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ABSTRACT

In general, three major trends can be distinguished in the history of Sufism and
Islamic mysticism. The most formal and traditional form of Sufism—known in
sources as “‘devout Sufism”—is the oldest. In this article, for reasons that will
be given, I propose to refer to this movement as “formal Sufism” or “mannered
Sufism.” The defining features of this movement were asceticism and the
invention of new customs and traditions to distinguish its followers from other
Muslims. The circle of the “self” in this process is narrow, and its content is
shaped mainly by their practices of self-denial. However, the circle of the
“other” for them is so wide that it can even include Sufis who do not share their
views. “Scholarly Sufism” emerged when Sufism came to occupy the minds of
the scholarly class. This form of Sufism was a largely subjective matter,
discussed and propagated in schools and academic institutions. The citcle of the
“self” in this movement was broad, capable of including anything that would
guide its adherents intellectually and cognitively toward the knowledge of God.
Consequently, the circle of the “other” for them consisted of any obstacle or
hindrance that either blocked or nartowed the path to knowledge, ot led it
astray. When Sufism took hold of the minds of potential and actual poets, a
movement arose that was previously known as “Sufism” or “Romantic
Mysticism.” Given the inevitable dominance of poetic impulses in their
thinking, I suggest the title “Sufism” or “Poetic Mysticism.” This movement
has expanded the circle of the self so much that there is little room left for the
emergence of the other. For its followers, the citcle of the self—due to their
poetic mindset and the indeterminacy of their “I”’—has become filled with
indeterminate things. For them, God is beloved precisely because He is not
subject to any definitive rule. Love, disbelief, wine, and even the devil are placed
within the citcle of their “self,” because they are all indefinite matters. Reason,
the soul, the wotld, and even the “I” itself are placed in the circle of the “other,”
because—at least for their minds—they are definite matters.
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Introduction

By examining the common characteristics of the major movements in Sufism and Islamic
mysticism, three major movements can be identified throughout their history. The oldest
movement of Sufism was presented to the early Muslim community through a worldview
centered on asceticism and otherworldliness. It imposed austerity on the self and invented
customs and traditions that distinguished its followers from others in both thought and
appearance. Therefore, although this movement is often referred to as “ascetic”” or “devout
Sufism,” given its followers’ behavior—based on their innovative rules and customs that set
them apart from other social groups—their approach can be considered “fearful and polite
Sufism.” The followers of Sufism, often in order to justify the deprivations imposed on them
by external society, established rituals and beliefs based on the valorization of those
deprivations. In doing so, they presented such a pleasant ideal for the weak and downtrodden
in society that their approach soon spread more and more across different levels of the lower
social classes. According to Nietzsche, with the ideal of asceticism that they cultivated, they
had to fight and oppose life in order to grasp life. The followers of this movement had created
such a narrow circle of the “ego” around their “I”” in their minds that the content of that circle
defined the deprivations of their “I” in a negative way. Against this small circle, their “other”
system had become so densely accumulated that every concept and phenomenon related to
the lustful and pleasure-seeking aspects of life was concentrated within it. The world and its
belongings, people who do not believe in their creed, and—in a more detailed view—even
heaven, which can be a place of pleasure, were all placed within their “other” circle. Given
the acceptability of this movement among the majority of the lower classes, the public's
understanding of “Sufism” was shaped by their perception of this approach.

At a time when Sufism was taking over various social elements one after another, a group
of scholars and thinkers opened the gates of their minds to “Sufism” in order to maintain
their social position and intellectual authority. This group, which belonged to higher social
classes and perhaps was not very familiar with the social and economic deprivations of the
first movement, presented a new reading of Sufism to society: Sufism that is intellectual while
also observing the positive aspects of life. Since their minds were accustomed to seeking
knowledge and exploring the unknown within their fields of study before encountering
Sufism, they made Sufism hostage to their own understanding and knowledge. Therefore, if
we are looking for a title for this movement, it is better to know it as “scholarly mysticism”
or simply “intellectual Sufism.” This movement sought a form of knowledge more
transcendent than rational knowledge about the objects of the mind—knowledge that its
proponents refer to as “intuitive” knowledge. Such knowledge was considered to be based
not merely on reasoning, but primarily on refining the soul to receive insights from the unseen
world and the realm of divine knowledge. Thus, this knowledge could not be acquired through
ordinary means; rather, it was possible to attain it by preparing an intellectual and mental
environment attuned to another wotld. The followers of this form of Sufism defined their “I”’
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not by their deprivations, but by their knowledge. They made the “ego” more massive and
more heavily accumulated than the circle of the other. Everything that facilitated their path
to knowledge was placed within the circle of the ego, and everything that obstructed or
oppressed them was placed in the circle of the other. If the world, soul, reason and philosophy
sat in the circle of “other” than them, it was because they stood like a veil and an obstacle
against the acquisition and collection of intuitive knowledge.

