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Introduction 
 

This dissertation investigates the concept of renunciation, or zuhd, through the lens of four 

works devoted to the topic, all of which were written during the formative second and third 

centuries of Islam. Zuhd is an intriguing topic in many respects: it is believed to hold the 

key(s) to early mystical movements within Islam, the relationship between Christian monastic 

life of Late Antiquity and early Islam, and to the supposedly pure character traits 

demonstrated by the first generation of Muslims. Unfortunately, most of the extant sources 

that are, at least to some extent, related to the concept of zuhd either date from several 

centuries after the advent of Islam or mention zuhd in ways that Western scholars have not 

deemed valuable enough to scrutinize, as in the case of Hadith – the sayings and deeds of the 

Prophet and, here even more importantly, his Companions – literature. One of the earliest 

source-genres for zuhd, Hadith collections bearing the title Kitāb al-Zuhd (“The book on 

zuhd”) date from the mid- and late 2nd/8th century up until the mid 3rd/9th century, and are 

thus still very early. Unfortunately, they do not ultimately confirm our expectation that the 

roots of zuhd are to be found in Christian monasticism, nor that zuhd was the predecessor of 

mysticism, and particularly Sufism; rather, they convey a quite distinct and unique picture 

and understanding of what renunciation meant in the particular context in which these 

“Books of Renunciation” were composed. It is precisely this understanding of Islamic 

renunciation that should engage our attention, for the clues to further questions and inquiries 

are often hidden within rather cryptic sayings and narrations. These sayings represent an early 

example of collections of apophthegmata (the wise sayings of religious authorities) in Islam 

that would, in the centuries to follow, develop quite significantly, even coming to include 

‘hagiographized’ biographies of Hadith collectors. In this thesis, I hope to shed light on: how 

zuhd was understood by Hadith writers and in early qurʾānic exegesis; how the concept was 

represented in the Kutub al-Zuhd; and what can be read between the lines of the traditions in 

order to discover hints of other religious or doctrinal persuasions within and without Islam 

itself.  

 

I. Aims and research questions 

A need exists to write a work on the worldview expressed in the earliest available sources on 

zuhd that uses an analytical and not merely a descriptive approach, as has previously been the 
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norm.1 Recently, studies have been carried out examining the relationships between scholars 

of the early Islamic centuries and the Umayyad2 and ʿAbbāsid courts,3 inquiries that have 

proved quite significant, since previously little was known about this aspect of the scholars’ 

lives. My work shall provide additional information on early scholarly life from another 

perspective, by placing the collectors and their ideas into the time and geographical context in 

which they lived, reconnected to the first generation of Muslims, and explaining and 

highlighting their eschatological focus on the imminence of the Hour.  

 The question we need to address in order to understand their worldview is ‘what did 

zuhd mean for the 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th-century traditionists?’ Judging from the main 

topics of zuhd that are at the center of the Hadith literature of the second and early third 

century, this will lead to other questions, including: what is zuhd composed of?, what is the 

place of warfare in zuhd?, how is fasting, trust in God (tawakkul), poverty, recollection 

(dhikr), etc. practised and described in zuhd traditions and what was their effect supposed to 

be (in theory and in practice)? What is the place of eschatology in zuhd collections, how is it 

expressed, and through which focal points (death, Judgment Day, punishments, pleasures)?  

 Despite the complexity of zuhd both in regard to persuasion and practice,4 the zuhd 

collectors of the second Islamic century seem to have promoted two common themes: piety 

                                                
1 Cf. Gramlich, Weltverzicht: Grundlagen und Weisen Islamischer Askese. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 

1997. Idem, Alte Vorbilder des Sufitums. 2 vols. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 1995-6. 
2 Judd, Religious Scholars and the Umayyads. London: Routledge 2014. 
3 Zaman, Religion and Politics under the Early ʿAbbāsids: The Emergence of the Proto-Sunni Elite. 

Leiden: Brill 1997. 
4 I believe that this diversity of information is partly due to aspects of devotional practice as well as to 

differences in the sources’ genre, be it biographic, hagiographic, epistles (risāla), Hadith collections, 

poetry (zuhdiyyāt), belles-lettres (adab), tales of the prophets (qiṣaṣ al-anbiyāʾ), or otherwise. These 

different genres related to zuhd and the zuhhād all tried to impose their own views on the earliest 

generations of Muslims (the Prophet and his Companions, known as the ṣaḥāba), the following 

generation (tābiʿūn), and their successors (tābiʿ al-tābiʿīn or atbāʿ al-tābiʿīn). Christian monks only 

played a minor role explicitly, but their biographies and sayings may have become absorbed into Sufi 

literature, for example. See Pietruschka’s, Apophthegmata Patrum in muslimischem Gewand, in: 

Begegnungen in Vergangenheit und Gegenwart. Edited by Rammelt et al. Berlin: Lit Verlag 2015, 

160-171, which provides an interesting account of wise men’s sayings being passed down through the 

centuries, and across cultures and religions, with only minor changes in content, though some 

significant ones as regards the actors involved. 
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and engagement in ‘holy war’ (jahada fī sabīl Allāh)5. This might sound confusing since 

warfare does not immediately spring to mind when thinking of ascetics or even saints. Yet 

this is a modern misconception, which has several causes. First, we tend to think of monks 

and ascetics, or even mystics in general, as peaceful introverts because of certain 

preconceived ideas from previous scholarship.6 Mysticism in Islam became a favorite topic 

for many scholars and adherents of Sufism who wanted to present Islam as a mainly spiritual 

and peaceful religion. This view of ascetics is, of course, far from the truth, taking into 

consideration, for instance, the rebellions launched by Christian ascetic communities in Late 

Antiquity or Sufi rebellions and warriors seen throughout history. Muslim ascetics in 

particular are often conceived of as having been the predecessors of Sufism or adherents of 

mystical Islam,7 and thus suffered a similar fate. This is largely due to the Sufi idea that early 

figures of Islam can be seen as Sufi role models. As later Sufi authors ascribe mystical 

tendencies to the early generation, and much of Western scholarship during the last century 

was eager to engage in studies on Sufism8 and the concept of the ‘transition’ from asceticism 
                                                
5 It is not wrong in this context for this to mean combative participation for God’s cause, which can be 

termed as holy war. From the texts it is clear that warfare for Islam was primarily thought of as active 

and was not primarily directed against the self or soul (nafs). Only a few examples allude to the latter 

form, and the collector’s biographies and their preoccupation with border warfare speaks for itself. 
6 Instances of Christian monks as fighters are numerous. For the misconception of Sufism, see: 

Radtke, Neue Kritische Gänge. Utrecht: Houtsma Stichting 2005. 
7 Arberry, Sufism: an Account of the Mystics of Islam. London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd. 1950. 

Nicholson, A Historical Enquiry Concerning the Origin and Development of Sufism, in: JRAS, 38 

(1906), 303-348. Asceticism (Islam), in: Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics. Edited by Hastings et 

al., 1909, ii:99-105. Both articles are dated in regard to the state of modern research for various 

reasons, especially the weak evidence provided that is supposed to explain the ‘natural’ connection 

between ascetics and Sufis. The main difference between his two articles is that in the first he 

qualified mysticism as “the native product of Islam itself (A Historical Enquiry, 305),” while in the 

later article he proclaims the origin or at least strong influence of Christianity on Islamic mysticism: 

“the pervading influence of Christianity on the early period of Muslim asceticism should not be 

overlooked” (Asceticism (Islam), 101). This change of opinion was probably caused by Goldziher’s 

De l’Ascétisme aux premiere temps de l’Islam, in: Revue de l’histoire des religions, 37 (1898), 314-

324. Also idem, Materialien zur Entwicklng des Ṣūfismus, in: Wiener Zeitschrift für die Kunde des 

Morgenlandes, 13 (1899), 35-56. 
8 For a brief discussion of the terms ‘mysticism’ and ‘Sufism’ see Sviri, Reconsidering Terms, 

Definitions, and Processes, in: Les Maîtres Soufis Et Leurs Disciples. Beirut 2012, 17-34. Since my 
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to Sufism, our understanding of first and second century ascetics has largely been shaped by 

the Sufis’ incorporation and appropriation of, for instance, Ḥasan al-Baṣrī (d. 110/728), 

Ibrāhīm b. Adham (d. 161/777-8),9 Ibn al-Mubārak (d. 181/797), Fuḍayl b. ʿIyāḍ (d. 

187/803), and Shaqīq al-Balkhī (d. 194/810), 10 among many others. 

 There is a noticeable divide between the traditionists, those people who were, first and 

foremost, occupied with collecting Hadiths, and other people, who concentrated on differing 

                                                                                                                                                  
topic here is not Sufism, or any mystical tendencies in Islam as such, I will concentrate my 

terminological discussion on zuhd and its translations. Sviri is the only scholar I am aware of to have 

addressed the issue of the alleged transition from asceticism to mysticism, which will be one of the 

issues of this work. 
9 A semi-legendary figure who, among other things, allegedly promoted complete seclusion from the 

world (Abū Nuʿaym, Ḥilyat al-awliyāʾ wa ṭabaqāt al-aṣfiyāʾ. 10 vols. Cairo 1932-38, viii:19). 
10 Shaqīq is said to have studied Hadith with Sufyān al-Thawrī and Abū Yūsuf Isrāʾīl b. Yūnus (d. 

160-162/776-9), both respected traditionists. The latter’s preoccupation with the afterlife was 

described in these terms: “One day I saw him seated, surrounded by a crowd, of which he did not 

become aware, as he was so occupied with recollection and meditation about the matters of the 

afterlife.” (Gramlich, Vorbilder des Sufitums ii:20-21). The last words of famous teachers would often 

refer to the afterlife. Warqāʿ b. ʿUmar al-Kūfī (d. 160/777), who would bring only dry bread, olive oil 

and vinegar with him to a meal, said “For he who searches for paradise, this is sufficient” (Ibid.). In 

another anecdote from Sufi literature, Shaqīq asks for an instruction to a Kitāb al-zuhd but receives 

the answer from his Shaykh to let go of all desires (Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:21), strongly hinting at tark 

al-zuhd, that was mentioned before, as a possibly anti-zuhd stance that was a factor in the evolution of 

Sufism. Yaḥyā b. Muʿādh said: “Hunger is an exercise [riyāḍa] for the novices/aspirants [murīdūn], a 

trial [tajriba] for the repentant [tāʾibīn], a discipline [siyāsa] for the zuhhād and a blessing for the 

ʿārifīn (Qushayrī, Risāla fi ʿilm al-taṣawwuf. Edited by ʿAbd al-Ḥalīm Maḥmūd. 2 vols. Cairo: Dār al-

Kutub al-Ḥadītha 1972-4, 259; henceforth referred to as Risāla. German tr.: Gramlich, Richard. Das 

Sendschreiben al-Quŝayris über das Sufitum. Stuttgart: Steiner 1989, 209; henceforth referred to as 

Sendschreiben. English tr.: Knysh, Alexander. Al-Qushayri’s Epistle on Sufism. Reading: Garnet 

2007, 158; henceforth referred to as Epistle).” This sets zuhd and taṣawwuf in a sequential 

relationship, which I am trying to critically scrutinize. Yaḥyā thus regards zuhd as the stage directly 

before Sufism, both of which are preceded by the novices (murīdūn) and the repentant (tāʾibūn). 

Others follow in this vein, such as Kharrāz (d. 310/922-3), who said, ‘Hunger is the meal of the 

zuhhād, while dhikr is that of the ʿārifīn (Risāla, 98; Epistle, 57; Sendschreiben, 83).’ The renunciants 

are displayed as being spiritually below the Sufis. See below, Re-viewing Zuhd, section I.2. 
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aspects of religious learning and practice. Bishr al-Ḥāfī (d. 226 or 227/840 or 841-2)11 is an 

example of someone who is said to have abandoned his former occupation with Hadith 

scholarship in order to concentrate on individual piety and renunciation without outward 

proclamation. Shaqīq al-Balkhī (d. 194/810), in contrast, may have been busy in the field of 

Hadith scholarship but is never explicitly mentioned as a reliable transmitter or traditionist by 

later sources. The only document of his that has reached us is not a collection of Hadiths but 

an epistle on the stages of spiritual development entitled ādāb al-ʿibādāt,12 which has zuhd as 

its primary stage. Although the authenticity of this epistle has not been subjected to particular 

scrutiny,13 I remain skeptical, as the concepts introduced within it precede their supposed date 

of their first appearance by at least half a century.  

 Problems in the study of zuhd are therefore manifold. Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, for instance, 

prefers to record pious utterings in his Zuhd and only rarely so did about those related to 

more spiritual concepts, such as love of God, which we often find in Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat.14 

Thus, it can be seen that the collectors usually selected their material rather tendentiously. 

This is the lens through which the different works on zuhd have come down to us, and this 

must be taken into account. Some writers concentrated on an ascetic piety bearing mystical 

traces, while others collected pious, world-renouncing harangues that seldom bear any traces 

of mysticism. Hence, zuhd works may have different focuses or be used differently while still 

holding some common ground for all understandings. This makes it difficult to judge whether 

there were different forms of zuhd or if it was simply displayed, construed, or lived in 

different terms and ways. 

 Since I have restricted my research to the second Islamic century and the first half of 

the third, when zuhd had already existed for about a century, it would be misplaced at this 

point to try to explain its origins. Rather, I aim to explain what zuhd meant, the themes it 

included, and how it was conceived in one of the earliest types of literature that we have on it, 

namely the collections of traditions named Kutub al-zuhd. My theory is that there were, in 
                                                
11 Cooperson, Classical Arabic Biography. Cambridge University Press 2004, 154-188. 
12 The text of the manuscript is a unicum to be found at the Topkapi that dates from 1762 CE (fol. 

159b-163a), and hence is quite late. See Nwiya, Trois Oeuvres Inédites de Mystiques musulmans: 

Šaqīq al-Balhī, Ibn ‘Atā, Niffari. Beirut: Dār al-Machreq 1973, 12-22. 
13 Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:48-55. Nwiya, Trois Oeuvres. While Gramlich’s commentary on the text is 

rather brief, Nwiya regards it as authentic, although his argument is rather weak (see below, chapters 

Re-viewing Zuhd and Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God). 
14 Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:82-3. 
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fact, various streams of zuhd right from the beginning. Some of these were rather extravagant 

or extreme, and probably originated in the first century of Islam, inspired by different 

religions, most importantly Christian asceticism and monasticism, while others were, 

comparatively, conservatively pious; these were promoted and further developed during the 

second century of Islam. The first of these found quantitatively more expression in 

hagiographical collections15 while the predominantly pious-conservative aspects were 

propagated in the Hadith collections on zuhd. Nevertheless, I will at times highlight 

similarities wherever I see them in Christian ascetic literature or similar genres of literary 

works that I am aware of, as well as role models and mentions of monks in the zuhd 

collections, even though – and this must be underlined – I am not a specialist on early 

Christianity. 

 There are several problems occurring when analyzing the traditions on zuhd in their 

time-context. First of all, there is an obvious gap of approximately 150 years between the 

time of the Prophet and his Companions and the zuhd Hadith collections. This gives us a 

problem and raises several questions, of which the first must be: Is the focus on zuhd the 

product of the first generation of Muslims or those of later times, up to the second Islamic 

century? Before starting an examination of this question we need to understand why zuhd 

collections began to appear in the second century, what their aim was, whether there was an 

earlier tradition, how much this zuhd is relatable to what we know about it from sources 

composed approximately two centuries later (Ḥilyat), and how zuhd was understood in its 

facets. The objective of this research is to dig into the source material and inquire into the 

worldview behind it, and its reasons and aims from within and beyond the zuhd collections. 

However, we do not need to bridge the aforementioned gap of about 150 years to establish 

what and why second century scholars focused on zuhd and how they presented their role 

models.  

 Be that as it may, in so doing relations between the political and military activities of 

first generation individuals will be explored when they are mentioned in the traditions or 

extant in the chain of transmission (isnād). The importance of the involvement of many of the 

                                                
15 Two main sources are available in Arabic, Sulamī’s al-Ṭabaqāt al-Ṣūfiyya and Abū Nuʿaym’s 

Ḥilyat al-awliyāʾ. Abū Nuʿaym’s works covers some forty volumes, while Sulamī’s only one in the 

printed edition. There are two extensive Persian dictionaries on Sufis and saints available, ʿAṭṭār’s 

Tadhkirat al-Awliyāʾ and Jāmī’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns. For the present study only the Arabic sources were 

consulted. 
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Companions in the first Muslim generation’s activity can hardly be denied. This imitation of 

the early community by the second century zuhd traditionists could be labelled using 

Wansbrough’s expression from narratio to exemplum, for the incitement to Jihad was not just 

mere literary rhetoric but involved active participation in warfare, as exemplified by two 

traditionists of the second Islamic century who moved in the same scholarly circles, Abū 

Isḥāq al-Fazārī (d. 185/802) and Ibn al-Mubārak.16 These, like many other17 2nd/8th century 

traditionists connected to zuhd, wished to recall, revivify, and reenact the early ‘glorious’ 

conquests and the Companions’ demeanor in their own times, for instance, in frontier warfare 

against the Byzantine Empire in Asia Minor. Hodgson understood this back-projection to be 

proof of “a strong historical consciousness,”18 although it may instead simply have been 

frustration about their own time, politics, and life circumstances.  

 We do not know exactly why it happened, but the pious traditionists probably felt the 

need to go back to their religion’s roots, which were pictured as a humble and flawless 

lifestyle, concentrating on scrupulosity in the mold of Muḥammad’s and his Companions’ 

imagined and idealized conduct. The Umayyads had apparently proven how wealth and glory 

led to corruption and the significant material wealth that was accumulated during the first 

several decades of Islam seem to have led them to nepotism, greed, envy, and murder to stay 

in power. The only way out of this cycle of corruption, which supposedly corrupted the main 

idea of Islam’s intended message, would be to renounce all material wealth except one’s 

basic livelihood and whatever kept a scholar independent from charity, gifts and so on, and 

allowed for a life wholly dedicated to the search for and production of religious knowledge 

regarding the first generations of Islam. This may also be why the afterlife and the 

immanence of the Hour (al-sāʿa) shifted into focus, representing the ideal counterbalance to 

this world’s material and power struggles. In direct connection with this stands the 

repudiation of worldly powers, such as the rulers and authorities of their time. Zuhd is also a 

form of self-understanding regarding the moral exclusivity of the community that is part of 

and that lives out the truth as expressed in revelation, or, as again Hodgson put it: “Only in 

                                                
16 For the role of the zuhhād in warfare cf. Bonner, Aristocratic Violence and Holy War. New Haven: 

American Oriental Society 1996. Cf. Sizgorich, Violence and Belief in Late Antiquity. Militant 

Devotion in Christianity and Islam. University of Pennsylvania Press 2009. Both works are explored 

in detail in my chapter Renunciation and Warfare, below. 
17 Cf. Bonner, Aristocratic Violence & Sizgorich, Violence and Belief in Late Antiquity. 
18 Hodgson, The Venture of Islam. 3 vols. University of Chicago Press 1974, i:362. 
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that community was there truth and validity; but whoever shared in its allegiance was by that 

fact not only socially but cosmically on a plane above those who refused allegiance, on a 

plane where the only true difference among the faithful was in degree of piety.”19 For the 

zuhd collectors the only just rule that had existed and deserved to be followed was considered 

to have been the rule of the first four ‘rightly guided’ (rāshidūn) caliphs, Abū Bakr, ʿUmar, 

Uthmān, and ʿAlī. After that, in their view, Islam started to fall apart due to material greed 

and internal power struggles. The only Umayyad authority who was exempted from this was 

ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb’s son ʿAbdallāh, known as Ibn ʿUmar (d. 73/693), and many traditions in 

the Kutub al-zuhd stem from him.20 That many scholars who were the traditionists’ teachers, 

such as Sufyān al-Thawrī (d. 161/778), Awzāʿī (d. 157/774), and Zuhrī (d. 124/742), had 

been closely connected with or even served Umayyad rulers21 was ignored just as much as 

was the early Muslims’ bloody internal wars, such as the anṣār – saḥāba conflict and the 

fitnas in which the Companions played a significant role.   

Before the middle of the 3rd/9th century zuhd collections seem to have been produced 

quite extensively by Hadith scholars. While some were separate collections, others were 

incorporated within the two Muṣannafs of Ibn Abī Shayba (d. 235/849) and ʿAbd al-Razzāq 

al-Sanʿānī (d. 211/827). In these, one finds a multitude of traditions on zuhd under their 

respective sections (kitāb al-zuhd); zuhd, therefore, seems to have played a major role within 

Islam at this time. However, it has been largely ignored by scholars before now due to the 

aforementioned focus on other fields within Islamic studies.22  

                                                
19 Ibid., i:365. Several scholars, such as Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāh or Aḥmad Ibn Ḥanbal, were invited to 

teach at the court or act as judges (qāḍīs), but are said to have refused when they could. They tried to 

avoid mingling with or coming under the influence of the rulers in order not to loose their 

independence or their reputation among other scholars. However, these descriptions need to be used 

with caution since a supposed refusal to accept a position soon became a topos for piety. 
20 E.g., approximately 15 in Wakīʿ’s and 29 in Hannād’s Zuhd.  
21 Cf. Judd, Religious Scholars.  
22 Livne-Kafri, Muslim ascetics and Christian Monasticism: “The tremendous amount of ascetic 

material found in Arabic literature is still to be fully researched. However, the very fact that this vast 

store of material was preserved and studied over the centuries is testimony to the importance attached 

to it.” In: JSAI 20 (1996), 104-129, at 106. 
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 Noticeably, traditions on heaven and hell, the Day of Judgment, and further 

eschatological aspects were often closely connected to zuhd.23 Zuhd was defined in the 

collections first and foremost as al-zuhd fī l-dunyā, that is, renunciation of this world (dunyā) 

for the next world or the otherworld (al-ākhira).24 This proves that eschatology was directly 

related to al-zuhd fī l-dunyā and thus with the basic meaning of zuhd itself. I will therefore 

attempt to define al-zuhd fī l-dunyā and its major aspects that are mentioned in the literature 

in my third chapter, while keeping the all-encompassing eschatological aspect in focus. 

 

II. The state of research on zuhd  

When conducting research into Hadith within Islamic studies, scholars often seem to have 

been overtly critical regarding the authenticity of transmitters or the content, while in studies 

of Sufism scholars at times do not seem to have applied the same standards regarding critical 

reading of the texts. By this I am not talking of doubt in the truth of spiritual experience, 

which is beyond reasoning, but simply of reading the sources using a historical-critical 

method.25 The reason for this phenomenon could lie in the nature of Hadith and its claim to 

represent the Prophet’s words and actions, which are then used to codify laws that set 

boundaries and certain societal norms. On the other hand, Sufism was long misrepresented as 

a sect in Islam instead of part of mainstream Islamic history, and thus another aspect of 

‘orthodoxy.’ Yet the direct impact that Hadith has had as the law’s constituting force is 

immense and therefore subject to misuse. It has proved a powerful tool with which to rule 

and constitute societal boundaries at least as much as the Qurʾān,26 since Hadiths are far more 

                                                
23 See, for instance, Ibn Mājah’s Sunan, where the chapter on zuhd includes subsections on paradise 

and hell, the resurrection, intercession, the cistern, death and the grave, etc. Judging from the first 

person in the isnād, Ibn Mājah received many of his traditions on zuhd from Ibn Abī Shayba. 
24 Wakīʿ provides these definitions with the first traditions in his Zuhd: #4 shortness of hope rather 

than eating coarse food and not wearing the ʿabāya; #3 There is no better deed for the afterlife than 

al-zuhd fī l-dunyā; #2 We pursue deeds in this world (dunyā) but we did not find anything amounting 

to a better deed for the afterlife than al-zuhd fī l-dunyā. Cf. Aḥmad, Zuhd 200/#1108; Hannād, Zuhd 

#558. 
25 I believe this is also what had upset Radtke so much that he felt the need to express his 

disagreement in rather drastic terms, cf. Kritische Gänge. 
26 All translations of the Qurʾān given here are from Alan Jones, The Qurʾān. Exeter: Gibb Memorial 

Trust 2007. 
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specific, and with the growing corpus became the most all-encompassing source for jurists 

and theologians to determine laws.  

 While Goldziher, just as Andrae – choosing two scholars from about the same 

generation – read Hadiths as they understood them, scholars of Sufism generally tended to 

read the sources in a positivistic manner, with Hadiths often being interpreted in a manner 

that discredited them. The Western tendency, it seems, was to ‘like’ Sufism because of its 

spirituality and imagined pan-religious outlook while Hadith was regarded as being the tool 

of ‘orthodoxy’ in Islam. That Hadith was highly heterodox, especially during the first three 

hundred years, was often merely interpreted as a means of ‘proving’ its unreliability and 

corruption. Currently scholarship looks very different between Sufi and Hadith studies, and 

van Ess especially has made extensive use of Hadith material in reconstructing societal 

struggles, heresiographical standpoints, the development of theology and Islam’s tenets, and 

the shaping of various normative dogmata during the first three centuries of Islam.27 Sufi 

studies currently show great sophistication, demonstrated in a number of detailed and also 

introductory works on the topic.28 In matters of Hadith authenticity and their contribution to 

the shaping of Islamic jurisprudence in western academia, Motzki and Sezgin may be 

regarded as “pro-Hadith” scholars while those skeptical of Hadith literature include 

Goldziher,29 Schacht, and Juynboll.30 

                                                
27 Cf. TG. 
28 The most differentiated work as an introduction to Sufism in English is in my view A. 

Karamustafa’s Sufism: The Formative Period. Edingburgh University Press 2007. Specific studies are 

too numerous to mention, starting with the work of H. Ritter (Das Meer der Seele. Leiden: Brill 

1955), F. Meier (various), R. Gramlich (Die Schiitischen Derwischorden Persiens. 3 vols. Wiesbaden: 

Steiner 1965-1981, especially vol.ii “Glauben und Lehre”), and B. Radtke for the German speaking 

scholarship.  
29 Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien. 2 vols. Halle: Max Niemeyer 1889-90, especially vol. ii. 
30 Motzki, Die Anfänge der islamischen Jurisprudenz. Stuttgart: Steiner 1991 (Engl.: The Origins of 

Islamic Jurisprudence. Leiden: Brill 2002). Idem, Dating Muslim Traditions, in: Arabica, 52,2 (2005), 

204-253. The Muṣannaf of ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Sanʿānī as a Source of Authentic Aḥādīth of the First 

Century A. H., in: Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 50,1 (Jan. 1991), 1-21. GAS, especially vol.i 

(Introduction). Schacht, The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence. Oxford Univerity Press 1950. 

Juynboll, Muslim Tradition. Studies in chronology, provenance and authorship of early ḥadīth. 

Cambridge University Press 1983. On recent critiques on the application of the common-link theory 
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 Late 19th and early 20th century scholarly works are to be counted among the first 

attempts to explain aspects of Islamic literature and society, and these were carried out by the 

aforementioned Andrae and Goldziher. Despite their age, they should not be discredited 

entirely; one has to view their findings within their time period, particularly as regards the 

availability of source material and the possibilities of research at the time. The point here is 

not primarily to criticize them but rather to put their findings into perspective.  

 In Andrae’s case, his rather uncritical use of the information found primarily in Abū 

Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat remains problematic for modern day scholarship.31 The descriptions of 

encounters between Christian monks and Muslim ascetics, and the depictions of Muslim 

ascetics’ lifestyle and belief, were oftentimes taken at face value and used to pinpoint 

similarities with other spiritual trends in religions, such as Buddhism and even Native 

American religious practices.32 Although his aim was probably to point toward a common 

understanding and heritage of spirituality in religions, the source material available to him 

also moved his thought in that direction.33 What all these sources have in common is their 

sanctification of certain individuals, such as, for example, Ibn al-Mubārak and Aḥmad b. 

Ḥanbal.  

 Goldziher, on the other hand, made bold assumptions concerning Islam in general, but 

when looking at the source material that he used for his study of Asketismus und Ṣūfismus in 

                                                                                                                                                  
by Schacht and Juynboll, see Alhomoudi, On the Common-Link Theory. PhD Diss. McGill University 

2006. 
31 Andrae, in one instance (German tr.: Islamische Mystiker. Stuttgart: Kohlhammer 1960, 44ff. 

English tr.: In the Garden of Myrtles, Albany: State University of New York Press 1987), describes 

what he calls a meeting of Shaqīq with a Buddhist monk. The Arabic term used here is turk, which 

obviously describes an individual of a Turkic tribe and not actually a Buddhist monk; this is just one 

of the possible interpretations, but at first sight it seems rather far-fetched. This Turk/Buddhist within 

the narrative then even caused Shaqīq to become a monk. See also Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:16. 
32 Andrae, Islamische Mystiker, 45; In the Garden of Myrtles, 34.  
33 Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat al-awliyāʾ (most often quoted source), Makkī’s Qūt al-qulūb (2nd most often 

quoted source), Ibn al-Jawzī’s Ṣifat al-ṣafwa , Qushayrī’s Risāla, Shaʿrānī’s (16th century) Lawāqiḥ, 

Ghazālī’s Iḥyā ʿulūm al-dīn, Sulamī [Ṭabaqāt?], Suhrawardī’s ʿAwārif al-maʿārif. The Sufi affiliation 

of these sources is obvious. 
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Vorlesungen über den Islam,34 one realizes that his analytical possibilities were also quite 

restricted based on the sources he used, and possibly prevented him from coming to more 

precise conclusions and from preventing generalizations. For Goldziher, the ascetic streams 

within Islam evolved out of an anti-Umayyad sentiment,35 and he reads all anti-ascetic 

traditions as countering this anti-Umayyad stream and as being against Christian monastic 

ideas, which for him stood at the beginnings of Islam. His main sources are the Six Books of 

Hadith, which thus restricted his ability to fully grasp the phenomenon. Terms such as dhikr 

are not explained in any renunciant context,36 while his illustration of tawakkul is based 

exclusively on Sufi sources.37 Due to the limited nature of the source material available to the 

19th and early 20th century scholars, a simplification of the phenomenon of zuhd in Islam 

thus took place. Even while generalizing, Goldziher had, as did Weber, an intuition for 

terminologically defining certain religious phenomena. In regard to the early development of 

zuhd he writes: “The origins of Islam were, in cohesion to absolute dependence, ruled by 

notions of renunciation (Weltverneinung).”38  

 Goldziher’s Weltverneinung is one way to translate or interpret zuhd. Gramlich 

termed it Weltverzicht, with both of which terms correspond to the English word 

“renunciation,” while others simply translated it as asceticism. Besides introducing this 

terminology, Goldziher made the fundamental observation that Muḥammad’s focus shifted 

away from preoccupation with the imminence of the Hour towards this-worldly concerns.39 

The zuhhād chose to focus primarily on matters that concerned the Hereafter. The difference 

between the renunciatory modes of zuhd and communal life as often detailed in the Sunna of 

later sources could reflect differences in Muḥammad’s life in Mecca and then, later, in 

Medina.40 The Medinan time is thought to be the basis for the composition of the Sunna as 

found in the Six Books,41 while Muḥammad’s renunciatory lifestyle, based on seclusion and 
                                                
34 Goldziher, Vorlesungen über den Islam. Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitätsverlag 1963, 133-187. 

English tr.: Andreas and Ruth Hamori, Inroduction to Islamic theology and law. Princeton University 

Press 1981. 
35 Goldziher, Vorlesungen, 148. 
36 Ibid., 132. 
37 Ibid., 150-153. 
38 Ibid., 133. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Reinert, Die Lehre vom tawakkul in der klassischen Sufik. Berlin: De Gruyter 1968, p. 245 b). 
41 Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien, ii:13. 
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meditation, was primarily from his time in Mecca and is not much elaborated in Hadith 

literature. Goldziher, in his section on Asketismus und Ṣūfismus, appropriately focuses on the 

discrepancy between piety and war booty of those associated with the first two generations of 

Muslims. The zuhhād themselves, as mentioned before, had their problems with the immense 

‘cashflow’ that the conquerors were exposed to, causing difficulties in self-conception.42 This 

conflict of interest between this and other-worldly preoccupations is also reflected in the 

source material under scrutiny here.43 

 Commenting on the relationship between zuhd and taṣawwuf, Massignon stated: “We 

must first dismiss stories, invented after their time, about the asceticism of Bilāl, Abū 

Hurayra, and the first four caliphs; but some clear cases can be observed among the 

ṣaḥāba.”44 It is surprising that Massignon suggests ideas of asceticism were back-projected 

onto and invented about these specific figures but then regards mystical accounts of other 

Companions, such as Abū l-Dardāʾ, Abū Dharr, and other early generations, as accurate. The 

authors and their sources he deems as reliable are Muḥāsibī (Riʾāya), Makkī (Qūt), and Ibn 

al-Jawzī (Quṣṣāṣ and Bayān). One wonders what made him differentiate in such a manner. I 

would agree that much of what is found within the works, especially the miraculous stories, 

such as certain heroic accounts on the battlefield, are back-projections or inventions by later 

generations, but how can we differentiate between accurate and more or less obviously 

fictitious descriptions?  

