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Introduction

n 504AH/1110CE, the head of the Baghdad Nizamiyya college, ‘Ali Kiya
IHarﬁsI,l died, and Seljuq officials felt that the only suitable replacement

would be the great scholar and former rector of the school, Aba Hamid
al-Ghazzali. Muhammad b. Fakhr al-Mulk b. Nizam al-Mulk, fully the third
generation of his family to serve as Seljuq vizier and call al-Ghazzali to teach,
sent word to the aging Sufi master in his native city of Tus. In his response,
al-Ghazzali hints that his end is near, giving the vizier one final lecture on the
mystical path and the duties of just government before refusing the position.
His excuses stem from his devotion to a strictly principled ascetic regime, his
obligations to his disciples as well as logistical considerations. Like many of his
personal correspondences, al-Ghazzali wrote the letter in Persian. He himself
dates it as S04AH, a year before his death.?

The letter is a fitting end to a great career,’ as it draws on two traditions of
which al-Ghazzali was a master: Islamic mysticism and political counsel. In the
letter’s vehement refusal to again associate with the government or participate
in scholarly debate, we see how much al-Ghazzali’s attitudes had changed
from his days as an argumentative professor at the state-sponsored Nizamiyya.
In the letter’s division of mankind into three tiers according to their desire to
worship and encounter God, we see how al-Ghazzali expresses the Islamic
mystical idiom as it had emerged from the wider milieu of Muslim high culture.
Representing a synthesis of various roles al-Ghazzali had played in his life,
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the letter weaves together the strands of ritual piety, mysticism and Islamicate
political ideals. The letter is also a personal testament that sheds light on
aspects of al-Ghazzalt's life passed over in grand evaluations of his scholarship.
We catch a glimpse, for example, of his family and the nature of his Sufi lodge
in TGs.

This article presents a translation of this letter as a window into the
scholar’s concerns and worldview in the year before his death. Following the
translation, this article places the concepts and terminology used by al-
Ghazzali within the historical contexts of Islamic political thought and mystical
discourse. Specifically, it traces the history of a central motif in al-Ghazzali’s
letter: the Sufi tradition’s tripartite division of mankind into the three classes
of ‘dmm, kbdss and kbdss al-khawdss. Existing studies on Sufism have only
treated these terms briefly, so the present commentary investigates their
emergence and development within Islamic culture and mysticism through
al-Ghazzalt’s time and in the wake of his seminal career.

Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali (d. 505/1111) needs no introduction in the Muslim
world, and very little for Western students of the religious tradition he did so
much to shape. An orphan hailing from the Iranian city of Tus, al-Ghazzali rose
to master the full range of Islamic sciences from law and theology to logic and
philosophy. The works he composed on these subjects remain textbooks for
Muslim scholars even today.

In 484/1091 the powerful and influential Seljuq vizier Nizam al-Mulk
(d. 485/1092) appointed this gifted and politically savvy thirty-two year-old
scholar to the rectorship of the new Nizamiyya college in Baghdad. Al-
Ghazzali’s famous spiritual crisis occurred four years later in 488/1095, when
he was plagued by existential and spiritual doubts so profound that he left his
post at the Nizamiyya and went into seclusion. In an act that would eventually
validate the previously suspicious Islamic mystical tradition and change the
contours of Islamic orthodoxy, al-Ghazzali turned to the path of introspection
and spiritual discipline offered by Sufism. He spent the next eleven years
cultivating this art in Damascus and other cities of the Levant. Al-Ghazzali then
established his own Sufi lodge in Tus, where he instructed aspiring ascetics
and wrote mystical and pietistic works such as Mishkat al-anwdar, “The Niche
of Lights,” and Ihya’ ‘ulitm al-din, “The Revivification of the Religious
Sciences,” far from the din of public life.

Yet through persistent efforts, Fakhr al-Mulk, who had replaced his father
as vizier after his assassination, convinced al-Ghazzali to teach at the nearby
Nishapur Nizamiyya in 499/1106. The scholar accepted but soon left his
position to retire once again to Tus and tend to his disciples. It was in this
setting that he received the letter from Fakhr al-Mulk’s son Muhammad, and
there the scholar remained until his death.
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Problems in the Text
Posterity has preserved al-Ghazzali’s letter extremely well in a variety of

manuscript sources that have now been published. The most important of
these are the famous Sufi biographical dictionary Rawdat al-jannat of
Muhammad Baqir Khawaje Ansari (d. 1895CE), the collection of al-Ghazzali’s
letters entitled Fada’il al-anam and the work Fardyed-e gheydthi of Jalal al-
Din Yusuf al-Ahl (d. circa 870/1466). Khawaje Ansari’s work preserves a copy
of the letter originally taken from the Tarikh-e estazhari of Abu Bakr Shashi
(d. 507/1114), a contemporary of al-Ghazzali. Fadda’il al-andm is a collection
of the great scholar’s letters and sundry writings compiled by an anonymous
relative and also dates from the years after his death.” Finally, the document
collection Farayed-e gheyathi, edited by Heshmat Moayyad, also contains a
copy of the letter.

The text of the letter as assembled by Jalal al-Din Homa’i in his fascinating
and valuable work Ghazzdli-name is based on the Fadd’il al-andm and
Tarikh-e estezhari manuscripts, but Heshmat Moayyad’s edition also takes the
Farayed-e gheydthi manuscripts into consideration. In addition, Homa’1’s
version bears traces of significant interpolation within the manuscripts in an
effort to explain challenging wording. Based on the principle of lexicus
difficilior and on its wider scope, I have thus selected Moayyad’s edition of the
letter for translation.’

