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A Saint in Society - Responses to Ibn
‘Ata’ Allah’s view of the Founder of
the Shadhiliyya Order

Prof. Abu Bakr Sirajuddin Cook

Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah is renown, amongst other things, for being the earliest
prose writer of the Shadhiliyya. Amongst his works that are currently
available is the Lata'if al-minan, the earliest known account of the
founder of the Shadhiliyya Order, Abu’l Hassan al-Shadhili. This paper
will be divided into three sections.The first section will attempt to give
a sense of the figure of Abu’l Hassan, as can be gleaned from the
writings of lbn ‘Ata’ Allah. The second section will highlight one
particular modern critique of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s presentation and examine
what, if any, currency this critique has. Extrapolating from this critique,
the third section will conclude this work with some comments on the
implications and pitfalls of reading of historically significant Sufi
treatises within a contemporary setting.

The Image

For the existing biographies of Abu’l Hassan al-Shadhili, there are three
primary sources. These are |bn ‘Ata’ Allah’s Lata'if al-minan, al-Sabbagh's
Durrat al-asrar, and ‘Abd al-Nur al'lmrani's Manaqid Abul-Hassan al-
Shadhili.! While there is much agreement between these works, each
relays aspects of Abu’l Hassan not found in the others. Of these three
works, Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s would generally be given precedence due to it
being the earliest of these works, though the other two works do
contain a wealth of material that is not found within the Lata'if al-
minan. Furthermore, given that Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah is generally accepted as
one of the spiritual inheritors of Abu’l Abbas al-Mursi,2 whom was one
of the spiritual inheritors of Abu’l Hassan al-Shadhili,® there is a
traceable lineage and generally accepted source for the content of the
Lata’if al-minan. This in no way negates the work of Ibn Sabbagh and
‘Abd al-Nur al-'Imrani, both of whom utilised the disciples of Abu’l
Hassan al-Shadhili, particularly in Tunisia.*

From the outset, it should be acknowledged that the Lata'if al-minan is
not intended to be a strictly biographical account of either Abu’l
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Hassan al-Shadhili or Abu’l Abbas al-Mursi. Of Abu/| Hassan's
biographical information there are clues strewn throughout the Lata'if
al-minan. lbn ‘Ata’ Allah states that Abu’l Hassan “was born and raised in
Morocco and first appeared [as a teacher] in Shadhilah, a town near
Tunisia from which his appellation as al-Shadhili is derived.”> His
teacher (shaykh) was ‘Abd al-Salam Ibn Mashish.® Before setting up in
Egypt he spent time in Tunisia, where Abu’l Abbas became his student
(murid).” At some point Abu’l Hassan completed the pilgrimage {h.ajj].8
Finally, he came to rest and “was buried at Humaythira and his body
was washed in its water.”®

For Ibn ‘Ata’" Allah, one of the qualities of the saints (wali) is the
development of a God-centred consciousness. The acquisition of a
worldview that accords God primacy is one that Abu’l Hassan al-
Shadhili is presented as possessing. He would supplicate “cast a divide
between me and concern for both this earthly life and the life to come
... cause my sole concern to be Thee,"'? illustrating Abu’l Hassan’s
desire to turn away from the world as an end-in-itself. This in no way
implies that Abu’l Hassan renounced and negated the world, for “God,
may he be praised, only revealed the kingdom in order that He might
be seen therein” and, as a result, “if someone is absent to the created
universe, he will likewise be absent to the vision of the Truth therein.”11
Interestingly, it is through one’s engagement with the world that one’s
standing with Allah can, to a degree, be known. Abu’l Hassan recounts
an example of this where he experienced a high degree of intimate
companionship despite being surrounded by lions which “walked in
circles around me,” though later some partridges “became aware of my
presence, they suddenly flew away and my heart fluttered in alarm.”!2
Abu’l Hassan al-Shadhili is chided by this for his response to the
Creation is indicative of his presence with God, which is confirmed by
his hearing the following comment on these events, “yesterday you
were in Us, while now you are in yourself "13 |

While the development of a God-centred consciousness could be said
to be common amongst all Sufi orders, the Shadhiliyya method for
doing so has some distinct qualities. This may be traced back to Abu'|
Hassan’s teacher Ibn Mashish, who is recorded to have supplicated “O
God, as for me, | ask you to cause people to act perversely towards me
lest | take refuge in any but You.”14 Creations, then, are to be seen as a
means of drawing near to the Creator. Thus, rather than dispensing
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with the creations, they can be utilised for soteriological development.
Yet, in order for this to be possible, it is necessary that the creations be
engaged only in accordance with their function. For this reason Abu’l
Hassan said “listening to the creation is rudeness [to the Creator]."'
While he did not shy away from interacting with the creations, Abu'l
Hassan can be seen to have been pragmatic in his approach, always
acknowledging the root cause of creation, namely God. This can also
be seen in his advice to others. For instance, in requesting a particular
judge to increase a student’s allowance he stated “do not deem it
excessive to increase a believer's allowance” for “God is not content
with Paradise as the believer’s reward until, in addition, He has allowed
him to behold His noble face therein.”'® In addition to this he advised
Abu'l Abbas al-Mursi to “"ask nothing of anyone” and “accept nothing
from anyone”!? which can be read as relegating creation to its proper
rank as intermediary, directing all petitions to God, and realising that all
sustenance (rizq) comes only from God.