 The characterization of the first generation of Muslims as pious, fearful, and devoted 

to God and His cause may be regarded as plausible, but on the nature of each individual’s 

specific belief we can merely speculate. Thus, we should, in my view, juxtapose different 

narratives from the earliest texts available to us in order to try to reconstruct a more or less 

coherent picture. In this study, I will try to deconstruct the picture the zuhd traditionists of the 

second and early third Islamic centuries provided, from which comparative research may then 

be able to build up and establish a picture that may allow for a closer understanding of what 

                                                
42 Goldziher, Vorlesungen, 134ff. 
43 Cf. my chapter on Tempered Renunciation. It is this apparent ambivalence that Shoemaker put to 

the test and convincingly argued against when merging apocalypticism and the urge of an expanding 

and conquering empire aiming at establishing God’s rule on earth. Cf. Shoemaker, The Reign of God 

Has Come, in: Arabica 61 (2014), 514-558. Cf. below. 
44 Massignon, Essay on the Origins of the Technical Language of Islamic Mysticism. University of 

Notre Dame Press 1997, 107-8. 
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certain people’s individual piety consisted of. Massignon argues that, in the case of Abū l-

Dardāʾ, taqwā and tafakkur are reoccurring themes of his utterings and therefore should be 

taken seriously.45 However, these two terms are nothing peculiar in early Islamic thought, and 

Tafakkur is not to be translated and understood as meditation in a primarily esoteric 

understanding, but as similar to dhikr, as a practice of prayer that leads one to concentrate on 

God and His word (through the Qurʾān and its recitation), thus leading to concentration on 

morality, and the Hour and the Judgment to come, thus culminating in taqwā. It is certainly a 

type of meditation, but one that is primarily directed toward the immanence of the Hour and 

expresses humbleness and submission, not one aimed at a union or connection with God, 

which, for most zuhhād, would be a rather arrogant goal.  

 Goldziher and Massignon both set zuhd and taṣawwuf in relation and succession to 

one another but failed to provide persuasive proof. In his section on Asketismus und Ṣūfismus, 

Goldziher, like Massignon, tried to connect these two spheres but primarily based his 

arguments on Sufi sources, as the two parts of his Vorlesungen within that section have 

almost no strong connections to each other. Similarly, Massignon repeatedly admits that the 

understanding that zuhd fostered was primarily not in connection to taṣawwuf.46 Most of the 

common themes of zuhd mentioned are perseverance in combat, night prayer (tahajjud), a 

positive view of poverty, almsgiving, and the intention (niyya) of acting for God alone rather 

than for the admiration of others.47 These are not specifically mystical views but are instead 

those of the pious worldly- and materially- dispensing attitudes characteristic of zuhd. Many 

early twentieth century scholars of Islam seem to have been unaware of the different focus 

each source provides on one and the same topic.48 Ibn Ḥanbal’s Musnad gives a completely 

different picture of zuhd than does Makkī or even an adab author like Jāḥiẓ.49 Aḥmad b. 

Ḥanbal, for instance, provides a prophetic tradition in his Musnad in which Abū Dharr did 

not want to have a wife, at which the Prophet replied that he will be compensated for his 

                                                
45 Ibid., 108. 
46 Ibid., 95ff. 
47 Ibid., 108. 
48 I only found one instance in Massignon’s Essay addressing the tendency of, in this case, Ibn Saʿd 

“an author generally hostile to mystics” (p. 110-111). Massignon then also mentions the tendentious 

depiction in the hagiographies but I have not come across much critical reading from him in this 

respect.   
49 Ibid., 108f. 
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desires by a wonderful child.50 This is more or less also what the majority of zuhd 

traditionists stood for, although they not always conformed as clearly to the Sunna as Ibn 

Ḥanbal did here.51 Massignon did highlight the difference between zuhd and taṣawwuf, and 

explained its relationship as stages of the development of ideas, having apparently been 

influenced by the Sufi theoretical thought of writers such as Qushayrī (d. 465/1072) and 

Sarrāj (d. 378/988). For the timeframe 40-110/660-728 he admittedly explains: “During this 

period asceticism was simple, and the interiorization of ritual was still rudimentary,”52 but 

this does not explain the gap from the middle of the second Islamic century until the middle 

of the third when Sufism started to emerge as a widespread phenomenon. Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ53 

and Ibn al-Mubārak54 are, among others, both identified as mystics without any evidence for 

this being presented.55  

 R. Gramlich56 provided a collection and translation of a vast amount of extant primary 

source material, mainly from Sufi hagiographies and manuals, and also made use of sources 

such as Ibn Ḥanbal’s and Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd works, although those of Hannād and Wakīʿ 

are missing. Unfortunately, he fails to present any meaningful analysis of them. Furthermore, 

in his second major work on ascetics and early mystics, Vorbilder des Sufitums, the lack of 

proper analysis is most regrettable in the work of a scholar so well acquainted with this 

source material. 

 Leah Kinberg, continuing scholarly investigations into the nature of zuhd,57 agreed 

that it seems to include many aspects, ranging from the more obvious, such as asceticism and 

renunciation of the world (al-zuhd fī l-dunyā), to more specialized ones such as fear of God 

(khawf, taqwā), contentment (riḍā), scrupulousness (waraʿ), trust in God (tawakkul), and 

hope for short duration (qaṣr al-amal), as well as general themes like moral integrity58 and 
                                                
50 Ibid., 108-9. 
51 Cf. Hannād, Zuhd #25, where a shahīd saves him for the Houris of paradise. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Massignon, Essay 115. 
54 Ibid., 118. 
55 Sezgin in GAS i, apparently relying on Massignon’s classification, also lists them under mystics. 
56 Cf. Gramlich, Weltverzicht & Vorbilder. 
57 Kinberg, What is meant by zuhd?, in: Studia Islamica 61 (1985), 27-44. 
58 See EI3, Asceticism (Melchert): “Concern for licit gain (al-kasb al-ḥalāl) was a major concern for 

early Muslim ascetics. The most prominent sources that they tied to avoid were payments from rulers 

and the yield of land improperly appropriated.” 
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even Jihad.59 She states, in the beginning of her article “What is Meant by Zuhd?,” that 

scholars mainly focus on the Sufi context of the term and disregard its many other facets. 

Zuhd has been defined or described as “Weltverzicht,”60 abstinence,61 and asceticism62. She 

sees zuhd instead as a social concept through its ability to direct people’s behavior, and she 

thus gives the specific instruction-definitions of zuhd more weight than the general, world-

denying ones. The problem here is that, like almost all other scholars writing on this topic, 

she takes examples, definitions, and explanations from, amongst others, the later Sufi works 

of writers such as Qushayrī and Abū Ṭālib al-Makkī;63 ironically, after criticizing the 

narrowness of vision of some of the aforementioned scholars she falls in the same trap by 

using restricted source material. It is, of course, legitimate to search for zuhhād, sayings about 

them, and their lifestyles in the Sufi manuals and hagiographies, but not to the exclusion of 

other sources such as the Kutub al-zuhd or the poetry of zuhdiyyāt64.  

 Kinberg further explained that finding a translation for zuhd posed a problem “due to 

the fact that one term used in one society cannot give a clear idea of another term used in 

another society.”65 She also explained that zuhd is basically al-zuhd fī l-dunyā, but that terms 

such as waraʿ, tawakkul, etc. “should be regarded as parts of a wider concept actually 

covered by the term zuhd.”66 Her interest is in the particular way of life represented, meaning 

that she aims at explaining zuhd within behavioral concepts rather than in a diachronic 

                                                
59 These terms will be explained below in the section dealing with related terms. 
60 Van Ess, Die Gedankenwelt des Ḥārit al-Muḥāsibī. Selbstverlag des Orientalischen Seminars der 

Universität Bonn 1961. Cf. Gramlich, Weltverzicht. 
61 Arberry, Sufism. An Account of the Mystics of Islam. London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd. 1950, 

39. 
62 See What is meant by zuhd?, 27-28. Cf. Goldziher 1910, Nicholson 1941, Massignon 1954. 
63 For Qushayrī see above. Makkī, Qūt al-qulūb. 3 vols. Cairo: Dār al-Rashād 1991-1996. German tr.: 

Gramlich, Die Nahrung der Herzen. 3 vols. Stuttgart: Steiner 1992-1995. 
64 Cf. EI2, Zuhdiyya (Kennedy); Hamori, Ascetic Poetry (Zuhdiyyāt), in: Abbasid Belles Lettres. 

Edited by Julia Ashitany et al. Cambridge Univeristy Press 1990, 265-274; Schmid, Abū l-ʿAtāhiya 

and the Versification of Disenchantment, in: The Place to Go: Contexts of Learning in Baghdad, 700-

1000 C.E. Edited by Scheiner et al. Princeton University Press 2015, 131-166. 
65 Kinberg, What is meant by zuhd, 28. Similar has been stated by scholars of Sufism about their area 

of investigation and religious anthropology in general (L.E. Schmidt 2003, O. Safi 2000, J.Z. Smith 

1982). 
66 Ibid. 
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terminological analysis by “claiming that zuhd is the philosophy of life inherent in Islam 

according to which any Muslim who considers himself pious – no matter what religious 

current he thinks he belongs to – must behave.”67 This claim underscores the importance of 

the concept of zuhd within Islam, yet she is of the opinion that the chronology of definitions 

of zuhd does not matter because, she states, we cannot verify the sayings from the first 

Islamic century through textual proofs since we simply have no texts from this period.68 The 

problem is that, if her conception is followed, the result will be that the Sufism or Ḥanbalism 

of the 4th/10th century onwards will take over our understanding of zuhd. While it is correct 

that we do not have original, first century information, we do have second century texts, and 

by making use of them we can establish whether there was a preference for the depiction of 

certain concepts inherent in zuhd across the genres and centuries. 

 Melchert has been one of the main contributors to research on zuhd.69 He has written 

various articles concerning renunciation within Islam, its connections to Sufism, Ibn Ḥanbal, 

and the different literary genres of zuhd. Yet for him it is still difficult to distinguish between 

the various kinds of renunciation in regard to Sufism. In two articles he has tried to trace the 

connection in the first,70 was criticized for it,71 and then reviewed the study in the second.72 In 

his studies he has shown how complex and diverse this field remains, and has noted some 

very important points that have hindered the historical study of ‘asceticism’ so far: (1.) the 

‘authenticity problem,’ concerning the sources before the 4th/11th century, suggested by 

Sunni synthesis of the ‘canonical’ collections; (2.) Asceticism documented from Sufism with 

the neglect of Hadith literature; (3.) The assumed super-temporal essence of Sufism, 

hindering a critical study of a pre- and non-Sufi asceticism.73   

 Correcting the neglect of Hadith literature on zuhd, as well as this literature’s partial 

exploration, is what this current study is dedicated to. What can generally be said about the 
                                                
67 Ibid., 29. 
68 Ibid. 
69 See EI3 Asceticism. Also idem, Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal’s Book of Renunciation, in: Der Islam 85 (2011), 

345–359. Further: The transition from Asceticism to Mysticism at the Middle of the 9th Century, in: 

Studia Islamica 83 (1996), 51-70. Cf. Baṣran Origins of Classical Sufism, in: Der Islam 82 (2005), 

221-240. And Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Oxford: Oneworld Publications 2006. 
70 Cf. The Transition from Asceticism to Mysticism. 
71 Radtke, Kritische Gänge, 251ff. 
72 Cf. Melchert, Baṣran Origins. 
73 EI3, Asceticism. 
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early zuhhād is “although ascetic practices such as austerity in, for example wealth, women, 

food and sleep were important for them, more important than that were Qurʾān recitations 

and prayers, especially by night to avoid people’s observations and thereby feeling pride in 

it.”74 To prove his observations, Melchert cites from Ibn Ḥanbal’s Zuhd: “There are two eyes 

that will not be touched by hellfire: an eye that has wept for fear of God and an eye that has 

stayed awake out of sight of Muslims.”75 Melchert’s main contributions to this field have 

been his attempt at an historical and terminological systematization of the field and his 

observations on the main bodies of literature involving zuhd through an extensive analysis of 

pre-canonical Hadith collections, especially Ibn Ḥanbal’s Zuhd. Melchert also sets ascetic 

piety into its historical context by referring to Donner’s study (Narratives), wherein he “finds 

that pleas for divine forgiveness and express hopes for entry into paradise are so predominant 

that virtually no other features of the new religion can be made out, lending credibility to the 

obsession with forgiveness and the Last Judgement reported of figures from the first/seventh 

and second/eighth centuries.”76 A preoccupation with Judgment Day, the world to come, and 

paradise/hell are not surprising to scholars of the Qurʾān, since eschatological verses form 

one of the main aspects of the Holy Book of Islam. It is, nonetheless, very enlightening to 

have further historical proof of this preoccupation in the human mindset through inscriptions.  

 Melchert also tried to shed some light on the intertwined state of research concerning 

the identification of early renunciant Hadith transmitters, and attempted to uncover the 

individuals and concepts lying behind the relationship between zuhd, Hadith, and Sufism. He 

repeatedly offers his interpretation of Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat, which is in contrast to that of a 

number of other scholars of Islam who have claimed that this work tried to “renarrate and 

thus reconstruct a respectable and self-legitimizing genealogy for Islamic mysticism.”77 In 

contrast, Melchert argues that in Abū Nuʿaym’s time the differentiation between Hadith 

transmitters, Qurʾān commentators, and Sufis was not clear yet. Melchert is, however, also 

                                                
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid. Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, Kitāb al-zuhd 386/#2291. My practice is to supply to references of 

Aḥmad’s Zuhd due to the many extant editions. The first number refers to the 1933 Meccan (reprint 

Beirut 1976) edition by page number, and the second to a recent edition, i.e. Beirut 2002, and its item 

number. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Dabashi, Historical Conditions of Persian Sufism during the Seljuk Period, in: Classical Persian 

Sufism. Edited by Lewisohn, 137-74, at 142. 
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not a specialist on Sufism, which has led to severe criticism from Radtke,78 and this makes 

Melchert’s terminological judgment at times doubtful. Radtke, on the other hand, did not 

include the Kutub al-zuhd in any of his studies. The reliability of Abū Nuʿaym as a 

transmitter is, for Melchert, sound enough to deem his narratives accurate. Although his 

reliability has been criticized by ʿilm al-rijāl scholars, Abū Nuʿaym may have been an 

accurate collector of traditions, yet he preferred to collect stories that had, as the title of his 

work demonstrates, a saintly and miraculous character. Abū Nuʿaym also underscores 

meetings between early Islamic renunciants and Christian monks79 to stress a point that not 

many of the traditional rijāl collectors (e.g. Ibn Ḥajar, Ibn Saʿd, and Ibn Ḥibbān) would. He 

apparently followed an agenda that was not only a Sufi one, but also one that casted Islam’s – 

in his view – most important personalities into a renunciant-pious-Sufi-miraculous light and 

so declared that all of Islam was, to some degree, mystical and miraculously favored by God. 

For instance, he calls Ibn al-Mubārak the Shāhānshāh of Sufism,80 which shows the 

individual touch he applied to his descriptions. Melchert’s most important observation 

remains that up until the second/eighth century early renunciants are identified by, inter alia, 

Abū Nuʿaym, as Hadith transmitters, while the third/ninth and fourth/tenth century 

renunciants are less and less connected to Hadith and, if so, are rated negatively.81 This is 

probably due to their preoccupation with mystical and other religious practices outside the 

(then) traditional scholarly preoccupation with Hadith, as the Hadith critics disqualified 

earlier renunciants because their practices did not fit into their understanding of 

conservative/Orthodox Islam,82 such as “special sessions of reciting the Qurʾān and 

recollecting God apart from the transmission of Hadith.”83 However, Melchert claims that 

renunciants were important Hadith transmitters up to and into the 2nd/8th century, but this 

had changed by the 4th/10th century when “outstanding hadith transmitters [...] were seldom 

                                                
78 Radtke, Kritische Gänge, 251ff. 
79 Cf. Livne-Kafri, Muslim ascetics and the world of Christian Monasticism, e.g., p. 107-8. Gramlich, 

Vorbilder, e.g. the section on Mālik b. Dīnār. See my subsequent chapter Re-viewing zuhd, for a more 

detailed discussion.  
80 Ḥilyat, viii:162.  
81 Melchert, Early Renunciants as Ḥadīth transmitters, 410-11. 
82 This is to point out that Sufism can obviously be argued for as constituting ‘orthodox’ or 

‘mainstream’ Islam. 
83 Cf. idem, Early Renunciants as Ḥadīth transmitters, 411. 
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outstanding Sufis,”84 and vice versa. The crucial period of change, or at least what has been 

noted as a crucial change in biographical literature, took place in the 3rd/9th century.  

Scholarly investigations into zuhd have shown several shortcomings that I hope to 

partly address in this work. First, deficiency lies in a lack of contextualization and definitions 

of zuhd. While Gramlich collected sayings relatable to zuhd throughout the literature and 

centuries, proper historical and terminological analysis has remained rare. Kinberg favored a 

societal explanation of the phenomenon and omitted any terminological research, while 

scholars of Sufism have mostly regarded zuhd merely as a predecessor of Sufism, without 

presenting sufficient evidence. Only recently has the relationship between zuhd and taṣawwuf 

been rephrased and subjected to criticism. Melchert provided the scholarly world with a new 

approach through the inclusion of Hadith material, but tried to relate zuhd to Sufism without 

being a specialist on the latter, although he must be credited with calling attention to the lack 

of attention to the other material. Another problem has been that the willingness of scholars 

of Sufism to use pre-canonical Hadith material to gain a fuller comprehension of early zuhd 

has been insufficient. Generally speaking, scholarship so far has been unable to bridge the 

gap between the different literary genres and understandings of zuhd, and has failed to 

analyze and compare these different genres. Furthermore, the information provided in, for 

instance, Hadith, as well as in biographical and hagiographical literature, has not been 

scrutinised for its intention and depiction of any one individual. Thus, the image of an 

individual should be studied through various different literatures in order to find out where 

information was added, omitted, or changed, thereby recognizing possible shifts by the 

authors and thus changes in their aims.  

 Melchert and Kinberg have grasped that zuhd served as an umbrella term, just as piety 

did, and that it included a range of religious terms and practices. In my analysis of some of 

these terms, I will first and foremost highlight what the Kutub al-zuhd describe when 

mentioning al-zuhd fī l-dunyā, tawakkul, khalwa/ʿuzla, ṣawm/jūʿ, etc., in order to provide a 

non-Sufi and non-canonical reading, with the aim of presenting a more nuanced account of 

concepts of zuhd in early Hadith, highlighting which ones may have been central at that time. 

This work will be the first attempt to provide a monograph on zuhd in pre-canonical Hadith 

literature in conjunction with other literary genres relevant for zuhd, in order to understand 

what zuhd was, where the idea came from, how it developed, what the lives of so-called 

zuhhād consisted of, and where eschatological thought is placed for the zuhhād. I will not be 

                                                
84 Idem, Early Renunciants as Ḥadīth transmitters, 414-415. 
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able to examine its Late Antique origins in any detail nor all the relevant technical terms, but 

will aim to establish an overview of the central concepts and practises of the renunciation 

movement in the 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th century. My aim and hope is that this work will 

encourage future scholarship on renunciation and asceticism in Islam and beyond to be 

conducted so that a deeper and more nuanced understanding of what zuhd is will result. The 

methods I develop from my enquiry may hopefully help future researchers to reach 

conclusions that will help us to understand the place of zuhd in history. 

 

III. Methodology  

The application of certain methodological approaches to the texts is necessary in several 

respects: (III.1) comparing genres and narrative styles; (III.2) analyzing technical terms; 

(III.3) analyzing isnāds. These methodological steps, as will become obvious from the 

description below, developed from my examination of the source material, that is, the Kutub 

al-zuhd, biographical dictionaries, epistles, and manuals.85  

 

III.1 Comparing genres and narrative styles 

Regarding the Kutub al-zuhd, I employed a number of different approaches in order to enable 

me to identify and define what zuhd meant for the traditionists of the second and early third 

Islamic century. Material regarding the beginnings of Islam was gathered and assembled in 

the Hadith collections in the second Islamic century, and as to my aim is to adhere strictly to 

the early works of zuhd, my analysis will be restricted to the second/eighth and the early 

third/ninth century. This will enable me to concentrate on a specific milieu and time for the 

study of the concept of zuhd in Islam, and not to confuse it with works from other genres and 

from different theological and doctrinal persuasions. Hence, it will be the works of the 

traditionists only on which this research is focussed, and not definitions from Sufism. 

However, Sufism, as well as concepts of asceticism in late antique Christianity, will be 

examined in order to provide the reader with an idea of which concepts existed in Late 

Antiquity that resembled those of renunciation in Islam, and how zuhd is distinct from and 

developed within Sufism. 

                                                
85 I believe that methodology is often merely used to validate scholarly works, with little regard for 

whether it is actually fit for purpose. In van Ess’s words, the methodology must be developed from 

scrutiny of the source material itself (van Ess, Der Fehltritt des Gelehrten. Die Pest von Emmanus 

und ihre theologischen Nachspiele. Heidelberg: Winter 2001, 391). 
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 In the matter of the background information on the authors’ lives, biographical 

dictionaries that were composed from the 3rd/9th up until the 5th/12th centuries will be 

consulted. This information will be scrutinized for its content, doctrinal background, and 

reliability. This diachronic approach is important for discerning different narrative styles, 

genres, and aims. As such, I chose a comparative methodology that examines a variety of 

texts within the same genre, such as the bio-/hagiographical genre. In these works, distinctive 

features appeared that emphasized, for instance, positioning oneself vis-à-vis the state, 

withdrawal from society, methods of earning money, and participation in warfare. The 

diachronic analysis proves particularly useful when attempting to reconstruct an individual’s 

life and comparing the narratives with life circumstances.  

 A combination of prosopographical and discursive approaches proved useful based on 

the way that data from biographical literature was, in the course of research, collected and 

compared to emphasise the lives of the authors and further individuals. This means that the 

authors of the biographical dictionaries, their socio-political and historical background, and 

religious affiliation are compared to the information provided on chosen zuhd traditionists. 

The prosopographical method will serve as the main tool for establishing information on and 

the interrelations of scholarly networks, aims, and intentions. This information will then be 

examined and diachronically compared to information in other biographical works. As such, 

we will be able to see which information was transmitted and how, whether new information 

apeared at some point that might be explained by historical circumstances, and what the aim 

of this new information was. Certain reappearing typological narrations, such as conversion 

experiences or bravery in warfare as a sign for piety and trust in God can, through this 

method, be identified. It is important that we develop a method and an understanding of how 

to approach different source genres, including the recognition and identification of topoi that 

will enable us to identify certain ideas as commonplace. As such, we may gain the ability to 

discern plausible from implausible information and accounts.  

 The earliest extant literature on zuhd comes from the second century of Islam, in the 

form of Hadith works and poetry. Hadith literature represents a very important aspect in the 

formative development of Islam from the second century, and continues to do so today. When 

reading my analysis of the traditionists’ zuhd sayings one must always keep in mind which 

literature we are dealing with and how this literature tried to frame the concept. This literary 

genre stands in contrast to, or at least in competition with, hagiographical narratives, shown 

by the way that their focus often differs. The authors of the Hadith collections on zuhd 

praised the earlier generations while at the same time trying to imitate their pious lifestyle, 
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which was reportedly devoted purely to Islam, while the authors of hagiographies merged 

ideas from the first and second century with their own, in this case often Sufism. Such a 

distinction is hard to pinpoint due to the coalesced nature of narratives and individuals as 

described; it is often only recognizable through slight shifts in concepts.  

 

III.2 Analysis of technical terms 

A synchronic and diachronic analysis is also applicable to technical terms; for instance, how 

certain of them (such as khawf/taqwā, tawakkul, dhikr, ṣiyām/jūʿ, and khalwa/ʿuzla) were 

understood and applied by the traditionist zuhhād in the pre-canonical Hadith literature, in 

epistles from around the 3rd/9th centuries (Shaqīq & Kharrāz), and in Sufi manuals of the 

4th/10th to 6th/12th centuries. Through this we are able to trace terminological developments 

or shifts, and identify them with a certain religious ideology. It will also enable us to 

understand how the thought-world or comprehension of these terms among different groups 

related to each other. And it is not only in this respect that philology will be the basis of this 

study. Translations, explanations, and analysis of – often opaque – sayings from the Kutub al-

zuhd will be provided, thereby reconstructing the worldview and vocabulary of the zuhd 

traditionists. The Kutub al-zuhd I chose will be studied sequentially, from the oldest to the 

most recent, in order to capture developments in zuhd-related thought. The main concepts of 

and terms within zuhd thought, such as contemptus mundi/dhamm or hawān al-dunyā, the 

centrality of eschatology, theological doctrines (e.g. seeing God, anthropomorphism, [un-

]limitedness of punishments in hell), and the importance of warfare for zuhd will also be 

studied. A comparison of the description, definition, and application of concepts associated 

with asceticism and renunciation will be carried out, while separate chapters will be dedicated 

to the aforementioned focal points.  

 

III.3 Isnād analysis 

My focus and interest lies in the content of the Hadiths (matn) and not primarily in their 

chains of transmission (isnāds). However, isnād analysis will, as a tool to help reconstruct 

scholarly networks rather than in the search for authenticity, prove indispensable. The final 

transmitter in an isnād before our zuhd traditionist was either someone whom our collector 

visited simply to hear Hadith from, or he may have been an important personality and teacher 

in the traditionist’s life, who helped shaping his views. Certain important teachers, such as 

Sufyān al-Thawrī (97-161/716-78) or Awzāʿī (d. 157/774), may, then, through the content of 
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their Hadiths in the zuhd collections, be identified with particular topics. Hence, Awzāʿī, who 

is known for his propagation of and engagement in warfare, also figures prominently in Ibn 

al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād as a direct transmitter. Sufyān al-Thawrī, on the other hand, is, 

from the sheer quantity of material he transmitted, to be regarded as the most important 

Hadith teacher of all the zuhd-affiliated traditionists of the second century. Thus, the teacher-

student relationships and their respective influence will be examined in the course of this 

research.  

 The isnāds (asānīd) provide us with information about the individuals involved, from 

which circles the information they used came, and, if this reflected the life circumstances and 

focus of these personalities in ‘reality,’ what their main preoccupations were, as far as it is 

possible to tell. At times, individuals may be identified with certain incidents that neatly fit 

with the sayings or stories told about or attributed to them. Then again, many sayings that are 

attributed to specific individuals appear, in another place, as those of someone else, or seem 

to apply to a whole group, such as the renunciants, thus decreasing the importance of 

attribution to a specific person by the promotion of a general concept of how to live. In any 

case, biographies of individuals and general wisdom literature, or in our case both, imply an 

identity fostered by this late antique and early medieval set of ideas. Therefore, an idea is 

sometimes relevant to identifing a specific individual with a certain historical incident, while 

at other times it expresses a general ideal of piety within renunciant circles. The content of 

the sayings is, furthermore, able to provide us with information about a specific circle and its 

main concerns as regards the ideals, way of life, and main tenets of zuhd as expressed in 

Hadith literature.  

 The sources examined in this research are so early that between, for example, Ibn al-

Mubārak and Wakīʿ, and often Sufyān al-Thawrī, sometimes only two or three transmitters 

stand between the original saying of a tradition and it being written down. For instance, in 

one of many isnāds, Ibn al-Mubārak is followed by Sufyān al-Thawrī, Awzāʿī, and Yaḥyā b. 

Abī Kathīr (d. 132/749), who then comments on a qurʾānic passage.86 That Ibn al-Mubārak, 

Sufyān, and Awzāʿī stood in ultimate connection to one another can be regarded as factual. 

Hence, we only need to know who the last person in the chain of transmission is (i.e. Yaḥyā 

b. Abī Kathīr) and what his political and theological persuasions and his actions were in the 

descriptions provided by the early biographers (e.g. Ibn Saʿd) to enable us to gain a picture of 

                                                
86 Ibn al-Mubārak, Kitāb al-zuhd wa-l-raqāʾiq. Edited by ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Aʿẓamī. Beirut: Dār al-

Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya 2004, #234 (ziyādāt). 
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the ideas that were transmitted and promoted within this circle of renunciant traditionist 

scholars from the first to the second Islamic century. If certain personalities keep reappearing, 

I will elaborate on their role in society, politics, and warfare further. After that, the content 

and those individuals participating in a narrative will be investigated and placed into a wider 

context, their utterings interpreted, and the content’s relevance for zuhd determined. 

 The earliest transmitters serve as the originators of the respective sayings, and for the 

traditionists they represent the ultimate proof of their words’ authoritativeness and 

truthfulness. Their revivified acts and utterings as conserved in the Hadith formed the 

cornerstone of pious renunciant life that the collectors wished to propagate and re-enact. The 

purity, sincerity, scrupulousness, regard for this life and orientation toward the eternal 

afterlife, and fearlessness in war situations form the basis on which the concepts of 

traditionist zuhd of the 2nd/8th century stands. Their life stories, political and doctrinal 

positions, and qurʾānic interpretations found in the sources will, in their intention and focus, 

be analysed. The depiction of these extremely important personalities in the history of Islam 

(Prophets, Companions, Wise men/women) will be compared with information on their lives 

to establish how idea and reality relate to each other and what role they played for the early 

community of believers. Finally, their importance for zuhd shall be examined. 

 

IV. Main sources 

The Sitz im Leben of the collectors and their works will help us understand the content of 

these works and their worldview. The political situation, scholarly circles, and way of life of 

each author will be reflected upon. The scholarly networks they were part of are particularly 

important, as they can provide us with ideas surrounding the origins, exchange, and 

development of ideas. This may also help show whether the phenomenon of zuhd only 

existed in a few, locally restricted circles or if it was a phenomenon found throughout the 

Islamic realm. 

 For this research I have chosen four works on zuhd, all of which are entitled Kitāb al-

zuhd, and which were composed between the 2nd/8th and the first half of the 3rd/9th century. 

As such, a timeframe of about a hundred years is covered. For reasons of convenience and 

variety I will sometimes refer to the four works as ‘zuhd collections’ instead of spelling out 

Kutub al-zuhd in each instance. Geographically, the authors originated from Kufa (Wakīʿ and 

Hannād) and Baghdad (Ibn Ḥanbal), both in Iraq, while the other was from Marw, in 

Khurāsān (Ibn al-Mubārak). 
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 What I have regrettably found to be missing in many previous studies of these texts 

has been the relationships between certain theological, doctrinal, and worldview persuasions 

within them as they are related to and compare with the biographies and life circumstances of 

their authors; often their views are observed without taking into consideration the life-

circumstances of the writers. Even when these have been taken into account, they have 

generally been treated only very briefly and consequently unsatisfactorily. When covering 

questions of religious belief, or, to be more precise, questions of this life and the afterlife, 

outward factors may well have played an important role. For how can we grasp the 

emergence of a preoccupation of an intellectual elite, group, or circle with the lowliness and 

disregard for this world in combination with the revivification and circulation of apocalyptic 

texts at a specific point in history without considering the circumstances of this time, be they 

historical, political, or social? Why would someone eagerly anticipate dying? How should we 

comprehend that the creation of this world may not be seen as God’s blessing? How should 

we understand that the creation was not related to beauty but to deception and that going to 

war in expectation of death would be something desirable, as would deliberately living in 

poverty? When set within the context of the bloody power struggles and coups d’états, the 

revolutions, constant warfare, and generally perilous circumstances of life, one may start to 

comprehend that a wish for death could be seen as one of several natural responses. Or, as 

Muḥāsibī (d. 243/857, the same year as the last collector examined in this study, Hannād b. 

al-Sarī) put it:  

 

I am experiencing a time whose people dance around the evil and 

leadership of lust (istidāra) and whose millstone turns around it. I have 

seen how the men of religion (ahl al-dīn) and my peers, whom I know 

of, faced one another in hatred and abhorrence; their hearts are at strife 

while the lusts they nourish go against one another. One left the other be; 

the scholars fell for it and placed their trust in this world; their Qurʾān 

reciters tumble in confusion, give precedence to this world and became 

greedy for its gold and silver, disregarding their otherworldly salvation.87 

 

This description fits the worldview of the Kutub al-zuhd very well. The zuhd traditionists 

tried to revivify the ‘pure and golden’ times of the Prophet and the first generation of 

                                                
87 Transl. from van Ess, Gedankenwelt, 55. 
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Muslims, for they believed and proclaimed that only in those times was Islam at its purest 

and most honest, the time of its origin. As such, their focus lay on purity (mental and 

practical/physical), obedience, uprightness, humbleness, and a willingness to defend, strive, 

or fight in God’s path,88 just as the earliest Muslims had most probably done, risking their 

lives and their possessions in the cause of the new religion. The collectors and other zuhhād 

were, when we consider their rejection of sovereigns and rulers, obviously of the opinion that 

the times they lived in were thoroughly corrupt, which in turns caused ‘manipulative’ 

changes in Islam. They aimed at returning to the only times they deemed to have been pure, 

and zuhd, with all its facets, was the most effective way of achieving this. Zuhd provided 

purity in contrast to corruption and manipulation, humbleness in the face of fame and wealth, 

and fighting and striving as opposed to laziness and dodging responsibility for the cause of 

Islam, as they put it. And it was the Qurʾān that backed up or even caused this belief. The 

imminence of the Hour and the promised reward for good deeds and martyrdom, as well as 

fear of all the horrible punishments of Hell, formed the basis of their worldview and their 

‘preachings.’89 

 Although the Companions and Followers witnessed drastic changes during the 

political- and power- struggles of the still-young Muslim community and were far from 

disconnected from these quarrels, they were still depicted by zuhd traditionists as ideal 

models for imitation. This depiction is often very similar to that of later, mostly mystical, 

saintly figures within the Islamic ‘biographical’’ genre. Of course, this does not mean that the 

first generation was free of flaws, as, for example, there is much evidence for succession 

struggles immediately following Muḥammad’s death,90 an obvious drift of the third of the so-

called ‘rightly-guided caliphs’ (al-khulafāʾ al-rāshidūn), ʿUthmān, from the opinions of the 

                                                
88 A. Noth (Heiliger Krieg und Heiliger Kampf in Islam und Christentum. Bonn: Ludwig rührscheid 

Verlag 1966) coined this translation for the Arabic phrase jahada fī sabīl Allāh and put forth one of 

the first studies on Holy War in both Islam and Christianity.  
89 I say preaching because one of our authors - Ibn al-Mubārak - is attested to have recited the 

traditions of zuhd he had collected in battle camps in the borderlands with Byzantium, and his work 

was read aloud several centuries later by the famous scholar and preacher Ibn ʿAsākir (d. 571/1175) in 

Damascus to incite the Muslim warriors against Frankish crusaders. See Bonner, Aristocratic 

Violence, 122. 
90 See e.g. Madelung, The succession to Muḥammad. Cambridge University Press 1997. 
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Companion, such as that of the aforementioned Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī (d. 32 or 31/651-3),91 

and the rise of the promoters and opponents of the fourth caliph, ʿAlī.92 The zuhd collectors’ 

conception was an idealized version of these individuals that continues to carry weight right 

through to the present day, one that culminated in the idea that it is not permissible for 

Muḥammad, the rāshidūn caliphs, and any of the Companions, to be subjected to criticism. 