These different versions of the letter differ about to whom al-Ghazzali is
addressing. Some manuscripts used in the Homa’i edition identify him as one
of Nizam al-Mulk’s sons, Mu’ayyid al-Mulk; but this is impossible since he had
already died by the time the letter was written. Some manuscripts of Faddel
al-anam present the addressee as the then-deceased Nizam al-Mulk or another
of his sons, Ahmad.® The Fardyed-gheydthi text used for this translation has
yet another son of Nizam al-Mulk, Fakhr al-Mulk, as the intended addressee.
Fakhr al-Mulk had, however, also been dead for some time when the letter was
composed in 504/1110-1. He was assassinated in 500/1106-7 after serving as
the grand vizier of Malikshah’s son Sanjar in Khorasan.” The true addressee
was most probably Fakhr al-Mulk’s son, Muhammad, who also served as
Sanjar’s vizier from 500/1106 to 511/1117, when he was dismissed and
mulcted for over one million dindrs in cash.® It was Muhammad b. Fakhr
al-Mulk who, along with his uncle Ahmad and another high government
official, had been trying to convince al-Ghazzali to return to teaching just
before his death. The copyist of the Farayed-e gheydthi manuscript probably
passed over the word “Muhammad” when writing the addressee’s name. This
conclusion dovetails with al-Ghazzali’s invocation to God to “cleanse their
spirits,” referring in all probability to Muhammad b. Fakhr al-Mulk’s martyred
father and grandfather.
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Text of the Letter

From the Pinnacle of souls, the Proof of Islam, Sultan of the World’s
Scholars, Master of Unveiling and Inspiration, Advisor to Kings and Rulers,
Guide of Noble Men at large, Imam Mohammad Ghazzali,” to the Sultan of
Viziers, Protector of the People, Khawaje [Mohammad b.] Fakhr al-Molk b.
Nezam al-Molk, may God comfort their souls and cleanse their spirits
(ashbababum) with the pure waters of virtue (bizulal al-afdal), concerning
the refusal to head his madrase in Baghdad and some small moral advices.

Arrenga / Hosn-e Matla“

In the name of God, the most Gracious, the most Merciful.

God has said “to everyone there is a direction presided over by God, so
vie in doing good deeds (kbayrat)” (Quran 2:148). God, may His truth be
magnified, says that no man applies himself to a matter without it being his
objective, his geble. [O mankind, He says], devote yourself to that which is best
and race to contend with one another in doing so. Now, those who have made
some objective their geble fall into three groups. The first are the vulgar masses
(‘avamm) who are the people of heedlessness (ghaflat). The second are those
elite (khavass) who are characterized by intelligence and perspicacity
(keyasat). The third are the elite of the elite (khdss al-kbavdss), who are the
people of true perception and understanding (basirat).

As for the people of heedlessness, their vision is limited to transient goods,
for they think that the greatest blessings are the blessings of this world which
one harvests by seeking wealth and prestige. They devote themselves to this
quest, and wealth and prestige become the most beloved objects in their eyes
(gorrat al-‘ayn). The Prophet, may God’s peace and blessings be upon him,
said: “there are no two wolves let into a pen of sheep more destructive than
the love of money and honor released into the faith of a believer (al-mar’
al-muslim).” So it is that these heedless people have not separated the wolf
from its prey and have not properly distinguished between what is most dear
to them and what brings them the greatest pain (sokbnat al-‘ayn). Thus have
they attached dignity to the path of despondency. Of this misfortune the
Prophet once said, “ Woe unto the slave of the dindr, woe unto the slave of
the dirbam.”*

As for the second group, they are the elite who have grasped [the nature
of] the world through intelligence and perspicacity and are sure of the
superiority of the afterlife. The verse “the life to come is better and more
enduring” (Quran 87:17) has manifested itself to them. It does indeed take
some intelligence to realize that eternity is better than obliteration and
annihilation (fana’)," so they turn their faces from the world and make the
hereafter their geble. And although these people are at fault for not seeking
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only the Absolute Good, they have at least contented themselves with
something better than this earthly world.

As for the third group, the elite of the elite who are the people of truly
perceptive understanding, they realize that everything that is possessed of
good cannot be the ultimate good. Such things are therefore transitory, and 7zo
discerning person is pleased with things that fade (al-‘aqil la yubibbu al-afilin,
based on Quran 6:76). They realize that this world and the next are both
created, and they understand that the best aspects of these two realms are the
twin pleasures of eating and conjugal intercourse, both of which animals also
enjoy." This could never be a sufficient station [for them], for the Lord and
Creator of the world and the hereafter is greater and more lofty. For [the elite
of the elite] the verse “and God is better and more enduring” (Quran 20:73)
has become manifest and they have chosen a place in “an assembly of truth
in the presence of an omnipotent Lord” (Quran 54:55), for “the companions
of the garden are ever occupied with joy” (Qur'an 36:55). Indeed the truth of
“there is no deity but God” (/d ildaha illa Allah)" has revealed itself to them,
and they have realized that any person who is bound to something, he is the
slave of that object, and it becomes his god and object of worship. This is why
[the Prophet] said “woe to the slave of the dirbam.” Everyone whose objective
is something other than God most high, his profession of God’s transcendental
unity (fowhid) is neither complete nor free from subtle acts of granting other
than God that place reserved for God alone (sherk-e kbaf7). This group has
therefore divided all existence into two opposing groups: God and other than
God. They hold up these two groups against each other, like the two weighing
pans of a balance, making their innermost heart (del) its measure (lesdan-e
mizan)."* When they see their hearts, out of their very nature and obeisance
[to truth] leaning towards the best side, they conclude that “indeed the scale
of good deeds is more heavy.” If they see it tilting away from that side they
conclude “the scale of bad deeds is heavier.” They have realized that whatever
does not pass this test will not pass the test on the Day of Judgment. And just
as the first level were mere vulgar masses (‘avdamm) compared to the second,
so is the second group mere rabble (‘avdmm) in relation to the third level; they
do not understand their words and do not grasp the true meaning of gazing
at the face of God most high.

