function as the spiritual guide, a function that very much resembles
that of the Sufi master. The Shi‘ite seeks to encounter his Imam, who is
none other than the inner spiritual guide—-so that some Shi‘ite Sufis speak
of the Imam of each person’s being (imdm wujiiduka). If one leaves aside the

! Tbn Abi Jumhir, Kitdh al-mujli, Tehran, t132q, p. 979. This hadith has been mentioned with
slight variations by many Shi‘ite gnostics and Sufis, See for example, Muhammad “Aii Sabziwari,
Tuhfat al-‘abbasiyah, Shiraz, 1326, pp. 93-4. Many other Shi‘ite authors like Ibn Abi'l-Hadid,
Maytham al-Bahrini and Sayyid Haydar Amuli have referred to this padith. See al-Shibi, al-Sifah
bayn al-tasaunoyf wa'l-tashayyu®, vol. 11, p. 117,

2 On the role of the Imam in Shi‘ite spirituality see the many works of H. Corbin in the Eranos

Fahrbuch especially ‘L'Imém cache et la rénovation de 'homme en théologie Shi‘ite’, and ‘Pour
une morphalegie de ta spiritualité Shi'ite’, Eranos-Fahrbuch, vol, X3{, IX, 1g61.

This content downloaded from 128.103.149.52 on Thu, 05 Mar 2015 01:37:46 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

SHIISM AND SUFISM 235

Shari‘ite and also cosmic functions of the Imam, his initiatory function and
role as spiritual guide is similar to that of the Sufi master,

In fact just as in Sufism each master is in contact with the pole (quth) of
his age, in Shi‘ism all spiritual functions in every age are inwardly connected
with the Imam. The idea of the Imam as the pole of the Universe and that
of the gquth in Sufism are nearly identical, as asserted so clearly by Sayyid
Haydar Amuli when he said, “The guzh and the Imam are two expressions
possessing the same meaning and referring to the same person.”® The doctrine
of the universal man (al-insdn al-kdmil)? expounded by Ibn ‘Arabl is very
similar to the Shi‘ite doctrine of the guth and the Imam, as is the doctrine
of the mahdi developed by later Sufi masters. All these doctrines refer
essentially to the same esoteric reality, the hagigat al-mukammadiyah, as
present in both Shi‘ism and Sufism. And in this case as far as the formulation
of this doctrine is concerned there may have been direct Shi‘ite influences
upon later Sufi formulations.?

Another doctrine that is shared in somewhat different forms by Shi‘ites
and Sufis is that of the ‘Muhammadan light’ (al-nir al-mhuammadi) and the
initiatic chain {silsilak). Shi‘ism believes that there is a2 ‘Primordial Light’
passed from one prophet to another and after the Prophet of Islam to the
Imams, This light protects the prophets and Imams from sin, making them
inerrant (ma‘sdm), and bestows upon them the knowledge of divine mysteries.
In order to gain this knowledge man must become attached to this light
through the Imam who, following the Prophet, acts as man’s intermediary
with God in the quest for divine knowledge. In the same way in Sufism, in
order to gain access to the methods which alone make spiritual realisation
possible, man must become attached to an initiatory chain or sisilah which
goes back to the Prophet and through which a barakah flows from the source
of revelation to the being of the initiate, The chain is thus based on the
continuity of spiritual presence that much resembles the ‘Muhammadan
light’ of Shi‘ism. In fact later Sufis themselves speak of the ‘Muhammadan
light’. In the early period, especially in teachings of Imam Ja‘far al-S4diq,
the Shi‘ite doctrine of the ‘Muhammadan light’ and the Sufi doctrine of
the spiritual chain meet, and as in other cases have their source in the same
esoteric teachings of Islam.4

Finally, in this comparison between Shi‘ite and Sufi doctrines I wish to
mention the spiritual and gnostic stations (magdmat-i ‘irfdni). If we turn to

! Fram the jdmi ‘al-asrdr quoted by Kamil Mugtaf3 al-Shibi, ALFikr al-shi* twa'l-naza‘dt al-ghfivah,
Baghdad, 1966, p. 123.