The civil wars that were caused by the succession struggles, among other things, were more 

or less completely ignored within the sources as a result of this aim of idealization within 

zuhd traditionism.  

 Much of the information within the biographical literature to come, whether focusing 

on Hadith scholars, city histories, or Sufi compendia, to name just a few, would follow this 

manner. The first generation of Muslims was elevated to an almost saintly level, as was the 

time in which they lived. Their imagined or (more or less) realistic behavior was set as 

exemplary; this was especially the case with those who renounced the riches of the conquests 

because of their humbleness and their realization of wealth’s power for corruption of 

character. Yet the traditionists did not completely conceal the power of the wealth that came 

with the conquests. Some, like the companion ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf (d.c. 32/652-3), are 

said to have given up their political power, influence, and possessions – and in so doing, their 

duty to participate in Jihad – when they realized that these would cause them to end up in the 

torments of Hell;93 however, at times they are also described as distributing their wealth 

amongst the needy. Obviously some kind of obfuscation has taken place within the process of 

idealization, although, at all times, the central tenet of the message is preserved. 

 Zuhd has several aspects inherent to it, such as a religious one, expressed through 

piety and scrupulosity, a political dimension inherent in the reproaches of leaders and the 

political elite in general and the necessity of participating in warfare, and a social one, 

expressed through a moral code and behavioral restrictions (poverty) and obligations (e.g. 

amr bi-l-maʿrūf).94 Following Donner and Shoemaker, for the early Muslims this political 

dimension was only important “in so far as they related to concepts of piety and proper 

                                                
91 Cf. below my chapter on Renunciation and Warfare and the entry on Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī, in: 

Encyclopaedia Islamica. Edited by Madelung & Daftary. Leiden: Brill 2008-, vol. 1.  
92 See, Madelung, The succession to Muhammad. 
93 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #519. 
94 Cf. Livne-Kafri, Muslim Ascetics and the World of Christian Monasticism, 105. 
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behavior needed to ensure salvation.”95 This relates to the very basis of zuhd, identifying this 

moral behavior as necessary for salvation, achived through, according to the zuhhād, 

renouncing the world, humbleness, etc. Thus, it was piety and concern for salvation that stood 

at the center of the dominant mode of religiosity within early Islam (i.e. being the Qurʾān’s 

and the early believers’ and conquerors’ concern) rather than primarily political and social 

concerns or rules and regulations, although they were also part of the equation. Furthermore, 

zuhd can be seen as the very center of Islamic belief, as salvation through proper religious 

behavior may then be regarded as the believer’s main concern, and zuhd its proper 

philosophy and practice. Shoemaker writes “And so it would seem that fear before the 

impending judgment, rather than interest in political power, inspired Muhammad and his 

followers to expand their ‘community of the saved, dedicated to rigorous observance of 

God’s laws as revealed to His Prophets’.”96 I would add that it was not originally social laws 

but rather moral laws and the fulfilment of religious duties. 

 Two of our collectors, Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ, lived in a period of major political 

transition, from Umayyad to ʿAbbāsid rule, while Aḥmad and Hannād were surely affected 

by the aftermath of the continuing power struggles. After the overthrow of the Umayyad 

regime in 132/750 Iraq became the new center of Islamic rule and, with this, Kufa, Basra, and 

later Baghdad grew as centers of scholarship.97 Kufa was, from its founding as a garrison city 

(miṣr) in 17/638, ethnographically, and later also theologically, a diverse city.98 Following the 

change from Umayyad to ʿAbbāsid rule and the shift of the center of power from Damascus 

to Baghdad, much intellectual and cultural development took place, mainly within the three 

aforementioned Mesopotamian cities. Kufa remained the center of conflict between Shīʿa and 

Sunna, and between various other theological disputes. The developments that occurred 

during those times were extremely diverse, unstable, and insecure. From a psychological 

point of view it is possible to understand the scholars’ predominantly hostile attitude towards 

life in general, their wish to distance themselves from the court, and the long shadow it cast 

upon its subjects. The antagonism between religious factions of many kinds (Shīʿa, Murjiʾa, 

Ḥanafīs, Ahl al-ḥadīth, etc.), clan rivalries over leadership, and equality issues related to the 

                                                
95 Donner, Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam. Harvard University Press 

2010, xii. Quoted by Shoemaker, The Reign of God Has Come, 528. 
96 Shoemaker, The Reign of God Has Come, 528-9. 
97 TG i:151 ff. 
98 Ibid. 
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mawālī are just some of the problems and disputes that occurred in Kufa during the first, 

second, and early third Islamic centuries. All of our authors were well known within 

scholarly circles and at the court. Therefore, they were even more at risk, although they did 

try to stay far removed from the ruling elite. 

The following biographical information on the four Zuhd traditionists will be 

expanded on within later chapters when relevant. What follows shall serve as guidelines for 

the reader by providing a frame and identity for the purpose of easy recognition later. 

 

IV.1 Ibn al-Mubārak (Marw and the north-western frontier, d. 181/797) 99 

Ibn al-Mubārak’s full name was Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Ibn al-Mubārak b. Wādiḥ al-Marwazī 

al-Ḥanẓalī, although he is sometimes referred to as ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Ḥanzalī. 

He was of Persian or Turkish origin, was born in Marw in 118/736, and died in Hīt in 

181/797, reportedly after returning from a military campaign.100 A favorite anecdote, found in 

a number of works, relates his father’s extraordinary integrity. According to this story, his 

father worked for several years in a garden, but he never ate any of the fruits growing within 

it because his master had not explicitly granted him permission.101 Ibn al-Mubārak is 

supposed to have been raised in the same pious and scrupulous fashion. This story seems to 

be a topos, as it also appears in biographies of other pious and saintly figures, such as Ibrāhīm 

b. Adham.102 

                                                
99 Ibn Saʿd, Tabāqāt al-Kubrā. Edited by Sachau. 9 vols. Leiden: Brill 1904-40, vii2:104-5; Ibn Abī 

Ḥātim, al-Jarḥ wa-l-taʿdīl. 9. vols. Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya 1952-6, i:262-281; Ibn Ḥibbān, 

Kitāb al-thiqāt. 9 vols. Hyderabad: Daʾiratu’l-Maʿārifi’l-ʿUthmaniyya 1981, vii:7-8; Abū Nuʿaym, 

Ḥilyat, viii:162-190; al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī, Taʾrīkh Baghdād/Taʾrīkh madīnat al-salām. 14.vols. 

Cairo 1349/1931, x:152-169. Recent edition is Taʾrīkh Baghdād. 17 vols. Beirut: 2001, xi:388-409 

(henceforth cited as TB including the old and new edition separated by /); Ibn ʿAsākir, Taʾrīkh 

madīnat dimashq. 69 vols. Damascus: Maṭbuʿāt majmaʿ al-lugha al-ʿarabiyya bi-dimashq 1984-2011, 

xxxviii:301-389 (from now on cited as TD); Dhahabī, Siyar aʿlām al-nubalāʾa. Edited by Shuʿayb al-

Arnaʾūṭ et al. 25 vols. Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Risāla, 1996, viii:378-421; EI2, Ibn al-Mubārak (J. 

Robson); GAS i:95. 
100 Ibid.  
101 E.g., DeSlane, Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical Dictionary, ii:12. 
102 Gramlich, Vorbilder i:136-7.  
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 Ibn al-Mubārak is said to have mainly studied under the two famous traditionists and 

jurists Mālik b. Anas (d. 179/796) and Sufyān al-Thawrī (d. 161/778).103 Awzāʿī and Abū 

Ḥanīfa104 are also listed among his teachers, and a poem of praise105 for the latter, allegedly 

written by Ibn al-Mubārak, is extant. Furthermore, Ibn al-Mubārak transmitted Hadith from 

several traditionist students of Ḥasan al-Baṣrī.106 Given Ibn al-Mubārak’s occasional use of 

poetry he may also have been associated with other scholars, among them Muʿtazilis.107 On 

the use of reason by Ibn al-Mubārak, Wakīʿ, and other zuhd traditionists there is no definite 

information either way. While Ibn al-Mubārak is often displayed as disapproving of raʾy, 

Abū Nuʿaym reports him as having permitted it.108 It seems there is not enough first hand 

evidence of his theological views, as even Ibn al-Mubārak’s ‘classification of sects’ appears 

to be a later, and possibly false, attribution. In the Hadith collections we merely find issues 

relating to anthropomorphism, predestination,109 and his stance regarding participation in the 

Jihad. One of the sayings connecting Ibn al-Mubārak to zuhd, and reported in Ibn Khallikān’s 

biographical dictionary, states: “We sought learning that we might acquire worldly 
                                                
103 See above note 90. 
104 TG ii:554. Awzāʿī is listed first in TD xxxviii:301.  
105 In: Majallat maʿhad al-makhṭūṭāt al-ʿarabiyya. Cairo: Jāmiʿat al-Duwal al-ʿArabiyya 1955 xxvii: 

468. See Appendix. 
106 From the asānīd cf. Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd: #s 14, 18, 80 Jurayr b. Ḥāzim (d.170/786 Basra), #15 

Jaʿfar b. Ḥayyān (d.165/781-2 Basra), #20 Mubārak b. Faḍāla (d. 166/782-3), #28 Ismāʿīl b. Muslim 

[al-ʿAbdī] (d. ?), who was also one of Wakīʿ’s teachers, thus displaying how close these circles were 

in Basra as well as in Kufa. They probably regarded themselves as Ḥasan al-Baṣrī’s heirs. Ibn al-

Mubārak allegedly also learned tafsīr from ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Ṣanʿānī (d. 211/827). 
107 TG ii:554. 
108 “Be of the ones who rely on this Hadith: Take from raʾy to make you comprehend the Hadith”; 

Ḥilyat viii:165. 
109 TG i:23. Van Ess writes that those who fostered predestination and the awareness of individual sin 

were primarily the renunciants of Baṣra. ‘Taqwā’ was in this process replaced by ‘zuhd’ (ibid.). 

Furthermore, the Qadarīs moved from being predestinarians to the exact opposite, namely anti-

predestinarians, which makes it a problematic term to use: “Als bloßer Ausdruck einer Meinung 

schwanken alle benutzen Begriffe stark in ihrem Inhalt. Das wird in extremer Form deutlich an der 

Bezeichnung ‘Qadarit’; mit ihr konnte, je nach Frontstellung, in der Frühzeit sowohl ein 

Prädestinianer als auch ein Anhänger des liberum arbitrium bezeichnet werden. (ibid., 59)” In 

accordance to its main use within scholarship, I will use Qadarī to mean anti-predestinarian, that is, 

those opposed to free will, in this dissertation. 
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advantages, and it led us to renounce the world.”110 This could have been how he came to 

hold zuhd in such high esteem; he was a muḥaddith who stood out in his accuracy and 

knowledge of Hadith during a period when Hadith scholarship and isnād criteria were far 

from being systematized.111 He is said to have possessed a library of 20,000 books,112 divided 

into separate collections. Ibn Ḥanbal regarded his works as providing a sound basis for 

Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh),113 thus implying that he wrote more, which included works on 

fiqh. It is said that by the age of twenty-three he had already travelled to Iraq and, later, 

travelled extensively in search of Hadith while also engaging in trade. He was one of the few 

scholars who taught Hadith for free (“for God’s sake only,” yuḥaddithu li ‘Llāhi), accepting 

no salary.114 

 As for his relationship with Sufis, van Ess notes a poem supposedly composed by Ibn 

al-Mubārak, in which he criticized Sufis for their indolence,115 but we also have a number of 

passages in his Zuhd showing that he was no less critical of religious scholars (ʿulamāʾ) in 

general, and of jurists (fuqahāʾ) and scholastic theologians (mutakallimūn) in particular.116 If 

van Ess was correct, it would mean that Sufis were present as early as the second Islamic 

century, and that a zāhid and a Sufi were seen as distinct.  

 Ibn al-Mubārak seems to have been a rich man, which gave him license to criticise 

those who taught religious knowledge in order to make a living.117 The intention behind this 

was to keep religious knowledge uncorrupted by not allowing it to become related to 

business. Despite the copious praise of his integrity, character, and knowledge, he seems to 

have been quite unlike many others, as he did not like to mingle with people in general, while 

he invited others to have him sponsor their pilgrimage to Mecca. One anecdote pictures his 

traveling ‘with’ others:  

 

                                                
110 DeSlane, Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical Dictionary, ii:13. 
111 TG ii:552. 
112 See EI2, Ibn al-Mubārak, “According to Ibn Muʿīn he collected 20.000 books.” Also TG ii:552 

from TB. 
113 TG ii:553. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid. 
116 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #48. 
117 Ḥilyat viii:167-8. 
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Shaqīq b. Ibrāhīm al-Balkhī (d. 187/803) said he asked Ibn al-Mubārak, 

‘You pray with us, so why don’t you sit with us?’ He replied, ‘I travel 

with the Companions and the Followers (tābiʿīn).’ We asked him, ‘The 

ṣaḥāba and the tābiʿīn from where?’ He said, ‘I know and see them in 

my knowledge (fī ʿilmī), I know their paths (i.e. paths they went on) and 

their acts as I act in accordance with them.’ 118 

 

Ibn al-Mubārak wanted to emulate the first generation of Muslims in their humbleness before 

God and their fellow-believers, their modesty in dress and food, and their engagement in 

battle in the name of Islam. Ibn al-Mubārak clearly chose to live in or to relive the past, and 

gave more credit to his books than to other scholars: “Al-Sindī b. Abī Hārūn said, ‘I went 

with Ibn al-Mubārak in a disagreement [about a matter] to the Shaykhs. And I asked him, ‘O 

Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, whom shall we consult?’ He said, ‘Our books!’”119 First and foremost, 

for Ibn al-Mubārak this meant knowing the traditions (āthār).120 Furthermore, the main 

aspects he was looking for in the traditions were piety, renunciation of this world and its 

concerns, and collecting good deeds for the afterlife: “Fuḍayl said that Ibn al-Mubārak said, 

‘Most desirable knowledge is that you should increase your fear. Prepare for death and what 

follows!’ Fuḍayl continued, ‘He sighed deeply and did not stop with it until the middle of the 

night’.”121 It seems these pious, world renouncing, warfare praising, and Hadith-oriented 

sayings collected about Ibn al-Mubārak reflect both his character traits and his utterings.  

 There are also several sayings in the Ḥilyat of spiritual or mystical vocations that do 

not seem to fit with what we have in his Kitāb al-zuhd and Kitāb al-jihād, such as: “‘The ahl 

al-dunyā will leave al-dunyā without sufficiently having tasted the better [part] (aṭyab) that is 

in it.’ He was asked, ‘And what is al-aṭyab?’ He said, ‘The experiential knowledge (al-

maʿrifa) of God!’”122 Here Abū Nuʿaym fused Ibn al-Mubārak’s pious, world-renouncing 

vocabulary about al-dunyā with Sufi terminology (maʿrifa). However, in Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

own collections there is no mention whatsoever of the term maʿrifa. There are further 

                                                
118 Ibid., 164-5. 

119 Ibid., 165. 
120 Ibid., 166. 
121 Ibid., 168. 
122 Ḥilyat viii:167. For a more detailed analysis of Abū Nuʿaym’s depiction of Ibn al-Mubārak, see my 

subsequent chapter Re-viewing Zuhd. 
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instances when Sufi terminology and doctrine was wedded to pious renunciant ideas; for 

example, Ibn al-Mubārak is supposed to have said, “Were a man to know the worth of his 

soul (qadr nafsihi), he would regard it lower than a dog.”123 The nafs is, in the zuhd 

collections, merely ‘the self,’ something that is also considered to be low and that needs to be 

fought against, but in a very different way from regarding it as being as low as a dog. This 

comparison to a dog clearly speaks for Sufi and possibly Christian ascetic influence.124  

 His disregard for the ruling classes is a topos that reappears in the biographical 

literature. An entertaining narrative is found in the Ḥilyat: 

 

ʿAbdallāh b. Abī l-ʿAbbās al-Ṭarsūsī, the governor of Marw, came to the 

house of ʿAbdallāh b. al-Mubārak in the night. With him was his scribe 

with an inkwell and paper leaves. He (Ibn Abī l-ʿAbbās) asked him (i.e. 

Ibn al-Mubārak) to teach him Hadith but he refused. This repeated itself 

three times. Then he told his scribe, ‘Take up your leaves, for I do not 

see ʿAbd al-Raḥmān welcoming and teaching us Hadith.’ And when he 

(they) got up to leave, Ibn al-Mubārak accompanied them to the door of 

his house. He said to him, ‘Say Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, why did you not 

welcome us by teaching us Hadith and walked with us?’ He told me, ‘I 

would have liked to humbly submit to you (lit. to let you rule my body) 

but not the Hadith of the Prophet.’ Aḥmad [b. Abī l-Ḥawārī] said that 

this was narrated by Ibn Abī Shayba, Ibn Ukht, that Ibn al-Mubārak said, 

He didn’t narrate the story correctly.’ Actually, he didn’t walk with him 

but went out to go to the toilet that was on the way.125 

 

Alongside his much-praised integrity, two other character traits stand out: his generosity and 

his interest in Jihad. He was a wealthy tradesman who paid for trips for needy pilgrims, gave 
                                                
123 Ibid., 168. 
124 Even the so-called “greater Jihad” is mentioned in the Ḥilyat, but not within the Kitāb al-jihād: 

“Ibn Abī Jamīl (?) told that a man asked Ibn al-Mubārak about the ribāṭ and he answered, ‘Fight with 

your soul [searching] for the truth (rābaṭa bi-nasfika ʿalā l-ḥaqq) until you have safeguarded it. That 

is the best kind of ribāṭ’”; ibid. 171. There is one instance in Ibn al-Mubārak’s K. al-Jihād when 

battling the nafs is mentioned, but this is done in a different context; see below, my chapter 

Renunciation and Warfare. For the Christian ascetic distinction, see Re-viewing Zuhd. 
125 Ibid., 169. 
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gifts for charity, and so on. Many stories about his generosity as well as his Jihad activity are 

to be found in, inter alia, Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī’s Taʾrīkh Baghdād and Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat 

al-Awliyāʾ. He is said to have regularly engaged in the Jihad on the Byzantine frontier in 

Anatolia and even compiled a Hadith collection on Jihad (Kitāb al-jihād) that will be 

examined in the fourth chapter of this thesis. His works on zuhd and Jihad are the oldest 

extant examples of works in both of these genres.  

 His Zuhd may have been the predecessor of later works on the same topic. A selection 

of the chapters or sections within it include the following: incentives for obedience to God 

(taḥḍīḍ ʿalā ṭāʿat Allāh), sadness and weeping (mā jāʾa fī l-takhwīf wa-l-bukāʾ), three 

chapters about fear (khawf, taqwā), the dedication of worship (al-ijtihād fī l-ʿibāda), 

repudiation of prolonging hope (al-nahy ʿan ṭūl al-amal), contentment (riḍā), trust in God 

(tawakkul), and so on. There are also eschatological chapters at the very end of the book: 

chapters twelve to fourteen deal with heaven, hell, and the gathering on Judgment Day. 

Descriptions of these include the punishments of hell, its topology, nature, properties (such as 

its width and depth, gates, and bridge [ṣirāt]), food and drink, and the perfumes of heaven, 

the extraordinariness of the Houris, the life and state of its inhabitants, etc.  

 Ibn al-Mubārak was often praised for his role in the thughūr. Whether he actually 

participated in combat or merely incited the warriors in the battle camps is not clear. The 

earliest biographical source that we have, Ibn Saʿd’s Ṭabaqāt al-kubrā, merely describes Ibn 

al-Mubārak as al-ḥathth fī l-jihād, which signifies the practice of incitement through 

speeches, aimed at encouraging others to participate in or have a positive regard for Jihad.126 

Over time, the sources seem to favor ascribing a combative nature to Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

activities in the borderlands with the Byzantine Empire, which suggests a steady development 

of and possible inventions in his biography concerning Jihad. The reality probably lies 

somewhere in the middle, although I believe that his writing activity, in which he incited 

people to and preached Jihad, was his main activity, while his actions in combat must have 

been comparatively rare and nowhere near as heroic and legendary as later sources, often 

composed during the Crusades, would have us believe. Aspects of warfare in both his Kitāb 

al-zuhd and his Kitāb al-jihād, and how they relate to one another, will be part of the 

analysis. It is important to note at this point that both works place the focus on the intention 

                                                
126 In his study on Ḥasan al-Baṣrī Mourad termed Ibn al-Mubārak a propagandist. In relation to the 

term ḥathth this may be true, but this ignores his overall importance for medieval Islamic thought and 

inaccurately reduces his activity: Early Islam between Myth and History. Leiden: Brill 2006, 15. 
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with which a combatant enters battle; this intention (niyya) is repeatedly mentioned as being 

the very centre of righteous belief and the main basis for subsequent reward. If the fighter 

enters battle not out of a desire to serve God’s cause alone but also aiming to acquire wealth, 

then his eternal reward will be nullified.  

 His Kitāb al-zuhd has reached us through the recension of Abū ʿUmar (Muḥammad b. 

al-ʿAbbās) b. Ḥayyawayh127 (Baghdad, d. 382/992) and Abū Bakr al-Warrāq (Muḥammad b. 

Ismāʿīl b. Muḥammad, Baghdad, d. 378/988). They are followed by Yaḥyā (b. Muḥammad b. 

Ṣāʾid, Baghdad, d. 318/930)128 and Ḥusayn (b. al-Ḥasan b. Ḥarb al-Marwazī, Mecca, d. 

246/860-1)129 until, finally, Ibn al-Mubārak forms nearly all the chains of transmission 

(asānīd) of the 1,627 items130 up to Nuʿaym b. Hammād’s ziyādāt. At times the asānīd are 

cut off (maqṭūʿ), start directly with a student or one generation before Ibn al-Mubārak – 

especially from Masʿar b. Kidām (d. 155/772 Kufa)131  – or do not include Ibn al-Mubārak at 

all.132 Furthermore, the edition it has been necessary to use for this study is often defective 

and is far from critical. Sometimes footnotes even appear in the middle of a tradition’s matn. 

Similarly, Aḥmad’s Zuhd, with its many editions, is in no better state. Editions of Hannād’s 

and especially Wakīʿ’s Kutub al-zuhd are much more detailed and provide important 

information on individuals and variants of traditions in other Hadith collections and variants 

in wordings in the manuscripts.  

In addition to his Kitāb al-zuhd and Kitāb (faḍl) al-jihād, Ibn al-Mubārak compiled 

one other Hadith collection, a Musnad.133 His Jihād and Musnad are extant in unica 

manuscripts.134 The Jihād consists of 262 items and praises the value of Jihad, and repeatedly 

                                                
127 The editor of his Zuhd reads “Ibn Ḥayywayh”, Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd, 16. 
128 Cf. Dhahabī, Siyar aʿlām al-nubalāʾ xiv:501-7. He was apparently close to Ibn Abī Shayba (ibid., 

503). 
129 He apparently came from Ibn al-Mubārak’s hometown of Marw but only met him in Mecca. He is 

said to have been a teacher or was narrated by Tirmidhī and Ibn Mājah. He is reported to have 

transmitted the Kitāb al-zuhd to Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal; Dhahabī, Siyar xii:190-1. 
130 Melchert, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-Jihād and Early Renunciant Literature, in: Violence in 

Islamic Thought from the Qurʾān to the Mongols. Edited by Robert Gleave and István Kristó-Nagy. 

Edinburgh University Press 2015, 49-69. 
131 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #s 9, 10, 36, 97, 98. 
132 Ibid., e.g. #4 & 12. Cf. Juynboll, Encyclopedia of Canonical Hadith. Leiden: Brill 2007. 
133 Edited by Subḥī al-Badrī al-Sāmarrā’ī. Riyadh 1407/1987. 
134 Leipzig MS 320/1 for his Kitāb al-Jihād and Damascus Ẓāhiriyya MS 18/5 for the Musnad. 
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alludes to qurʾānic passages and the correct intention (niyya) with which the warrior engages 

in combat. All but a few items regard Jihad simply as combative warfare, not as some kind of 

spiritual endeavor. It is not the law of warfare (siyar) that is the basis of this work but the 

moral preconditions for it and its explicitly eternal, rather than this-worldly, reward.  

 His Musnad consists of 272 items, containing one section (bāb) on yawm al-qiyāma, 

thus further indicating Ibn al-Mubārak’s eschatological interest and focus. The other chapters 

deal with favourite zuhd topics, such as purity through ablution (wuḍūʿ), prayer (ṣalāt), 

fasting (ṣawm), belief (īmān), and tribulations (fitan). All but two traditions are from the 

Prophet, and contentwise also consist of encouragements to piety. It was evidently compiled 

by Ḥasan b. Sufyān al-Shaybānī (d. 303/916), since all of it runs through him, Ḥibbān b. 

Mūsā al-Marwazī (d. 233/847-8), and finally ʿAbdallāh b. al-Mubārak.135  

 It is worthwhile noting that the sayings collected by Ibn al-Mubārak in his Zuhd often 

do not go back to the Prophet but to his Companions instead. This possibly reflects an early 

stage of Hadith scholarship in which a full chain of transmission (isnād) going back to the 

Prophet was not yet a standard requirement, as it would be in later times, especially following 

the intervention of Shāfiʿī (d. 206/820). What concerns the act of Hadith collecting, as van 

Ess noted, is that Ibn al-Mubārak, like others from outside Basra (where isnāds played a more 

important role), simply selected traditions that were in tune with their own beliefs, and with 

little regard for their isnāds.136 Unlike Ibn al-Mubārak’s aforementioned earnestness for 

transmission, this probably applies specifically to works concerned with exhortations and 

eschatological matters, which were less strictly handled with regard to their asānīd. 

 

IV.2 Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ (Kufa and Baghdad, d. 197/812)137 

Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ b. Malīḥ, or Mulayḥ, was born in Kufa. His father was the keeper of the 

public treasury.138 At an early age his father taught him jurisprudence (fiqh) and tradition 
                                                
135 Cf. Melchert, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-Jihād. 
136 TG ii:51. Van Ess refers to distancing or aligning oneself to the Qadarī, Muʿtazilī movements. 
137 Ibn Saʿd, Tabaqāt al-Kubra vi:275; Ibn Abī Ḥātim, al-Jarḥ i:219-232; Ibn Ḥibbān, Thiqāt vii:562; 

Ḥilyat viii:368-380; TB xiii: 466-481/xv:647-668; Ibn ʿAsākir, Taʾrīkh madīnat Dimashq. Edited by 

ʿUmar b. Gharāma al-ʿAmrawī. 80 vols. Beirut: Dār al-Fikr, 1995-1461/2000, lxiii:58-108, #7989; 

Dhahabī, Siyar. ix:140-168; Ziriklī, Aʿlām. 8 vols. Beirut: Dār al-ʿĀlim al-Malayīn 2002, viii:117; 

GAS i:96-7; EI2, Wakiʿ Ibn al-Jarrāḥ (Khoury). 
138 Cf. e.g. Ziriklī, Aʿlām, viii:117. TB says his father was the head of the bayt al-māl in Baghdād, not 

Kufa (xiii:467/xv:648). 
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(ḥadīth). In addition to that he is said to have inherited a large fortune from his mother.139 In 

accordance with the principle of teaching religious knowledge for no pay (yuḥaddithu li-

Llāhi), Wakīʿ is often praised for doing so by Yaḥyā b. Maʿīn (158-233/775-847).140 Later, as 

with Ibn al-Mubārak, Abū Ḥanīfa was said to have been one of Wakīʿ’s masters,141 but, as in 

Ibn al-Mubārak’s case, this is not provable due to theological discrepancies regarding raʾy. 

Furthermore, Shaqīq al-Balkhī is said to have been one of Abū Ḥanīfa’s students, one who 

later turned away from raʾy and toward tradition (ḥadīth).142 Abū Ḥanīfa suffered various 

attacks on his theological views and remains an ambiguous figure as regards his position as 

teacher of our first two collectors.143 It seems that, at some point during the second century, 

he lost the positive reputation he had enjoyed among scholars of religious learning and 

tradition; this could have been the result of the development of the proto-Sunni elite, and 

there seems to have been significant disgareement among traditionists regarding Abū 

Ḥanīfa’s methods. However, it seems certain that Sufyān al-Thawrī was Wakīʿ’s most 

influential Hadith teacher, judging from the many traditions directly transmitted through him.  

 Wakīʿ’s main talent lay in the memorization of Hadith, unlike Ibn al-Mubārak, who 

had his Hadith collections in the form of books, as mentioned above. Aḥmad said about 

Wakīʿ that he had a ‘photographic memory’ (matbūʿ al-ḥifẓ).144 In political matters Wakīʿ 

remained neutral. It is said that he turned down a post as a judge (qāḍī) in Baghdad that was 

                                                
139 “Wakīʿ inherited 100,000 dirhams from his mother.” TB xiii:469/xv:651. 
140 TB xiii:473-4/xv:655. Yaḥyā was a student of Ibn al-Mubārak and Sufyān b. Uyayna and 

transmitted to Aḥmad, Bukhārī, and Ibn Saʿd. He is said to have inherited considerable wealth and 

spent it all on the acquisition of Hadith. (EI2, Yaḥyā b. Maʿīn [Leemhuis]). 
141 TB xiii:470-1/xv:652. 
142 Gramlich,Vorbilder ii:19. 
143 See van Ess TG, ii:184 ff.: As well as Shīʿa hostility against Abū Ḥanīfa’s use of qiyās (analogy), 

there were also pamphlets written against him, such as that of Ibn Abī Shayba (who also composed a 

large section in his Muṣannaf on zuhd), the K. al-Radd ʿala Abī Ḥanīfa (ibid., 190). Shaqīq’s reported 

abandonment of raʾy was not shared by his teacher [Abū l- Ḥudhayl] Zufar [b. al-Hudhayl b. Qays b. 

Salm al-ʿAnbarī] (110-158/728-775), who was an eager student and admirer of Abū Ḥanīfa and 

defended his teacher’s speculative theology (Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:19). It seems that some of the 

zuhhād accepted raʾy while others – the proto-Sunnis – became strict followers of tradition and so 

were opposed to widespread use of raʾy.  
144 TB xiii:474/xv:657. 
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offered to him by Hārūn al-Rashīd (r. 170-193/786-809)145 out of piety and his fear that the 

appointment would drive him to dependence on the state. According to some sources, which 

must be exaggerating, he fasted his whole life and made the pilgrimage (ḥajj) to Mecca 70 

times.146 On returning from his last pilgrimage he died at Fayḍ, a town half-way between 

Mecca and Kufa. He was known for his remarkable mildness and leniency, which can also be 

seen in the content of his Zuhd, as there are many examples demonstrating moderateness in 

his understanding and practice of zuhd. In the debate about the permissibility of nabīdh, he 

adopted the tolerant Kufan stance147 and regarded it as admissible.148 But this is not all. In the 

city-specific biographical dictionary Taʾrīkh Baghdād much more than that is attested 

regarding his drinking habits. Two anecdotes that are especially intriguing shall be examined 

here: 

 

Sufyān b. Wakīʿ said, my father said: Wakīʿ used to fast constantly (al-

dahr). He set out early in the morning to sit together with the Hadith folk 

(aṣḥāb al-ḥadīth) until the light of the day came, then he would depart 

and sleep until the time of noon prayer. He would go out to pray the 

noon prayers and afterwards went to a [water] drinking place (mashraʿa) 

[at the river bank] where the people of tradition (aṣḥāb al-riwāyā) would 

meet. They rested and he would teach them from the Qurʾān with which 

they could perform their obligations (i.e. teach them some of the basics 

of the Quran) until just before ʿaṣr (i.e. afternoon prayer). Then he 

returned to his mosque and prayed the ʿaṣr prayer. Then he would sit 

down there and as well teach the Qurʾān and recollect God until the light 
                                                
145 GAS i:96-7. Cf. Ziriklī, Aʿlām viii:117. TB xiii:467/xv:649. 
146 Ibid.  
147 Cf. TG i:115: “Die kūfische Großzügigkeit gegenüber dem nabīdh störte ihn [Abū Nuʿaym]; hier 

hatte man, so meinte er, dem Wein nur einen anderen Namen gegeben.” This points toward the debate 

between nabīdh and khamr. Van Ess states further about Sufyān al-Thawrī: “Übermässige Askese 

schätzte er nicht; Weinen hielt er für äußerlich, und das Tragen von Wolle betrachtete er als Neuerung 

(bidʿa). Absichtliches Hungern unterstützte er nicht; allerdings bemühte er sich, nur rituell 

einwandfreie Speisen zu essen. Beim nabīdh drückte er getreu kūfischer Tradition ein Auge zu.” Ibid., 

224. Cf. Heine, Weinstudien. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 1982. 
148 There are several traditions in TB in which Wakīʿ is described as having a significant weakness for 

drinking nabīdh until he passed out; see especially xiii:471-2/xv:653-4. 
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of day would come. Then he would return to his home and iftār would be 

presented to him. He used to break his fast with approximately ten arṭāl 

(i.e. measurement units) of food. Then a qirba (i.e. drinking flask) would 

be presented to him of approximately ten arṭāl nabīdh (i.e. date wine). 