Narratio
Since the Grand Vizier (sadr-e vezarat), may God most high grant him the

loftiest of stations, calls me from a lower position to a higher one, I also call
him from the “lowest of the low” (asfal al-sdafilin; Quran 95:5) to the “highest
of the high” (a‘la al-‘iliyyin). The lowest station is that of the first group, and
the highest of the high is that of the third group. The Prophet, may God’s
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peace and blessings be upon him, said “he who treats you with beneficence,
repay bim with equal treatment.” Yet I find myself incapable of such
reciprocation and am without the means to reply in kind. [The vizier should]
make preparation to move with all due haste from the depths of the masses
(hadid-e dareje-ye ‘avamm) to the acme of the elite of the elite (bega ‘e [sic!l-
dareje-ye kbavdss-e khavdss).” For the roads from Tas and Baghdad and any
land to God’s Truth most high (Haqq-e ta‘ald) are all one. None is shorter or
longer than the others. As for the path from this position [that you are offering
me], it is [also] no better. In truth, he should know that if he should omit even
one religious obligation ( fard’ed), commit any major sin (kaba’er) from
amongst those things that the sacred law has forbidden, or enjoy one peaceful
night when in all of his realm there is one person suffering injustice, regardless
of what excuse he might proffer, his station would be none other than the
lowest, and he would be counted amongst the people of heedlessness. “Those
heedless ones, certainly they are the losers in the Hereafter” (Quran 11:22). /
ask God most bigh to awaken [the vizier] from the sleep of heedlessness so that
he might look to the morrow before bis fate escapes his control.

Dispositio

Having come to the subject of the Baghdad madrase and [my] excuse
(‘odbr) for desisting from obeying the direction of the Grand Vizier, it is that
nothing eases the inconvenience [of moving away] from [one’s] homeland and
place of refuge except the prospect of an increase in either faith or worldly
advantage. As for worldly increase, praise be to God’s grace, it has been
removed from [Ghazzali’s heart]. Even if Baghdad were brought to Tas with
no movement on [Ghazzali’s] behalf, its affairs fully arranged and given to
Ghazzali as property, his heart would not heed it. For recognizing this
[temptation] would be the fate of those weak in faith. My remaining days
would be disturbed and no affair would come easily to me. As for an increase
in faith and religion, by my life this does warrant some seeking and movement
on my part. [Indeed,] there is no doubt that to inundate oneself in knowledge
would be much easier there [in Baghdad], that the means to do so would be
much more elaborate and that the number of students there would be much
greater. In the face of all this increase, however, there are excuses and religious
reasons that would fall into ruin, such that this increase could not compensate
for [so great] a loss.

One reason is that there are one hundred and fifty students here busy with
learning and living in pious abstinence (motavarre®). Transferring them [to
Baghdad] and providing means for them [there] would not be feasible. The
hope of having more students in another place is no license to neglect these
students or cause them harm. This would be equivalent to someone who was
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responsible for the care of ten orphans leaving them lost and hungry out of
the hope that he could tend to twenty orphans somewhere else.

The second excuse is that, at the time that the noble martyr Nezam
al-Molk, may God sanctify his soul, called me to Baghdad, I was alone and
without family or relations. Presently, because I have such relations and
children, moving them, neglecting them or injuring their hearts would likewise
not be feasible.

The third reason is that since I attained the grave of God’s Intimate (kbalil)
[Abraham, in Hebron], may God’s peace and blessings be upon him, in the
year 489 [AH] (it has been almost fifteen years since then,) I have made three
oaths that I have so far fulfilled. The first is that I not accept any Sultanic
money; the second is that I not call on any sultans; and the third is that T not
engage in any scholarly debate. If T were to break this oath my heart and days
[vaqt] here would be greatly disturbed and no religious act would be
accomplished for me. In Baghdad there is no escaping debates, and one
cannot avoid visiting the Caliphal Abode (dar al-kbelafe). In that period since
I returned from Syria (Sham) 1 have not paid a visit to Baghdad, have
surrendered myself to not holding any position and have been in reclusion.
Should I take some job I would not be at peace, for my soul would not be free
denying such reclusion, and this would have its consequences.

Finally, the greatest excuse is that of livelihood. If T do not accept any of
the sultan’s money, and since I have no property or means of sustenance in
Baghdad, the path of livelihood would be closed off to me. Furthermore, this
trifling property here in Tus, which suffices my children only after our
excessive efforts at parsimony and contenting ourselves [with what we have],
would not prove sufficient in our absence from this place. These are all
religious excuses that are very significant to me, although the majority of
people would consider these matters quaint.

Conclusion
In conclusion, since [my] time has drawn long (dowr diir dar keshid), it is

time to bid farewell rather than travel to Baghdad. It is expected from one so
bounteously endowed with good character (makdrem-e akbldq) [like the
Grand Vizier] that he accept these excuses. Also, he should suppose that if
Ghazzali came to Baghdad and then the term [set for his life] set by God
(Haqq), may He be glorified and elevated, also came to pass, plans would
again need to be made for [finding] another teacher. [The vizier] should
consider as if this [had happened] today. Peace be unto him who has followed
God’s guidance. May God (Izad) most eminent adorn the universal minister
(sadr-e jaban) with the essential truth of faith (hagiqat-e timan) which lies
beyond faith’s outward form (szrat-e iman) that he might become one of its
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Knowers. Praise be to God for His favors, and may His blessings be upon the
Propbet and his family. May God endow us with a loathing for the Abode of
Delusion (dar al-ghurir) and assign us to the Abode of Bliss (dar al-suriir)
by His mercy and the breadlth of His generosity, indeed He is the most mercifuil
of those who grant mercy.

Genre of the Letter: Mirrors for Princes

At the time al-Ghazzali composed this letter, classical Islamic political
writing had already reached its full maturity. Just as al-Mawardi’s (d. 450/1058)
al-Abkam al-sultaniyya formulated a coherent Islamic political theory from
a juridical point of view, the more practical “Mirrors for Princes” genre fit the
ancient Sassanian notion of just rule into an Islamic idiom. Al-Ghazzali and his
patron, the inimitable vizier Nizam al-Mulk, both wrote exemplary works in
this genre, combining the language of Islamic piety and holy law with the
practical political advice inherited from the Pahlevi Andarz-name (advice
literature). This Persian literature probably first entered the Islamic tradition in
the late Umayyad period through translations of texts like the ‘Ahd Ardashir."®
Other Persian texts were later translated by Ibn al-Muqaffa® (d.c. 139/756) in
the early Abbasid period."” The syncretic nature of this genre and its synthesis
of Near Eastern traditions is no more evident than in Nizam al-Mulk’s eclectic
Siyasat-name, which cites the political wisdom of Alexander the Great,
Sassanian kings and the Companions of the Prophet within a few pages.'®