* Concerning the Sufi doctrine of the universal man see the translation of al-Jiii’s af-fusdn al-kdmil
by T. Burckhardt 2s De hamme universel, Lyon, tg59; also R. Guénon, Spmbolism of the Cross, trans.
by R. Macnah, London, 1958,

4 Al-Shibi in bis al-Silah . . .; vol. TI, pp. 52~3 writes that Ibn ‘Arabi has made use of Shi‘ite
sources in formulating his doctrine of the kagigat al-mubammadivah, wabdat al-wujid and the Mahdi,

* On Imam Ja'far’s teaching on this subject as it pertains to both Shi‘ism and Sufism see Taylor,
‘Ja'far al-84diq, Spiritual Forebear of the Sufis’, pp. tor—a,
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a study of the life of the Prophet and the Imams as for example found in the
compilation of Majlisi in the Bifdr al-anwdr? we will discover that these
accounts are based more than anything else upon the inner spiritual states
of the personages concerned. The goal of the religious life in Shi‘ism is in
fact to emulate the hfe of the Prophet and the Imams and to reach these
states. Although for the majority of Shi‘ites this remains only a latent
possibility, the elite (khawdss) have always been fully aware of it. The
spiritual stations of the Prophet and the Imams leading to union with God
can be considered as the final goal toward which Shi‘ite piety strives and
upon which the whole spiritual structure of Shi‘ism is based.

Now in Sufism also, the goal, which is to reach God, cannot be achieved
except through the states and stations (k4! and magdm) which occupy such
a prominent position in classical treatises of Sufism. The Sufi life is also
one that is based on the achievement of these states although the Sufi does
not seek these states in themselves but seeks God in His Exalted Essence.
Of course in Sufism everyone is conscious of the states and stations whereas
in Shi‘ism only the elite are aware of them, but this is quite natural in as
much as Sufism is itself the path for the spiritual elite whereas Shi‘ism
concerns a whole community, possessing its own exoteric and esoteric
division and having its own elite as well as common believer (‘awdmm), But
in the special significance given to the spiritual stations in the Shi‘ite account
of the lives of the Prophet and the Imams, there is a striking stmilarity with
what one finds in Sufism. Here again both refer to the same reality, Islamic
esotericism, with whose practical and realised aspect the spiritual stations
are concerned.

Having considered these few instances of the relationship between Shi‘ism
and Sufism in principle we must now discuss briefly how the relationship
between the two has manifested itself in Islamic history.? During the life-

* This is a very complex question which of necessity we can only treat in very surnmary fashion.
A fairly extensive survey of this question is found in the two wortks of al-Shibi, al-Sildh bayn al-tasaweyf
wa'lHashayyy' and al-Fikr al-shi't wa'l-naza'dt al-sGfiyah but even these two scholarly works deal
mostly with the central lands of Islam leaving aut of discussion the Maghrib, much of Central
Asia and especially India where the relation between Shi‘ism and Sufism has produced results not
found elsewhere, results which shoutd be closely studied.

* On the pretext that the Nakj al-baldghek is not by ‘Ali but comes from the pen of its compiler
Sayyid Sharif Radi, many Western orientalists have simply brushed it aside as unauthentic. First of
all many of the sayings compiled in the Nakj al-baldghah exist in texts antedating Radi, secandly
their style is totally different from the many books that have survived from Radi‘s pen and finally
their innate quality is sufficient guarantee of their celestial inspiration. Taday there aré too many
works of purely spiritual character which are brushed aside hy simply attaching the name ‘pseuda’
to them ar by doubting their authority with total disregard for the innate value of their content.