He would drink from it however much he wanted with his meal. Then he 

placed it before him and stood up to pray a specific time of the night 

(wirdahu min al-layl). And when he had prayed the two rakʿas - or more 

- he [again] drank from it until he finished it. Then he went to sleep.149  

 

Here Wakīʿ, a renowned scholar of Hadith and Qurʾān, is described as drinking before and 

after prayer, something that one might not expect to come across in this city history that 

usually displays the pious as very pious and not as someone who, at the very least, was 

extremely fond of alcoholic drinks: 

 

Ibn Isḥāq b. al-Buhlūl al-Anbārī (d. 252/866)150 said: Wakiʿ came to us 

and he descended from the mosque on the banks of the Euphrates. I went 

to him to hear Hadith from him. He demanded nabīdh from me, so I 

brought him a makhīsah151 at night. I approached him and started 

reciting Hadith to him while he drank. When he had finished what I had 

brought him, he put the lamp out. I asked him, ‘What is the meaning of 

this?’ He replied, ‘You have supplied us and we supplied you (i.e. if you 

bring me more wine I will teach you more Hadith)’.152 

 
This shows a love of drinking that I have not encountered with regard to any other of our 

zuhd collectors or any person within the narratives on zuhd. Although Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī is 

known for exaggerating,153 Kufan scholars, as mentioned above, were often lax regarding 

                                                
149 TB xiii:471/xv:654. 
150 A Zaydī judge in Kufa. 
151 The editor Bashshār ʿAwwād Maʿrūf says it means nabīdh. 
152 TB xiii:471-2/xv:654. 
153 See my chapter Renunciation and Warfare. 
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their stand toward nabīdh, and apparently regarded it as distinct from khamr.154 However, 

that a scholar is described as drinking before prayer and while teaching is certainly 

exceptional. This could hint at Wakīʿ’s liberality in certain matters, and his love of date wine 

and his stay in ʿAbbādān, if we regard this information as reliable, suggest that he was not 

preoccupied with piety as defined by the restriction of wine, musical instruments, or any 

other kind of enjoyment. However, this does not mean that Wakīʿ disregarded scrupulosity 

(waraʿ) and was not preoccupied with the afterlife, as eschatological traditions transmitted 

via him in Aḥmad’s and Hannād’s Kutub al-zuhd show. Perhaps he just interpreted things 

slightly differently than did other collectors of traditions on zuhd. He was indeed occupied 

with scrupulosity and humbleness155 and was praised for his constant fasting and qurʾānic 

recitation,156 as the two nabīdh-narrations above do display. Unfortunately, information on 

his personal view on these matters is rare. We do have several traditions about his constant 

journeying back and forth between his home and the mosque for prayer, learning, and 

recitation, while his performance of the night vigil, his standing in prayer, and his reciting of 

the Qurʾān are recurrent themes used to exemplify his piety.157  

 Abū Nuʿaym highlights Wakīʿ’s doctrinal standpoint regarding what zuhd is. In this, 

Wakīʿ allegedly understands it to means renouncing the permitted (tark al-ḥalāl).158 

However, this may be a later Sufi standpoint, for we do not know from the Hadith works that 

the zuhhād ever considered that the permitted ought to be renounced, although it does fit with 

his idea of scrupulosity. However, not doing what is allowed was, to my knowledge, first 

developed in the Sufi manuals.159 Wakīʿ, like many of his colleagues, was enormously 

wealthy, and even though he was not a tradesman, he commented on buying and selling: “A 

                                                
154 TB ibid., Yaḥyā b. Maʿīn said: I heard a man ask Wakīʿ, ‘O Abū Sufyān, yesterday I drank nabīdh. 

During my sleep I saw it (i.e. my drinking) and a man said that I drank wine (khamr).’ Wakīʿ said, 

‘That was the devil.’ 
155 See Ḥilyat viii:370.  
156 TB xiii:470 & 471/xv:653 & 654. 
157 Ibid. 
158 Ḥilyat viii:370: “The ḥalāl will be reckoned (ḥisāb). The forbidden (ḥarām) will be punished. And 

the dubious blamed.” 
159 Sarrāj, Kitāb al-Lumaʿ fī l-Taṣawwuf. Edited by Nicholson. Leiden: Brill 1914, 47; German tr. 

Gramlich, Schlaglichter über das Sufitum. Stuttgart: Steiner 1990, 92: “Hierbei verzichten sie auf 

ihren Verzicht und kehren von ihrem Verzicht um (tābū min zuhdihim).” 
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[piece of] merchandise increases in value by credibility.”160 This and other sayings make it 

unlikely that he did indeed promote not doing what was permitted, for trade was certainly 

within this category. Furthemore, the miraculous story of Wakīʿ being identified in a dream 

by the Prophet Muḥammad himself as one of the abdāl161 underscores the Sufi coloring.  

 His failure to carry out Jihad activity162 and his retreat to teach Hadith in ʿAbbādān 

instead also suggest he advocated a non-violent practice of rabaṭa.163 In one instance, 

                                                
160 Ḥilyat viii:370 (last narration). 
161 Ḥilyat viii:371 & TB xiii:479-480/xv:665: “Wakīʿ’ son Mulayḥ/Malīḥ b. Wakīʿ said, ‘When death 

came upon my father, he stuck out his hand and said, ‘Son, look at my hand with which I never struck 

anything (mā ḍarabtu bihā shayʾan qad).’ Malīḥ/Mulayḥ said, - ... -Yahyā b. Yaman said, ‘I saw the 

Messenger of God in my sleep and I said, ‘Oh Messenger, Who are the abdāl?’ He said, ‘Those who 

never strike anything with their hands and Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāh is of them.’ Not striking anything with 

one’s hand might relate to the following: “ʿAbdullāh-i Anṣārī (d. 481/1089) erzählte von seinem 

Vater: ‘Mein Vater sagte, Amīrca-i Sufālfurūsh habe einen Skorpion von seinem Laden genommen, 

ihn auf’s freie Feld getragen und dort niedergesetzt. - Mein Vater hat ebenfalls nie ein Lebewesen 

getötet. Das ist die Glaubensrichtung der Abdāl. [...] Einem Mann wurde das Glück zuteil seinen 

Engel zu sehen. Eines Tages biß ihn eine Ameise. Da schlug er mit etwas auf sie und die Ameise fiel 

nieder. Darauf sah er den Engel nie wieder.” (Gramlich, Die Wunder der Freunde Gottes. Wiesbaden: 

Steiner 1987, 367). It is intriguing that the theme of abdāl is applied to Wakīʿ out of the blue by Abū 

Nuʿaym. For abdāl cf. EI2, Abdāl (Godlziher, Kissling); TG ii:89: “Stellvertreter”, welche vor Gott 

die Gemeinde in besonderer Weise repräsentieren, vierzig insgesamt, zweiundzwanzig in Syrien und 

achtzehn im Irak, deren Kreis bei ihrem Tode immer wieder ergänzt wird, bis sie beim Jüngsten 

Gericht alle dahingerafft werden.” Massignon, Essay, 92-3: “The apotropaic saints, who succeed one 

another by permutation (badal) and constitute the spiritual pillars without which the world would 

collapse.” 
162 Only in later centuries (13th CE), when the struggle against the Frankish crusaders were at the 

center of attention, do we have stories in the biographical literature relating his return from frontier 

towns (thughūr), such as Maṣṣīṣa and Ṭarsūs (see TD lxiii:60). 
163 From Wakīʿ’s perspective, performing ribāṭ had no violent aspect, and the case of ʿAbbādān in the 

2nd/8th century is also ambiguous as regards its role as a frontier city. Ibn Abī Shayba has an 

intriguing Hadith in his Muṣannaf that differentiates between the terms ribāṭ and jihād; here ribāṭ is 

either defensive combat or even the performance of non-combative pious practices: “Abū Umāma and 

Jubayr b. Nufayr said: ‘There comes a time when the best Jihad is the ribāṭ.’ What is that?, he was 

asked. ‘When being far from the ghazwa is good when there are many strong willed people, (i.e. 

because) booty is allowed, then the best way of Jihad is ribāṭ’.” See Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf. 
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concerning a commentary on Q 41:8 regarding God’s Judgment and reward, he cites 

Mujāhid, stating that every righteous believer (al-sāliḥ) will enter paradise without 

reckoning164 (ghayr maḥsūb). This indicates a more general understanding of righteousness, 

meaning obedience, submission, and scrupulosity rather than martyrdom and the like. 

Another saying seems to speak for this rather moderate understanding; in this one, the 

Prophet tells Abū Dharr – a famous person who appears frequently in zuhd and Sufi works, 

and who was a Companion known to have fought side by side with the Prophet in numerous 

battles and who continued to fight even after the Prophet’s death – to take care of his family 

first before thinking of any Jihad activity.165 The special place of those who fight for Islam’s 

cause is not omitted, but expressed by the elevated role with which the muhājirūn166 are 

credited. The tradition has it that they are allowed – as are the poor – to enter paradise on 

their dromedaries 500 years before the rest of humankind.167 The dromedaries, or mounts in 

general, will be of special interest in the chapter on eschatology, below, as they hint at the 

dominant role that Jihad seemed to play in zuhd, and especially in Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

collection. 

 Wakīʿ’s biography remains rather obscure, for few sources mention anything besides 

his Hadith activity. His stay in the ribāṭ of ʿAbbādān was a retreat for forty nights, reciting 

the Qurʾān and teaching Hadith – in one source all with numbers of forty up to forty thousand 

Hadiths he allegedly transmitted in ʿAbbādān.168 Massignon takes this information from a 

                                                                                                                                                  
Edited by Muḥammad ʿAwwāma. 25 vols. Beirut: 2006, x:#19807. Thus, when many people go 

to war for money, it is best to stay in a frontier city in a defensive position, perform dhikr, and live an 

ascetic lifestyle. 
164 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #85. 
165 Ibid., #106.  
166 According to traditional Muslim historiography, these were those Muslims who emigrated from 

Mecca to Medina with Muḥammad due to persecution by the Quraysh. 
167 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #143. 
168 Massignon, Essay, 107; from Muḥammad b. ʿAbdallāh al-Shiblī (d. 1326/1908), Kitāb ākām al-

marjān, 150. Cf. TB viii:367: “Bishr al-Ḥārith was questioned by ʿAbbās al-Anbarī about 

seclusion/retreat for the purpose of zealous devotion towards God (iʿtikāf). He (Bishr) said, ‘What 

concerns this, not Baghdād (i.e. Baghdād is not the place to do it).’ ʿAbbās said, ‘Wakīʿ practiced 

iʿtikāf for forty days and taught Hadith the whole time.’ He (Bishr) said, ‘I was with him, and reckon 

it was in the month of Ramaḍān.’ ʿAbbās asked him, ‘And he was in seclusion?’ He (Bishr) answered, 

‘Yes’.” 
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twentieth century source said to have been quoting one of Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal’s and Wakīʿ’s 

companions (?), ʿAbbās al-Dūrī (d.c. 271/884?). This information is also found in the 

8th/14th century work Tahdhīb al-tahdhīb169 of Ibn Ḥajar and in the aforementioned Taʾrīkh 

Baghdād.170 In Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣannaf, which transmits a tradition via Wakīʿ, quoting 

Abū Hurayra, we find that one should complete forty days of ribāṭ.171 Wakīʿ – and this seems 

to be yet another topos fitting his non-combative persuasion – died after returning from the 

pilgrimage in 197/812, i.e. not from a war expedition, as Ibn al-Mubārak did. 

 The most important teachers, and thus direct transmitters, in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd are Sufyān 

al-Thawrī, who gives the incredible figure of around 140 traditions out of a total of 539, 

followed by Sulaymān b. Mihrān al-Aʿmash (d. 147 or 148/764-5),172 who provides 

approximately 80. ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAwn and Awzāʿī each appear as transmitters only once, 

which possibly reflects Wakīʿ’s limited interest in Jihad. Aʿmash’s biography is interesting, 

for he was brought to Kufa as a slave captured from Tabaristan; he was later freed and then 

became a master of both the Qurʾān and Hadith. He was particularly well-known for 

traditions that could be traced back to the mufassir ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd (d. 32/652-3?),173 

who appears in more than fifty asānīd in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd. ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd and Ḍaḥḥāk b. 

Muzāḥim (d. 106/724) figure most prominently in all Kutub al-zuhd as interpreters of the 

                                                
169 Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī, Tahdhīb al-tahdhīb. Edited by Ibrāhīm al-Zaybaq. 4 vols. Beirut: 

Muʾassasat al-Risāla, n.d., iv:313. The entry about Wakīʿ’s Hadith teaching in ʿAbbādān mentions 

that he taught approx. 1,500 Hadiths there, out of which four were incorrect. The narrator of this 

anecdote, Ibn ʿAmmār, then continues to explain that 4 out of 1,500 is not much. 
170 ʿIkrima b. ʿAmmār (d. 159/775-6) said: “Wakīʿ taught Hadith in ʿAbbādān amounting to 1,500 and 

four were not correct but Ibn ʿAmmār said that four out of 1,500 are not many [considering he taught 

it all from his memory!] (TB xiii:475/xv:658).  
171 “Complete the ribāṭ for forty days.” Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf x:#19804 (Abū Hurayra) & 

#19805 (Muḥammad). In Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣanaf x:#s 19800-19808 all these traditions deal with 

ribāṭ, and they include interesting material that seems to elaborate on the application of the term and 

its synonymity with ghazwa and jihād. Ribāṭ seems to also have been used to mean a stay in a fortress 

with aspects of seclusion from the world, which can be grasped as a purely warrior-ascetic mode of 

life. Cf. my chapter on Renunciation and Warfare. Also, Shaqīq is said to have spent time in a ribāṭ 

but it was probably one that was primarily military in nature (Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:13; Knysh, Short 

History of Sufism, 32, note 2). 
172 Cf. EI3, al-Aʿmash (Juynboll). 
173 Juynboll, Encyclopedia of Canonical Ḥadīth. Leiden: Brill 2007, 78. 
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Qurʾān. There is one story in Taʾrīkh Baghdād on Aʿmash’s teaching in relation to Wakīʿ, 

which shows him in a rather dubious light: 

 

Wakīʿ said, ‘I went to Aʿmash and asked him to teach me Hadith. He 

asked me my name and I told him.’ He said, ‘A noble name. I do not 

doubt that you will become honorable [living up to your name]. Where 

from Kufa do you hail?’ I said, ‘From the Banū Ruʾās.’ He asked further, 

‘In what relation do you stand with al-Jarrāḥ b. Malīḥ/Mulayḥ?’ I said, 

‘That is my father’ - and he was [at that time] the treasurer. He said, ‘Go 

and bring me a recompense and I will teach you five Hadiths.’ Wakīʿ 

said, ‘So I went to my father and reported him what had happened.’ He 

said, ‘Take half of the donation and go with it to him. And if he taught 

you five, go with the second half to him until he taught you ten Hadiths.’ 

Wakīʿ said, ‘So I went and gave him half his stipend. He took it and it 

seemed to suffice him. He said, ‘This is it.’ Then he fell silent. I said, ‘So 

teach me!’ And he said, ‘Write!’ He dictated two Hadiths. I said, ‘You 

promised me five.’ And he asked, ‘And where are the remaining 

Dirhams? I reckon your father instructed you in this certain way. But he 

didn’t know that Aʿmash is an instructor who has seen it all (qad 

shahada al-waqāʾiʿ). Go and come with the complete amount and I will 

teach you five Hadiths.’ ‘So I did and he taught me five Hadiths. In this 

fashion I continued to do this the whole month and every day he taught 

me five Hadiths in exchange for the stipend’. 174 

 
This clearly suggests that Aʿmash was a teacher who took money for his services, and thus 

presents him as being either greedy or a clever businessman. Ibn al-Mubārak would have 

certainly disapproved of such a behavior, because for him teaching religious knowledge for 

money was the ultimate sign of the corruption of scholars.175 Whether Khaṭīb had some 

resentment toward Aʿmash or whether this tradition shows a shift in the attitudes of scholars 

of later generations remains unanswered.  

                                                
174 TB xiii:468/xv:650. 

175 Ḥilyat viii:167-8. 
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 Wakīʿ’s works, known to us through citations in other sources, include a Tafsīr al-

Qurʾān, al-Sunan, al-Maʿrifa wa-l-taʾrīkh, and the Kitāb al-zuhd.176 Only the latter has come 

down to us. According to the headings of the sections, which are often inaccurate, the 

chapters include topics such as the wearing of wool (labs al-ṣūf, which was a trademark 

symbol of early Islamic asceticism), weeping and laughing (al-bukāʾ, al-ḍaḥak), the 

properties of death (al-mawt wa-ṣifātuhu), pre-Islamic sayings of [the prophets of] the 

Israelites (al-ḥadīth ʿan banī isrāʾīl), world defaming sayings (hawān al-dunyā), poverty (al-

faqr), modesty (tawāḍuʿ), correct or strenuous exertion and scrupulousness (al-ijtihād wa-l-

waraʿ), and terminological discussions regarding the difference between zuhd and waraʿ (al-

farq bayna-l-zuhd wa-l-waraʿ). As for a definition of renunciation, Wakīʿ quotes Sufyān al-

Thawrī, saying that al-zuhd fī l-dunyā is not wearing wool for outward humility but rather 

signifies shortness of hope (qaṣr al-amal).177 The only manuscript we have of Wakīʿ’s Zuhd, 

an unicum, is (or perhaps I should say was) preserved in the Ẓāhiriyya in Damascus.178 Of the 

four Kutub al-zuhd being examined, I consider the edition of Wakīʿ’s Zuhd to be the most 

consistent and the best annotated. It was published in 1994 in three volumes, its size 

primarily being due to its critical apparatus and the extensive information provided on the 

individuals appearing in the isnāds. References to other Kutub al-zuhd are, as in the other 

works, not always correct, but this edition’s scholarly usefulness, in terms of the information 

on individuals in the asānīd, relationships with other works of Hadith, and deciphering the 

content of the sayings by providing variants, is considerable. 

 

IV.3 Hannād b. al-Sarī (Kufa and Baghdad, d. 243/857) 179 

Like Wakīʿ, Hannād b. al-Sarī was born in Kufa, in the year 152/769, and he died in 243/857. 

He was Wakīʿ’s student.180 Through this relationship zuhd traditions were transmitted to the 

next generation, and we have much material in Hannād’s Zuhd that is not found in that of 

Wakīʿ, especially those related to eschatology, that may allow for the reconstruction of parts 
                                                
176 GAS i:97.  
177 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #6. 
178 GAS i:96-97. Unfortunately, and for obvious reasons, I was unable to acquire a copy over the 

course of the last four years, and so I cannot judge the respective section headings. 
179 Ibn Hibban, Thiqāt ix:246; Dhahabī, Siyar xi:465-6; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-tahdhib iv:285; Ziriklī, 

Aʿlām viii:96; Mizzī, Tahdhīb al-kamāl fī asmāʾ al-rijāl. Edited by Bashshār ʿAwwād. 35 vols. 

Beirut: Muʾasasat al-Risāla 1983-92, xxx:311. 
180 Dhahabī, Siyar.  
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of Wakīʿ’s missing works, which were mentioned earlier. Judging from Hannād’s 

eschatological focus, as from transmissions via Wakīʿ, it is apparent that Wakīʿ was as 

concerned with the afterlife as he was with renunciant issues of piety. 

 Unfortunately, Hannād was ignored by the majority of biographers, and so our 

knowledge of him is limited. He was apparently called a zāhid, and was regarded as a reliable 

traditionist who transmitted from Ibn al-Mubārak, [Muḥammad b. Khāzim] Abū Muʿāwiya 

[al-Ḍarīr] (Kufa, d. 195/810-11), Sufyān b. ʿUyayna (d. 196/811), and also, as is evident from 

his Zuhd, and most importantly, from Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ. Ṭabarī (Taʾrīkh al-rusul wa-l-

mulūk) and Tirmidhī (Jāmiʿ or Sunan) transmitted many Hadiths from him in their major 

works. What is clear when comparing the direct transmitters of Hannād and Aḥmad is that the 

most important are shared between them, especially Wakīʿ and Abū Muʿāwiya, the latter also 

being an important teacher of Ibn Abī Shayba (d. 235/849). Over the course of the third 

century the circle of zuhd traditionists became more and more interconnected with the great 

scholars of their time. Ibn Abī Shaybā’s Muṣannaf contains a section on zuhd with 

approximately 1,500 items; this requires analyzing in future research but is probably similar 

in content to the Kutub al-zuhd due to its origin in the same scholarly circles. Hannād’s 

teachers were almost exclusively also those of Aḥmad; unfortunately, there are entries on 

neither Abū Muʿāwiya nor Hannād in Ibn Abī Ḥātim’s Jarḥ, which proves itself to be an 

interesting and rich source regarding zuhd for Wakīʿ, Ibn al-Mubārak, Ibn Ḥanbal, and 

scholars from the previous generation (e.g. Sufyān al-Thawrī). Other biographical sources on 

Hannād similarly contain little information about him with the exception of his reliability in 

matters of transmission.181 Most interesting in regard to the little biographical information we 

do have is that Dhahabī calls him the monk of Kufa (rāhib al-Kūfa),182 an epithet I have not 

encountered in any other biographical dictionary on the zuhd traditionists being examined. 

Furthermore, he is also associated with having followed typical aspects of zuhd, with much 

weeping, regularly going to the mosque, performing the ablution, praying when arriving in 

the mosque and returning home, and not having married or had relations with concubines (mā 

tazawwaja wa lā tasarrā); it may have been this attitude that caused Dhahabī or someone 

before to give him the epithet rāhib al-Kūfa. 

 His Kitāb al-zuhd consists of about 115 chapters. The first part of his work is purely 

eschatological in content. The first 18 chapters are about paradise, its nature, inhabitants, 

                                                
181E.g. Ibn Ḥibbān, Thiqāt ix:246; Ibn Ḥajar, Tahdhīb al-Tahdhīb iv:285-6.  
182 Dhahabī, Siyar xi:466.  
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drinks and food, the Houris (ḥūr al-ʿayn), the houses of martyrs and prophets, etc. After that 

are a number of chapters about the inhabitants of the heights (asḥāb al-aʿrāf), doctrinal issues 

such as leaving the fire (khurūj min al-nār), and intercession (shafāʿa), which are then 

followed by nine chapters on hell, such as the eternal stay in hell (khulūd fī l-nār), the heat of 

the fire (ḥarr al-nār), its nature and depth (ṣifat wa qaʿruhā), the punishments (ʿadhāb) there, 

its valleys and drinks (awdiya jahannam wa sharābuhā), and the lightest of the punishments 

of hell (ahwan ahl al-nār ʿadhāban); this ends with two chapters on the isthmus (barzakh) 

and the punishments of the grave. We have exactly twice as many chapters on paradise (18) 

as on hell (9). His collection covers a large amount of zuhd-related topics in general, while 

eschatology covers about one third of the total. 

 

IV.4 Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal (Baghdad, d. 240/855) 

In Ahmad b. Ḥanbal’s case, there is no need to highlight many aspects of his life, as they are 

well-known, especially when compared to what is known of the other three collectors of 

traditions on zuhd. Instead, I will focus only on those details relating to zuhd.183 In the 

biographies or biographical material written about him Aḥmad is often described as having 

renunciatory character traits, such as matchless integrity and piety, and as someone who had 

high “moral standards of behavior and conduct, modest lifestyle, characterized, for instance, 

by humble clothing and a strict diet, while his household was constantly on the verge of 

poverty.”184 The role models for this lifestyle were, as is the case for zuhd traditionists in 

general, the Prophet Muḥammad and his Companions.185  

                                                
183 For Aḥmad’s life and theological persuasions see Melchert, Ahmad ibn Hanbal. EI3, Aḥmad b. 

Ḥanbal (Holtzman). Cooperson, Classical Arabic Biography. Cambridge University Press 2004, ch. 

4. Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong In Islamic Thought. Cambridge University Press 

2004, ch. 5. 
184 EI3, Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, quoted mainly from Ibn al-Jawzī and Abū Zahra. Cf. Ibn al-Jawzī, virtues 

of Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal. Edited and translated by Cooperson. 2 vols. New York University Press 2013-

2015, (i:461-469 on his renunciation & 365-375 on al-zuhd wa-l-raqāʾiq in which the first item 

speaks about participation in warfare: “[Muḥammad ibn Naṣr al-ʿĀbid:] I heard Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal 

say, “If you have a chance to do something good, don’t wait!”  I asked him about going out to fight on 

the frontiers and he said, “Don’t wait: go!” (ibid., i:365). Cooperson translates al-raqāʾiq as “Spiritual 

Weakness,” which he admittedly takes from the context of the section. Raqāʾiq should instead be 

translated in accordance with hortatory or exhorting propagation and preaching as “exhortations that 

stir their hearers” or “exhortations that stir the hearts of their audience” (TB x:89). In general, 
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 Ibn Ḥanbal became famous among later pietistic Muslims because of his involvement 

in the miḥna, as he was prosecuted for his belief in the uncreated nature of the Qurʾān and 

detained in Baghdad after refusing to accept the caliph’s (al-Maʾmūn, r. 198-218/813-33) 

state-enforced Muʿtazilī doctrine that it was, instead, created.186 It is therefore easy to 

comprehend why he also was of the opinion that contact with the ruler should be avoided. 

Aḥmad’s status changed in the year 232/847 after the accession of the next caliph, al-

Mutawakkil (r. 232–47/847–61), who abolished the miḥna. Aḥmad was invited to the court in 

Samarra in order to teach Hadith there, but asked to be excused, and shortly after his arrival 

at the court returned home. This attitude sets him alongside Ibn al-Mubārak, Wakīʿ, and 

many other pious figures who, in many sources, are reported to have said that avoiding the 

ruling classes was the safest way to avoid, amongst others, illicit gain. Regarding Aḥmad’s 

role models, Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ were his ideals as scholars, teachers, and as 

renunciants. 

Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal’s Kitāb al-zuhd is very different from the other Kutub al-zuhd 

examined here. It is composed in the musnad style and lists, in order, the pre-Islamic prophets 

(Adam, Noah, Jonah, Jesus, etc.), ascetics/renunciants of the Israelites (Banī Isrāʾīl), the 

Prophet Muḥammad, the first four caliphs, Companions, and, at the end, the people who 

came after them. It “gives a detailed description of and moral justification for 

renunciation.”187 Aḥmad is said to have learned a Kitāb al-zuhd from Mālik b. Dīnār (d. 

131/748),188 who was known for telling stories of the pre-Islamic prophets, and which was 

probably arranged similarly. Links with apocryphal Biblical literature and encounters with 

Christian monks and other individuals who served as major Jewish and Christian sources for 

                                                                                                                                                  
Cooperson’s translations do, on several occasions, miss the point or have shortcomings (e.g. i:371, 

where al-futuwwa is given as “bravery” without any further explanation). 
185 Ibid. “As for Aḥmad’s daily conduct, there are indications of mystical elements in his personal 

piety, suggesting that he associated with proto-Ṣūfīs (Melchert, Ḥanābila 355ff.).” 
186 See EI2, Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal (H. Laoust). 
187 EI3, Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal. About his other work dealing with zuhd, Kitāb al-waraʿ, he states: “[It] 

contains Aḥmad’s recommendations for the pious, as reported by Abū Bakr al-Marwazī, in many 

aspects of life, based on the Qurʾān and ḥadīth and anecdotes from the lives of prominent ascetics, 

such as Yūsuf b. Asbāṭ (d. 196/811–2 or 199/814). The manuscript has been printed several times, in 

one case under the name of al-Marwazī.” This book has been studied by Pitschke, Skrupulöse 

Frömmigkeit im frühen Islam. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 2010. 
188 See Gramlich, Vorbilder i:66. 
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early Islam, such as Wahb b. Munabbih, are perceptible throughout the work.189 As such, 

numerous citations from the Torah and Biblical texts, whether from apocryphal literature, 

Psalms, or elsewhere, are found throughout the work, and in much higher quantities than in 

other zuhd collections. This approach distinguishes his work and makes it an interesting and 

significant source for investigations into interreligious relation through the nature of the 

Biblical citations used and the attitudes shown toward monks, etc.190 

 Aḥmad’s Zuhd has come down to us through his son ʿAbdallāh, who edited the work. 

Hence, it could be actually regarded as his son’s collection and not that of Aḥmad himself. In 

it we find typical aspects of zuhd, such as weeping (zuhd Ādam & Dāwūd), poverty (maʿīsha 

Āl Muḥammad & bāb dhikr maʿīsha rasūl Allāh),191 and fear and hope (Zuhd ʿĪsā, where 

many sayings by Luqmān are found), among others. Aḥmad represents a kind of zuhd that is 

closer to that of Wakīʿ than Ibn al-Mubārak due to its nature as ‘mild asceticism.’192 

All this shows that we have here a coherent and fertile circle of scholars, ranging from 

Sufyān al-Thawrī, Awzāʿī, and Aʿmash, through Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ, to the next 

generation of Hannād and Ibn Ḥanbal, and then continuing on to the collectors of the Six 

Books of Hadith, even reaching the famous historian Ṭabarī. 

 

IV.5 Scholarly networks: perspectives on zuhd  

Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ learned Hadith from a large number of scholars, too numerous to 

list here. In the first hundred traditions in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd, Sufyān appears twelve 

times as Ibn al-Mubārak’s direct predecessor;193 Awzāʿī and ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAwn do not 

                                                
189 On him see Khoury, Wahb b. Munabbih. 2 vols. Wiesbaden: Heidelberg 1972. 
190 The next chapter, Re-viewing Zuhd, provides some translations, thoughts, and analysis of 

encounters with monks in the literature and links between Late Antique Christian asceticism and 

monasticism and Islamic renunciation. 
191 Wakīʿ, Zuhd pp. 333-344 & 344-350. Here, only involuntary poverty, based on the difficult life 

circumstances of the Prophet, his family, and his Companions, is discussed. 
192 This term was coined by Hurvitz in regard to Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal’s zuhd, describing his modest 

lifestyle when trying to explain his renunciation. Cf. Biographies and Mild Asceticism, in: Studia 

Islamica 85 (1997), 41-65.  
193 Only twice is his name fully mentioned (i.e. Sufyān al-Thawrī); on ten other occasions the name 

Sufyān alone is used, which can of course also refer to Sufyān b. ʿUyayna (d. 196/811-12 Kufa, 

Mecca), who was also one of Ibn al-Mubārak’s and Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ’s teachers and not much less 

well-known in these circles. I am nevertheless sure that with the name al-Thawrī, Sufyān is meant, 
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transmit more traditions than anyone else in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd.194 However, Awzāʿī is 

more prominently represented in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād with total of eleven 

traditions,195 compared to ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAwn, who has only four, and Sufyān al-Thawrī with 

just one, which highlights the latter’s overall disregard for matters of warfare. Some of the 

most important of these scholars for Ibn al-Mubārak’s and Wakīʿ’s Hadith activity shall now 

be highlighted and their main traits highlighted. To do so, biographical information on 

Sufyān al-Thawrī and Awzāʿī shall be analyzed, and information relating to Wakīʿ’s and Ibn 

al-Mubārak’s lessons as two of their students and of the next generation of collectors shall 

frame this. This section will focus particularly on their opinion on, amongst other things, 

Jihad and relations with the state. 

 To recapitulate, Wakīʿ is listed as having been one of Ibn Ḥanbal’s and Hannād’s 

teachers, and judging from the many traditions in both their Kutub al-zuhd he was one of the 

most important. After all, Wakīʿ and Hannād were both inhabitants of Kufa and shared the 

same scholarly circle in which Fuḍayl b. ʿIyāḍ (d. 187/797) also played a nebulous role; he 

was praised in later Ṭabaqāt literature196 but is not favorably presented in the city histories 

due to his reluctance to take part in fighting.197 Fuḍayl is also listed as Sufyān’s student,198 

one who received a letter from Ibn al-Mubārak urging him to take part in Jihad,199 and is 

mentioned as one of Hannād’s teachers.200 It seems as if the Hadith collections and later 

historians favored those to whom they could ascribe pious character traits combined with 

some kind of warfare participation while simultaneously discrediting those who would not 

primarily propagate it. The latter individuals were in turn then more prominent in Sufi 

manuals. The exception proves the rule (Ibn Adham & Shaqīq). Hannād, in turn, was the 

teacher of two of the most famous scholars of their time and discipline, the historian and 

exegete Ṭabarī (d. 310/923) and the traditionist Tirmidhī (d. 279/892). Many isnāds in 
                                                                                                                                                  
due to the identification of their teachers following in the respective isnāds. Also, the fact that Ibn 

ʿUyayna was the same generation as Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ makes him rather a contemporary 

than a teacher. 
194 Former thrice, latter only once. 
195 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād, p. 218. 
196 E.g. Sulamī, Kitāb Ṭabaqāt al-Ṣūfiyya. Edited by Pedersen. Leiden: Brill, 1960, 7-12. 
197 See the poem and literary exchange between Ibn al-Mubārak and Fuḍayl in the Appendix. 
198 Judd, Religious Scholars, 87,  
199 TD xxxviii:354-5 & xxxii:449-450. See Appendix.  
200 Ibn Ḥajar, Tahdhīb al-tahdhīb iv:285. Mubārak and Wakīʿ are also listed here. 
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Tirmidhī’s chapter on zuhd, found in his Sunan/Jāmiʿ, which deal with eschatology, were 

transmitted via Wakīʿ and Sufyān, in this precise order.  