Also steeped in Persianate, Hellenistic and Islamic traditions, al-Ghazzali
penned the Nasithat al-mulitk, “The Advice of Kings,” in which he dubbed the
sultan the “Shadow of God” and called upon the ruler to preserve the famous
Circle of Justice. In this classical Persian ideal of government, a pious monarch
strengthens his dynasty by maintaining the perfect balance between taxation
and military spending under a consummately just eye." For both ruler and the
ruled, a fear of God and devotion to justice are requirements for prosperity.*
Works like the Siydsat-name and Nasthat al-mulitk express this ideal of a just
ruler through stories that portray kings like Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna engaged
in their daily prayers and personally tending to the most minor infractions of
the law.?!' Al-Ghazzalt’s letter to Muhammad b. Fakhr al-Mulk reiterates these
motifs by reminding the vizier to fulfill his religious obligations ( fard’ed) and
warning him against allowing any injustice to appear in his realm.

In al-Ghazzali’s time it was not novel for scholars to encapsulate such
advice in letters to viziers. An earlier scholar and Sufi named Abu al-Hasan al-
Busti (d. 478/1085-6)** had written Nizam al-Mulk reminding him of his duties
and even quoting a similar letter written to the Buyid vizier al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad
(d. 385/995) a century earlier.” In the Fadd’il al-andam alone we have twelve
letters that al-Ghazzali wrote to viziers and five to military commanders.** Like
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his letter to Muhammad b. Fakhr al-Mulk, these correspondences address
specific and often banal topics. Even when addressing the Seljuq sultan
himself, however, al-Ghazzali does not hesitate to draw from the Mirrors for
Princes genre with advice like “today it has reached such a point that [for a

ruler] one hour of justice is the equivalent of a hundred years of worship.”?

Kbass and Amm: the Elite and Commoners in
Islamic Intellectual and Political Culture

Al-Ghazzal’s choice to divide human beings into the three distinct levels
of ‘amm, the vulgar masses; khdss, the elite or the elect; and kbdss al-kbawdss,
the select elite of the elite, draws on an elitist strain in Islamic social and
intellectual history that has its origins in late Umayyad and early Abbasid times.
The terms ‘@mm (or ‘dmma, pl. ‘awdmm), meaning “general, common, or
plebian,” and khdss (or kbdssa, khusiis, or pl. khawdss), meaning “specific,
elite, or select” are ubiquitous in Islamic sciences and literature. Like other
terms such as as/ and far, the pervasive ‘dmm / kbdss distinction binds
together the disparate and stratified branches of the Islamic sciences as well as
broader expressions of Islamic civilization as a whole. In an instance of what
one might term the “logocentrisme”® of Islamic thought, words such as khdss
and ‘amm serve as conceptual touchstones wherever they appear, their
specific connotations and technical implications shifting in context while their
general import ties both text and reader to the united worldview that defines
Islamic civilization. Thus, Muslim jurists speak of nass ‘@mm and nass kbdss in
the Quran and hadith, alluding to legal injunctions that should be interpreted
as either broadly applicable or specific to certain persons or circumstances.?”
The lands belonging to rulers from the Abbasid caliphs to the Ottoman sultans
were deemed khdss, or private, and al-Ghazzali addresses another letter to the
Seljuq ruler with both a public (‘@mm) and a private (kbdss) request. The
former is his plea on behalf of the drought-stricken inhabitants of his native
Tas, while the latter cautions the sultan to ignore petty accusations leveled
against the scholar by his rivals.*® A ruler’s khdssa constituted his court or elite
retinue, while the ‘@mma were the masses he ruled.”

Unlike other salient Islamicate terms such as as/ and far’, however,
‘amm and kbdss do not originate in the Qur'an. Rather they make their
first appearance in a religious or legal context in the hadith literature that
developed in the first century and a half of Islamic history. There the two
words generally denote one’s familiars versus the general public. Ahmad b.
Hanbal (d. 241/855) transmits a report in which kbdssa simply means
“familiars” or “friends and family.”*" In the Sunan of Ibn Maja (d. 273/866) we
find Anas b. Malik quoting the Prophet identifying God’s people (ablin) as
“the people of the Qurian, the people of God and His intimates
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(Rhdssatubu).”" In the Kitab al-zuhd wa al-raqd’iq of ‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak
(d. 181/797), the author quotes one Bilal b. Sa‘d (d. between 105-125/724—
743) as saying “indeed disobedience to God done covertly only harms those
directly involved (khdassataha), but if it is made public and not rectified it
harms the general public (al-‘dmma).”* Decades earlier, al-Hasan al-Basri

(d. 110/728) narrated a hadith in which the Prophet instructs his followers

to be merciful, adding “this is not the mercy of one of you towards himself,
his progeny or his familiars (khdssatubuw), but rather towards the people at
large (al-‘amma). . "%

This original juxtaposition of “familiars” versus “general public” also
appeared in a political context during the early second century of Islamic
history.*" Just as this milieu produced Prophetic hadith in which devout
believers are “God’s intimates (khdssatuhu),” so does the historian al-Mas‘udi
(d. 345/950) tell of the Umayyad caliph ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz’s (d. 101/720)
personal retinue (khdssa).” The concept of familiarity or closeness was clear
in these political circumstances. For example, Yazid b. al-Muhallab (d. 104/
720-1) is described as having enjoying “intimacy (khdssa)” with the Umayyad
caliph Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik (d. 99/717), who regularly sat this advisor
next to him on his throne.*® The influential political treatise ‘Ahd Ardashir is
replete with juxtapositions between the khdssa, the ruler’s ministers and junta,
and the governed masses (‘@mma).’’ By the time of Nizam al-Mulk, khdssa was
an indispensable term for the ruler’s ministers and elite retinue.