A. few years ago in a session in which the famous Shi‘ite theologian and gnostic, ‘Allimah Sayyid
Muhammad Husayn Tabitaba'i, and Professor Henry Corbin were present, Professor Corbin
asked the Shi‘ite authority as to whether the Nahj al-balighah was the work of ‘Alf, the first Imam,
*Aflamah Tabataba’i answered, ‘He who has written the Nahj af-baldghah is for us the Imam even
if he lived a century ago.’

In any case it is curigus that through completely inadequate historical arguments which do not
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time of the Imams, from the first to the eighth, the contact between the
two was most intimate. The writings of the Imams contain a treasury of
Islamic gnosis, The Nakf al-baldghah of ‘Ali)! one of the most neglected
works of Islam in modern studies of Islamicists, the beautiful Sahifak
sajjddiyak of the fourth Imam, Zayn al-‘4dbidin, called the ‘psalms of the
Family of the Prophet’,2 and the Usil al-kdfi of Kulayni, containing the
sayings of the Imams, outline a complete exposition of Islamic gnosis and
have served in fact as a basis for many later gnostic and Sufi commentaries.
Although their technical vocabulary is not the same in every way as the
works of the early Sufis, as shown by Massignon,? the doctrines and spiritual
expositions contained therein are essentially the same as one finds in the
classical Sufi treatises.

During this period of the lifetime of the Imams there was intimate contact
between the Imams and some of the greatest of the early Sufis. Hasan
al-Basri and Uways al-Qarani were disciples of ‘Ali; Ibrihim al-Adham,
Bishr al-Hafl and Bayazid al-Bastimi were associated with the circle of
Imam Ja‘far al-$4diq; and Ma‘rif al-Karkhi was a close companion of
Imam Ridi. Moreover, the earliest Sufis, before being called by this name,
were known as ascetics (zuhhdd) and many of them were associated with
the Imams and followed their example in the ascetic life. In Kufa such
men as Kumayl, Maytham al-Tammair, Rashid al-Hajari, all of whom
were among the early Sufis and ascetics, belong to the entourage of the
Imams. The ‘companions of the ledge’ (ashdb al-suffak) before them, like
Salmin, AbG Dharr and ‘Ammar al-Yisir, are also both poles of early
Sufism and the first members of the Shi‘ite community.*

It was only after the eighth Imam, ‘Ali al Rid4, that the Shi‘ite Imams
did not associate themselves openly with Sufis. It is not that they spoke
against Sufism as some exoteric Shi‘ite critics of Sufism have claimed.
Rather, because of special conditions prevailing at that time they remained
silent in these matters. Imam Rid4 thus appears as the last explicit and
open link between Sufism and the Shi‘ite Imams. In fact to this day he is
constdered as the ‘Imam of initiation® and many Persians who seek a spiritual
master and initiation into Sufism go to his tomb in Mashbhad to pray for
his help in finding a master. For this reason also his role in Shi‘ite Sufi
orders has been great to this day,

at all disprove its authenticity, the Nahj al-baldghah, a book which is the most revered in Shi‘ism
after the Quran and prophetic sayings and which has taught so many famous Arab writers such as
Kurd ‘Ali and Taha Husayn how to write eloquent Arabie, has been neplected to this extent.

v Zabfir-i dl-i Muhammad,

 See especially his Essai sur les origines du lexique lechnigue de la mystique musulmane, Paris, 1954,
and Recusil de textes inddite concernant Phistoize de la mystigye en pays & Islam, Parils, 1929,

2 The relationship between the Imams and the first generations of zubhid that later became
known as Sufis is discussed by ‘Allimah Tabatabi'l in Shi‘ite Islam, translated and edited hy 8. H.
Nasr, part I, section 3 {in press).