However, the most brilliant moment for Sufism came when artists—especially poets—
opened their arms to it. Whether they were potential or actual poets, their poetic minds gave
such a seductive tenderness to Sufism that the dry and dull Sufism of ethical and scholatly
Sufism had to retreat before it. Essentially, the minds of artists, especially poets, do not occupy
a middle ground when it comes to the determination of their subjects. Rather, this mind
creates a field by erasing determination, a field in which every phenomenon and statement
has the possibility of being transformed into another phenomenon. Therefore, “poetic
mysticism”—previously referred to as “romantic Sufism”—turned the deterministic principle
of the Sufi mind into a non-deterministic principle. When determinism removes boundaries
from the belongings of the poet’s mind, it becomes impossible to establish a boundary
between God and humankind. Utterances such as “Ana al-Haqq” (I am the Truth) by Husayn
ibn Mansur al-Hallaj are manifestations of this indeterminate mind. In this domain, Layla and
Majnun are no longer two separate entities; Layla has gone so deeply beneath Majnun’s skin
that she has become one with him. In the grammar of this mysticism, words, concepts, and
meanings do not have fixed definitions. Their meaning is a fluid and boundless spirit that can
dissolve into the essence of any word at any moment. In such a stream of thought, there is
no place for the separation of disbelief and faith, and no room for the devil’s otherness. The
followers of this movement have created such a vast and expansive system of the ego by the
gravity of their ego that sometimes it seems there is no room for “others” to appear or join
their “ego” system. When Abu Bakr al-Shibli criticized moral Sufism, he said: “Sufism is
polytheism, because Sufism is the protection of the heart from other and non-other.” Among
these three movements, Sufism—or poetic mysticism—displayed the most inflated “I” and
“ego,” and this caused its followers to be more incompatible with the followers of literary
Sufism than with the followers of scholarly Sufism. If there is any sign of opposition to Sufism
in their words and poetry, they mainly mean the “terrible Sufism,” against which they have
inflated outsiders and weak insiders. Hafez’s poetry can be introduced as an indicator of this

movement.

Literature Review

In his book History of Islamic Sufism, Abdolrahman Badawi examined the ascetic movement of
Sufism from its beginnings to the end of the second century AH. In Searching in Iranian Sufism,
Abdolhossein Zarrinkoob discussed the major Sufi movements without any classification,
placing them only in a historical context. William Chittick, in his two books .A# Introduction to
Islamic Sufism and Mysticism and The Sufi Path of Love, and Jalal Sattari, in his book S#fi Love, have
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mainly examined romantic Sufism. In his book Recognition and Criticism of Sufism, Alireza
Zakavoti-Qaragozloo, while presenting a critical perspective on Sufism, addressed topics
sporadically and without any indication of a classification of Sufi movements. Nevertheless,
the sections “From Asceticism to Sufism,” “Sufism to the Fourth Century by Adam Metz,”
and “Philosophy and Sufism” could help form a framework for approaching the classification
presented in this article.

Among the articles published on the currents of Sufism and mysticism, the following can
be mentioned: Mohammad Ahi and Mohammad Taheri, in their article “The Current of

>

Sufism in the Early Centuries,” examined the first Sufi movements, which were mainly
characterized by asceticism and worship. In his article “Introduction to the Mystical
Tradition”—which Jafar Ghorbanifard translated into Persian from the section “Introduction
to the Mystical Tradition” in Nast’s book History of Islamic Philosophy—Seyyed Hossein Nasr
focused on the connection between philosophy and mysticism. In their article “The Current
of the Theory of Divine Love in Persian Mystical Texts,” Mohammad Rahmani, Seyyed
Mohsen Hosseini, and Mohammad Reza Hassani Jalilian exclusively examined a stream of

mysticism that is referred to in this article as romantic or poetic Sufism.

Among the doctoral theses, the classification closest to what is presented in this article is
the one completed by Ms. Somayeh Jabbarpour, a PhD student at Shahid Madani University
of Azerbaijan, Zargabad, under the supervision of Dr. Rahman Mushtaq Mehr and the
advisement of Dr. Nasser Alizadeh. In addition to critiquing the classification of Sufism into
devotional and romantic Sufism on page 22 of her thesis, she has distinguished four categories
within the currents of Sufism and mysticism. From her perspective, these four categories are:
ascetic, devotional, romantic, and philosophical Sufism. In her thesis, figures such as Hasan
al-Basri, Ahmad Jam, and Yusuf Hamadani are mentioned under the heading of ascetic
Sufism; Ibn Khafif, Abu Nasr al-Siraj, Abu Bakr al-Kalabadhi, al-Qushayri, al-Hujwiri, and
Muhammad al-Ghazali are mentioned under the heading of devout Sufism; Kharagani, Abu
Sa'id Abul-Khayr, Ahmad al-Ghazali, and Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani are examined under the
heading of romantic Sufism; and finally, Abul-Hasan al-Basti, Ibn Sina, and Suhrawardi are
examined under the heading of philosophical Sufism. These four categories are closer to what
is presented in this article—not in terms of titles, but in terms of the method of classification.

Method

This article examines the formation and development of the concepts of “ego” and “other”
within the three streams of Sufism, using a comparative-analytical method based on major
Persian and Arabic mystical texts.

Conclusion

Throughout the history of Sufism—a history full of ups and downs—we encounter three
major currents: ethical or formal Sufism, scholatly Sufism (or mysticism), and poetic
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mysticism. Although various aspects can be used to differentiate these three currents, and
some domestic and foreign researchers have previously identified a number of them, the
author of this article has examined their differences from the perspective of their perception
of the two concepts of “ego” and “other.” In this study, it was found that these two concepts
have been subject to contraction and expansion in the minds of the three aforementioned

movements.

As we move from formal Sufism to poetic mysticism, we see the circle of the ‘other’
contracting and the circle of the ‘ego’ expanding. In fact, poetic mysticism has given such a
wide scope to the circle of the ego that there is little room left for others. Even concepts such
as the devil, infidelity, and wine—despite their negative status in Islamic law and custom—
have found a way to enter the circle of the ego of the poet-mystics.
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