As the early pietism and nascent scholarly culture of the first Islamic
century matured into the cosmopolitan Near Eastern atmosphere of the
Abbasid period, kbdss and ‘amm developed from the distinction between
familiar and general to the dichotomy between elite and common. This
transition was natural for scholars and litterateurs whom the state often either
patronized or employed as secretaries and judges. Sophistication and
proximity to the state thus went hand in hand. The scion of a noble Persian
family and an advisor to the Abbasid caliph al-Mansutr (d. 158/775), Ibn
al-Muqaffa® endows the terms with the notion of a small, sophisticated elite
as opposed to the uncultured masses.”® Al-Jahiz (d. 255/869), who wrote
many of his letters for the political elite, composed a treatise describing
the characteristics of these commoners in Abbasid society (Risdla fi wasf
al-‘awamm).” Al-Jahiz's younger contemporary, the judge Ibn Qutayba
(d. 276/889), adorned his letters with assertions such as “scholars would
prohibit the masses (al-‘awdmm) from asking too many questions, [since]
to be presented with something of which one is ignorant is safer than being
presented with something of which one has knowledge.”* This shielding
the uneducated from knowledge that might harm them can be traced back
as early as Malik b. Anas (d. 179/795) in the mid second/eighth century.*
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Later scholars carried this distinction to more theoretical levels. In his
division of the different fields of knowledge, the philosopher Abu al-Hasan
al-“Amiri (d. 381/992) explains that only the educated and gifted kbdssa
should learn or practice the sciences (sind‘ar), guiding the blissfully ignorant
‘amma.*” This would remain a central usage of khdss and ‘@mm until the
modern period. Administrators and viziers looked down upon the vulgar
masses and emphasized the need to guide them properly. Nizam al-Mulk,
for example, describes the licentious and disgraceful sexual communism
of the Mazdakean heresy as appealing especially to the ‘awdamm.”

Al-Ghazzali was very much a product of this stratified intellectual culture.
Debate has raged over whether or not the famous scholar cultivated esoteric
doctrines that he hid from all but his finest students.* Indeed his writings are
pregnant with suggestive statements such as “you have wrapped on a door
opened only to the most discerning scholars . . . and the breasts of those
free [souls] are the tombs of secrets.” Furthermore, he cites adages such as
“revealing the Secret of Lordliness is disbelief.”* The scholar Lazarus-Yafeh
argues that this debate arises from a misunderstanding of al-Ghazzalt’s
approach to teaching and Islamic religious discourse in general. Knowledge
and higher truths were always the purview of the elect, who in turn guided
the masses only to that knowledge which benefited them in this world and the
hereafter. Thus throughout his works al-Ghazzali repeatedly quotes maxims
such as “speak to people according to their minds’ ability.”* He states in his
Ihya ‘ultim al-din that a scholar should not expose commoners to an esoteric
understanding of the Quran, for “his bonds as a common man [to religion]
would be loosened, and it would not be easy to bind him in the bonds of the
elite (kbhawdss).”” Al-Ghazzal’s contempt for the ignorance of the masses
sometimes expresses itself palpably in his writings. In his Mi‘yar al-m,
for example, he criticizes scholars who have allowed themselves to be
deceived by false arguments as if they were “stupid commoners” (al-‘awdamm
al-aghbiya’).*®

The Tripartite Division of the Sufi World: Gmm,
kbass and kbass al-kbawass

Al-Ghazzal’s use of ‘amm, khdss and kbdss al-khawdss to divide mankind
into three classes in his letter represents an expression of a specifically Sufi
worldview. Yet the role of these terms in Islamic mystical discourse has
not received significant attention. There has been no attempt to trace their
emergence as a framework for establishing a tripartite division of society with
Sufi mystics at its apex.” M.A J. Beg’s otherwise excellent article on ‘d@mma and
kbdssa in the Encyclopaedia of Islam does not venture into the Sufi genre.
Nikkie Keddie’s insightful article on the elitist tendencies of Islamic intellectual
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and religious culture has too broad a scope for a detailed investigation of the
link between these terms and Sufism.” If Sufi glossaries produced from within
the Islamic tradition include the terms, they often give them either cursory or
anachronistic definitions.” Furthermore, the many modern studies of Islamic
mysticism are often too general to focus on such obscure issues, and even the
books’ indices of technical terms frequently omit khdss, ‘@mm and all their
derivatives.>*

We find no trace of any religious usage for kbdss and ‘@mm amongst the
early Muslim ascetics (zubhdd) to whom later Sufis would look as forbearers
after Sufism had emerged as a distinct tradition with its own technical lexicon.*
In early ascetic works such as material attributed to al-Hasan al-Basri, Ibn
al-Mubarak’s Kitab al-zubd wa al-raqa’iq and Ahmad b. Hanbal’s Kitab
al-zubd, the terms appear very rarely, only denoting the general juxtaposition
of familiars with the unknown. They possess no spiritual dimension.”* Even in
the mid third/ninth-century writings of the pivotal Sufi al-Harith al-Muhasibi
(d. 243/857) the terms have no specifically spiritual significance. Although he
was an important ascetic, al-Muhasibi uses the terms in the same manner as
mainstream scholars of the Abbasid period; khdss and ‘@mm simply denote the
elite minority and common masses in Muslim society.”

Most of the early figures associated with Sufism left no written works. For
ascetics like Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (d.c. 185/801), Bishr al-Hafi (d. 227/841)) and
Ibrahim b. Adham (d. 161-3/777-80), we only have isolated sayings preserved
in later works such as Muhammad al-Sulamt’s (d. 412/1021) Tabaqat
al-siifiyya, ‘Abd al-Karim al-Qushayri’s (d. 437/1045) Risdla, Abtu Nu‘aym
al-Isbahant’s (d. 430/1038) Hilyat al-awliya’, ‘Abdallah al-Harawt's (d. 481/
1089) Tabagdt al-sifiyya, and Farid al-Din ‘Attar’s (d. 586/1190 or 627/1230)
Tadbkerat al-awleyd’. The first figure they cite as employing khdss and ‘amm
in a technical sense is al-Muhasibt’s contempary Dha al-Nun al-Misri (d. 246/
861) in the mid third/ninth century. He is quoted as saying “the ‘awdamm
repent for sins, but the khawdss repent for heedlessness (ghafla).” In this
statement, we see the first use of these terms to distinguish between laymen
and a special Sufi caste. Margaret Smith has recognized Dhu al-Nun’s
pioneering role, crediting him with the elaboration of the different stations
(magamadt) along the mystical path.”” After him, the terms khdss and ‘dmm
divided Sufi mystics from religious society at large and became prevalent in
Baghdad among the disciples of al-Junayd (d. 298/910), the epicenter of
classical Sufism, and in the Khorasan school of mysticism.”