¢t See 8, H. Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Dactrines, Cambridge (U.5.A.), 1964,
chapter 1.
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After the Imams, Shi‘ism and Sufism became both distinct in themselves
and to a certain extent separated from each other. During this period, in
contrast to the life-time of the Imams, Shi‘ism began to have a more active
political role while most of the Sufis, at least in the third/ninth and fourth/
tenth centuries, shied away from participation in political life and all that
possessed a worldly aspect. Yet, some of the Sufis like al-Halldj were definitely
Shi‘ite or of Shi‘ite tendency and there are certain relations between Sufism
and Shi‘ism particularly Isma‘ilism, as we see in clear references to Sufism
in the Epistles of the Brethren of Purity, which if not definitely Isma‘ill
in origin certainly come from a Shi‘ite background and are later closely
associated with Isma‘ilism. Twelve-Imam Shi‘ism also showed some links
with Sufism, Ibn Babayah, the famous Shi‘ite theologian, describes the Sufi
circle {(halgak) in which invocation (dkikr) is performed, and Sayyid Sharif
Murtad4 calls the Sufis ‘real Shi‘ites’.* The guilds and different orders of
chivalry (futuwwdt) also reveal a link between Shi‘ism and Sufism bhecause
on the one hand they grew in a Shi‘ite climate with particular devotion to
‘Ali and on the other hand many of them became attached to Sufi orders
and became their extension in the form of ‘craft initiations’,

After the Mongol invasion Shi‘ism and Sufism once agam formed a close
assoclation in many ways. Some of the Isma‘ilis whose power had heen
destroyed by the Mongols went underground and appeared later within Sufi
orders or as new branches of already existing orders. In Twelve-Imam
Shi‘ism also from the seventhfthirteenth to the tenth/sixteenth century
Sufism began to grow within official Shi‘ite circles. It was during this
period that for the first time some of the Shi‘ite ‘alamd’ and jurisprudents
were given such titles as sif:, ‘drif or muta’allik and some of them devoted
many pages of their writings to Sufi doctrines. Kamalal-Din Maytham
al-Bahrini in the seventh/thirteenth century wrote a commentary upon the
Naky al-baldghak revealing its gnostic and mystical meaning. Radl al-Din
‘Alf ibn al-T4'(is, 2 member of the well-known family of Shi‘ite scholars,
and himself anoutstanding Shi‘ite ‘dlim, wrote prayers with Suficonnotations.
‘Allimah al-Hilli, the student of Nasir al-Din al-Ttsi, and a person who
played a great role in the spread of Shi'ism in Persia, has many works of
gnostic character. Shortly after al-Hilli one of the most significant Shi‘ite
theologians of this period, Sayyid Haydar Amuli, was also a Sufi and follower
of the school of Ibn ‘Arabi. His Fdmi‘ al-asrdr is a summit of gnostic Shi‘ism,
where perhaps in more than any other work the metaphysical relationship
between Shi‘ism and Sufism is treated.? It is Amuli who believed that
every true Shi‘ite is a Sufi and every true Sufi a Shi‘ite.

* See al-Shibi, al-Fikr al-shi' . . ., pp. 73 L.

2 This monumental wark has been edited far the first time by H. Cerbin and O. Yahya and has
appeared in the collection of the Institut Franco-Iranien of Tehran, 106q.

Concerning Armulf see Corbin, ‘Sayyed Haydar Amuli (VIIIe-XIVe sidcle} théologien shi‘ite
du soufism', Mdlanges Henri Massé, Tehran, 1963, pp. 72-101.
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The tendency toward the rapprochment between Sufism and official
circles of Shi‘ite learning is to be seen in the ninthffifteenth century in such
figures as Hafiz Rajab al-Bursi, author of the griostic Mashdriq al-anwdr, Ibn
Abi Jumhtr, whose Kitdh al-mupli is also a cornerstone of this new structure
of Shi‘ite gnostic literature and Kamail al-Din Husayn ibn ‘Ali, entitled
‘Wa'iz-i Késhiff’, who although a Sunni, was a Nagshbandi Sufi and the
author of works on Shi‘ite piety which became extremely popular, especially
the Raudat al-shuhadd® which has given its name to the typically Shi‘ite
practice of raudah. All these figures were instrumental in preparing the
intellectual background for the Safavid renaissance which was based on
both Shi‘ism and Sufism.