 Sufyān al-Thawrī remains a widely discussed figure today. He is associated with 

Sufism as well as with Hadith scholarship, and although Raddatz published his dissertation 

on him in 1967201 much remains unclear because of a lack of original source material. It is 

known that Sufyān al-Thawrī originated in Kufa, but we do not know how much time he 

actually spent there.202 His grandfather Masrūq b. Ḥabīb had apparently been the first of his 

family to move there from Khurāsān. According to the sources, Sufyān had some kind of link 

with both trade and Jihad, but we do not know where and how successfully.203 His biography 

is fairly standarad, presenting him as a travelling Hadith scholar who combined trade with the 

search for knowledge (riḥla). One rather unusual story in this context that may illustrate the 

importance Sufyān attributed to trade was transmitted by Mizzī and his student Dhahabī. This 

states that someone asked Sufyān a legal question but he was too distracted by his business to 

answer; he later apologized, saying that his heart was with his Dirham (faʾinna qalbī ʿinda 

dirhamī).204 This is quite unusual for someone meant to be promoting and representing zuhd, 

yet independence from charity or stipends, which connects one with the state, was very 

important to him, as shall be seen. 

 Regarding Jihad activity, he does not seem to have been particularly enthusiastic in 

this area. Dhahabī reports that Ibn Adham criticized Sufyān for discontinuing his 

participation in combat (tark al-ghazwa) while Awzāʿī continued to fight.205 Since Dhahabī 

seems to be the only one who highlighted these aspects of Sufyān’s life, it must be wondered 

                                                
201 Raddatz, Die Stellung und Bedeutung des Sufyān al-Ṯaurī. Bonn: PhD Diss. Rheinsche Friedrich-

Wilhelms Universität 1967. 
202 Cf. EI2, Sufyān al-Thawrī (Raddatz). Judd, Religious Scholars and the Umayyads, 82. 
203 Judd, Religious Scholars, 80-1. I find this work to be rather helpful, as it represents one of the few 

scholarly endeavors to list and analyze the biographical material on important scholars. The EI entries 

neglect to do this, and I am of the opinion that they should be more extensive. Judd’s Religious 

Scholars will provide the description of the traditionist forefathers/teachers of Ibn al-Mubārak and 

Wakīʿ, while a critical reading will be applied also to some of Judd’s assumptions. For example, I do 

not find his arguments for placing Sufyān among the pious supporters of the Umayyads very 

convincing, taking in account his general distance to government and, more specifically, his almost 

nonexistent relationship with the Umayyad court. 
204 Cf. Judd, Religious Scholars, 81. 
205 Ibid., 81-2 (from Dhahabī, Siyar). 
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whether Dhahabī had any personal animosity towards him. Whether or not this is the case, 

anecdotes such as these and his presence in Fazārī’s siyar show that Sufyān did have some 

affiliation with Jihad. Furthermore, in Sufyān’s biography we also find the topos of rejecting 

an official post as judge; he is even reported to have fled from ʿAbbāsid officials to the 

countryside, and in so doing became the ideal prototype for the independent scholar.206 Judd 

sees this merely as a manifestation of his opposition to the ʿAbbāsid – but not the Umayyad – 

state, thus denying the possibility of general resentment towards the government. 

Additionally, the following generation would also refuse official posts, but nowhere do we 

hear of their opposition toward the ʿAbbāsids in particular; rather, it is repetitively expressed 

that any relation to any state is to be avoided. Ibn al-Mubārak repeatedly highlights the pride 

of the ʿulamāʾ, fuqahāʾ (jurists),207 and qurrāʾ,208 who are probably meant to represent the 

state's voice, and who are full of pride because of their influence, power, and expensive 

clothes. 

 In Hadith practice Sufyān accepted written Hadiths almost at the same level as 

memorized traditions.209 Through his students Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ it is possible to see 

this attitude reflected because Ibn al-Mubārak, with his collection of 20,000 books, represents 

the written, while Wakīʿ’s extraordinary memory the oral part. Furthermore, in regard to the 

traditions as such, he included not only the sayings and acts of the Prophet as sunna but also 

those of his Companions and later generations, which we see reflected in his students’ Kutub 

al-zuhd. Theologically, his anti-Qadarī stance, connected to his refusal of raʾy, connects well 

with the traditionists’ doctrinal viewpoints.  

 Concerning Sufyān’s zuhd, several anecdotal topoi reappear which were also related 

in other works, such as beformentioned working in an orchard from which he never tasted or 

tried any fruit.210 Furthermore, his disregard for ostentation, mentioned previously as one of 

the main aspects of Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd, high esteem for the poor, and constant reminders 

                                                
206 Ibid., 84. 
207 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #48: Min fitna al-ʿālim al-faqīh an yakūnu al-kalām yuḥibb ilayhi min al-

istimāʿ. 
208 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #47 & #48. 
209 Cf. TG i:221-8. 
210 See Judd, Religious Scholars, 87 (from Ibn Khalliqān and Dhahabī). The same anecdote displaying 

an individuals’ scrupulosity (waraʿ) by not tasting the forbidden fruit is also told about Ibn Adham 

and Ibn al-Mubārak’s father, thus clearly being an aspect of hagiographical narratives.   
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of death (dhikr al-mawt), formed the basis for his renunciant thought.211 Through his ‘mild 

asceticism,’ which did not contain any extreme characteristics, he should also be seen as a 

teacher of zuhd for the following generation of muḥaddithūn. The zuhd collectors are 

described throughout the biographical literature as having, for instance, performed the night 

vigil (tahajjud) and praised the poor. It seems, though, as if their supererogatory acts 

primarily focused on what could be subsumed under notions of dhikr (prayers and recitation 

of the Qurʾān) and strictness in religious purity. 

Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ learned Hadith from Awzāʿī in Damascus, a scholar 

known for his dedication to Jihad.212 Awzāʿī was also offered a judgeship both by the 

Umayyads and ʿAbbāsids, one which he turned down, although, according to Judd, he seems 

to have been closely associated with the Umayyad court.213 His theological views were in 

accordance with other predestinarian traditionists who opposed Qadarism, and he was even a 

persecutor of major Qadarī figures, such as Ghaylān al-Dimashqī (executed 733-35 or 

743?),214 possibly as a result of his prosecution. He reportedly also wrote a refutation of 

another Qadarī, Thawr b. Yazīd (d. 153/770).215 More important for us at this point are the 

descriptions of Awzāʿī’s renunciant manners. Typical topoi reappear in his biography, for 

instance, that he had only six dinars left when he died, which was understood as a sign of his 

humbleness and trust in God (tawakkul) by not accumulating wealth. Furthermore, he would 

not accept gifts and remained indifferent towards them,216 would advise people not to 

laugh,217 and – just like Ibn al-Mubārak – would be charitable to people in need or who had 

been treated unjustly.218 Last but not least, his endurance in prayer, which must be interpreted 

                                                
211 Judd, Religious Scholars, 84 (from Mizzī, Tahdhīb & TB).  
212 Judd (Religious Scholars, 72): “Sometime after Hishām’s death, and possibly after the death of his 

successor al-Walīd b. Yazīd, al-Awzāʿī left Damascus to reside in Beirut, where he was apparently 

listed in the dīwān. He provided legal advice to those on the frontier until his death in 157/774.”  
213 Ibid., 72 (info from Abū Zurʿa and Ibn ʿAsākir). 
214 For the uncertainty concerning his death date see Judd, Ghaylān al-Dimashqī, in: IJMES 31/2, 

161-184.  
215 See Judd, Religious Scholars, 73. 
216 Ibid., 74. 
217 Ibid. 
218 Ibn Abī Ḥātim, Taqdima, 210-11. 
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as a signal for his piety, appears repeatedly.219 However, it has also been noted that, despite 

these descriptions of his poverty and modest lifestyle, he apparently did not live in poverty.220  

 Such topoi have been frequently applied to scholars throughout history in order to 

heighten their reputation, and similar stories are to be found regarding many other exemplary 

figures in Islam, as has been seen previously. It is, of course, possible that the scholars did 

actually live a humble lifestyle despite their inherited or earned wealth, yet this would still go 

against their proclamations that the poor will be the first in heaven and that the accumulation 

of wealth is in opposition to tawakkul. We have also seen that some scholars, such as Sufyān 

and, almost a century later, Muḥāsibī did not think highly of living on a day-to-day basis 

since, according to them, this led to dependence on sponsors. This seemingly strange 

dichotomy between ideal and reality was probably caused by their living a century after the 

campaigns of the Prophet and his Companions, thus meaning they were forced be dependent 

on the state, even as regards participation in warfare. When compared to his teacher Zuhrī, 

who enjoyed great success and made full use of the luxuries of the Umayyad court, Awzāʿī’s 

lifestyle may be interpreted as representing a move away from courtly prestige and comfort, 

one which his students would then adopt and further foster. Awzāʿī’s enlistment in the dīwān 

may be related to his need to do so because he lacked any other means of income. Ibn al-

Mubārak, judging from his Kitāb al-jihād, would not have been in accordance ideologically 

but would probably not have admonished anyone who needed money. Nevertheless, the gap 

between real-life circumstances and ideals continued to exist.  

 The niyya stipulated by Ibn al-Mubārak in his book on Jihad would have led directly 

to martyrdom, either in battle, by starvation, or adynamia. This was a quite difficult thing to 

ask of his fellow companions but this is precisely what the zuhhād seem to have been aiming 

at in their ‘propaganda.’ The ambiguity regarding poverty remains, as not being corrupted by 

one’s wealth and not having any or even giving it up are two different things. A life actually 

lived in poverty is only known to us through hagiographic accounts of, for instance, Ibn 

Adham, who is said to have given up all his titles and riches. Regarding Sufyān’s and 

Awzāʿī’s (and Ibn ʿAwn’s, d. 151/768) renunciation, Judd has neatly summarized the 

muḥaddithūn’s attitude and practice:  

 

                                                
219 See Judd, Religious Scholars, 74. 
220 Ibid. 
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All three lived lifestyles that were modest and pious, but not deprived of 

basic necessities. They had no aversion to money per se, but did not 

allow themselves any extravagance. Their indifference (but not aversion) 

to wealth stands in contrast to the previous generation of pro Umayyad 

scholars.221  

 

Poverty and hunger are primarily known to us from sayings about Muḥammad’s family 

transmitted through ʿĀʾisha, and only then in the context of involuntary hunger.222 This is, 

among other reasons, why ‘asceticism’ is not fitting as a translation for zuhd, but renunciation 

or even indifference (and this is probably what Melchert meant by apatheia223) better suits 

the Muslim idea of refraining from certain worldly matters. 

Those people from whom Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ learned and transmitted mostly 

came from Kufa and Basra. Many of the Basrans were, perhaps naturally, students of Ḥasan 

al-Baṣrī, thus leading to the promotion and recitation of these pious, world-renouncing 

utterings that could be traced back ultimately either to Ḥasan or to the Muslims of the first 

generations. It could have been that the Basrans were more restrictive of sustenance, while 

the Kufans nurtured a rather moderate asceticism that later became famous through Ibn 

Ḥanbal. This is merely a presumption for which I have no proof yet, but it would help explain 

the different understandings of zuhd shown in different streams and may also help show a 

gradual development toward renunciation becoming prominent and widespread among 

Hadith scholars. This would also be more prosperous, and fit the circumstances of a rather 

moderate mode of renunciation better than a complete and absolute withdrawal from 

everything in this world except God.  

 The zuhd muḥaddithūn were preoccupied with the lives and works of the Companions 

of the Prophet who had been early exegetes of the Qurʾān (mufassirūn); these zuhd 

muḥaddithūn included Ḍaḥḥāk and Mujāhid. The famous Hadith scholars and jurists of the 

second Islamic century described above were both their teachers and their link to previous 

                                                
221 Ibid., 87. By previous scholars Judd means Zuhrī (d. 124/742) and Shaʿbī (d. 103/721 -109/727). 
222 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #107-110. Cf. my chapter Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God. 
223 Cf. Melchert, Renunciation (Zuhd) in the Early Shiʿi Tradition, in: The Study of Shiʿi Islam: 

History, Theology and Law. Edited by Daftary & Miskinzoda. London: Institute of Ismaili Studies 

2014, 272, note 6. As discussed above, in antique philosophy apatheia would also include 

indifference toward fear, which is not what the zuhhād stood for. 
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generations, and their mode of renunciatory thought and ideals was continued through the 

generations, aiming to recapture the true or imagined piety of early Islam. As such, the focus 

lay on poverty, humbleness, and fear of God and His punishment, all of which were very 

grave themes that reflected their worldview, and the late second century scholars regarded 

themselves as heirs to the Companions and their Followers, such as Ḥasan.  

 

V. Dissertation structure 

This dissertation shall evolve and develop from a starting position that places zuhd in its 

historical (i.e. late antique) context as regards the political and religious milieu of the time. 

The first chapter provides a general understanding of zuhd with its many facets, paying 

particular attention to the central concepts of renunciation, explaining how zuhd can be 

grasped and described both on its own and in relation to both late antique Christian 

asceticism/monasticism and Sufism. Chapter two will concentrate on just one concept that I 

deem to be a cornerstone of zuhd, namely contempt for this world. The third chapter shall 

then provide a terminological discussion of the central concepts that are also found in later 

Hadith and particularly in Sufi literature, and which focus on the mental and practical aspects 

of religious preoccupations such as hunger (jūʿ), trust in God (tawakkul), and seclusion 

(khalwa, ʿuzla). In this third chapter the similarities and differences within the concepts 

developed and employed by various groups (the Hadith scholars and Sufi manual authors) 

will be expounded. In the fourth chapter the special relationship between zuhd and Jihad, or 

ghazwa (‘raid’), that emerged from traditions, including warfare, within the Kutub al-zuhd 

and Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād or, as it was also known Kitāb faḍl al-jihād (“The merits 

of Jihad”),224 will be discussed. Additionally, biographical information shall be gathered and 

analyzed for both its content and the probability that the various authors actually participated 

in warfare. Jihad was understood to be a religious obligation, proof of one’s sincerity in 

belief, and a pre-enactment of the Reckoning whereby the Judgment could be avoided and 

direct access to paradise gained through martyrdom. The fifth and final chapter concludes the 

research by concentrating on the eschatological imagination of the Kutub al-zuhd and 

attempts to explain where the preoccupation with eschatological themes, such as the constant 

thinking about the Last Judgment and the world to come, originated. Eschatology, a key 

concept of the zuhd world view, will guide us through the chapters and form the basis for the 

                                                
224 E.g., Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 122. 
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conclusion, achieved through examining the depiction of the afterlife within the source 

material.  

 The chapters on warfare and on eschatology will be more extensive, as their analysis 

will be based on five direct primary sources rather than the usual four. For the chapter on 

eschatology the additional source is the Kitāb al-zuhd of Asad b. Mūsā (d. 212/827), from 

which only the parts related to eschatology have survived.225 The Renunciation and Warfare 

chapter will, as mentioned above, include Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād, as well as a 

number of biographical dictionaries that will aid the reconstruction of the biographical 

information on warfare.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
225 Khoury, Asad b. Mūsā. Kitāb al-Zuhd. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 1976. 
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I. Re-viewing zuhd: Definitions, Sufism, and Christian asceticism 
 

This chapter aims to provide the basis for the myriad topics and problems encountered within 

my research. I felt the need to equip the reader with the necessary tools to comprehend the 

main themes and their place in the world of renunciation within Islam. Some important topics 

mentioned in the Introduction that, due to their general character, could not be thoroughly 

discussed in any other chapter are given more space at this point. Due to the fact that the 

following chapters function as specific case studies in order to provide a substantial picture, 

this chapter will provide a survey of theses and conclusions of a more general nature. This 

survey will help in comprehending the later, more specific case studies by revisiting in detail 

definitions of zuhd, the relationship of Christian asceticism with Islamic renunciation, and 

that between zuhd and taṣawwuf. 

 

I.1 Nomenclature 

Where are the problems in understanding and explaining, and thus elaborating on, zuhd? 

Firstly, the translation of the term as ‘asceticism,’ ‘renunciation,’ or ‘piety’ show its 

ambiguity and consequently how the term is frequently misconceived. This means that we 

either have an ambiguous conception of zuhd or that the term itself is ambiguous, and may 

include a variety of concepts related to belief and behavior. Zuhd is often imagined as 

resembling Christian asceticism/monasticism in the way of living and preoccupations of its 

adherents, and the zuhhād are described as having been, and were, occupied with a variety of 

aspects of renunciation of this world, and are pictured to having behaved in a variety of 

different, sometimes opposing, ways. For example, some isolated themselves while others 

spoke out strongly against doing so. Some promoted trust in God (tawakkul) to the utmost – 

Shaqīq al-Balkhī (d. 194/810) falling asleep on the battlefield comes to mind226 – while 

                                                
226 Cf. Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:66 & 13ff. This kind of narrative is a good example of what I mean by 

‘hagiographic’. Other topoi told about Shaqīq include that he died a martyr in Wāshakird (Khurāsān) 

fighting the Turks, that he was descended from a wealthy family, possessed three thousand Dirhams, 

and was a land owner, but that he gave it all up and went to live in a ribāṭ. On his deathbed he left no 

money behind, meaning that not even a burial shroud could be bought for him. Ibn Adham is also 

described as fighting a Turkish army on his own and even asking his companion not to tell anyone 

that they had appeared (Gramlich, Vorbilder i:186). Shaqīq is said to have been Abū Ḥanīfa’s student 

(ibid., 19), one would later abandon raʾy and turn toward Hadith studies. 
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others argued against begging and similarly unreasonable behavior. Some promoted a 

yearning for paradise, while others urged people to fear the Judgment, which included 

cautioning people against laughing too much and to instead weep. The list could be continued 

almost endlessly. The Islamic renunciants were given many different epiphets, ones which 

delineate each individual’s own primary occupation, such as qāriʾ (pl. qurrāʾ, Qurʾān 

reciters/bigots), nāsik (pl. nussāk, denoting someone who performs sacrifices and rites), ʿābid 

(someone performing supererogatory devotional practice), bakkāʾ (weeper or penitent), 

mujtahid (striver), khāʾif (fearer), sāʾiḥ227 (wanderer), ṣiddīq (righteous/saint), and faqīr 

(needy, poor).228 Common to all these descriptions is the supererogatory nature of their 

religious practice and a focus on moral integrity.229  

 It seems that such diversity of information is partly due to aspects of devotional 

practice but also down to the variety of source material available, be it biographic and/or 

hagiographic (rijāl, ṭabaqāt, city histories, histories of saints), epistles (risāla), Hadith 

collections, poetry (zuhdiyyāt), belles-lettres (adab), tales of the Prophets (qiṣaṣ al-anbiyāʾ), 

or others. The different genres in which information about zuhd and the zuhhād were written 

or collected all tried to present their own personal views of the earliest generations of 

Muslims (the Prophet and his Companions, known as saḥāba), and the following generation 

(tābiʿūn) and their successors (tābiʿ al-tābiʿīn or atbāʿ al-tābiʿīn), as well as Christian saintly 

figures, prophets, or monks. Though failing to mention the latter, a large amount of the 

material that was influential actually seems to have originated in Christian sayings.230 

Quoting Vööbus, the difficulty with hagiographic literature is that: 

 

[T]this genre contains many disparate texts. The river of hagiography 

is a mighty river into which the streams of all kinds of tributaries have 

poured […]. Much in this genre of literature originated and was 
                                                
227 Q 9:112, 66:5. 
228 EI3, Asceticism (Melchert); see also Goldziher: Arabische Synonymik der Askese, in: Der Islam 8 

(1918), 204-213. 
229 See EI3, Asceticism (Melchert): “Concern for licit gain (al-kasb al-ḥalāl) was a major concern for 

early Muslim ascetics. The most prominent sources that they tried to avoid were payments from rulers 

and the yield of land improperly appropriated.” 
230 Pietrushka’s Apophtegma Patrum in muslimischem Gewand provides an interesting account of the 

sayings of wise men being passed on throughout the centuries, cultures, and religions with only minor 

changes in content but major one as regards personalities involved.  
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manipulated without the discipline and control of historical facts. In 

moving through this terrain, one must always remember that 

circumspection and caution are the allies of criticism.231 

 
The source material thus poses a problem that must be overcome by careful and comparative 

reading of the sources. However, analyzing the influence of late antique ideas on zuhd and 

taṣawwuf presents further difficulties.  

 This study does not claim to explain all aspects of zuhd, but instead focuses on the 

traditionists’ (ahl al-ḥadīth/muḥaddithūn/aṣḥāb al-ḥadīth) understanding of zuhd, as this is 

one of the earliest group of sources currently available for this phenomenon. I will argue that 

as we do not have contemporary (2nd/3rd-century) source material on zuhd from mystically-

orientated groups or others, our understanding of zuhd has thus far been shaped primarily by 

later Sufi literature, which itself stands somewhat in contrast to the content of the Hadith 

collections being examined in this dissertation, the Kutub al-zuhd, and much more 

consideration and critical analysis of the material than has been carried out so far is 

required.232 Early concepts have, just like the biographies of early Muslims, often been 

reshaped according to contemporaneous interests. Thus, for instance, Ḥanbali authors have 

fought fierce battles in both reality and literature with the Ḥanafīs due to differences of 

opinion in theological debates surrounding both reason (ʿaql) and 'speculation' (raʾy). 

Sufism’s role in all this is not unambiguous, nor is that of early zuhhād. The latter have long 

been regarded as the forefathers of both Sufi and Ḥanbalī trends, and appear with different 

colorings in the biographical dictionaries.233 The concept of zuhd seems to have been under 

similar reshaping influences. However, this does not mean that there was always a single 

‘authentic’ or ‘original’ kind of zuhd. Rather, it seems as if different shapes and forms, 

related to various individuals, constituted different streams of zuhd, some of which were 

closely related to the Christian monastic ideas of Late Antiquity, while others were closer to 

the later Muslim societal reality of life.  

 
                                                
231 Vööbus, History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient. 3 vols. Louvain: Secrétariat du Corpus SCO 

1958-1988, iii:xii (introduction). 
232 As I state elsewhere in my dissertation (see Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God), in my opinion 

Shaqīq’s epistle Ādāb al-ʿibādāt does not seem to be authentic, as it precedes the ideas found within it 

by approximately one hundred years. 
233 E.g. Ibn Abī Ḥātim, Jarḥ (especially vol. i); Abū Nuʿaym, Ḥilyat; TB, especially vols. xi & xv. 
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I.1.1 Can we define zuhd? The place of eschatology 

When trying to define the themes covered by the term zuhd, it must be highlighted that it does 

not only refer to asceticism or renunciation, and cannot therefore be seen as a specific 

‘sectarian’ idea within Islam. It serves as an umbrella term, one that primarily focusses on 

renunciation of this world, expressed through the phrase al-zuhd fī l-dunyā, as well as other 

terms focusing on piety such as tawakkul (trust in God), khawf/taqwā (fear), dhikr 

(recollection), faqr (poverty), qaṣr al-amal (shortness of hope), waraʿ (scrupulosity), and so 

on, ones which would later describe sophisticated concepts within different theological and 

creedal systems. As such, a definition of zuhd is not possible. However, it is a main 

constituent of pious religiosity in Islam.234 Since this one term covers a range of ideas, it is 

not possible to pinpoint one central concept, something which is apparent from the literature 

on zuhd.235 However, all ideas within zuhd are based on a certain basis, one used by people 

who may be associated with two main groups: pious and scrupulous religious traditionist 

scholars (mostly traditionists and Qurʾān reciters) and, secondly, individuals who have been 

regarded as renunciants (such as Ibrāhīm b. Adham, Shaqīq al-Balkhī, etc.) and who were 

later associated with or claimed by Sufism. The latter group originally consisted of a wide 

variety of ‘members’ who were variously-oriented, pious individuals who were often 

associated with mysticism, sainthood, or wise fools,236 and who, by the late 3rd/9th century, 

had joined together to become part of the largest mystical trend, Sufism (taṣawwuf). The first 

group consisted of religious scholars who would, from as early as the first half of the 2nd/8th 

century, constitute the ruling elite of religious scholars. They were preoccupied with the 

interpretation of the Qurʾān, whether in matters related simply to the understanding of the 

word of God or in juridical concerns, the collection of sayings – which, by the 2nd/8th 

century, also included the verification of these sayings – and manners of the early Islamic 

figures, such as the Prophet and his Companions and Followers, as well as those of pre-

Islamic prophets and saints, and Old and New Testament figures, such as Adam, Salomon 
                                                
234 See all the genres in which zuhd takes its often central place, such as poetry (zuhdiyyāt), hadith 

collections-pre-canonical and canonical, adab, and biographical/hagiographical literature, and the 

early development of the concept in the first century of Islam. 
235 For example, it is possible to see how, in the Encyclopaedia of Islam articles, that some stress the 

Sufi terminology while others focus on asceticism or renunciation. 
236 Cf. Marzolph, Der Weise Narr Buhlūl. Wiesbaden: Steiner 1983. Dols, Majnūn. The madman in 

medieval Islamic society. Oxford University Press 1992. Ritter, Das Meer der Seele (Ocean of the 

Soul). Leiden: Brill 1955, ch.10.  
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(Sulaymān), David (Dāwūd), Jesus (ʿĪsā), Jonah (Yūnus), Joseph (Yūsuf), Luqmān the Wise, 

etc. For these scholars, zuhd meant that this world and everything in it should be regarded 

with contempt in view of the afterlife.  

 However, as mentioned previously, the ideas (qaṣr al-amal, waraʿ) and acts (ṣalāt, 

ṣawm, dhikr, jihād) that are part of renunciation of this world are also part of zuhd. As such, 

upright and constant praying including the night vigil (tahajjud),237 Qurʾān recitation, living 

on little sustenance, participation in struggle/warfare in the path of God, weeping (bukāʾ) in 

fear for one’s own and the world’s sins and the expectation of Judgment Day, scrupulosity, 

uncertainty in one’s own eternal fate, piety, and many other things, are also all part of zuhd. It 

was not primarily poverty and the practice of askésis or apatheia238 that found its expression 

here, but rather a worldview that had, at its core, disregard for matters of this world such as 

wealth, power, and admiration, and, from this, the reorientation or adjustment of one’s 

primary focus towards matters of the afterlife. This is why eschatology is so important in, and 

could even constitute a core tenet of or a starting point for, zuhd. As such, it was not the 

pictures or images of paradise and hell that were the primary focus, but rather the Day of 

Resurrection and the subsequent Judgment and (potential) punishment, and which were the 

main reasons for the aforementioned aspects of concern for the zuhhād. It was concern for 

how to avoid a negative judgment, leading to being cast into the hellfire, that shaped zuhd.  

 A parallel to this can be found in the New Testament, where Jesus also does not 

justify his celibacy and dispossession through reference to asceticism, but rather does so 

eschatologically, reminding his followers of the greatness and nearness of the coming of 

God’s kingdom.239 Although neither Jesus nor his apostles preached asceticism, individuals 

within the Christian community developed the need to secure entrance to the heavenly 

kingdom through their own merits;240 similarly, in Islam, renunciation’s main aim is to ensure 

entrance into the Garden. The only reason to sacrifice one’s own life in martyrdom, lead a 

scrupulous life, be humble, and so on was to increase the probability of salvation. But in both 

early Christianity and in the Islam of the pious conservative traditionists there were those 

who opposed this urge for celibacy and seclusion. For example, St. Paul stated, “Forbidding 

                                                
237 Q 17:79. 
238 See above, note 224. 
239Cf. Kehrer (ed.) et al., Handbuch religionswissenschaftlicher Grundbegriffe. 5 vols. Stuttgart: 

Kohlhammer 1988-2001, i:66. 
240 Ibid., 60. 



 64 

to marry, and commanding to abstain from meats, which God hath created to be received 

with thanksgiving of them which believe and know the truth. For every creature of God is 

good, and nothing to be refused, if it be received with thanksgiving,”241 a position which is 

akin to the Islamic notion that one should only renounce the things decreed forbidden by 

God’s law. It was the mystics of Islam who rediscovered the renunciation of the permitted 

and identified it as constituting a core tenet of renunciation,242 not the renunciants themselves 

as represented by the zuhd traditionists. 

 Over time, more and more moral and habitual regulations would constitute the 

literature on zuhd, especially after the possible proto-Sunni attempts to moderate early 

extreme views and instead develop and strictly maintain an ethically conservative lifestyle, 

which would form the canon of later Hadith literature. Zuhd was thus used as a central plank 

for expressing the world-defying attitude that would frame pious-conservative attitudes 

within Islam. Incitement based on fear of the Judgment and the punishments of hell were the 

main focus rather than just concentration on rewards for the morally excellent, which had 

formed the basis for the worldview in the 2nd/8th and the first half of the 3rd/9th century. It 

is earnestness that characterizes an attitude of zuhd, something that is reflected in scrupulosity 

(waraʿ), both as a mental attitude and a lived experience. This is also why commanding right 

and forbidding wrong (al-amr bi-l maʿrūf wa-l-nahy ʿan al-munkar) were popular among 

adherents of traditionism, especially following the rise of Ḥanbalism during the 3rd/9th 

century. 243 It was not merely the obligation of a pious Muslim to enforce the severe standards 

on themself but also on the Muslim community as a whole. “Not only the individual elevates 

himself through renunciation, the society itself demands of all individuals constant acts of 

renunciation, for they elevate the individual over himself,”244 as Durkheim wrote. To enforce 

this is exactly what some zuhd traditionists (Ibn al-Mubārak & Ibn Ḥanbal) aimed to do; 

every individual member of society ought to listen and reenact the sayings and acts of their 
                                                
241 1 Timothy 4, 3-4 (Tr. King James Bible). 
242 Cf. Sarrāj’s and Qushayrī’s sections on zuhd in their manuals Lumaʿ and Risāla. What was so 

special about the renunciation of the forbidden, which was already obliged, was their argumentation; 

piety was distinguished precisely by this, i.e by renouncing even that which is permitted. It was this 

that distinguished mystics from ordinary believers. 
243 Cf. Cook, Commanding Right, part II, chapters 5-8. 
244 “Nicht allein der einzelne Mensch erhöht sich durch Entsagung, die Gesellschaft selbst verlangt 

von allen ihren Individuen ständig Verzichtsleistungen, gerade weil sie den Menschen über sich selbst 

hinaus hebt.” In: Handbuch religionswissenschaftlicher Grundbegriffe, 62. 
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pious ‘forefathers’ (i.e. Muḥammad, his Companions, and Followers), including the 

renunciation of certain disreputable actions, and thereby enter into God’s service, something 

which was primarily (though not exclusively) military in nature. It was not possible to hide 

by conveniently arguing that one’s own performance of religious obligations was enough, but 

one was duty-bound to enforce them across the whole community, with battlefield activity 

being its most extreme example. Even though it is highly unlikely that any of the traditionists 

I have chosen for this study actually participated in warfare, one of them (Ibn al-Mubārak) 

almost certainly incited the fighters before combat in the battle camps and towns near the 

frontier borderlands with Byzantium (thughūr).245 

 

I.1.2 Competing definitions of al-zuhd [fī l-dunyā] 

The Kutub al-zuhd 

Al-zuhd fī l-dunyā was defined, in the 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th century Kutub al-zuhd, in 

two main ways: (a) specifically, through a lack of hope (qaṣr al-amal) and, more generally, 

as a calming of the heart and body, while in the following step (b) it is defined 

eschatologically, as the best possible act to ensure one goes to paradise. Concerning (a), 

Sufyān al-Thawrī (d. 161/778) said, ‘Renunciation of this world (al-zuhd fī l-dunyā) is lack of 

hope rather than eating coarse food or wearing the woolen cloak (ʿabāya).”246 Wakīʿ b. al-

Jarrāḥ transmitted that the Prophet said “al-zuhd fī l-dunyā calms the heart and body. Desire 

for this world [on the other hand] increases worries and sadness.”247  

 Concerning (b), zuhd is defined eschatologically only, as in the example of ʿUmar b. 

al-Khaṭṭāb, who is reported to have said: “There is no better deed for the afterlife than al-

zuhd fī l-dunyā.”248 In the same vein Abū Wāqid al-Laythī (d. 68/687-8) said: “We pursue 

deeds in this world (dunyā) but we did not find anything amounting to a better deed for the 

afterlife than al-zuhd fī l-dunyā.”249 This clearly highlights that the concerns of this world are 

to be disregarded. 