The Critique

From one perspective it is understandable that the image of Abu'l
Hassan painted by lbn ‘Ata’ Allah is a reverent one. |t is understandably
5o, given the relation between teacher (shaykh) and student (murid)
within a Sufi order (tariga). Nevertheless, this respectfulness and care in
lbn ‘Ata’ Allah’s writing on his teacher and his teacher’s teacher hides
subtle subterfuge. Rather than being seen as an account of the
founder of the Shadhiliyya and one of his successors, one view is that
the Lata'if al-Minan “is mitigated by the fact that it was written as an
apologia for the Egyptian branch of the Shadhiliyya.”'® Central to this
critique of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s work is a challenge to Abu’l Abbas al-Mursi’s
inheritance of the Shadhiliyya. Against the commonly held view that
the Lata'if al-minan captures the teachings of the founder and first
successor of the Shadhiliyya, this critique holds that it was written “to
legitimize the leadership of Abu'l-‘Abbas al-Mursi ... and, by extension,
his successor, lbn ‘Ata‘illah”!®

It would appear, from this perspective, that the composition of the
Lata'if al-minan is a purely self-serving task. Yet, implicit in this critique
is a claim of exclusiveness. In implicit in the view that the Lata'if al-
nfinan is “an apologia for the Egyptian branch of the Shadhiliyya”is the
claim that it is not only a negation of other Sufi orders, but a dismissal
of other non-Egyptian branches of the Shadhiliyya. Similarly, the
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critique implicitly asserts that in as far as the work attempts to
“legitimize the leadership of Abu'l-Abbas al-Mursi,” it does so to the
exclusion of all other successors, whether past, present, Egyptian, or
hon-Egyptian. If Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah is guilty as charged, then he would be
seen as having a self-centred consciousness, rather than a God-centred
consciousness, for “bragging or showing fanaticism about one’s order
Is a sign of the ascendancy of one’s ego.”20 However. if this were 50,
then, not only would this directly contradict the above image of Abu’l
Hassan al-Shadhili, the Lata'if al-minan would be an irregularity within
Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s oeuvre for his other works explicitly promote the
development of a God-centred consciousness,

If the political motivation of the Lata'if al-minan was for the benefit of
Abu’l Abbas al-Mursi, then there must be someone or some group to
whom it is a detriment. Yet, there is no contention that Abu’l Abbas al-
Mursi inherited the Shadhiliyya from Abu'l Hassan al-Shadhili.2! So,
within the Egyptian Shadbhiliyya, there seems little need to “legitimize
the leadership of Abu'l-Abbas al-Mursi.” However, with comments such
as “through the circulation of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah’s works the Shadhili Way
began to spread in the Maghrib, which had rejected the master [i.e.
Abu'l Hassan ash-Shadhili]”?2 and with book titles such as Ibn ‘Ata’
Allah and the Birth of the Shadhiliyya?3 it would seem, within the
scholarly literature at least, that anything other than the Egyptian
branch of the Shadhiliyya has been, at best, treated as being of little
consequence or, at worst, completely discounted. To view the Lata'if al-
minan as legitimising Abu’l Abbas al-Mursi as the inheritor of the
Egyptian Shadhiliyya is, to a degree, framing it as a text that dismisses
and discounts the Tunisian, pre-Egyptian, branch of the Shadhiliyya.

Yet, the view that the Lata'if al-minan is a document that supposedly
undermines the Tunisian Shadhiliyya cannot be upheld for several
reasons. Firstly, while it is true that Ibn al-Sabbagh “follows a more
anecdotal style” than Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah,24 Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah is not attempting
to write a standard biography of either Abu'l Hassan or Abu’'l Abbas.
Thus, Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah would naturally be, to an extent, “devoid of most
historical data.”?> Rather he can be seen to attempt to illustrate, as the
title suggests, the subtle manner within which the blessings or grace of
God can be seen to be at work within the lives of these two Sufi
teachers, and the manner in which they attempted to alert others to its
existence. Secondly, as the above image of Abu’l Hassan shows, rather
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than appearing “more as a trope than as a living saint,”?° Furthermore,
lbn ‘Ata’ Allah explicitly recognises the number and diversity of Abu'l
Hassan’s students “some who resided in al-Maghrib,”“some who came
with him and emigrated to Egypt,” while others “came to be his
companions in Egypt.”?” Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah paints a picture of an astute Sufi
master who should be esteemed, not only for his grasp of
soteriological psychology, but also for the practical application of his
teaching methods within a social setting.