Of special interest during this same period is the spread of the writings
of Ibn ‘Arabi in Persia and especially in Shi‘ite circles.! It is well known
that Ibn ‘Arabi from the point of view of his madhhab was a Sunni of the
Zshiri school. But it is also known that he wrote a treatise on the twelve
Shi‘ite Imams which has always been popular among Shi‘ites.? There
existed an inward complementarism and attraction between the writings of
Ibn ‘Arabi and Shi‘ism which made the integration of his teachings into
Shi‘ite gnosis immediate and complete. Such Shi‘ite Sufis as Sa‘d al-Din
al-Hamayah, ‘Abd al-Razzidq al-Késhani, Ibn Turkah, Sayyid Haydar
Amuli, Ibn Abi Jumhir and many other Shi‘ite gnostics of this period are
thoroughly impregnated with the teachings of Ibn ‘Arabi, not to speak of
the Shi‘ite philosophers and theosophers the culmination of whose thought
is found in the school of Mulla Sadri.

From the seventh/thirteenth to the tenth/sixteenth century, there were
also religious and Sufi movements which were linked with both Sufism and
Shi‘ism. The extremist sects of the Hurfifis and the Ska‘sha‘ah grew directly
out of background that is both Shi‘ite and Sufi.® More important than these
movements in the Jong run-were the Sufi orders that spread in Persia at
this time and aided in preparing the ground for the Shi‘ite movement of
the Safavids. Two of these orders are of particular significance in this
question of the relation between Shi‘ism and Sufism: The Ni‘matullahi
order and the Narbakhshi order, Shih Ni‘matulldh came originally from
Aleppo and although a descendant of the Prophet was probably a Sunni
in his madhhab.t But the order, which 1s closely akin to the Shidhiliyah order
in its silstlah before Shih Ni‘matullih, became a specifically Shi‘ite Sufi
order and remains to this day the most widespread Sufi order in the Shi‘ite

! See 8. H. Nasr, ‘Seventh Century Sufism and the School of Ibn ‘Arabi’, Journal of the Regisnal
Cudtural Institute (Tehran}, 1967, vol. I, no. 1, pp. 43-50.

? This work called the Aandgib has been also commented upon in Persian, See Miisa Khalkhalt,
Shark mandgib Multyl al-Din thn *Arabi, Tehran, 1422

? See al-Shibi, al-Fikr al-shi* . . , pp. 179-244, 302-27.

* Concerning his life and works see I. Aubin, Matériaux pour la bingraphie de Shat Ni‘matulidh Wali

Kermani, Tehran—Paris, 1956, and several studies devoted to him hy J. Nourbakhsh, the present
guth of the order, published by the Ni‘matullihi Kkdnigdh in Tehran during the last decade.
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world. The study of the doctrines and methods of this order which possesses
a regularity of chain or silsilah and method very much similar to the Sufi
orders in the Sunni world is most revealing as an example of a still living
order of Sufism that is thoroughly Shi‘ite and functions in a Shi‘ite climate.

The Nfrbakhshi order founded by Mubammad ibn ‘Abdallih, entitled
Narbakhsh, a Persian from Qubhistan, is particularly interesting in that the
founder sought to create a kind of bridge between Sunnism and Shi‘ism
in his own person and gave a Mahdiist colour to his movement.! The spread
of his order and the power of his own personality were instrumental in
drawing many people to hold particular reverence for ‘All and the ‘Alids.
His own open declaration was that his movement combined Sufism and
Shi‘ism.2 And the spread of his ideas was one of the factors that brought
forth this combination of Shi‘ism and Sufi movements which resulted in
the Safavid domination of Iran.3