The kbdssa came to correspond to those elect who devote themselves to
the mystical path and whom God has initiated into its secrets. The ‘dmma
consists of the laymen for whom the basic requirements of faith and the sacred
law (shari‘a) suffice. For the great mystic Ibn Mansur al-Hallaj (d. 309/922), the
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khdssa are “the professional mystics” as opposed to the uninitiated ‘@mma.”
While the masses are separated from God’s reality, the elect enjoy a different
relationship with the Divine and are exposed to its majesty. Only the elect
experience the bliss of encountering God.”” The famous Sufi master al-
Qushayri writes in his Risdla that “the masses (‘awdmm) are shrouded by the
veil [between man and Godl, while [God] is constantly revealed (tajalld) to the
elect (/ebawdss).”“ The elect thus understand God’s commands in the light of
their desire to know Him and devote themselves exclusively to His worship.
The ‘awamm obey God out of fear of divine retribution and hellfire, while the
elect heed God for His sake alone.®® In Dhu al-Nun’s statement about the
repentance of the khawdss, so intent are these elect on constantly
remembering God and so close is their tie to Him that even a moment’s neglect
is tantamount to a sin in their eyes. Aba Talib al-Makki (d. 382/993 or 386/
996), whose comprehensive Sufi manual Qur al-quliib had a large impact on
al-Ghazzali, uses ‘@mm and khdss in essentially the same manner.*

It remains to be seen whether mysticism borrowed the kbdss / ‘amm
bifurcation from political culture. Regardless, in both realms the usage
stemmed from the general import that the terms displayed in the hadith
literature. Sufis expressed khdssa in its abstract meaning of intimacy with God
through the term kbusiisiyya, a word equated with sainthood (wildya). The
notion of personal familiarity attached to khdss in hadith literature was the root
of wilaya and kbustisa, both of which portrayed the Sufis as God’s inner circle.
In his work Kbatam al-wildya the Sufi master al-Hakim b. ‘Ali al-Tirmidhi
(d. 285/898 or 318/930) therefore devotes a chapter to the prophets and God’s
intimates (khdssa).*" In his exegesis of the Qurian, al-Sulami ties khdssa and
wildaya together, noting the ways in which God has elected (khassa . . .
bi-khdssatibi) the Prophets, saints (awliya’) and the true believers.” Al-Junayd
explained these saints’ relationship to the masses. In one of his letters he
identifies his addressee as one of those who know God (ahl ma‘rifatibi) and
whom God has elected (kbhassa) by granting him a true understanding of the
Quran. Al-Junayd then urges him to guide the ignorant and misled masses.®
In reciprocation for this direction, the major early Sufi authority Sahl al-Tustari
(d. 283/890) asserts that all people must believe in the existence of the spiritual
elect (khusiisiyya).” Two centuries later al-Ghazzali adds that, along with basic
religious obligations, the ‘awdmm should devote themselves to supporting the
elect so that these sages could seek true knowledge.®

The emergence of kbdss and ‘@mm in the budding Sufi lexicon was part
of a major transition occurring in Sufism. Dhut al-Nun’s teachings introduced
the notion of gnosis, or an elevated knowledge of God that revealed His
oneness to His elite devotees.”” At this time mystics such as al-Junayd and Aba
Yazid al-Bistami (d. 261-4/874—8) began seeking direct experience with the
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Divine and the annihilation of the self before God’s transcendental unity. This
ecstatic drive to know God in the most immediate sense was a departure from
the sober piety and rigorous religious discipline found amongst earlier ascetics
in works like Ibn al-Mubarak’s Kitab al-zuhd. Marshall Hodgson observed that
in this period “a new dimension was being added to the expectations mystics
had of what mystical experience could lead to.””’ From the material that has
survived it appears that at this time Dhu al-Nun first elaborated the tripartite
division of people in relation to their knowledge of the Divine.”! ‘Attar quotes
him as saying:

Knowledge exists on three levels: the first is the knowledge of God’s

oneness (towhid), which is for the masses of believers (‘dmme-ye

mo’menin); the second is the knowledge of compelling argument and

elucidation (hojjat va beyan), which the wise, cultured and scholarly

possess; the third is the knowledge of the attributes of the Absolute

Unicity (vabdaneyyat), which is the dominion of the saints (ahl-e

velayat).”

‘Attar was writing nearly four hundred years after Dha al-Nan, whose
aphorisms are preserved only by later authors. The evidence from °‘Attar’s
Tadbkerat alone thus does not suffice for dating the emergence of the tripartite
division with Dha al-Nan. The Egyptian Sufi’s student, Sahl al-Tustarf,
however, echoes this tripartite distinction in his surviving exegesis of the
Qur’an. There he divides men into the masses of the believers (‘ammat
al-muwminin), the ‘ulamd’, and finally the Prophets and the righteous
(siddigiin).” Sahl's younger contemporary al-Junayd’s threefold division of
religious men into the ritually devoted who worship God out of fear, the
ascetics, and finally the Sufi mystics strengthens evidence for the emergence
of the tripartite division by this time.”

After Dhu al-Nun’s time the tripartite division acquired a central role in Sufi
discourse and crystallized around three terms. In addition to the ‘d@mm and
khdss distinction between the masses and the more devoted ascetics, the third
level stemmed from Hodgson’s “new dimension” of a direct experience of the
Divine. Like the early Christian Gnostic groups of the second century CE that
divided humanity into three tiers, this third level was one of gnosis (ma‘rifa),
whose practitioners (‘a@rifiin) sought an immediate knowledge of God.” One
of al-Junayd’s associates, Abt al-Hasan al-Nuri (d. 295/907) thus groups men’s
hearts into three tiers, with the third and most pious that of the gnostics
(‘arifitn).”® In his early fifth/eleventh century work Tabagqat al-sifiyya, al-
Sulami quotes Sahl as dividing the trials and pitfalls ( fitan) facing believers
into the three levels of the ‘@Gwdamm, kbawdss, and ‘arifiin.”” Several decades
later al-Qushayri records a statement detailing these three increasingly
demanding stages of asceticism.” For al-Sulami and al-Qushayrt’s
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contemporary Abta Nu‘aym al-Isbahani, the term ‘Grif served as a mainstay for
denoting the true Sufis.”