Moreover, the historical evidence does not lend weight to the view
that the Lata'if al-minan is an “apologia for the Egyptian branch of the
Shadhiliyya.” Regarding the pre-Egyptian history of the Shadhiliyya, it is
widely attested that Abu’'l Hassan al-Shadhili’s position as a Sufi
teacher of repute started in Tunisia. It was here that Abu'l Abbas al-
Mursi became his student.28 Whether or not it existed in name, the
Tunisian branch of the Shadhiliyya formed and continued to exist after
Abu’'l Hassan al-Shadhili moved to Egypt, for “those who stayed back in
Tunis when their leader [Abu’l Hassan] journeyed to Egypt maintained
their allegiance to him having formed themselves into a compact
body."2? Regarding the post-Egyptian history of the Shadhiliyya, there
is little, if any, evidence of animosity between the Tunisian and
Egyptian branches of this Sufi order. It has been noted that“lbn Abbad
[of Rhonda] appears to have played an axial role between [the]
Tunisian and Egyptian Shadhili Orders" given, amongst other things, his
popularisation of the works of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah in Fez.® Thus, historical
evidence for any sort of animosity between the various branches of
the Shadhiliyya is lacking. Rather than dividing the Shadhiliyya up it
should be remembered that, irrespective of their physical or temporal
location, they share a lineage (silsila) which unites them, as Abu’l Abbas
al-Mursi stated “this path of ours is not associated with those of the

East, nor with those of the West."3!

The Concern

While the above critique of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah's Lata'if al-minan have been
shown to be largely baseless, concerns arise from it that have a wider
significance for the reading of traditional Sufi texts within a modern
scholarly setting. Of these concerns only one will be discussed here,
namely contextualisation. For it can be seen that the
miscontextualisation of the Lata'if al-minan as primarily a political
document, rather than a soteriological one, is what gives rise to the
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previously mentioned, highly critical comments. Despite the bulk of
the existent scholarly literature giving precedence to Abu'l Hassan and
the Shadhiliyya from the time they settled in Egypt,32 the historical
value and spiritual legacy of the Tunisian branch of the Shadhiliyya has
been largely overlooked. Nevertheless, to find discord between two
branches of a Sufi order, particularly when no such disharmony exists,
is to fail to understand the grater context which gave rise to the
diversification and branching in the first place.

If we may set aside from the preceding case study, many examples can
be found where a figure, group, or event have been miscontextualised.
A problem arises when this miscontextualisation obscures other
potential perspectives on that figure, group or event. A prime example
of this is the figure of Ibn Sab'in.33 For almost 150 years scholars have
presented Ibn Sab‘in' as the most controversial philosopher in the
history of Islam. In conformation of this view there have been
accusations of political dissention, heterodoxy, suicide, and an implicit
charge of apostasy. Yet, these accusations are rarely challenged and as
a result this Islamic thinker is seen as increasingly controversial as time
progresses. Yet, the previous preclusion of Ibn Sab'in’s orthodoxy is
challenged in his comments and actions are seen within an Islamic
paradigm and given context.

Correctly contextualising the content of one’s work is vital for an
accurate presentation of the content. For instance, if a Christian notion
of sainthood is utilised to evaluate the status of a Muslim who is, and
has been, revered as a saint, then the conclusions that are drawn from
that study are liable to misrepresent its content. To do this to a figure
such as Ibrahim al-Dasuqi can result in a narrative that seems set up
solely to show how his sainthood was “invented.”34 One reason for this
is that Christian and Islamic conceptualisations of sainthood are
somewhat incongruous. Each conceptualisation of sainthood is
intimately connected to a conceptual framework. To apply one
conceptualisation out of context disrupts the conceptual matrix, thus
opening the possibility that particular data can be devalued in a
manner that is inconsistent with its context.
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(Footnotes)

1 The trar slation of the Lata'if al-minan used here is Roberts (2005). For
further in’ormation on the other two texts see aI -Sabbagh (1993) and
Honerkan p (2005), respectively.

2 Durkee (2005: 57). Also see Geoffroy (2005:521).
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existence of inheritors other than Abu'l Abbas al-Mursi as this possibility
is exactly the point of contention that is raised in the second section.
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