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Hammad b. Muslim al-Dabbas was one of the prominent Sufi masters of fifth-
century AH Baghdad, mentoring notable disciples such as Sayyid Muhy1 al-Din
‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani and Abt al-Najib al-Suhrawardi. Historical sources
about him are limited and scattered, and few studies have analyzed his
teachings and malfiizat. The aim of this study is to examine his life and conduct
a critical analysis of his malfiizat to elucidate his role in practical and ethical
Sufi traditions in Baghdad. The method is descriptive—analytical, based on
historical and Sufi sources, including a critical edition of an Arabic manuscript
of his malfuzat. Findings indicate that Hammad al-Dabbas’s malfiizat not only
possess historical value but also played a significant role in transmitting
practical Sufi teachings and guiding prominent disciples. The study’s novelty
lies in its semantic and contextual analysis of the malfiizat, offering a scholarly
reconstruction of his teachings and practical spiritual approach.

Cite this article: Nasirbaghban, Hossein (2026). Life and Sayings of Hammad b. Muslim al-Dabbas (d. 525 AH), The Journal of
Islamic History and Civilisation, 3(7), 37-56.

https://doi.org/10.71871/jhcin.2025.1218841

© The Author(s). Publisher: Islamic Azad University

Science and Research Branch

https://doi.org/10.71871/jhcin.2025.1218841

Yv


https://doi.org/10.71871/jhcin.2025.1218841
https://doi.org/10.71871/jhcin.2025.1218841
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-0788-8298
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-0788-8298
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-0788-8298

\\‘~O,L@ ‘(r.'.i&&l::) J}| AJLo.j« Lryd\.w 4@}‘”«‘ ‘v}.aabﬂ @)UQU._.E;\-J

Introduction

Hammad ibn Muslim al-Dabbas occupies a significant yet insufficiently examined position within the
formative history of Sufism in fifth/eleventh-century Baghdad. Despite frequent references to his name in
classical biographical dictionaries, historical chronicles, and Sufi hagiographies, modern scholarship has
not yet produced a comprehensive, manuscript-based study dedicated to his life, teachings, and
pedagogical legacy. This absence is particularly striking given his documented influence on major figures
who later shaped institutional Sufism in the central Islamic lands. The present study seeks to address this
lacuna by offering the first systematic academic analysis of al-Dabbas’s extant sayings (malfiizat),
situating them within their historical, intellectual, and spiritual context.

Al-Dabbas was originally from Rahba, a town near Baghdad known for its scholarly and religious
activity. He later migrated to Baghdad, where he was immersed in a vibrant environment marked by
theological debate, legal scholarship, ascetic practice, and emerging Sufi networks. Within this milieu, he
emerged as a respected spiritual guide whose influence extended beyond his immediate circle. Classical
sources consistently portray him as a master of ethical discipline, inward vigilance, and practical spiritual
instruction. More importantly, they identify him as a formative teacher of figures such as ‘Abd al-Qadir
al-JilanT and Abt al-Najib al-Suhrawardi, both of whom later became central to the crystallization of
organized Sufi orders. A reassessment of al-Dabbas’s role is therefore essential for understanding the
transitional phase during which Sufism evolved from loosely structured ascetic circles into more
systematic pedagogical and institutional forms.

The primary objective of this research is to reconstruct al-Dabbas’s spiritual outlook and teaching
method through a close analysis of a previously unedited Arabic manuscript containing his sayings. This
manuscript constitutes the central source of the study and provides rare access to the experiential and
instructional dimensions of early Baghdadi Sufism. To contextualize and corroborate this material, the
study employs a historical-analytical methodology grounded in the critical reading of classical sources.
These include early biographical dictionaries and Sufi compendia such as Ta’rikh Baghdad, al-Muntazim,
Tabaqat al-Siifiyya, al-Luma‘, and Qit al-quliib. These works offer essential data regarding al-Dabbas’s
biography, reputation, and perceived standing within the Sufi tradition, albeit often filtered through
hagiographical conventions.

The research proceeds in three stages. First, biographical data from early sources are collected,
compared, and critically assessed in order to establish a historically plausible outline of al-Dabbas’s life
and milieu. Second, the manuscript of his sayings is transcribed, edited, and analyzed with attention to its
linguistic features, thematic organization, and pedagogical intent. Third, the content of the malfuzat is
examined comparatively against broader trends in early Sufi literature to identify distinctive features and
points of continuity. The guiding hypothesis of the study is that al-Dabbas functioned as a key transmitter
of practical Sufi pedagogy at a transitional moment between early ascetic spirituality and later doctrinal
systematization.