The rise of the Safavids from the nucleus of a Sufi order of Shaykh Saft
al-Din Ardibili, is too well known to need repetition here.? Suffice it to say
that this political movement which founded the new Persian state was Sufi
in origin and Shi‘ite in belief. As a result it made Shi‘ism the official religion
of Persia while aiding in every way the growth and propagation of Sufi
ideas. It is not therefore surprising to see during this period a renaissance
of Shi‘ite learning in which Shi‘ite gnosis plays such an important role.
The names of Mir Daméd, Mir Findiriski, Sadr al-Din Shirazi, Mulld
Muhsin Fayd, ‘Abd al-Razziq Lahiji, QAadi Sa‘id Qumi and so many other
gnostics of this period perhaps belong more to the chapter on Safavid
theosophy and philosophy than to Sufism,® but since all these men were
Shi‘ite and at the same time completely impregnated with Sufi and goostic
ideas, they represent yet another facet of the nexus between Shi‘ism and
Sufism. There were also outstanding Shi‘ite ‘ulamd’ of this period who were
practising Sufis like Bah4’ al-Din ‘Amili and Muhammad Taqi Majlisi as
well as masters of regular Sufi orders like the Dhahabis, Ni‘matulldhis and
Safavis.®

But strangely enough, during the reign of the same dynasty whose origin

1 Concerning Shaykh Nirbakhsh and also the Kubrawiyah and their importance in connection
with Petsia hecoming Shi‘ite see the articles of M., Malé in the Reume des études islamigues from 1959
© ’I gTGge text of his declaration is quoted by al-Shibi al-Fikr al-shi*f , . ., p. 335.

¥ Concerning the different Sufi orders in the Shi‘ite climate of Persia, see M. Malé, Les mystigues
musulmans, Paris, 1465, chapter IV, i

# Based on the original historic sources such as ‘Alem drdy-i ‘abbdsi and Rawdat al-safd’, many
historical works have been deveted to the crigin of the Safavids by such scholars as Minorsky,
Togan, Hinz, Aubin, Savory and others. See for example, Z. V. Togan, ‘Sur Porigines des safavides’,
Meélanges Lauis Massignon, Paris, 1957, vol. 3, pp. 345-57. The work of W. Hinz, frans dufiticg zum
Nationalstaat im fiinf zehnten Fahrhundsrt, Berlin, 1936, is of particular value for its historical analysis.

5 Concerning these figures see §. H. Nasr, ‘The Schoal of Ispahan’ and ‘Sadr al-Din Shirzi’
in M. M. Sharif (ed.), 4 Histery of Muslim Philasaphy, vol. TI, Wieshaden, 1966; and H. Corhin,

‘Confessions extatiques de Mir Damiad®, Mdlanges Louis Massignon, pp. 331-78.
& See Sayyid ‘Abd al-Hujjat Balighi, Mdgaldt al-hunafd” {1 magdmdt Shams al-‘urafd’, Tehran, 1369.
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was Sufi, a severe reaction set in against the Sufi orders partly because
many extraneous elements had joined Sufism for worldly ends and also
because some of the orders became lax in their practice of the Shari‘ah.
Some: of the religious scholars wrote treatises against the Sufis such as
al-Fdwd'id al-diniyah flradd ‘al’l-hukamd® wa'l-sifiyak of MullA Muhammad
Tahir Qumi. Even the outstanding theologian and scholar, Mulld Muham-
mad Baqir Majlisi, who was not completely against Sufism as attested by
his Zdd al-ma‘dd, was forced in these circumstances to deny his own father’s
Sufism and openly oppose the Sufis. In such a climate Sufism encountered a
great deal of difficulty during the latter part of the Safavid era and in this
pertod even the theosophers (fukamd’) of the school of Mulld Sadri faced
severe opposition from some of the ‘ulamd’, It was as a result of this situation
that in religious circles Sufism henceforth changed its name to ‘irfén and to
this day in the official Shi‘ite religious circles and madrasaks one can openly
study, teach and discuss ‘irfdn but never tasawwuf which is too often associated
with the lax dervishes oblivious to the injunctions of the Shari‘ah, who are
usually called galandar ma’db in Persian.