The concept of gnosis continued to define the topmost level in the Sufis’
tripartite division of mankind, but in the late third/early tenth century another
term entered mystical discourse and superceded ‘d@rif as the designation for
man’s ultimate relationship with the Divine. The first occurrence of the term
khass al-khawass (or its Arabic and Persian variants of kbusiis al-khustis and
khdss-e kbdss) 1 found appears in the Kitdb al-luma‘ of the Khorasani Sufi Aba
Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988)." This seminal work represents a concerted and
organized explanation of Islamic mysticism, featuring a chapter that
systematically defines Sufi jargon. Al-Sarraj resorts to a quote from the Baghdad
mystic Abu Bakr al-Shibli (d. 334/948) to explain kbusiis al-kbustis. Al-Shibli
states that his master al-Junayd asked him what he had heard about the term
and what his opinion was concerning it.”'

This anecdote about al-Junayd discussing what appears to be an unfamiliar
term with his younger student seems accurate. Al-Junayd’s surviving works
bear no trace of this highly formalized lexicon, while his disciples clearly
employed this term.* It therefore seems both appropriate and convenient to
date the emergence of the term kbdss al-khawdss at this juncture between
al-Junayd and his student al-Shibli, whom he respected a great deal.™

Unlike the term khbdss, however, kbdss al-kbawdss did not flourish in
political discourse. Although al-Mas‘adi does use kbdss al-khdss in a political
context in his Muriij al-dbabab at approximately the same time as al-Shibli,*!
the term is conspicuously absent from the Abbasid secretary Abu ‘Abdallah
al-Jahshiyari's (d. 331/942) Kitab al-wuzurd wa al-kuttdb. Considering that
author’s intimate knowledge of Islamic political culture up to his time and his
liberal use of khdss and ‘@mm throughout his book, this absence suggests that
the superlative form khdss al-khawdss was not widely used on the early tenth
century political scene.” Neither do the term and its variants appear in
al-Mas‘adi’s Ithbat al-wasiyya li-I-imam ‘Ali b. Abt Talib, a politically charged
defense of the Shiite doctrine of the Alid right to religious leadership.® Finally,
although al-Ghazzali uses the term in several of his Sufi works, he does not
employ khdss al-kbawdss in his political treatise Nasibat al-muliik.

In mystical discourse, however, the elitist idiom of ‘@mm / kbdss / kbdass
al-khawass provided a convenient and well-understood tool from the fifth/
eleventh century on. Although its usage differed slightly according to author
and context, this idiom became the Sufis’ primary means of ranking mystical
awareness, from the uninitiated masses, to the Sufi neophyte and finally the
accomplished mystic. Thus al-Sarraj relied on the three terms to list the stations
of faith in God (ilm al-yaqin, ‘ayn al-yagin and bhaqq al-yaqin).*” A century
later “Ali Hujviri (d. 465-9/1072-7) of Ghazna, who wrote the first Persian

103



TuHE MusLim WORLD ® VOLUME 96 o JANUARY 2006

treatise on Sufism, employed the same three terms to the same end.™ The most
conspicuous use of this phrasing of the tripartite division appears in ‘Abdallah
al-HarawT’s (d. 481/1089) comprehensive Sufi glossary Mandzil al-sa@’irin.
There the author divides almost every Sufi concept he addresses, from God’s
unicity (fawhid) to spiritual discipline (7iydda), into the three levels of ‘amm,
khdss and kbdss al-khdss.”

It is thus no surprise that in his letter al-Ghazzali chose this idiom to divide
mankind into those obsessed with worldly goods, the religiously devout, and
the mystical elite. This tripartite division had become commonplace amongst
Sufis, and the great scholar frequently employed it in his works. It appears
prominently in his Mishkdt al-anwar, which al-Ghazzali begins by explaining
that the word “light” has different meanings according to the three levels of
people, the ‘amm, khdss and khdss al-khawdss.” Later in the work the scholar
undertakes an exegesis of the mystical hadith in which the Prophet states that
God has seventy veils of light and darkness. There, he again divides mankind
into the three groups, the lowest veiled by total darkness, the second by an
admixture of light and darkness, and the third by sheer light.”! Of this elect
gnostic class, the most elite are the kbdss al-khawdss whose piercing
knowledge of God and His oneness effaces their essence and brings them into
mystical union with the Divine.”

Conclusion: Sufism’s Terminological Authenticity
and Life after al-Ghazzali

Much of the controversy surrounding the authenticity of Sufism in the
Muslim world has centered on the relatively late development of the Islamic
mystical tradition. Sufis hold up early ascetics such as Ibrahim b. Adham and
al-Hasan al-Basri as the progenitors of the mystical tradition and its
authoritative guarantors amongst the early Muslim community. Yet we see that
the ‘amm / kbass and kbdss al-khawass terminology so prominent in Islamic
mystical discourse after its efflorescence in the fourth/tenth to sixth/twelfth
centuries did not appear in early Sufi writings. Moreover, these terms are
absent even in the Sufi tradition’s later depiction of its early pioneers. As
early as the fourth/tenth century, Sufis recognized this dearth of an early
nomenclature, explaining that “today Sufism (fasawwuf) is a name without a
reality, it was once a reality without a name.””