 

                                                
245 Cf. my chapter Renunciation and Warfare. 
246 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #6; Qushayrī, Epistle, 135; Sendschreiben, 178. 
247 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #51. 
248 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #3; Aḥmad, Zuhd 123/#645 (via Wakīʿ). 
249 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #2; Hannād, Zuhd #558; Aḥmad, Zuhd 200/#1108; variant Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf 

#35611 (via Wakīʿ). 
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Sufi manuals 

Following on from this, how did the authors of manuals who were the sober representatives 

of taṣawwuf define zuhd? In his Kitāb al-lumaʿ, Sarrāj opened by quoting a shaykh, who in 

Aḥmad’s Zuhd is identified with Jesus, who stated that love for this world is the origin of all 

sin,250 which is fairly close to the dunyā-ākhira divide encountered in Kutub al-zuhd 

definitions. However, theologically the two groups tend to differ: while Sufi authors say that 

renunciation of the permitted is allowed, renouncing the forbidden and the doubtful is 

obligatory. The zuhhād, in the Kutub al-zuhd, however, see renunciation of the permitted 

differently: Abū Muslim al-Khawlānī (d. 62/682), a Follower who became famous for his 

asceticism, is quoted in Aḥmad’s Zuhd as having stated:  

 

Renunciation of this world is not refusing the permitted or lack of 

possessions. Rather it is that you trust more in what God has in store for 

you than in what you have [in store for you] yourself. And when a 

calamity befalls you, that your hope for its reward is stronger than if it 

did not hit you at all.251  

 

A clear difference of focus is obvious here, but Khawlānī also apparently tried to adjust the 

understanding of renunciation towards a piety-oriented and moderate asceticism that was 

focussed on tawakkul instead of on renouncing that which was permitted. This may hint at 

rather extreme practices of renunciation within certain renunciant circles, or at individuals 

against whom this definition could have been directed. Qushayrī notes that:  

 

People have different opinions about zuhd. While some say it relates to 

the forbidden, others say it is necessary to renounce the forbidden and 

virtuous to renounce the permitted. Others again say renouncing the 

allowed is ideal.252 

 

                                                
250 Sarrāj, Kitāb al-Lumaʿ fī l-Taṣawwuf. Edited and translated by Nicholson. Leiden: Brill 1914. 

German tr.: Gramlich, Schlaglichter über das Sufitum. Stuttgart: Steiner 1990. Henceforth referred to 

as Lumaʿ and Schlaglichter. 
251 Aḥmad, Zuhd 18/#96. Ibn al-Mubārak has a section entitled ṭalaba al-ḥalāl. 
252 Epistle, 134; Sendschreiben, 177. 
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Yet the definition given above by Sufyān is provided for here, implying that humbleness and 

thankfulness toward God are what constitutes zuhd. The poor will be patient, and those who 

have possessions thankful. The zāhid is, rather, indifferent towards this world and material 

possessions. Qushayrī relates sayings that more closely resemble the zuhhād than Sarrāj, as 

well as to the zuhd fī l-dunyā of the elite, which suggest completely renouncing this world 

and all material possessions. 

 While the Sufi authors saw the renunciation of the forbidden as a valuable act, and 

one that constituted renunciation itself, the zāhid and/or Follower quoted in Aḥmad’s Zuhd 

focuses not on renouncing those things that are permitted, or possessions in general, but 

instead on trusting in God’s sustenance and in bearing misfortunes in silence because the 

things of this world are worthless. Something similar is related in Sarrāj’s Lumaʿ of Sarī al-

Saqaṭī (d. 253/867) and of Junayd (d. 298/910), which say that “the heart should be void from 

that which the hand is void,”253 thus coming close to Khawlānī’s statement that one should 

trust more in God than in oneself. The implication is that one should be content with what 

one has and trust in God’s provision. However, Junayd’s and Sarī’s definitions imply that 

having no possessions is in fact something to strive for; this is an attitude that can be regarded 

as Sufi, and not one that is promoted in the zuhd collections, probably due to their proto-

Sunni idea of a moderate, inner-worldly lifestyle.  

 Consequently, some Sufi authors (e.g. Sarrāj) did something that the zuhhād would 

not have understood: tark al-zuhd, meaning the abandoning of renunciation, for in their 

understanding renunciation itself may foster a kind of pride. Since this world is not worth 

anything to God, says the doctrine, renunciation from it is unnecessary for the ʿārif who is 

already indifferent towards it.254 The zuhhād are, following this logic, low in the opinion’s of 

the Sufis, as they focus on renouncing this world rather than focusing on God alone. The 

renunciants, as shown in the Kutub al-zuhd, understood zuhd as focusing only on God in their 

service for and worship of Him, not in refraining from this world completely. With the 

definitions he lists, Qushayrī is, in this case, closer to the zuhhād of the Kutub al-zuhd than is 

Sarrāj. In the Kutub al-zuhd it is the otherworldly orientation that almost exclusively fosters 

                                                
253 Sarrāj, Lumaʿ, 14/46: “The first class are the novices whose hands are empty of possessions and 

whose hearts are empty of that which is not in their hands.”; Schlaglichter, 91: Junayd: ‘Das Leersein 

der Hand von den Besitztümern und das Leersein des Herzens von der Begehrlichkeit.’ In Qushayrī’s 

Epistle (135), Sendschreiben (179) Sarī al-Saqaṭī is omitted. 
254 Sarrāj, Lumaʿ, 14/47; Schlaglichter, 92. See also my note #10 in the Introduction. 
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renunciation of this world. These ideas have similar elements in zuhd and taṣawwuf, despite 

their focus differing. 

  

Arabic Lexicographies 

Last but not least we must examine how the earliest and most influential Arabic 

lexicographers defined zuhd, using two case studies. To underline from the start, these 

lexicographies do not provide any crucial additional information on zuhd. The main or focal 

points of their attention are the ideas that being content with few possessions and 

disregarding this world are the core of zuhd: “Zuhd is the opposite of desire [...] al-

zāhid/zuhhād fī l-dunyā is he who leaves aside this world and its matters.”255 The 

otherworldly orientation is also noted in these lexicographies: “In Hadith the Prophet said: 

The best of men is the muʾminun muzhidun = the [this world] renouncing believer, that is he 

who directs his belief toward God and the afterlife.”256 Furthermore, greed is addressed, its 

cure being zuhd: ʿAdī b. Zayd said (poem):  

 Stinginess feeds from greed, 

 more virtuous is he who overcomes reluctance and renounces.257 

It seems the lexicographers were not interested in developing a deeper understanding of the 

term zuhd but rather in its various grammatical derivations (zahīd, muzhid, al-zahāda, etc.). It 

is clear that certain key aspects, such as belittling (taqallul), having few possessions, and 

orientation toward the afterlife were agreed upon by scholars from different backgrounds. 

However, other concepts that were considered to be part of zuhd tended to differ, and the 

ideas that circulated in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages were by no means homogenous. 

The shift seems to have taken place during the first stage of the reconfiguration of pre-Islamic 

ideas of asceticism and renunciation towards a specifically Islamic renunciation and then, 

within Islamic thought, in the reconfiguration of zuhd to taṣawwuf. 

 
                                                
255 Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933), Jamharat al-lugha. Edited by Ramzī Munīr Baʿlbakī. 3 vols. Beirut: Dār 

al-ʿĀlim li-l-Malāyīn, n.d., ii:643. Cf. Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab. 15 vols. Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, n.d., 

iii:196-8: “zuhd wa al-zahāda fī l-dunyā, is used only in matters of religion and is the opposite of the 

wish and desire for this world and the renunciation of all things in it.” 
256 Azharī, Kitāb Tahdhīb al-lugha. Edited by ʿAbd al-Salām Muḥammad Hārūn et al., 16 vols. Cairo: 

al-Muʾassasat al-Miṣriyya n.d., vi:144-146. Cf. Lisān al-ʿArab, iii:196-8 and ibid.: “For him who is a 

muʾmin muzhid (= renunciant believer) will be no Reckoning.” 
257 Ibid. 
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I.1.3 The materiality of zuhd 

Zuhd as renunciation of the world on a financial level should, as mentioned before, not be 

regarded as meaning total disapproval of material wealth. It was mainly thought that one 

ought, as with food, only possess what is necessary. Sufyān al-Thawrī (d. 161/778), the most 

important teacher in traditions for the zuhhād of the second/eighth century,258 thought that it 

would be even better to possess as much as one needed to remain independent from anyone 

else and to dedicate oneself to scholarship alone.259 He focused particularly on the positive 

aspects of independence from the state and rulers that resulted from not needing to receive 

gifts or stipends. This way, the scholar could retain his material and possibly also his political 

independence.  

 It was considered appropriate to earn one’s living through trade, rather than through 

scholarship, probably following the prophetic example. Thus, Ibn al-Mubarak’s (d. 181/797) 

refusal to earn money by teaching Hadith could be understood as a criticism of those who did 

so, especially as their earnings were sometimes extremely high.260 Those scholars who 

refused to receive wages for their teaching thereby enhanced their pious reputation. The 

living made by these scholars through monetary funds derived from the rulers or the state is a 

different matter. Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ (d. 197/812), for example, is known to have inherited a 

large sum of money from his parents because his father had been in charge of the bayt al-māl, 

the state monetary fund. Yet it has not been possible to trace any relationship between Wakīʿ 

and the state after that. In this way certain scholars were seen as being especially scrupulous 

figures and thus exempt from criticism, although their actual relations to stipends is far from 

clear.261 Sufyān al-Thawrī is quoted in Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat al-Awliyāʾ as stating, in regard 

to this issue: “Wealth was considered undesirable, but today it is the believer’s shield.”262 The 

famous scholar Ḥārith al-Muḥāsibī (d. 243/857), who lived a generation later, regarded it 

similarly. It is not to be judged how much one person owns but how he moves towards his 
                                                
258 Almost all the Hadith scholars somehow connected to zuhd had Sufyān al-Thawrī (GAS, i) as one 

of their teachers, as did our two 2nd/8th century collectors Ibn al-Mubārak (d. 181/797) and Wakīʿ b. 

al-Jarrāḥ (d. 197/812). 
259 Cf. Judd, Religious Scholars; Zaman, Religion and Politics; Raddtz, Die Stellung und Bedeutung 

des Sufyān al-Ṯaurī. Bonn: Rheinsche Friedrich-Wilhelms Universität 1967. 
260 Cf. Zaman, Religion and Politics, 163. See in Mubārak’s Zuhd his critique of religious scholars 

(ʿUlamāʾ) and popular preachers (Quṣṣāṣ) in the section man ṭalaba al-ʿilm li-ʿaraḍ min al-dunyā. 
261 Zaman, Religion and Politics, 165. 
262 Ḥilyat vi:381. Zaman, Religion and Politics, 166. 
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goal without being distracted or corrupted by his possessions.263 What matters is not the 

amount of outward wealth but the degree of inner renunciation (zuhd) of mundane matters.264 

Zuhd, for Muḥāsibī as well as for our zuhd collectors, has almost nothing in common with 

living in poverty. For these scholars, it does not contradict the doctrine that the poor are the 

ideal believers and the first to enter paradise.265 Travel in search of knowledge (al-riḥla fī 

ṭalab al-ʿilm, or simply riḥla), for example, could be carried out more easily by someone 

wealthly than if the traveler had no money. Traveling could also be associated with another 

concept of zuhd, namely the reccurring theme that one should, in this world, be like a traveler 

or wayfarer, rider or stranger, and thereby one can prepare one’s soul for death (kun fī l-

dunyā kaʾannaka gharīb aw ʿābir sabīl wa uʿdud nafsaka maʿa al-mawtā).266  

 In the cases of Ibn al-Mubārak, Sufyān, and probably most other Hadith scholars too, 

a combination of trade and scholarly endeavors seems to have been followed. Distancing 

oneself from worldly power became a theme in the biographies of pious scholars over the 

course of the 2nd/8th century, as did the related “reluctance to accept prestigious state-

appointed judgeships.”267 This recurring theme represents a suspicious attitude towards 

worldly power and the danger of living close to it. Accounts of scholars who had been 

serving a state authority and subsequently fell from the ruler’s favor, and so were executed, 

are numerous. Furthermore, Umayyad rule and their subsequent overthrow seems to have led 

to significant reluctance on the part of the renunciants to engage with the ruling elites. 

 

I.2 Zuhd and Taṣawwuf 
As mentioned in the Introduction, careful reading of the sources, both primary and secondary, 

is extremely important when trying to understand the similarities and differences between 

zuhd and taṣawwuf. Although the relationship between the two is not the focus of this thesis, 

one encounters it throughout scholarship. As such, it necessary to address the issue and to 

encourage future scholarship to rethink this as-yet unchallenged assumption that constitutes a 

                                                
263 Van Ess, Gedankenwelt, 105. 
264 Ibid. 
265 Numerous accounts are in the Kutub al-zuhd, e.g. Wakīʿ, Zuhd #143. 
266 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #11, 64 (rākib), 67 in connection to provision, and 68. For the vocalization of ʿ-d-d 

see Fischer, Grammatik des Klassischen Arabisch. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 2002, 216. 
267 El Shamsy, The Social Construct of Orthodoxy, in: The Cambridge Companion to Classical 

Islamic Theology. Edited by Tomithy Winter. Cambridge University Press 2008, 97-117, at 109. 
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major lacuna in knowledge. This is also necessary in regard to the second century sources, 

Kutub al-zuhd, and the zuhdiyyāt268 poetry that provide a significant corpus of literature that 

has barely been acknowledged up to now.  

 It may well be that the mystics of Islam merely realized that several ideas within zuhd 

would fit their practical and mental conceptions and training well. In this sense zuhd may be 

understood as one of Sufism’s inherent ideas, one that fostered an attitude that could, through 

training and mental alignment, lead to insights with spiritual aspects. Sufism may also have 

developed in opposition to zuhd, insofar as at some point it preached renunciation from 

renunciation (tark al-zuhd). This seems to make sense since, from early in its existence, 

Sufism tried to reshape and transform the rather conservatively-pious concepts of zuhd that 

had been propagated by the traditionists of the second and early third Islamic centuries into 

more mystical concepts that focused on the spiritual aspect of zuhd, generally labelled the 

‘inward turn.’ The idea here was that renunciation of the world would lead to a preoccupation 

with renunciation, which would in turn cause one to not leave behind this world but to focus 

on it. This is very much in line with Weber’s concepts of inner-worldly asceticism and 

otherworldly mysticism. However, the authors of the 4th/10th and following century’s Sufi 

manuals were not other-worldly mystics but people who saw abandonment of preoccupation 

with zuhd in this world as a hindrance to fully-fledged concentration on both the otherworld 

and God. Although Weber’s concept is to some extent simplistic, the differentiation of this- 

and other-worldly concepts are often, with revisions, applicable. 

 Gobillot made an important point concerning the development of zuhd literature in 

later centuries that could serve as a basis for explaining the relationship between zuhd and 

taṣawwuf: “It is principally from the fourth century onwards that the leading protagonists of 

this literature become the mystics of the two preceding centuries: Dhū ʾl-Nūn al-Miṣrī, Ibn 

Adham, Fuḍayl Ibn ʿIyāḍ, Bishr al-Ḥāfī, Sarī al-Saḳaṭī, Yaḥyā b. Muʿādh, Sahl al-Tustarī, al-

Djunayd and al-Shiblī.”269 The ascetics’ or renunciants’ fame was, through this phenomenon, 

accelerated by the Sufis, while any differences between ascetics and Sufis were downplayed. 

Gobillot identifies and highlights the complexity of zuhd, and does not limit or simplify it 

through a general identification of it with taṣawwuf, even mentioning its monopolizing claims 

toward zuhd. She gives us definitions that were later reproduced by Melchert in his EI3 article 

                                                
268 Cf. EI2, Zuhdiyya (Kennedy); Hamori, Ascetic Poetry (Zuhdiyyāt), in: Abbasid Belles Lettres. 

Edited by Julia Ashitany et al. Cambridge Univeristy Press 1990, 265-274. 
269 EI2, Zuhd (Gobillot). 
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on asceticism, ones which divide the term zuhd into two principle meanings: a) Renunciation: 

in the sense of detachment, indifference to things of this inferior world; b) Asceticism: in the 

sense of privation, mortification, tests imposed on the carnal soul (nafs), etc.270 In this sense 

renunciation is probably the best description for the core idea of zuhd, that is, al-zuhd fī l-

dunyā, while asceticism may serve as a description of zuhd practices going beyond al-zuhd fī 

l-dunyā, such as fasting, supererogatory prayer, recitation, deprivation of sleep, celibacy, etc. 

Fasting related to poverty and humbleness is not principally described as not eating at all but 

as having bread and oil as one’s main food, something which could be seen as the Muslim 

reshaping of formerly Christian ascetic practices. Furthermore, Jihad also figures prominently 

in traditionist zuhd accounts, as van Ess repeatedly mentions Jihad when speaking about zuhd 

activities;271 this brings us on to the next point. 

 The concepts of zuhd as renunciation or as a form of piety on the one hand, and, on 

the other, as spiritual, mystical belief are, at least in my understanding, two often-diverging 

approaches to faith. Zuhd involves submission, serving, and unquestioning obedience, and it 

bases its values on piety and the belief that this world is worth nothing before God and in the 

face of the afterlife. Submission, fear, and hope for God’s mercy and salvation are the main 

aspects of this belief, and closeness to God is only regarded as a possibility by being a special 

blessing for the righteous, something that is only possible in the hereafter. A this-worldly 

connection to God is, to my knowledge, never expressed in the Kutub al-zuhd, as it would be 

conceived of as almost heretical, as well as presumptuous. The spiritual or mystical 

understanding of faith, on the other hand, is almost the complete opposite. The beauty of this 

world may, just as decay, be recognized as an aspect of God’s creation, and the one is not 

necessarily regarded as more valuable than the other, at least in this world. It is not only 

submission but the aim of bettering one’s character, not merely in hope of salvation but to 

refine oneself, that benefits this world. Nowhere in zuhd utterings – or at least in the Hadith 

collections on zuhd – do we find much on the benefits of this world. The emphasis on the 

connection with God is an important aspect of Sufism and among adherents of other faiths 

who deem their spiritual religious experiences to have been the “experiential dimension, or 

religious feeling, which they describe as >>involving some communication, however slight, 

with a divine essence, i.e., with God, with the ultimate reality, with transcendental 

                                                
270 Ibid. 
271 TG i:141ff.. 
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authority<<.”272 For the zuhhād, God can only be met in the afterlife.  Sufism, as mentioned 

above, could, therefore, have developed as an antithesis of zuhd instead of a movement in 

continuance of it. 

 A main constituent of zuhd for the traditionists lies in their understanding of piety. It 

is something that may be expressed inwardly, through personal devotion, or outwardly, by 

restrictive actions, such as commanding right and forbidding wrong. Inwardly, devotion 

would concentrate on the spiritual effect of prayer, the refinement of character in the cultured 

sciences, remembering God (dhikr), training the body through abstention from food, sleep 

deprivation, and so on, things that Sufism is known for. Outward piety could, similarly, find 

expression in the ritual exercise of prayer, ablutions, the recitation of the Qurʾān, the 

aforementioned interference in societal matters, and participation in border warfare (ghazw); 

the 2nd/8th century renunciants famously represented all of these. It is true that we do find 

both sayings, those (a) giving up this world in favor of the next,273 and (b) that the 

recollection of God is the only good thing in this world,274 in the zuhd collections as well as 

in Sufi literature. Thus, there were, as demonstrated above, zuhd ideas that did find their way 

into the Sufi canon. But for the zuhhād (b) does not seem to have been favored or to have had 

any spiritual form yet; it merely means that this world is pointless and cursed. That is also 

how (a) is both understood and used as the definition of al-zuhd fī l-dunyā.275 There is no 

development in stages, as described in the Sufi literature, of first turning away from worldly 

goods and then, in consequence, moving spiritually towards God.276 The differing centers of 
                                                
272 Mueller, Asceticism and Mysticism: A contribution towards the sociology of faith, in: Sociological 

Theories of Religion. Religion and Language. Edited by Günter Dux et al. Opladen: Westdeutscher 

Verlag 1973, 68–132. 

273 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #2; Aḥmad, Zuhd 200/#1108; Hannād, Zuhd #558; variant Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf 

#35611. 
274 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #543; dhikr Allāh should, in the context of the Kutub al-zuhd, be understood 

not merely as meditation but as something audible, such as qurʾānic recitation; cf. Melchert, 

Renunciation (Zuhd) in the Early Shiʿi Tradition, 279ff. and 287. 
275 See above. 
276 Ritter, The Ocean of the Soul. Leiden: Brill 2003, 200 (Meer der Seele, Leiden: Brill 1978, 193): 

“This general meaning of the word, however, is limited in religious usage to renunciation of the 

present world with its goods for the sake of the hereafter. On a higher, genuinely mystical level it 

means turning away from everything besides God as the only goal and worthwhile object for the mind 

to occupy itself with. The pre-condition for adopting such an attitude is first of all the conviction that 
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these two pieties are their intention and effect. Inward piety addresses only the self, 

correcting false behavior with the goal of attaining inner purity, while the outward practice 

concentrates on the act itself, its performance, and meeting the obligations of what is deemed 

to be the ritual law; for example, ablution is an outward more than an inward cleansing, as is 

rebuking others who are not as pious as one thinks they should be.   

Although we may find aspects of both in zuhd and taṣawwuf, the intention of zuhd is 

outward piety, to meet the obligations set by the Qurʾān and the Prophet’s and his 

Companion’s examples, while, from the very beginning, taṣawwuf concentrated on purifiying 

the inside, by polishing the mirror (soul), refining one’s character, and obtaining the favor of 

God through doing this, rather than by fulfilling outward obligations. For Sufism, the central 

aspect of prayer was not the act itself but the mood it would cause, one fostering an opening 

of the senses and the connecting of one’s soul with the Creator, or allowing one to gain 

deeper knowledge that would move one close to God.277 In addition, for the zuhhād recitation 

and prayer would put one into a specific mood of inner concentration on God alone, but one 

that had as its primary aim total submission; this is where the main difference between the 

traditionists’ understanding of zuhd and that of the mystics lies; the ‘inward turn’ was not of 

interest to the zuhd traditionists. It was instead the fulfilment of religious obligations that 

framed their mindset and which they propagated as the opposite of the worldly power that 

distracts believer from their duties toward God. The ‘inward turn’ is not something that the 

zuhd pietists would have fostered, or perhaps even thought of. For this reason, I deem 

renunciant traditionism and mysticism as two different, diverging, though possibly parallel, 

or antipodal, conceptions of piety, and consequently of belief. In the following centuries zuhd 

and taṣawwuf, in all their different forms, would continue to exist in parallel to and 

simultaneously with each other. This does not mean, however, that spiritual ascetics did not 

exist. This must remain a possibility, as it is the idea on which scholars of Islam and the west 

constructed their transition theory. Ibn Khaldūn differentiated between zuhhād and Sufis by 

their more refined knowledge: “The Sufis are distinct (akhtuṣṣa) from the school of 

renunciation (bi-madhhab al-zuhd) [...]. They (i.e. the Sufis) distinguished themselves from 

zuhd by developing a particular perception, which is that man is distinguished from all other 

                                                                                                                                                  
the other world is more valuable and enduring than this world, just as a jewel is more valuable and 

enduring than snow.” 
277 Ḥilyat viii:188: “When a day passes for me in which I have not increased my knowledge that 

advances me towards God, not even the rising sun makes me happy (lā būruk lī) on that day.” 
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animals by his ability to develop sciences (ʿulūm) and knowledge of the certain (ʿulūm min 

al-yaqīn) [...].”278 

 The Sufis took the zuhhād as their forbears but developed a distinct model by 

introducing maʿārifa (min) al-yaqīn, i.e. knowledge of the divine. Again, I believe that the 

spiritual or mystical renunciants were in the minority and many, if not most, renunciants’ 

sayings that are reported in the Sufi works such as, for instance, Qushayrī’s Risāla, Sarrāj’s 

Lumaʿ, and Sulamī’s Ṭabaqāt, either show this pious agenda or are at times spiritualized or 

picked in order to fit a Sufi agenda. The material on zuhd that was collected by zuhd 

traditionists of earlier generations focuses and speaks quite differently from those of the Sufi 

biographical works in matters of inner- and outer-worldly asceticism and, especially, in 

relation to their esoteric content. The development or different focus of each tradition may 

have had different causes; Hodgson, for example, suggests that they could have been 

personal, societal, political, or simply temporal reasons: “Presumably, some spirits are 

relatively cramped in one tradition or one period, and relatively encouraged to express 

themselves fully in another, even though within each style of piety the range of personal 

                                                
278 Ibn Khaldūn, Muqaddima Ibn Khaldūn, Beirut n.d. (1980?), 517-8. Another edition: Cairo 

1329/1911, 512. (The Muqaddimah translated by Rosenthal, London 1958, 3 vols., iii:76) I believe 

Rosenthal was incorrect in translating ikhtuṣṣa bi as “came to represent” instead of “differentiated 

from.” Also, in his translation “They developed a particular kind of perception which comes about 

through ecstatic experience,” he translated the word mawājid that does appear in the edition Rosenthal 

used (Prolégomènes d’Ebn-Khaldoun Paris, Maktaba Lubnān, Beirut 1970, 3 vols, iii:50) but does not 

in two other editions at my disposal (Cairo 1933, 328). These instead have the term bi-mākhidh, 

meaning they took upon themselves a different path. Rosenthal himself notes (page 77, footnote 457) 

that “Mawājid is by no means a common term in Sufi literature [...] At least, this is the form used in 

the printed edition at our disposal.” Thus, Rosenthal did note that this term was strange and did not 

seem to fit, possibly due to erroneous copying. Still, his translation does not explicitly demonstrate 

there was a transition from asceticism to Sufism, but merely a resemblance between the two. 

However, I believe Ibn Khaldūn used ikhtuṣṣa to distinguish between zuhd and taṣawwuf, not to relate 

them to each other directly. The sentence should thus be translated as: “They (i.e. Sufis) distinguished 

from zuhd, its retirement from the world, and devotion to divine worship by acquiring particular 

habits, in the way that man is distinguished by all other animals by his abilities to develop sciences 

(ʿulūm) and knowledge of the certain (ʿulūm min al-yaqīn) [...].”  
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variation is considerable.”279 In what follows, I provide some sayings to illustrate how Sufis 

viewed renunciants.  

 The zāhid is, in Sufi literature, often opposed to or contrasted with the ʿārif280: “The 

ascetic really is a wageworker who strives for the fruits of renunciation. He avoids sin out of 

hope for paradise or fear of hell,”281 and “The ʿārif flies while the renunciant marches,”282 

which is clearly a reference to warfare (!). Other examples include Yaḥyā b. Muʿādh, who 

said, “The renunciants are strangers in this world, the ʿārifūn strangers in the otherworld,”283 

which implies that the Sufis have contempt even for the otherworld (dhamm al-ākhira). 

Manṣūr b. ʿAmmār al-Dandanqānī tried to describe the various attitudes with regard to 

spiritual differentiation: “The hearts of the ʿārifūn are vessels of dhikr (recollection) of God, 

the hearts of the renunciants vessels of tawakkul (trust in God).”284 All these characterizations 

are similar to my findings. When seeing the low esteem in which the Sufis held the zuhhād it 

may be wondered to what extent these two groups, which, it is important to note, were by no 

means homogenous, were actually related.285 What they did both have in common was the 

rejection of lusts. However, what these quotes hint at is that Sufism did not necessarily 

develop sequentially after and in emulation of zuhd, but rather as part of an effort to 

dissociate people from it, known as tark al-zuhd. 

When uncovering information referring to asceticism as we imagine it to be – 

resembling the behavior of (Christian) monks – and comparing it to the Hadith collections on 

zuhd, a resemblance is apparent, but in a very specific way. Christian asceticism was 

seemingly reused and reshaped to fit a pious Muslim lifestyle. Fasting, the night prayer, vows 

of silence, seclusion, and so on were perceived to be acts of pious religiosity, but ones that 

needed adjustment for a Muslim society. Yet, in addition, different forms of zuhd appear in 

the biographies. Ibn Adham and Shaqīq are exemplars of rather extreme acts of renunciation, 

while their ‘friend’ and contemporary Ibn al-Mubārak comes across as conservative in all his 

utterings and actions. When one examines the writing genres involved and the different 

                                                
279 Hodgson, Venture of Islam i:361. 
280 See Gramlich, Schiitischen Derwischorden ii:286-7. 
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282 Ibid., n.1525 from Risāla 142,18 bāb al-maʿrifa bi-Llāh. 
283 Sulamī, Ṭabaqāt 112, 11. 
284 Sulamī, Ṭabaqāt 135, 13-14.  
285 Cf. Ritter, Meer der Seele, 14ff. 
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aim(s) that each one had, an awareness of two possible explanations of this divergence 

becomes apparent: either there were different streams of zuhd, or zuhd was displayed by each 

‘group’ (i.e. authors) in order to underscore their vision of how it should look. It is also 

possible that both existed simultaneously, and I believe this is at least part of the answer.  

 Clearly, traditionists such as Ibn al-Mubārak tried to stay close to Muslim societal 

life, as far as it had developed when he was writing, but others seem instead to have acted in 

accordance with their own understanding of piety. Sufism itself could also be a constituent 

part of the sometimes rather ‘unorthodox’ perception of early zuhhād – taking advice and 

inspiration on religion/belief from Christian or Buddhist monks – while the 2nd/8th century 

traditionists tried to play down any extreme modes of practice found among early (1st/7th 

cent.) and contemporary (2nd/8th cent.) adherents of zuhd. While sometimes hagiography 

gladly embraced some rather eccentric narratives, zuhd traditionists tried to hide and embed, 

if not completely exclude, them. Any example of an exclusion is difficult, if not impossible, 

to prove, but the attenuation is traceable. This is partly achieveable through a close reading of 

the source material, as: (a) the information that each work concentrates on differs, and 

sometimes displays conflicting viewpoints; and (b) traditions about celibacy or seclusion that 

appear within the zuhd Hadith collections are embedded within milder traditions attenuating 

the former. In Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb [faḍl] al-jihād, on just one occasion is the fight against 

the self (nafs) mentioned, compared to hundreds of traditions on the combative and 

intentional nature of going to war. He did not want to place the emphasis on the battle against 

the soul or self (nafs), and it was most certainly not understood as the ‘greater Jihad’; instead, 

the overall focus highlights Ibn al-Mubārak’s concern with the correct intention (niyya) of 

warfare, that is, that it should be for God alone and not in expectation of material reward. 

This may easily be confused with the Sufi theme of the greater Jihad, yet the latter has a 

completely different basis for Jihad, as combative warfare is not to be diluted but adjusted. 

One tradition about battling the nafs may have been deliberately embedded within traditions 

on its combative aspect so as not to be confused with any non-combative notions. Nafs was, 

for Ibn al-Mubārak, not yet understood as the animal soul but merely as the self. Sufism, 

through the person of, for example, Abū Nuʿaym, would then take up those utterings and, at 

times, give them a spiritual coloring,286 as will be witnessed in the case study below. Other 

examples of embedding are more unambiguous in their intention to soften some otherwise 

rather extreme utterings. Ibn al-Mubārak and Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal have well-known 
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Companions, such as the mufassir Ibn Masʿūd (d. 32/652-3?) and Ubayy b. Kaʿb (d. 32/652-

3?), stating that, ‘Moderate exertion (iqtiṣād) in the Sunna is better than strenuous exertion 

(ijtihād) in innovation.’ Also, as previously mentioned, often when seclusion was discussed 

an important early figure would reply that a Muslim’s cell (ṣawmaʿa) is his house,287 not a 

remote cave in a desert wilderness. Supererogatory fasting was also an issue discussed in the 

sources. Apparently fasting (ṣawm), at the time basically restricted to the period of Ramaḍān, 

was, possibly in imitation of Christian ascetics, also performed on a regular basis by various 

renunciants, even to the point of starvation.288 Consequently, several important personalities 

for zuhd, such as Ḥasan al-Baṣrī, were quoted saying that a Muslim should not eat with all his 

belly [but not starve from fasting either]. A saying of the Prophet that circulated within the 

Kutub al-zuhd and beyond (Shaqīq, Ādāb) relates that one should only fill a third of one’s 

belly with food, and another third with drink, leaving the last third to worship God or, as a 

Shīʿī source puts it, quoting Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, to one’s soul.289 It is clear from these examples 

that a reconciliation between renunciation – obviously often rather excessive in practice – and 

mainstream Sunni Islam, which began to take shape in the course of the late 2nd/8th and 

across the 3rd/9th centuries, was sought. Nevertheless, the zuhd collectors not only omitted 

but, on the contrary, also included many traditions of, for instance, Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī (d. 

32/652-3 or 31), even rather drastic ones that exceeded the ordinary limits of the Sunna. An 

anecdote about his conception of piety states that Abū Dharr understood the qurʾānic verse 

9:33-34, about the accumulation of wealth, as a warning to all, while Muʿāwiya (d. 60/680) 

understood it as a warning only to those rulers of other faiths outside Islam.290 ʿUthmān, at 

that time the caliph, sided with Muʿāwiya and banished Abū Dharr to live the rest of his life 

in at small oasis, where his politics would not cause trouble.291 These observations will be 

examined in detail in the chapter Hunger, seclusion and trust in God, below. 

                                                
287 E.g. Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd (ziyādāt) #14 by Abū l-Dardāʾ, #15 by Ḥasan al-Baṣrī; Wakīʿ, Zuhd 

#251; Aḥmad Zuhd 135/#720. Cf. my chapter Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God. For a Shīʿī saying 

expressing the same idea, but alternating the rahbāniyya-jihād issue, see Renunciation (Zuhd) in the 

Early Shiʿi Tradition, 289. 
288 Ibid., 283-4: “The Kūfan al-Aswat b. Yazīd al-Nakhāʾī (d. 75/694-5) fasted until he had turned 

green and yellow and lost an eye.” (from Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣannaf). 
289 On the Shīʿī saying ibid., 283. 
290 Goldziher, Vorlesungen, 135f. 
291 Discussed below in my chapter on Tempered Renunciation. 



 79 

 Although the Hadith collections precede Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat by two centuries, they 

cannot necessarily be viewed as more authentic in their narratives related to zuhd, for the 

aforementioned reasons. The method by which ‘truth’ can be discerned from fiction might be 

found in early biographical literature such as Ibn Saʿd’s Ṭabaqāt and Ibn Ḥibbān’s Thiqāt, as 

well as in Ibn Abī Ḥātim’s Jarḥ, as they were composed between the third and early fourth 

century, and therefore relatively close to the lifetimes of our authors. Everything else 

composed after that time bears more fantastical elements, such as unrealistic accounts from 

the battlefield, among others. In the chapter on Renunciation and Warfare, Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

aforementioned possible participation in it will be under examined. In what follows, I will 

provide an overview of how Ibn al-Mubārak is described in the Ḥilyat. 