During the ensuing Afghan invasion and the re-establishment of a strong
government by Nadir Shih there was not much talk of Sufism in Shi‘ite
circles in Persia while Sufism prospered in Shi‘ite milieus in India. And it
is from Deccan that in the twelfth/eighteenth century Ma‘stm ‘Ali Shih
and Shah Tahir of Deccan of the Ni‘matulldhi order were sent to Persia
to revive Sufism, Although some of their disciples like Niir ‘Alf Shih and
Muzaffar ‘Ali Shah were martyred,! Sufism began to flourish again, especially
during the rule of the Qajar king Fath ‘Ali Shih while Muhammad Shih
and his prime minister, Hajj Mirzd Aqasi, were themselves attracted to
Sufism. Henceforth the different Sufi orders, especially the various branches
of the Ni‘matullihi, as well as the Dhahabi and Khiksar, flourished in
Shi‘ite Persia and continue to this day. Also during the Qajar period,
the gnostic doctrines of Ibn ‘Arabi and Sadr al Din Shirazi were revived by
such men as Hajji Mullda Hadi Sabziwari and Aqh Muhammad Rida
Qumshah’i.? They revived a school which also continues and thrives to the
present day,

In Shi‘ite Persia today one can distinguish between three groups of
gnostics and mystics: those who belong to regular Sufi orders such as the
Ni‘matulldhi or the Dhahabi and who follow a way very similar to those
of Sufis in the Sunni world; those who also have had a definite spiritual
master and have received regular initiation but whose master and those before
him do not constitute an organised and ‘institutionalised’ Suft order with
its openly declared silsilah and established centre or khdnigdh; and finally

! Concerning these figures see R. Gramlich, Die schiitischen Derwischorden Parsiens, Erster Teil :
Die Affiliationsn, Wiesbaden, 1965, pp. 33 ff.
? See S. HL. Nase, ‘Sabziwari’, in A History of Muslim Philosophy, val. L

This content downloaded from 128.103.149.52 on Thu, 05 Mar 2015 01:37:46 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

242 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR

those who have definitely received a gnostic and mystical inspiration, who
have authentic visions (mushdhadah) and possess spiritual states (afuwd!} but
who do not possess 2 human master. Of this latter group some are Uwaysis,
others belong to the line of Khaedir or Khidr in Persian! and most reach
spiritual contact with the Imam who is also the inner spiritual guide. The
very overflow of esotericism in Shi‘ism into even the more outward aspects
of the religion has made this third type of possibility more common than
one would find in Sunni Islam, Some of the great theosophers and gnostics
in fact, who have definitely reached the state of spiritual vision as attested
by their works, belong to this latter category and also perhaps to the second
category because in that case likewise 1t is difficult to discern the spiritual
lineage outwardly.

Shi‘ism and Sufism, then, possess a common parentage in that they are
both linked with the esoteric dimension of the Islamic revelation and in
their carliest history were inspired by the same sources. In later periods
they have had many mutual interactions and influenced each other in
innumerable ways. But these historical manifestations have been no more
than applications to different moments of time of an essential and principial
relationship which belongs to the eternal and integral reality of Islam
itself and which in the form of the gnosisthat characterises Islamic esotericism
has manifested itself in both segments of the Islamic community, the Sunni
and Shi‘ite alike.

1 On the spiritual significance of Khidr see L. Massignon, ‘Elie et son edle transhistorique,
Khadiriya en Islam’, Etudes carmélitaines : Elie le prophite, vol, I1, Paris, tg56, pp. a6g—go. Massignon
has alse devoted numerous other articles to this subject most of which have appeared in the Reue

des dtudes islamigues, There are also many valuable refercnces to initiation int Sufisrn though Khidr
and the afrdd wha have received such initiadon in the w ritings of R. Guénon on initiation,
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