Yet an overemphasis on Sufism’s tangible origins in preserved texts clouds
the important issue of the tradition’s organic roots in Islam. Moreover, casting
an overly diachronic eye on the Sufi tradition ignores Nicholson’s insight on
Ibn al-‘Arabt’s (d. 638/1240) usage of kbusiis al-khusiis, a notion whose
underlying meaning he describes as “almost as old as Stfism itself.”* Indeed
the tripartite division of people according to their submission to God and grasp
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of His reality may be seen expressed in the Qur'an. One such verse states that
the communities to whom God has revealed His books are divided into those
who wrong their own souls, those who take a middle course in religion, and
those “who are the foremost in doing good (sabiq bi-al-kbayrdt, Quran
35:32).”” As part of his effort to prove the orthodox character of Sufism,
al-Sarraj uses this verse to ground the notions of kbdss and khdss al-khawdss
in the Qur'anic paradigm.”® Al-Ghazzali himself begins his letter to Muhammad
b. Fakhr al-Mulk with a reference to this duty of striving for preeminence in
doing good.

Whatever the conceptual authenticity of the tripartite division in the
Qur’an, it is nonetheless clear that neither this distinction nor the ‘@mm / kbdss
or khass al-kbawdass model appeared in the Sufi tradition until the second half
of the third/ninth century. The tripartite division was a feature of Near Eastern
Gnosticism from as early as the second century, but even with the Islamic
tradition’s adoption of Gnostic ideas, this development probably stemmed
from the very nature of the Sufi calling itself. As Margaret Smith points out, the
early Muslim ascetic tradition as evidenced in the work of Ibn al-Mubarak and
al-Hasan al-Basri, was founded on supererogation. The practices of these early
devotees centered on superceding the normal religious requirements of the
masses and attaining higher levels of piety.” Later mystics like Dha al-Ntan and
Sahl al-Tustari were intimately acquainted with the intellectual milieu of the
Abbasid world.” In an environment where intellectual giants like al-Jahiz and
Ibn al-Qutayba had divided the political, social and religious world into two
classes, Sufis would require a third and higher level that acknowledged their
superlative devotion. This may explain why the term khdss al-khawdss was
effectively limited to mystical discourse. Even within this Sufi community the
stage was set for laymen (‘dmma) and ascetics (kbdssa). Those gnostics who
sought the “new dimension” of salvational knowledge would need a class for
themselves. Moreover, as the adherents of Islamic mysticism increased in the
fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries, Sufis like Hujvirt worried about
“fraudulent claimants to the Way.” If some of those claiming to be part of
God’s khassa were mere charlatans, then a third and higher level was
necessary for the truly sincere.

It may also have been the very marginal nature of the Sufi movement in
this period that led to the important role that terms like kbdss al-khawdss
would acquire in Islamic mystical thought. Heterodox groups derided and
occasionally forced into dissimulation naturally had to develop a worldview
that deemed “the majority of Muslims as, at least for the present, too misled
and unenlightened to appreciate higher truths.”'”

It thus seems natural that in the wake of al-Ghazzali’s successful adoption
of Sufism into orthodox Islamic tradition, the ‘dmm / kbhdss / kbdss al-kbawdss
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triad lost much of its barbed and condescending tone. The decades after the
famous scholar’s death saw the institutionalization of Sufi brotherhoods that
brought mysticism to the masses.'”" Al-Ghazzali had already included non-Sufi
‘ulamda’ among the ranks of the ‘awdmm,"” but as mysticism spread well
beyond its original spiritual elite the tripartite division served more as an
internal ranking within Sufism and less as a means of dividing up human
society as a whole. Over a century after al-Ghazzal’s death another Persian
mystic, Nar al-Din Isfarayini (d. 639/1242), applied this tripartite ranking to
both saints and prophets. He proposed that both these revered classes be
divided into ‘awamm, kbdss and kbdss al-kbawdss.*”™ If one could refer to
God’s prophets as ‘awdamm, the term had clearly matured from the stupidity
and iniquity associated with it in al-Ghazzali’s time. Isfarayini’s contemporary
Muhyi al-Din b. al-‘Arab?’s usage of the three terms differs according to
context, with the bottom end of the spectrum (‘awdamm) ranging from the
believers in general to an average Sufi adept. In all cases, however, Ibn
al-‘Arabi employs the terms as an internal ranking for either the believing

or mystical community.'” Gone is al-Ghazzalr’s damning dismissal of the
‘awdamm as “the people of heedlessness” obsessed with worldly aims. In

his encyclopedia of Sufi terms, MuSam istalabdt al-siifiyya, ‘Abd al-Razzaq
al-Kashani (d. 730/1330) simply defines the ‘awdmm as scholars who limit
themselves to the exoteric study of law.'”
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damage that dialectical theology could wreck when wielded by the uneducated masses, was
written a month before his death; see George F. Hourani, The Chronology of Ghazali’s
Writings, Journal of the American Oriental Society 79:4 (1959): 233.

4. Abt Hamid al-Ghazzali, Fadd’il al-andm, ed. Nar al-Din Al ‘Ali (Tunis: al-Dar
al-Tanisiyya 1i’-Nashr, 1972), 26.

106



TraE Last DAYs oF AL-GHAZZALI
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its union with the Divine, fand’, was the highest aspiration of the mystic. His use of the
same word for the bodily death so feared by the masses represents an instance in which
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buwa illa buw),” what the great mystic terms the Testimony of Unicity for the Elect (tawhid
al-kbawass) as opposed to the standard testimony of the masses (tawbhid al-‘awdmm),
“there is no deity but God.” The former he deems more befitting God’s unique singularity
(fardaniyya); see al-Ghazzali, Niche, 20. The phrase tawbid al-kbdssa also appears in ‘Abd
al-Karim al-Qushayri’s Risdla; see ‘Abd al-Karim al-Qushayri, al-Risdla al-qushayriyya, ed.
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15.  This sentence must have caused copyists a great deal of trouble. The Fardyed-e
gheyathi version of the letter features the word “beqgd’,” which one can at best translate as
“ground” and does not fit the intended juxtaposition of ‘depths’ (hadid) and ‘high’ in the
metaphor that al-Ghazzali employs. Jalal al-Din Homa’T’s edition of the letter has the word
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stylistic balance of the sentence. Fortunately, al-Ghazzali uses the same metaphor in his
Mishkdt al-anwar. There he describes how the gnostics (‘arifiin) rise from the ‘depths of
metaphor (hadid al-majaz) to the elevation (yafa®) of the Real (al-hagiqa)’; see al-
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