 

I.2.1 A case study: Abū Nuʿaym’s depiction of Ibn al-Mubārak 

Later (i.e. 5th/11th century) hagiographies, such as the Ḥilyat, would sometimes try to 

revivify the early individuals connected to zuhd by adding miracles and saintly qualities to 

their biographies. It seems that several stories in the Ḥilyat are modeled on biographical 

anecdotes about the early figures of the Desert Fathers. These anecdotes portray the 

conversions of saintly figures that are, for instance, connected to pre-saintly criminal, or other 

flagitious, lifestyles. Similarly, the saints of medieval Europe were, in their temptations, 

modeled on late antique exemplars292: “Anthony was an educational misfit; Macarius had 

been a smuggler; Pachomius had been uprooted by military service; the amiable Moses had 

been a highwayman.”293 When reading about the pre-Sufi lives of the early renunciants and 

Sufis, the exemplars one encounters are often represented as robbers, such as the well-known 

Fuḍayl b. ʿIyāḍ (d. 187/802),294 but can also be noblemen, such as Ibrāhīm Ibn Adham, who 

allegedly hailed from a family of kings, as he was said to have been a Persian prince who 

renounced worldly goods. Similar is narrated of Shaqīq who, having been born into a family 

of landowners and inheriting three hundred thousand Dirhams, could not even afford a burial 

shroud at his death.295 Ibn Adham is also said to have been born in Mecca during his parents’ 
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Ḥilyat viii:84-139; De Slane, Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical Dictionary. 4 vols. Paris 1842-3, ii:478. 
295 Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:13-15.  



 80 

pilgrimage there.296 In the case of women, prostitution is often used as a narrative topos for a 

pre-pious life occupation.297 The Ḥilyat includes many anecdotes that could, and perhaps 

should, be juxtaposed with texts of and about the Desert Fathers, as well as later descriptions 

of Christian saints, monks, and the like, to see where the anecdotes originated, how they 

evolved, and how they were transmitted and transformed in order to fit a specific cultural 

environment.298  However, Abū Nuʿaym, in his Ḥilyat (and Sulamī in his Ṭabaqāt299), would 

not deny early figures, such as Ibn al-Mubārak, their worldview and practices. Ibn al-

Mubārak is clearly presented with his preferences and main areas of interest, ones that which 

he himself stressed in his writings. The material collected on Ibn al-Mubārak by Abū Nuʿaym 

reflects very clearly that found in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd, Jihād, and Musnad; that is, war, 

prayer, purity, zuhd, and eschatology, among others, and this suggests that Abū Nuʿaym 

collected reliable material about Ibn al-Mubārak in order to provide an accurate picture of his 

scholarly endeavors and personality. However, at times Abū Nuʿaym stresses Ibn al-

Mubārak’s connection with and appreciation of Sufism, and relates some miraculous stories, 

for instance, that he was never seen fasting nor breaking the fast.300 Nevertheless, some of the 

main traits of Ibn al-Mubārak’s traditionist zuhd character, such as seriousness, charity, and 

scrupulosity, as well as his preoccupation with warfare and eschatological matters, such as 

topographical descriptions of heaven and hell as well as the torments of hell, rather than the 

bliss of paradise, are clearly highlighted.  

 Abū Nuʿaym placed more stress on spiritual matters but without overemphasizing Ibn 

al-Mubārak’s own spiritual interests. He is depicted in a manner that was very similar to his 

known interests and the Hadiths he collected. The times when Ibn al-Mubārak is associated 

with Sufism or Sufi concepts are when he allegedly gave a description or definition of Sufism 

and when technical terms, such as dhikr Allāh,301 a specific understanding of nafs (as animal 

soul),302 and the ‘greater Jihad’ (here used with ribāṭ),303 appear. Furthermore, taqwā and 
                                                
296 Cf. Gramlich, Vorbilder i:137. Mizzī, Tahdhīb al-kamāl fī asmāʾ al-rijāl. Muʾassasa al-Risāla, 
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maʿrifa304 are conceptualized through a Sufi lens. In the instance of ribāṭ, this is as follows: 

“Ibn Abī Jamīl told that a man asked Ibn al-Mubārak about the ribāt and he answered, ‘Fight 

with your soul for the truth (rābaṭa bi-nafsuka ʿalā l-ḥaqq) until you have safeguarded it. 

That is the best kind of ribāṭ’.”305 Additionally, some expressions, such as that the zuhhād are 

the kings of people,306 must be seen in this manner. In these instances, Abū Nuʿaym 

positioned Ibn al-Mubārak closer to Sufism than he actually had been. In his definition of 

wilāya ‘Llāh, a term constituting the title of his work (Ḥilyat al-Awliyāʾ), in particular, we 

can see the merging of the scrupulous and world-renouncing piety that constituted Ibn al-

Mubārak’s thought and the Sufi coloring added by Abū Nuʿaym. In this, istaḥayā/al-ḥayāʾ, 

which expresses modesty, shyness, lowliness before God in self-observance, and wakefulness 

due to fear and the threat of blame, is paired with Sufi concepts such as making the heart the 

vessel (ḥawā) of knowledge and nearness to, or even friendship with, God.307 While Ibn al-

Mubārak would probably have stressed the first part, the second part may not have crossed 

his mind. The pre-existing terms, such as wilāya, taqwā, dhikr, etc., which were mostly taken 

from the Qurʾān, were later developed by Sufism into a technological terminology.308 Yet 

Abū Nuʿaym does not neglect the centrality of dhikr al-mawt (here: lā tunsā al-maqābir, i.e. 

do not forget the buried/dead) or the constant reorientation toward the afterlife that were so 

central to Ibn al-Mubārak’s worldview. Neither does he constantly stress Sufism, nor invent 

miraculous events in the context of warfare, as Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī did,309 but rather, in his 

reports, represents Ibn al-Mubārak’s main interests, which included issues of religious piety, 

the aforementioned renunciation of this world,310 warfare (ghazwa),311 and eschatology.312 
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Next to religious piety is the primness of religious practice associated with zuhd, such as 

teaching religious knowledge for the sake of God only,313 purity in ablution,314 

scrupulosity,315 strictness against intoxicating beverages316 and eyeservice,317 laughing,318 

prayer,319 fasting,320 vigil,321 silence,322 charity and compassion,323 sincerity,324 disrespect 

before the leader,325 and martyrdom.326 Some of these terms are difficult to place within any 

one specific field of knowledge, as they could also fall into the category of manners (adab or 

akhlāq), understood as referring to the correct way of living. I would instead incorporate this 

within rather than extract it from zuhd engagement, for in the framework of zuhd themes 

receive a more specific turn that attach them to it: “The Messenger said, ‘By two blessings 

people are mislead: Healthiness and leisure.’”327 In his understanding, the first makes them 

think they will live long (ṭūl al-amal) causing procrastination while the second makes them 

lazy regarding religious and other (e.g. family) duties.  

 The largest section of the Hadiths transmitted in the Ḥilyat, within the section on Ibn 

al-Mubārak, are prophetic ones,328 and these focus on two main topics: warfare and 
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descriptions of the afterlife, and especially hell, with its topography329 and torments. Often 

conversations between the blessed or the damned with God are the center of attention,330 but 

there are also warnings about how and how not to behave. The descriptions of the torments of 

hell play an important role,331 and it seems that the information of Abū Nuʿaym on Ibn al-

Mubārak is very similar to that found in Ibn al-Mubārak’s own works (Zuhd, Musnad, Jihad), 

both in content and emphasis. In essence, Abū Nuʿaym accurately describes Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

interests while also adding several Sufi aspects to his personality and worldview, something 

that can be regarded as common practice by Sufi authors. 

 

I.3 Christian and Islamic asceticism/renunciation 

Following on from the above comparison with Sufism, zuhd must also be examined alongside 

Christian monasticism. The Islamic tradition tried to accept extreme, but originally very pious 

forms of religiosity by making the Prophet, his Companions, and various others (such as 

2nd/8th century ascetics, mufassirs, and contemporaneous religious scholars) comment on 

themes that were aspects of zuhd. Just as fasting was restricted in certain ways, so celibacy 

was not condemned outright, as people were instead dissuaded from practising it, even if 

some did choose to do so, while bodily mortification was condemned outright (the shīʿa are 

an exception in this case). The Islamic 'vow of silence' was expressed through the Arabic 

ṣamt and ḥifẓ al-lisān, which asked the Muslim to uphold proper manners by not gossiping 

while at the same time it fostered one’s own inward concentration through silence,332 

something that followed an idea closely linked to the proverb that “speech is silver, but 

silence is golden.”333 Seclusion was also a habitual practice, one that was most frequently 

performed by Sufis in later centuries, but was rarely done by second Islamic century 

renunciants, at least not in the same way.334 When Ibn Adham (d. 161/777-8) is said to have 

disassociated himself from the people, the cause is described in the Ḥilyat as his having been 
                                                
329 Ibid., 178, Abū Hurayra - Prophet: “In hell is a valley that is called Lamlam. The valleys of hell ask 
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influenced to do so by a ‘stylite’ ascetic335 who spoke about Islam and Christianity as being 

the same phenomenon, but which appeared at different times.336 Ibn al-Mubārak, on the other 

hand, relates a story in his Zuhd that reproaches seclusion.337 For him, a preoccupation with 

scholarship, in the shape of books, is mentioned in the Ḥilyat as being connected to aspects of 

zuhd, such as seclusion and revivification of the past. On one occasion, Shaqīq al-Balkhī asks 

Ibn al-Mubārak why he does not sit together with the group when he prays together with 

them, something that highlights a divide or middle way between seclusion and the Muslim 

obligation to perform prayer as a community. Ibn al-Mubārak answers that he sits with the 

Companions and Followers and acts according to their examples, as he really living amongs 

them. Shaqīq then becomes confused, as they have all been dead a long time, to which Ibn al-

Mubārak explains that through his knowledge of them he reenacts their ways, and so, to some 

extent, resurrects them.338 This is, as mentioned previously, what Wansbrough termed from 

narratio to exemplum; not only reading and teaching about how the earlier generation of 

Muslims lived but also making an effort to reenact their lifestyle.  

 Intriguingly, the typical Christian ascetic practices are all addressed within Abū 

Nuʿaym’s collection of Ibn al-Mubārak’s Hadiths, but only after being reworked into an 

Islamic framework. Fasting, performing the night vigil, and seclusion, to name just a few, are 

qualified by knowing the limits of one’s ability to fast, stay awake, and endure solitude; these 

are then set into the framework of the community. When commenting on living in seclusion 

from other people, Ibn al-Mubārak qualifies his words by stating that the older a person gets, 

the more he keeps away from people and, in this way, draws nearer to God;339 thus, no 

                                                
335 Christian ascetics who preached from atop columns of rock. These saintly figures, who were 

especially popular from the 5th CE onwards, had as their originator Simeon (c. 396-459 CE), who is 
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extreme form of any kind of supererogatory ascetic act is propagated here. Furthermore, in 

regard to silence or sensibility and consciousness toward one’s speech, the specifically 

Muslim mode becomes clear: “ʿUqba b. ʿĀmir asked the Prophet how salvation could be 

obtained. He answered, ‘When you guard your tongue, keep your house wide [for 

guests/travellers], and weep over your sins.’”340 The expression used here, tamassaka ʿalayka 

lisānaka, can be seen as the Muslim equivalent of the Christian vow of silence. The Muslim 

part is also expressed through service to the community rather than seclusion, while the 

weeping again shows the similarities between Christian modes of asceticism and Muslim 

renunciatory practices. 

 Although many narratives bear either hagiographical or doctrinal traces, and so 

contentwise can seldom be regarded as anything other than legendary, the hints that 

knowledge traveled or was transmitted from Christian ascetics/monks (rāhib, pl. ruhbān) to 

Muslim renunciants should be taken seriously, for ideas and concepts certainly seem to have 

been exchanged across the religious landscape of Late Antiquity. The main difference 

between Christian ascetics and Muslim renunciants seems to have been their views of society 

and the body. While seclusion was a common practice among various kinds of Christian 

ascetics341 it was rather uncommon to Muslims, particularly due to Islamic beliefs regarding 

family (sustenance) and communal duties (congregational Friday prayer), while bodily 

mortifications, in the form of damaging one’s own body are not found in the Muslim 

renunciant practices of the second and early third century described in Hadith collections on 

zuhd. Muslim renunciants did not regard their bodies as prisons or something that could be 

allowed to rot away while protecting the mind. Instead, body and mind are united in 

traditionist descriptions of zuhd; there is no over-spiritualization or Neo-Platonism, at least in 

the Kutub al-zuhd. The body instead allows one to serve in God’s path by fighting against the 

unbelievers and other enemies, and was thus seen as a tool that would allow one to attain 

salvation, not something that would jeopardise it, in a similar manner to that which Weber 

labelled this-worldly asceticism.342 Their body, to use Weber’s apt phrase, was a tool by 
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which God’s rule on earth could be established, and so many zuhhād would go into battle in 

an attempt to make the ultimate sacrifice, of their life. Some were preachers of ghazw, qitāl, 

or jihād, and proclaimed that the martyr (shahīd) would gain direct access to paradise without 

having to undergo the Judgment. Following on from this various categories of martyrs were 

developed, which led to seemingly absurd definitions.343 This was the case only as regards 

the zuhd traditionists, and does not seem to have been part of any other renunciant, or even 

mystical, tendency found at the end of Late Antiquity.344 As soon as an individual 

emphasized the spiritual aspect of zuhd – for example, there may be utterances degrading the 

body – counterexamples would be provided in the Kutub al-zuhd. Most Muslim renunciants 

of the first three Islamic centuries would not have had any reason to regard the body as lower 

than the soul, or self (nafs), for Muslim tradition has it that, at the end of the world, both the 

body and spirit will be resurrected, judged, and punished or rewarded together. The bliss of 

paradise is described in the sources as being corporeal in nature (in terms of the presence of 

females, tastes, and odors) as well as spiritual (seeing and being near to God).  

 Thus, while Christian and Muslim renunciants’ worldviews were similar in regard to 

renunciant practice, Muslims developed their own conduct due to and based on the Qurʾān 

and the actions of the first Muslim generation. For Muslims, it was primarily the qurʾānic 

verses and the Prophet’s reproach of various Christian monastic practices that caused them to 

limit their acceptance of Christian monasticism. Furthermore, the Qurʾān’s command that 

people enjoy material pleasures on earth as long as they did not become distracted from 

worshipping God,345 also played a part in developing the concept of moderate Islamic 

renunciation. The (comparative) tolerance vis-à-vis marriage and sexual intercourse346 made 

any extreme kind of renunciation based on self-mortification or celibacy difficult to uphold 

within the community. The qurʾānic verses and the Prophet’s example seem, generally, to 

have ushered Muslim renunciants towards living a renunciant life but within wider society. 

However, we also know from Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, Bishr al-Ḥāfī (d. 226 or 227/840 or 841-2), 
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346 Q 4:20-25; ibid. Cf. Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd, p. 299 on having children.  
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and various earlier figures, that mixing with people was a thorn in their side. As such, they 

stayed within their communities but restricted their social life to a minimum by citing 

authorities who claimed that a Muslim’s cell (ṣawmaʿa) is his house.347  

 The Kutub al-zuhd, as Hadith collections, need not necessarily display a kind of 

moderate renunciation while other literary genres (hagiographies, poetry, epistles) are show 

an exaggerated level of renunciation. Instead, the traditions in the zuhd collections may 

reflect a mainstream type of renunciation that almost everybody could take part in if they 

were willing to submit themselves in the spirit of piety and scrupulosity. The only possibility 

left for Muslim renunciants to exaggerate was in their recitation of the Qurʾān, in weeping for 

one’s and the world’s sins and fear of the Judgment and possible punishment, the night 

vigil,348 and taking part in Jihad (jihād fī sabīl Allāh), understood as a holy and therefore a 

just war. Jihad here must not be confused with the militancy and blind slaughter of modern 

times, but as proof of one’s uprightness in piety and in defense of God’s will, and which had 

to be carried out under strict regulations, based on the law of warfare (siyar). 349 Jihad was, 

like all other ritual obligations for the zuhhād, regarded as a duty, one that proved one’s rigor 

and uprightness through its performance, even if it resulted in losing one’s possessions or 

even one’s life. In the eyes of many renunciants of the second century the end was near, and 

the only thing to lose by continuing to live and not participating in jahada fī sabīl Allāh was 

their good standing before God.  

 In accordance with the evidence presented, I suggest that traditionist-zuhd evolved 

partly from a reshaping of monastic Christian examples – who were regarded as the ultimate 

bearers of piety in Late Antiquity – into Islamic ones, and partly as a means of emulating the 

piety of the first generations of Muslims, and the pious acts and individuals praised in the 

Qurʾān. It seems that the early Christian monastic influence of Late Antiquity was of major 

importance for the beginning of renunciation (zuhd) in Islam, but was subsequently reshaped 

according to the practices and restrictions of Islam itself. Celibacy, fasting, and even the night 

vigil were, from very early on, regulated by Islamic rules and ritual. Due to the example of 

the Prophet it was impossible to characterize celibacy as a common part of Muslim practice. 

Overtly pious practices, such as constant fasting or ceaseless night-time devotions, or even 

                                                
347 Abū l-Dardāʾ is the one cited, in: Aḥmad, Zuhd #729/135; Wakīʿ, Zuhd #251; Hannād, Zuhd 

#1123/1235; Mubārak, Zuhd (ziyādāt) #14. Cf. my chapter on Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God. 
348 Q 17:79. 
349 Q 4:95, 9:19-20. Cf. below my chapter Renunciation and Warfare. 
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seclusion, were also restricted and moderated by the two main sources for Islam (the Qurʾān 

and Sunna). Nevertheless, early Muslims would continue to try to perfect their pious worship 

for God by detaching themselves from this world as far as the community of believers would 

allow. They generally regarded Christian monks as the ideals of worship and piety, but had to 

tone down their own actions to fit within the boundaries of Islam.  

 From the earliest sources it is clear that Christian monks were omnipresent, as can be 

seen in the Prophet’s alleged saying that the monasticism (rahbāniyya) of his community was 

Jihad. The monks were close, and their practices were probably imitated because they were 

seen as the living embodiment of saintliness and piety, a manner in which they even appear in 

the earliest prophetic biography, that of Ibn Hishām, in which they foresee Muḥammad’s 

prophethood. Judging from the aforementioned rahbāniyya Hadith, their practices could not 

be incorporated into Islamic practice for what, then, would be the difference between them 

and pious Muslims? Consequently, the need to differentiate between Christians and Jews was 

crucial for the early community, as were the forms their religious devotional practice took. 

The specificity of the Islamic term zuhd lies exactly in this differentiation and the inexact 

translation of the term as asceticism, for it is not primarily the exact same ascetic practices 

that were the zuhhād’s main concern but reshaped ones that were connected with inner-

worldly renunciation. As described above, many of the zuhd traditionists were tradesmen, and 

some were even rich, but at the same time they preached indifference towards the affairs of 

this world.350 Their focus lay on psychological detachment from materiality and fame, and 

instead living only for God. As such, piety in both mind and practice was regarded as the tool 

by which this could be accomplished. This would then, later, be transformed by Sufism into 

spiritual concerns, but the zuhd traditionists would almost exclusively focus on this-worldly 

renunciation in a very practical way.  

 Another distinction between Muslim modes of renunciation and Christian 

monasticism was that the Muslim renunciants are never known to have lived as hermits, nor 

in cells in monasteries that were linked to surrounding settlements as fostered by, for 

example, Pachomius (c. 290-347 CE) in Upper Egypt.351 From the Hadith scholars connected 

to zuhd we know that they always took part in the everyday life of the community, even if, as 

mentioned previously, some of them preferred not to mix with large numbers of people 

                                                
350 See below on the materiality of zuhd. 
351 Brown, World of Late Antiquity, 99. Cf. Gould, The Desert Fathers on Monastic Community. 

Oxford University Press 1993. 
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(Aḥmad and Bishr). Their behavior should instead be understood as not joining in everyday 

talk and gossip or with large groups of people in order that they would not be distracted from 

their religious obligations and remembering God. The zuhd traditionists and others identified 

as zuhhād mainly lived within society, where they ran businesses, such as trading. However, 

it is not the case that there were no similarities at all. In their religious life, for instance, the 

monks of Egypt resembled the zuhhad quite closely: “They (i.e. the Egyptians) opted for 

humility, for a limited but relentless routine of prayer [...] for an iron discipline.”352 

Nevertheless, the traditionists proclaimed a type of renunciation that was to be lived within 

society – which is much closer to the monastic lifestyle – rather than merely through outward 

appearances, by living in seclusion or by going hungry, but simply in self-awareness and by 

restricting the amount of food they ate, by, for instance, not eating up to the point of satiation. 

This is how zuhd, through its conformity with the Prophet’s alleged Sunna, was propagated. 

This world should be renounced only as far as it could corrupt one’s character with prospects 

of riches and power; its outward beauty should not be confused with eternal beauty, but 

instead one should be aware of the decay and death awaiting it. Scrupulosity should guide 

one’s acts, just as zuhd guides one’s principles. All acts in this life should be carried out in 

light of their otherworldly benefit or, even better, for God alone, two persuasions that 

remained highly debated. Live in this life but keep the next in mind, constantly. 

 

I.3.1 Common ground in extra-qurʾānic literature  

Jewish and Christian converts to Islam such as Wahb b. Munabbih and Kaʿb al-Akhbār, as 

well as late 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th century renunciants such as Mālik b. Dīnār353 (d. 

131/749 or earlier), helped to spread Jewish and Christian religious knowledge within Islam, 

starting with explication of the Biblical material encountered in an often abbreviated form in 

the Qurʾān or other scriptures. There are many examples in the Kutub al-zuhd and the Ḥilyat 

of Islamic personalities and pre-Islamic religious figures (‘prophets’) being quoted as saying, 

                                                
352 Ibid. 
353 Gramlich, Vorbilder i:60: “Sicher stand er längere Zeit unter jüdisch-christlichem Einfluß. Sehr 

häufig sind seine Berichte eingeleitet mit: Ich habe in der Thora - oder im Psalter (Davids), im 

Weisheitsbuch (fī l-ḥikma auch fī baʿḍi-l-ḥikma), in einem (heiligen) Buch (fī baʿḍi -l-kutubi) - 

gelesen. Oder: In der Thora steht geschrieben, im Psalter steht geschrieben. Dazu kommen 

Israelitengeschichten und eine Reihe von Jesusgeschichten und Jesuszitaten. Einiges davon ist 

nachweislich biblisch.” Cf. Aḥmad, Zuhd 50/#276. 
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‘I have read (qaraʾtu),’ or ‘it is written (maktūb)’ in the Torah (tawrāt), psalter (zabūr), 

varying Biblical sources (ḥikma),354 the Gospel (injīl),355 and books/scriptures (kutub) that 

often refer to apocryphal Biblical texts.356 As will be discussed in the next section below, in 

Aḥmad’s Zuhd monks are seen positively throughout, being bearers of wise sayings and 

future predictions.357 Thus, there was no reluctance to refer to the Christian religion, 

                                                
354 Ḥikma is, according to Ṭabarī, the Qurʾān when referred to as kitāb. Otherwise it is merely 

associated with ‘wisdom’ or with Luqmān’s receiving of an unidentified inspiration or revelation. 

However, in renunciant literature it refers to “a body of revelation alongside the Torah, Gospel and 

Psalms.” (See Melchert, The Interpretation of three Qur’anic Terms (Ṣiyāḥa, Ḥikma and Ṣiddīq), in: 

The Meaning of the Word. Lexicology and Qur’anic Exegesis. Edited by Burge. London: Institute of 

Ismaili Studies. Qur’anic Studies Series 2015, at 102. Furthermore, it is once associated with the 

Wisdom of Solomon, although this is not always the case, as passages from the Torah and Gospel can 

be identified (ibid.). At times this is even acknowledged, as mentioned in the previous footnote, in the 

Kutub al-zuhd, where it is stated, “It is written in the ḥikma or in the Torah [...]” (Aḥmad, Zuhd 

49/#274). This hints at the unspecified nature of the biblical material in Arabic, either written or oral, 

before the early ninth century, that Muslims or converts were partly unable to identify. 
355 This only appears in Aḥmad’s Musnad and the Ḥilyat (see also Pietruschka, Apophthegmata 

Patrum in muslimischem Gewand.). 
356 Zabūr: See Aḥmad, Zuhd 73/#376, Musnad #8682, 9345, 16982, 17452, 21095; Hannād, Zuhd 

#160, 458; cf. five items in Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣannaf.  

Tawrāt: Mubārak, Zuhd #401, 267, 86, 1458; Hannād, Zuhd #1326, 981, 666, 537, 428, 160, 114, 46; 

Aḥmad, Zuhd 12/#65, 49/#274, 50/#279, 85/#431, 85/#433, 103/#525, 106/#547, 302/#1745, 

327/#1917, 373/#2191, etc. and c. 35 items in Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣannaf as also 50 items in 

Aḥmad’s Musnad.  

Ḥikma: Aḥmad, Zuhd 49/#274, 105/#532, 105/#533, 106/#545, 368/#2154, and many more in 

Aḥmad’s Musnad; Hannād, Zuhd #982, 1261, 1311, 1432; Wakīʿ, Zuhd #415, 451, 490; Ibn al-

Mubārak, Zuhd #1058. 
357 For monks in Sufi literature see Gramlich’s Weltverzicht and Vorbilder. Cf. Mourad, Christian 

Monks in Islamic Literature: A Preliminary Report On Some Arabic Apophthegmata Patrum, in: 

Bulletin of the Royal Institute of Inter-Faith Studies 6, 2 (Autumn/Winter 2004), who took his 

examples from Gramlich’s works, translated them into English, and elaborated on them. His 

commentary is strong as regards analysis but weak when it comes to differentiating between 

asceticism and Sufism. See also Melchert, Islamic Literature on Muslim Renunciants and Christian 

Monks, in: Medieval Arabic Thought. Essays in Honour of Fritz Zimmermann. London: Warburg 

Studies and Texts 2012, 135-142, and also by Melchert, Quotations of Extra-Qurʾānic Scripture in 
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scriptures, wisdom, ideals, or saints. Additionally, special reference is given to the prophetic 

stories of Adam, David, Salomon, Noah, Jesus, and others.  

 On the other hand, Massignon believed that both zuhd and taṣawwuf were intra-

Islamic developments.358 We find in both a strong hint of the shaping of ideas within zuhd 

that closely resemble and correspond to ideas in the Qurʾān, although a term with the root-

letters z-h-d only appears once in the Qurʾān and is not directly related to renunciation, but 

instead to worthlessness.359 However, one influence does not necessarily rule out the other; 

after all, monasticism, zuhd, and Sufism shared common interests and existed simultaneously 

in the world of Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages. The relationship between zuhd and 

Christian monasticism needs to be thoroughly investigated as a topic on its own, as the 

articles written thus far on the relations of Christian ascetics/monks with their Muslim 

counterparts have failed to tackle this issue.360 In sum, the ideals and orientation of the 

zuhhād can be related to the Qurʾān as well as practices found in Christian asceticism.361  

 Concerning the psychological aspects of renunciation, the zuhhād concentrated 

particularly on those verses in the Qurʾān that mention punishment and reward in the 

afterlife, and the Judgment preceding it. In some of these verses, ones that are repeatedly 

accentuated, recited, and commented upon, the righteous (ṣāliḥ) are explicitly mentioned, 

for their reward will be special and they will receive a place in heaven close to God.362 These 

themes, be they of monastic origin or an intra-Islamic development, connecting the focus on 

the otherworld with supererogatory worship, constitute a key aspect of the zuhd worldview. 

Abū l-Dardāʾ, in the anthropomorphic vein so dear to the traditionists, states, “Worship God 

as if you saw him, prepare your self for death, know that little riches are better than much 

                                                                                                                                                  
Early Renunciant Literature, in: Islam And Globalization. Edited by Agostino Cilardo. Leuven: 

Peeters 2013, 97-107.  
358 Cf. Massignon, Essay. 
359 Q 12:20, in the story of Joseph, he was sold by his brothers cheaply because they did not place a 

high value on him. 
360 Griffith has written a number of intriguing articles, especially on the language shift from Greek 

and Syriac to Arabic in the monasteries of Palestine in the 7th-9th centuries CE. See above. 
361 Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins. Princeton: Darwin Press 1998, 71-72, on ascetic trends in 

other religions, such as Manichaeism, Zoroastrianism, paganism, etc. 
362 E.g. Q 5:82-85. 
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amusement, and know that devotedness (birr) does not vanish, and that sin will not be 

forgotten.”363  

 Regarding antique Hellenistic philosophy and late antique Christian renunciation, 

asceticism, and mysticism on the one side, and Islamic zuhd on the other, the main 

differences seem to lie in how much emphasis is placed on certain concepts, namely those of 

the earthly shackles, anchorism, and the unio mystica. These are neither central, nor do they 

constitute the zuhhād’s ultimate goal in the traditionists’ collections; rather, fear of 

otherworldly punishment and the view of this world as corrupting and deceptive were at the 

center of their worldview. And yet having possessions and other acts by which people engage 

with this world are often treated as exceptions, as, for instance, in the case of the 

aforementioned breadwinning. Retreat (ʿuzla) from the community as such remains 

impermissible, although part-time withdrawal was recommended by the second caliph, 

ʿUmar.364 In zuhd literature it is not the body but this world that is perceived as being a 

prison. 

 The late antique Christian literature that bears the closest resemblance to zuhd Hadith 

literature or hagiographic accounts, and which should be studied more closely in the future, 

are the sayings of the Desert Fathers.365 These closely resemble, in both style and content, 

what is found in the zuhd collections and the Ḥilyat.366 They are relatively short, just like the 

Hadiths, ranging from just one line to half a page,367 and address similar topics, such as 

weeping, memento mori, constant prayer and recitation, fasting, abstinence in general, 

wandering, seclusion, and so on. Additionally, these wise sayings were disseminated in 

multiple languages, starting with Coptic in oral and Greek in written form, before being 

rendered into Armenian, Georgian, Syriac, Ethiopian, as well as, and most importantly for us, 

Arabic.368 Furthermore, we know of an Arabic translation of the apophthegmata made by the 

                                                
363 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #13; Aḥmad, Zuhd 134-5/#71; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #1155 (not Ibn al-Mubārak but 

Wakīʿ in the isnād); Hannād, Zuhd #508; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #35722. 
364 Mubārak Zuhd #11 (ziyādāt); Wakīʿ Zuhd #253, see also #250, Aḥmad Zuhd 119/#625 (via 

Wakīʿ). 
365 See Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers. For an introduction to the topic see Harmless, Desert 

Christians. Oxford University Press 2004. 
366 See Pietruschka, Apophthegmata Patrum in muslimischem Gewand, 160-171. 
367 See Harmless, Desert Christians, 170. 
368 Treiger, The Fathers in Arabic, 442-455. 
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Coptic community in Egypt before the year 900,369 which means that these texts must have 

been in circulation at least in the 9th century CE and possibly as early as the 8th.370 When 

considering the high status that monks enjoyed, even when compared to Muslim ascetics and 

mystics of the 9th and succeeding centuries, and with Egypt a part of the Muslim Empire 

where possibly the oldest and, together with Palestine, largest community of Christians had 

lived, it becomes even more apparent that zuhhād may well have known these texts and used 

them either to enrich the wisdom literature of Islam or for their own personal reasons. The 

apophthegmata originated in the Egyptian monastic communities of the 330s to 460s, and 

were spread from Palestine, via pilgrims, throughout the ancient Christian world.371  

 As well as the apophthegmata, biographies of Christian saints also circled during the 

same period in Egypt and beyond, in Coptic and Arabic, and these also bear similar traces of 

this world of ideas.372 A few examples shall be provided in what follows, first from the 

biography of an Egyptian Saint and bishop of Qift named St. Pisentius (c. 568-627 CE), then 

a number from the apophthegmata that relate to what can be found in the zuhd Hadith 

collections. Although the biography of St. Pisentius is primarily focused on his miracles, 

some passages contain interesting material on his ascetic practice:  

 

He learned by heart the book of psalms and used to go out in the hot 

season in the days of the inundation of the Nile when the mountains 

would become bigger because of the burning heat, and stand in one place 

and keep vigil where there was no man and no-one observed him. And 

he used to hang upon his neck a great stone, and remained standing 

until he had recited all the psalms he had learned by heart [...].373 

 

                                                
369 Rubenson, The Apophthegmata Patrum in Syriac, Arabic and Ethiopic. Status and Question, in: 

Parole de l’Orient 36 (2011), 305-313, at 310. 
370 Griffith, From Aramaic into Arabic: The Languages of the Monasteries of Palestine in the 

Byzantine and Early Islamic Periods, in: Dumbarton Oaks Papers 51 (1997), 11-31. 
371 See Harmless, Desert Christians, 170-1. 
372 O’Leary, The Arabic Life of St. Pisentius. Idem, The Saints of Egypt. 
373 O’Leary, The Arabic Life of St. Pisentius, [39]-[40]/351-352.  
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This closely resembles the sayings found in the Ḥilyat as well as the practice of the pious in 

the Kutub al-zuhd, that is, of reciting the Qurʾān the whole night during vigil,374 standing in 

prayer,375 placing a stone on one’s stomach or wishing that a stone was there so as not to feel 

hunger or have to eat anything,376 and hiding pious acts from others.377 There are some 

differences, such as the setting being a specific place on the shores of the Nile, and the stone 

is used as an additional burden to carry on one’s shoulders just as, above, the stone was used 

to prevent hunger. Unfortunately, O’Leary has not provided dates for the evolution of this 

text or of the manuscript circulation of this specific biography in his edition and translation. It 

is therefore unclear whether seventh or eighth century CE century Muslims could have had 

knowledge of this text, but the story does follow a typical saintly-lives narrative. 