Discussion, Findings, and Limitations

The analysis of the manuscript reveals that al-Dabbas articulated a coherent and distinctive approach to
spiritual training grounded in three interrelated principles: sustained inner struggle (mujahada), strict
adherence to the Prophetic Sunnah, and compassionate, individualized guidance tailored to the
psychological capacities of each disciple. Rather than promoting extreme asceticism or spectacular
displays of piety, his teachings consistently emphasize sincerity, ethical self-discipline, and continuous
inward vigilance. One representative aphorism preserved in the manuscript states that “the path to God
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begins within; whoever does not rectify his inner self gains nothing from outward forms.” This statement
encapsulates al-Dabbas’s inward-oriented spirituality and his resistance to performative religiosity.

A central feature of al-Dabbas’s pedagogy is his unwavering insistence on conformity to the Sunnah
as the ultimate criterion of spiritual authenticity. For him, spiritual realization could not be separated from
embodied ethical practice and obedience to the Prophetic model. This position situates him firmly within
the Baghdadi Sufi tradition, which sought to harmonize inner experience with outward law. The
manuscript suggests that al-Dabbas viewed any spiritual claim not grounded in the Sunnah as inherently
suspect. This emphasis appears to have left a lasting imprint on his students, most notably on ‘Abd al-
Qadir al-Jilani, whose later teachings famously integrated Shari‘a and Haqiga into a unified ethical-
spiritual vision. The continuity between al-Dabbas’s malftizat and the later doctrinal synthesis of his
disciples underscores his importance as a formative link in the transmission of Baghdadi Sufi values.

Equally significant is al-Dabbas’s advocacy of pedagogical gradualism. He repeatedly warns against
imposing advanced spiritual disciplines on novices, arguing that such rigor can lead to psychological
harm or spiritual pride. According to the manuscript, al-Dabbas maintained that “the seeker must be led to
the truth step by step, in accordance with his strength and preparedness.” This psychologically attuned
approach distinguishes him from earlier rigorist ascetic tendencies and reflects an emerging concern with
sustainable spiritual formation. By emphasizing patience, compassion, and discernment, al-Dabbas
contributed to the development of a pedagogical ethos that later became characteristic of organized Sufi
training.

Doctrinally, the sayings attributed to al-Dabbas display a notable restraint in theoretical elaboration.
Unlike later Sufi authors, he rarely engages in systematic discussions of spiritual stations (magamat) or
mystical states (ahwal). Instead, his discourse centers on concrete practices such as remembrance (dhikr),
spiritual watchfulness (muraqaba), silence, inner concentration, and ethical self-accounting (muhasaba).
This focus suggests a contemplative orientation that privileges lived transformation over speculative
metaphysics. The absence of elaborate theoretical frameworks further reinforces the view that al-Dabbas
represents an intermediate stage in the evolution of Sufi discourse, where practical instruction
predominated over formalized doctrine.

From a historical perspective, the findings challenge the marginal position often assigned to al-
Dabbas in modern narratives of Sufi history. Although he left no major written treatise, his influence
persisted through the disciples he trained and the pedagogical norms he helped establish. The manuscript
confirms many elements of his character as portrayed in classical sources while also revealing dimensions
of his teaching that are absent from later hagiographical summaries. In particular, it highlights his role as
a mediator between early ascetic spirituality and the more structured forms of Sufism that emerged in the
sixth/twelfth century.

Conclusion

This study presents the first comprehensive scholarly examination of the extant sayings of Hammad ibn
Muslim al-Dabbas and offers a historically grounded reconstruction of his spiritual legacy. Through a
critical analysis of an unedited manuscript and a reassessment of classical sources, it demonstrates that al-
Dabbas was not merely a peripheral ascetic figure but a pivotal contributor to the transformation of
Sufism into a disciplined pedagogical tradition. His balanced temperament, emphasis on ethical sincerity,
commitment to the Prophetic model, and psychologically informed approach to spiritual training position
him as a foundational figure within the Baghdadi Sufi milieu.

By foregrounding manuscript-based evidence, the study underscores the importance of recovering
lesser-known voices whose influence was transmitted primarily through teaching rather than writing. It
also opens new avenues for future research on early Sufi pedagogy, transmission networks, and the
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processes through which experiential spirituality became institutionalized. Ultimately, the case of al-
Dabbas illustrates how careful engagement with neglected sources can significantly enrich our
understanding of the intellectual and spiritual landscape of the fifth/eleventh century.
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