 Regarding the apophthegmata, several sayings within them bear resemblance to ideas 

found in the zuhd collections. For example, some similarities can be identified in the way in 

which sayings begin. Typically in the apophthegmata, someone, usually a young monk or 

student, asks a Desert Father about a certain religious matter, the answer to which serves as 

the wise saying. In zuhd Hadith literature, Companions or Followers approach the Prophet or 

his Companions with a religious matter in much the same way, and the reply then serves as a 

religious guideline for behavior or inner alignment. The arch-renunciant of late antique 

Christian desert monasticism was Anthony the Great (251-356 CE), also known as the ‘father 

of monks,’ who said, “Whoever you may be, always have God before your eyes,”378 which 

resembles the previously-mentioned saying by Abū l-Dardāʾ, transmitted via Aʿmash (d. 147 

or 148/764-5) and ʿAbdallāh b. Murra (d. 100/718-9; a Kufan): “Serve God as if you see him 

[in front of your eyes].”379 This idea later reappeared in Sufi thought, where mushāhada 

                                                
374 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #278. Ḥilyat viii:470: “I accompanied Wakīʿ during journey and dwelling 

and he fasted constantly and recited the complete Qurʾān every night.” On Ibn al-Mubārak’s vigil, see 

Ḥilyat viii:185. 
375 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #1214. Ḥilyat viii:471: “Some of Wakīʿ’s companions said, ‘He did not 

sleep until he recited a third of the Qurʾān at night. Then he spent the remaining night standing 

reciting al-mufaṣṣal. Then he sat down and asked for forgiveness until fajr came and he prayed two 

rakʿas.” On Ibn al-Mubārak’s prayer practice, see Ḥilyat viii:180. 
376 Aḥmad, Zuhd 260-1/#1467. 
377 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #252; Aḥmad, Zuhd 144/#777; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #1109; Ibn Abī Shayba, 

Muṣannaf #34625 & 34751; Hannād, Zuhd #878. 
378 Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, #3.  
379 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #13; Aḥmad, Zuhd 134-5/#716 (via Wakīʿ). 
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would develop into actually seeing or witnessing God in this life.380 The renunciants, on the 

other hand, were merely referring to the devotedness that is carried out best when one realizes 

that God is everywhere and sees everything one does. Having God in front of one’s eyes also 

resembles, and could also be associated with, dhikr, the recollection of Him. 

 Another saying found in Anthony’s speech is righteousness through being conscious 

of one’s speech and food,381 which in the zuhd collections is a similar concern, with a 

concentration on salvation: “The Prophet was asked how salvation could be obtained. He 

answered, ‘When you guard your tongue, keep your house wide [for guests/travellers], and 

weep over your sins.’”382 Anthony’s saying is somewhat more optimistic, since he calms 

somebody by stating “do not worry about the past.”383 In the Kutub al-zuhd the believer is 

advised to weep because of his sins, thus clearly addressing his past errors. Hence, while the 

apophthegmata express the generally rather optimistic outlook of salvation in Christianity, 

Muslim zuhhād are rather pessimistic regarding their certainty of salvation. Yet this is 

sometimes countered by sayings that highlight that the final opportunity for repentance 

(tawba) comes right before death.384  

 It is Abū l-Dardāʾ once more who makes the comparison with Christian monastic life. 

Related to the theme of guarding one’s hearing, speach,  and sight is another saying by 

Anthony: “He who wishes to live in solitude in the desert is delivered from three conflicts: 

                                                
380 Cf. Qushayrī, Risāla, 159-60; Knysh (tr.), Epistle, 97ff.; Gramlich, Sendschreiben, 105ff. 
381 Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, #6: “[...] control your tongue and your stomach.”  
382 Ḥilyat viii:175. He is another figure who is noted for having said the exact same thing as Jesus, as 

he is quoted as saying: “Blessed be he who weeps over his wrongdoings, holds his tongue, and widens 

his house.” (Wakīʿ, Zuhd #255, variant #31; Aḥmad, Zuhd 55/#303; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #124, 

Hannād, Zuhd #462 & 1128. Cf. Wakīʿ, Zuhd #256; Aḥmad, Zuhd 156/#850; Ibn Abī Shayba, 

Muṣannaf #35666: “ʿAbdallāh [b. Masʿūd] said to his son: ‘My son, keep our house wide open [for 

guests], keep your tongue guarded, and weep over your wrongdoings’.” The list could continue almost 

endlessly with Abū Hurayra (Wakīʿ, Zuhd #23), the Prophet David (ibid. #24), and so on; cf. also 

Hannād, Zuhd #470. 
383 Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, #6. 
384 Cf. EI2, Tawba (Denny): “The Ḥadīth contains a variety of teachings on repentance and, as in the 

Ḳurʾān, often links it with seeking God’s forgiveness (istighfār). [...] Ibn ʿUmar reported the Prophet 

as saying that: “God accepts the repentance (tawba) of a servant as long as the death rattle has not 

occurred (mā lam yugharghir)” (Ibn Mādja).” See Ibn Mājah, Sunan. Edited by Muḥammad Fuʿād 

ʿAbd al-Bāqī. 2 vols. Cairo 1336/1918, ii:1420, #4253. 
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hearing, speech, and sight.”385 Abū l-Dardāʾ contrasts this with the marketplace, which often 

represents fornication, fraud, and extortion in Islamic literature. Many, perhaps most, of the 

traditions transmitted by Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ derive from their common teacher 

Sufyān al-Thawrī, as is also the case with this tradition by Abū l-Dardāʾ: “Yes, the cell 

(ṣawmaʿa) of the Muslim is his house. In it he protects himself, his hearing, and his sight. 

Beware of sitting in the marketplace! In it is only amusement and excess are to be found.”386 

In another example, this is represented instead by the bathhouse.387 Hence, we have here the 

idea, originating in Christian monastic practices in Late Antiquity, of searching for seclusion 

in cells being apparently known to the Companion Abū l-Dardāʾ. It is the house of the 

Muslim that allows for seclusion in the Companions’ and traditionists’ view, as represented 

in the Kutub al-zuhd388: “Weakness and shame are few for him who sits in his house.”389  

 The last saying by Anthony resembling zuhd thought relates to orientation towards the 

Afterlife through detachment from this world: “Renounce this life so that you may be alive to 

God. Remember what you have promised God, for it will be required of you on the Day of 

Judgment.”390 Within the zuhd collections, it is those sayings that define renunciation of this 

world (al-zuhd fī l-dunyā) that speak of the connection between this worldly detachment and 

otherworldly benefit: “There is no better deed for the afterlife than al-zuhd fī l-dunyā,”391 and 

“We pursued deeds in this world (dunyā) but we did not find anything amounting to a better 

deed for the afterlife than al-zuhd fī l-dunyā.”392 The connection between otherworldly 

                                                
385 Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, #11. 
386 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #14 (ziyadāt), Wakīʿ, Zuhd #251; Hannād, Zuhd #1123; Aḥmad, Zuhd 

135/#720. 
387 Ibn al-Jawzī, Ṣifat al-ṣawfa. Edited by Maḥmūd Fākhūrī. 4 vols. Beirut: Dār al-Maʿrifa, n.d., 

iii:134: “It was reported to me that there was not one among his people who ever saw him entering the 

bathhouse.” Cf. Grotzfeld, Das Bad im arabisch-islamischen Mittelalter. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 

1970; cf. Lange, Public Violence in Islamic Societies. Edinburgh University Press 2009, 169. 
388 Five out of twenty-eight traditions under the heading ʿuzla in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd deal with the 

importance of the house as the  place of seclusion. 
389 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #12 (ziyadāt); Wakīʿ, Zuhd #254. 
390 Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, #33. 
391 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #3. See below II.3.1.2. 
392 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #2.  
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benefit and detachment from this world first appeared in the second century CE,393 and it 

seems likely that most of 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th century renunciant thought in Islam has 

this at its core. For this claim is based on the definitions of al-zuhd fī l-dunyā, the constant 

reminder of Judgment Day, the punishments in hell and bliss of paradise, and the close 

connection of zuhd to warfare and martyrdom, found throughout the zuhd collections. What 

the zuhhād aimed for was scrupulous behavior paired with detachment from this world and 

concentration on God alone, to be achieved through recitation, prayer, and purity.  

 We know little about the influence that Christian asceticism and monasticism had on 

the Islamic concepts of renunciation and Sufism. Judging from the literature (zuhd Hadith 

collections and Sufi manuals) it seems that there was definite engagement with Christian 

asceticism, whether in the form of reactions against or praise for their lifestyle, which could 

be deemed positive or negative. These ideas and concepts would be taken and then adapted to 

fit Islamic concepts that were in accordance with the Sunna. The zuhhād – or at least the zuhd 

traditionist – would mostly appreciate worldly renunciation, partial solitude, silence, 

otherworldly orientation, pride and self-custody, and so on, and so regard monks or their 

lifestyle as desirable, although celibacy and their eating or fasting habits would remain 

debated. The zuhhād were not particularly spiritual, and this is precisely where the question 

of the transmission of knowledge between Christian asceticism and Muslim renunciation 

becomes problematic. It seems as if the practice and habits of ascetics and monks were both 

known and respected by the zuhhād, but the worldview of the Christian ascetics and monks 

would mainly enter Islam via Sufism. This is probably where we should draw the line and 

start to regard asceticism and mysticism/spiritualism with discriminating eyes, so as not to 

confuse or merge different concepts found across different groups throughout the centuries. It 

is possible that this could be related to the translation movement from Syriac into Arabic, 

which began around the ninth century.394 Furthermore, it seems as if – for the zuhhād – the 

main source and means of contact were not writings translated into Arabic but, judging from 

the Hadith, instances of personal encounters with monks that shaped the picture of Christian 

asceticism for the traditionists. After all, stories about monks are primarily about the 

encounters, while the sources of Judeo-Christian literature hail from sources not specific to 

                                                
393 See Frank, Geschichte des christlichen Mönchtums. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 

Buchgesellschaft 1993, 10. 
394 See Teiger, Fathers in Arabic. Cf. Rubenson, The Apophthegmata Patrum in Syriac, Arabic and 

Ethiopic. Status Questions. Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur. 
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asceticism (ḥikma, tawrāt, zabūr, injīl). The worldview of the monks seems to have entered 

the world of zuhd through these encounters. 

 

I.3.2 Encounters with monks in the Kutub al-zuhd  

This section will attempt to explain how and why monks are positively depicted in our 

literature. As early as the second century of Islam, there were at least some Kutub al-zuhd (at 

least three, namely those of Muʿāfā b. ʿImrān, d. c. 185/801,395 Ibn al-Mubārak, and Wakīʿ b. 

al-Jarrāḥ) that must be studied carefully as regards their relationship with later sources, such 

as Abū Nuʿaym’s (d. 430/1038) Ḥilyat. With regard to the zuhd Hadith collections, Aḥmad b. 

Ḥanbal’s seems to be the only one in which there are several narratives relating encounters 

with monks.396 The monks in these narratives are depicted positively throughout and are, in 

addition to their wisdom, ascribed saintly attributes, such as the ability to foresee future 

events.397 One such narrative is as follows:  

 

Ibn Ashīm398 said: ‘I was travelling on my mount in Ahwāz, when I 

became extremely hungry but I couldn’t find anyone to sell me food. 

And I was embarrassed to ask anyone for food on the road. While I was 

continuing my journey, I said, ‘I invoke my Lord and He will grant 

food.’ When I [suddenly] became aware of food behind me. I turned 

around and prepared for me was a white handkerchief. I dismounted my 

animal and took the cloth and in it was a basket made of palm leaves 

bearing fresh ripe dates. I took and ate from it until I was full. Then I 

mounted my animal and rode off. When evening came I approached a 

monk sitting in a monastery. I told him what had just happened and he 

asked me for dates. [After several years] I returned [to that place] and 

                                                
395 Unfortunately, I discovered this Kitāb al-Zuhd too late to have included it in this study. 
396 Aḥmad, Zuhd 97/#500, 208-9/#1158 (rāhib fī dayr), 210/#1162, 297/#1718. Cf. Hannād, Zuhd 

#459 identical with Aḥmad, Zuhd 100/#509. A separate collection of encounters, named Kitāb al-

Ruhbān, focused on monks, was put together in the 3rd/9th century by Ibn Abī l-Dunyā (d. 281/894); 

this was published in Mélanges 3 (1956). Edited by Peters. Cairo: Institut Domonicain D’Études 

Orientales, 349-358. It bears similar sayings as Aḥmad’s items. 
397 Aḥmad, Zuhd 297/#1718, further 392/#2327. 
398 See Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #863. 
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became aware of beautiful date palms. He said, ‘These are from your 

date seeds.’399 

 

There are several layers to this narrative. First of all, God provides sustenance (rizq), which 

helps Ibn Ashīm. Secondly, pious people are seen as helping each other out across religious 

boundaries, as Ibn Ashīm shares his divine dates with the monk. This is subsequently the 

cause of increased blessings (baraka); just as the date palms grew out of a little seed, so do 

good deeds grow from a small, positive act. This is a reminder of a prophetic saying: “Were 

the Day of Resurrection to come upon one of you while he holds a seed in his hand, let him 

plant it.”400 Ibn Ashīm is described in Ibn Saʿd’s Ṭabaqāt as a renunciant and a saint, one 

who not only speaks to wild animals but could even have beaten a whole army almost single-

handedly; he also receives a special narrative in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd with similar 

features.401 

The narratives on predictions of the future by monks also discuss the death of important early 

Muslim figures: 

 

We came to such and such place. A man said, ‘Did you not hear the 

monk speaking? He declared that Sulaymān [b. ʿAbd al-Malik, r. 96-

9/715-7] the Commander of the Faithful died.’ He asked, ‘And who 

succeeded him?’ He said, al-Ashajj (“the scar faced”) ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-

ʿAzīz (r. 99-101/717-720).’ And when we came to Shām, it was like he 

had said (i.e. the monk was right). In the fourth year (i.e. 4 years later), 

we came to the same place. This man came and said, ‘Hey monk, the 

story you told us, happened exactly like you said. He said, ‘By God, 

ʿUmar was poisoned.402 

 

A second is similar in content: 

                                                
399 Aḥmad, Zuhd 210/#1162. 
400 Aḥmad, Musnad. Edited by Shuʿayb al-Arnaʾūṭ et al. 40 vols. Beirut 1995-2001, xx:#12902 (via 

Wakīʿ). Cf. Wensinck, Concordance v:147 (right column). 
401 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #863. For a translation and discussion of this narrative see the chapter 

Renunciation and Warfare, below. 
402 Aḥmad, Zuhd 297/#1718. 
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We returned from the Roman lands. When we left Ḥimṣ facing 

Damascus, we passed a crossing next to Ḥims about four miles from 

last night. Then a monk heard us who called out from his cell to us. He 

asked, ‘Who are you people?’ We answered, ‘People from Damascus. 

We came from the Byzantine (rūm) lands.’ He asked, ‘Do you know 

Abū Muslim al-Khawlānī (d. 62/682)?’ We said, ‘Yes.’ He said, ‘When 

you see him, give him greetings and tell him that I recognized him in 

the book as a companion of Jesus son of Mary. However, in case you 

[really] know him you will not find him alive.’  When we came close to 

[the oasis] al-ghūṭa [near Damascus] word of his death reached us, may 

God be content with him.403 

 

The monks are described here as having transcendental knowledge of the future, seeing what 

has happened and telling the people before they receive news of it. The monk is thus a 

fortune-teller, in a positive sense, and one who is probably directly inspired by God. All the 

monks in Aḥmad’s Zuhd are shown as having special God-given knowledge of the kind only 

available to pious and inspired saints. In the second narrative the monk again knows of Abū 

Muslim’s death before anyone else and views him as a companion of Jesus. Abū Muslim al-

Khawlānī (d. 62/682) is often affiliated with the Jewish-Christian milieu; he was allegedly 

famous for his asceticism.404  

 As is often the case in zuhd Hadith, warfare plays a role, although in this case it is a 

secondary one. In one instance, monks are described as laughing during the day but becoming 

serious at nightfall, hinting that they were hiding their real piety, which is a common theme in 

pious literature. More important is the fact that the monks knew that the most important 

people for Islam had died, and even how their deaths had occurred. Even more interesting is 

that in these sayings the boundary between Islam and Christianity dissolves, as Abū Muslim 

al-Khawlānī is associated with Jesus. Pre-Islamic prophets were, in the Qurʾān and Sunna, 

given a Muslim persona, and it seems that Abū Muslim al-Khawlānī’s behavior and biases 

resembled the way in which Muslims at the time imagined that Jesus behaved.405  

                                                
403 Ibid., 392/#2327. 
404 See EI2, Abū Muslim al-Khawlānī (Juynboll). 

405 Cf. Tarif Khalidi, The Muslim Jesus. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003. 
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 The description of these monks could not have been more positive, as they clearly 

bear all the best zuhd traits and are endowed with miraculous saintly attributes. Furthermore, 

the relationship between monks and the ascetics and mystics of that time (2nd and 3rd AH) 

seems to have been a special one. Muslims used to visit Christian monasteries regularly and 

sought the advice of monks for a variety of reasons.406 This is especially interesting if we 

expand the folkloric character of these visits into a scholarly endeavor; as it was the Hadith 

scholars’ aim to travel in search of knowledge, why not also discover the wisdom of the 

ideals of Christian piety, manifested in the monks? The monastery visited in this specific 

account lay close to Malatya, exactly where the warrior-scholars used to spend their time 

while on ghazwa. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
406 Mourad, Christian Monks in Islamic Literature, #6 Aḥmad Abū l-Ḥawārī (d. 230/845 or 244/860) 

said, “I saw a monk in the Ḥaramla monastery [..]”; #15 & #17 Al-ʿAttābī (d.c. 220/835 ?) said: “[...] 

while passing by a monastery,[ ...].” 
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II. Tempered Renunciation: Reconfiguring 'contemptus mundi' in the 

Kutub al-zuhd 
 

II.1 Introduction: Late Antique concepts of contemptus mundi 
The terms al-zuhd fī l-dunyā, dhamm (blame) or hawān (despicableness) al-dunyā, and 

contemptus mundi all describe what can be regarded as the key to understanding renunciation 

and its worldview. An important part of late antique asceticism and renunciation in both 

Christianity and Islam was expressed through these terms, whether in Arabic and Latin. They 

encompass a view of this mortal world as a place that causes the believer to feel the need to 

detach themself from it, to search for seclusion in, among other places, his own house,407 to 

regard the materiality of this world as worthless, especially in regard to riches and honors,408 

and to gain God’s mercy through the performance of virtuous acts that disregard the here-

and-now and instead focus on the afterlife.  

 These concepts all found their expression in different ways of life and practices, with 

its classical interpretation in Christianity being the monasteries and the monks’ cells, while in 

Islam it was in the famous imaginary of the renunciants in hagiographic literature and the 

wandering dervishes.409 Various studies conducted in the past couple of decades that have 

focused on early Christian monastic life have shown that these two pictures may be well 

differentiated by additional clarifications and a less-generalizing analysis.410 Furthermore, 

and particularly in regard to Islam’s form of renunciation, social life must be regarded as 

having been a part of it. For instance, in Gould’s study of the Desert Fathers of the third to 

the fourth centuries CE, ascetic monasticism is explained as not simply being a secluded, 

silent, and celibate community, but instead one that fully interacted with the surrounding 

                                                
407 This is the traditionists’ variant on the hermit’s seclusion in the wilderness or caves, which can be 

found in the Kutub al-zuhd; cf. the chapter Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God, below. 
408 There is a strong link between the condemnation of enormous wealth and honors found in the zuhd 

collections and the Late Antique Christian letter of St. Eucherius (d. c. 450 CE) named De contemptu 

mundi (tr. H. Vaughan, The World Contemned Flores Solitudinis. The World Contemned. London: 

Humphrey Mosely 1654), which could hint at a common set of Late Antique ascetic ideas 

surrounding renunciation of this world, found in both Christianity and Islam. 
409 E.g. Karamustafa, God’s Unruly Friends: Dervish groups in the Islamic Later Middle Period 

1200-1500.  University of Utah Press 1994. 
410 Gould, The Desert Fathers on Monastic Community. Oxford University Press 1993. 
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villages and city-like communities.411 In Islam, we find a similar phenomenon. The zuhhād, 

or the authors of early zuhd works, poetry, and collections of renunciatory sayings, lived not 

in seclusion but in the midst of society, sometimes even as poets at the caliph’s court, as was 

Ibn al-Atāhiya. Others were famous scholars, some engaged in warfare, and others were the 

owners of significant estates, but with the unique characteristic that they used this estate 

primarily to allow them to carry out pious acts, such as helping the needy or acquiring vast 

amounts of scholarly literature in order to develop a library.412 To set this information into 

perspective within the zuhd worldview, in what follows, I will focus on al-zuhd fī l-dunyā and 

dhamm al-dunyā in Islam, and especially on those aspects extant in the sources under 

scrutiny here, i.e. the Kutub al-zuhd. 

To regard the world not as God’s beautiful creation but as something menacing from 

which one must detach oneself could have various origins. One can find various ideas 

surrounding this, such as the world as a dream or intermediate station, with reality to follow 

in the afterlife; this life being a test and tribulation for the believers’ piety and righteousness; 

matter being the spirit’s prison; and many others. Other concepts that are closely related to 

the eschatological aspect that constitutes part of contemptus mundi are, in Latin, memento 

mori and ubi sunt, or dhikr al-mawt in Arabic, which all express the same idea of the 

finiteness and perishability of this life and its inhabitants as opposed to the eternal afterlife. 

‘Ubi sunt?’ translates as ‘Where are they?’ or ‘Where have they gone?'’ and expresses the 

wondering about the fate of all those who have perished and turned to dust, and therefore 

describes the meaninglessness of acquiring goods and wealth in this world when compared to 

the deeds one should do in order to collect rewards in the next, and to the sinlessness one 

should attempt to achieve. The same idea can be found throughout the zuhd Hadith 

collections (and of course in many sayings found in the Six Books, most of which include 

sections on zuhd). Becker, having composed one of the few comparative studies within the 

history of ideas that has focused on a specific set of ideas such as ubi sunt and memento mori, 

concluded that there are clear parallels between Hellenistic philosophical, late antique 

Christian, and early Islamic hortatory speeches as regards their lyrical expression and 

content.413 While the Hellenistic parallels are of less interest for this chapter, late antique 

                                                
411 Ibid. Cf. Gould and also Brown, The World Of Late Antiquity, 101: “they [i.e. the monks] had 

made a ‘city in the desert’.” 
412 See TG ii:552ff. on Ibn al-Mubārak. 
413 Ibid., 104-5. 
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Christian concepts, especially those from Syriac but also those from Latin, seem to have a 

significant degree of resemblance with concepts found in our sources. Ephraem Syro (d. 373 

CE), for instance, expressed an idea that can be found throughout the zuhd collections, one 

that combines the vanity of this life and death’s indifference to rich and poor: “Look, they are 

tossed into the earth altogether, and they are dust, and the rich man’s dust is not separated 

from the poor’s.”414 The focus here lies not on the punishment and extinction of the people 

who did not obey God’s commands and law or did not believe in Him as found in the Qurʾān, 

but on the caducity of the life of this world. While this world is also depicted in the Qurʾān as 

fleeting, it is not in itself condemned.415 According to Becker, this trait appears in Islam 

predominantly within extra-qurʾānic literature, something that parallels Christian historical 

developments.416 The Qurʾān does not condemn this world (dunyā) directly but regards it as 

inferior when compared to the next, as can be seen in Q 17:21: “See how We prefer some of 

them over others; and the world to come is greater in degrees and greater in preferment.”417 

However, some indivdual parts of it are condemned, such as those who overuse its 

resources.418 Lastly, the root d-n-w/y implies, in addition to nearness, inferiority and 

lowliness, which could be understood both spatially (as nearer to us than is the otherworld 

[ākhira]) and as judgmental, meaning low in value. Since comparisons between Christian and 

Muslim concepts remain imprecise for tracing a transmission or exchange of ideas within 

Late Antiquity, future scholarship should focus on those sayings that can be identified as 

almost identical through philological comparisons.419 However, a comparison of various 

concepts should prove useful for grasping the bigger picture of an idea without necessarily 

showing its transmission. The ideas that flourished in Late Antiquity were, when regarded in 

a specific context such as renunciation, more or less the same at their core, and these often 

crossed religious boundaries. 

 

                                                
414 Ibid., 93. 
415 Ibid., 96. Cf. Neuwirth, Der Koran als Text der Spätantike. Ein europäischer Zugang. Berlin: 

Verlag der Weltreligionen 2010. 
416 Askese (Schlatter), in: Handbuch religionswissenschaftlicher Grundbegriffe, ii:60-82, at 66-7. 
417 Cf. Q 15:21 states that what is on earth exists in multiplicity in heaven; Q 30:8 states that the world 

is finite.  
418 E.g., Q 31:24, 38:32. 
419 See, e.g., Pietruschka, Apophthegmata Patrum in muslimischem Gewand. 
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II.2 Definitions of contemptus mundi and dhamm al-dunyā 
A description of the medieval Christian contemptus mundi comes, with some adjustment, 

very close to what can be found in the zuhd literature:  

 

The disregard, in fact contempt of any carnal and especially of worldly 

antsiness, the refusal and rejection, the abstinence of worldly activity, the 

consciousness in regard to the righteous usage of worldly goods, but also 

escapism (fuga mundi, saeculi), all this is part of the complex term.420  

 

The only description not fitting, and which requires further explanation, is abstinence from 

worldly activity, something in which the zuhd traditionists did, in fact, engage, through, for 

example, trade and warfare. The collectors of Kutub al-zuhd were very much engaged in such 

worldly affairs while also targeting the so-called ahl al-dunyā (‘people of this world’) for 

reproach. This resembles the idea in the above-quoted passage that refers to the “righteous 

usage of worldly goods.” The ahl al-dunyā are, without exception in the zuhd collections, 

those people who are preoccupied with the material wealth of this world for its own sake 

alone. The zuhhād or zuhd traditionists, on the other hand, claim that they spend their 

material wealth purely on scholarship, which thus allows them political independence; they 

further emphasize that they do not live from nor make any money through teaching religious 

knowledge.421 Furthermore, what later came to be associated almost exclusively with 

Ḥanbalism, namely commanding right422 (al-amr bi-l-maʿrūf wa-l-naḥy ʿan al-munkar), 

which essentially means the practice of reproaching the wrongdoings of others, is very much 

an example of direct engagement with this world, in the form of interaction with societal 

norms, and one that is seen right across zuhd traditionist literature. Also, and maybe even 

especially in late antique Christianity, it was monks who often stirred up civil stride and riots 

against the ruling elite or, at times, even fought on their behalf.423 The same can be attested 

for the traditionist zuhhād, who often regarded themselves as representing the pillar of pious 

                                                
420 Gnädiger, Contemptus mundi, in: Lexikon des Mittelalters, i:152. 
421 E.g., Ḥilyat viii:167-8. Cf. Judd, Religious Scholars in the section on Sufyān al-Thawrī. 
422 Cf. Cook, Commanding Right. 
423 Brown, The World of Late Antiquity, 104 ff. See also fig. 71, p. 101, in which a rider-saint named 

St. Sisinnios slays a demon. This Egyptian fresco comes from the sixth or seventh century CE, and 

originates in the monastery of St. Apolo, Bawit; cf. my chapter on Renunciation and Warfare. 
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righteousness. Hence, clearly both monks and renunciants were in no way merely pious, 

world-abstinent individuals who lived in seclusion and made no effort to engage with societal 

issues; instead, they were often deeply engaged in the latter while, in Islam, the term zuhd 

could also mean different things to different individuals or even groups of people, ranging 

from total withdrawal from society to direct interference in it.  

 As regards contemptus mundi, it is defined as the intention to unsettle every 

unreflected lust and optimism in this world by highlighting the inevitability of death and 

mankind’s higher appointment in the life to come.424 In poetry,425 as in other genres of 

literature on dhamm/hawān al-dunyā, a range of themes can be found under the wide, 

umbrella terms. Although there are different sections in the Kutub al-zuhd, all topics can be 

found nearly anywhere in the books, ranging from the carnal rejection of desires, thinking 

about death (dhikr al-mawt), haughtiness, poverty, the worthlessness of this world before 

God, and the corruption of riches, among others.426 On the one hand, this makes it interesting, 

while again on the other, rather complex, as it has to be subdivided and displayed in a manner 

that enables the writer and reader to maintain an overview of the various strands. In what 

follows, I will try to present these strands and to describe and analyze what exactly are their 

contents and aims. At the end of this chapter, it should be possible to understand how dhamm 

al-dunyā and its related terms should to be comprehended. 

 

II.3 Main themes of contemptus mundi in the Kutub al-zuhd 

One of the most prominent themes among Muslim and non-Muslim scholars dealing with 

zuhd, traditionist piety, Hadith or Qurʾān studies, is blaming (dhamm) this world. Related to 

this is al-zuhd fī l-dunyā, and both focus on disregarding this world. A slight difference 

between the two terms lies in their particular stress: (a) al-zuhd fī l-dunyā covers renunciation 
                                                
424 Gnädiger, Contemptus mundi, 152. Ambrose Autpert defined it as opposition to greed and 

covetousness, in Benedikt XVI, Chruch Fathers and Teachers, 88-9. 
425 I mention poetry first because, as far as Islamic literature is concerned, it is one of the earliest 

genres in which zuhd appears. Similar is also found in German literature, for example, where, in 

Walther von der Vogelweide’s work, the earliest literature in Middle High German poetry, the 

concern is similarly on ‘Welttadel/Weltschelte’. See also Salama, Contemptus mundi und dhamm al-

dunyā als Konzept poetischer Weltabkehr bei Walther von der Vogelweide und Abul ʿAtāhiya. Ein 

interkultureller Diskurs, in: Walther von der Vogelweide: Überlieferung, Deutung, 

Forschungsgeschichte. Edited by Bein. Frankfurt am Main: Lang 2010.  
426 See, e.g. the section headings in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd. 
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or refrainment from this world, while (b) dhamm al-dunyā concentrates on providing blaming 

descriptions of the bad things in this world. The former may be regarded as the result of the 

latter. To start with, the idea that the world is inferior must be understood, something I will 

briefly outline in what follows.  

 

II.3.1 The Fall of Adam 

Ibn Abī l-Dunyā (d. 281/894) gathered together the topics concerned with blaming the 

ephemeral world from various earlier sources, including the zuhd collections, and then 

combined them under the heading dhamm al-dunyā. Composed about a century after the 

earliest zuhd collections, his work represents the richest source for this material. The main 

questions that need to be addressed regarding the sources are: what are the main themes of 

this literature, what are their origins, and how are they encountered? To start with the last of 

those questions, a statement by Ghazālī, which was then used by Gramlich, displays the type 

of understanding, approach, and normality that would also have been encountered in the 

Christian sources of earlier centuries before, and which is relevant for any believer:  

 

Most parts of the Qurʾān talk about the blame of this world aiming to 

lead the people away from it towards the afterlife. Yes, that is what the 

prophets aimed to achieve and only for that they were sent. That is why 

there is no need to cite any Qurʾānic verses in this matter.427  

 

This seems quite straightforward as, when reading the Qurʾān, in almost in every Sura 

(‘chapter’) a reference to the afterlife is to be found, whether in terms of reward or 

punishment, as well as to the transience of this world. The question of why this is the case is 

currently irrelevant; instead, and most importantly, it is knowledge of this world’s 

insignificance that marks the starting point for all worldly contempt.  

 To most people, such an idea may not be as clear as it would be to pious and world-

renouncing individuals or common and pious believers from the 2nd/8th century and before. 

Since the idea being discussed is barely mentioned in the sources at all, what I state now may 

seem obvious and must have been common sense for renunciants, but to me it was the 

explanation as to why the blaming, belittling, and denigration of this world exists in the first 

place. It was originally rather difficult to grasp, since this world is, at its very heart, God’s 

                                                
427 Gramlich, Weltverzicht, 103 (from Ghazzālī’s Iḥyāʾ ʿUlūm al-Dīn). 
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creation and therefore part of Him, or at least from Him, so how can it be blamed or seen in 

purely negative terms? The answer is as simple as it is astonishing, for it lies in the etiological 

cause of creation: it was created to serve as a prison and a place of punishment for the first 

human being after the first sin was committed. Adam, after eating the paradisiacal fruit, was 

expelled from paradise into this world. This world must, therefore, be regarded as a place of 

punishment for all human existence – regardless of whether the original sin is pardoned in 

Islamic theology or not – and as a prison, thus being the opposite of Paradise and all its 

pleasures, its lack of unpleasant smells and liquids, and so on. As Bishr al-Ḥafī (d. 226/840 or 

227/841-2), a famous Baghdad renunciant and a contemporary of Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, was 

quoted stating: “We are not allowed to love this abode, since it is an abode in which sins 

against God are committed.”428 Based on this understanding, it should now be possible to 

gain a much better grasp of the ideas and sayings of renunciants, traditionists, Sufis, and 

everyone else who has contributed to this worldview. As such, it seems that, on the majority 

of occasions when the term Ibn Ādam is mentioned by God, a Prophet, or any other wise 

man, Adam is resonating as the first human, although Ibn Ādam can simply be translated and 

understood as ‘human.’ I will put the few sayings relating directly to Adam at the very 

beginning, and these will serve to support my assumption.  

 When imagining why Adam was forced to leave paradise, none other than the famous 

Ḥasan al-Baṣrī related it not to Adam’s sin of eating the fruit and thus allow this to be the 

sole reason for his expulsion, but instead thought about the consequences of eating it. In the 

4th/10th century source Qūt al-qulūb by Abū Ṭālib al-Makkī we read: 

 

It has been transmitted to us from the sayings of Adam: After Adam ate 

from the tree, his stomach stirred and he wanted to rid himself off the 

excrements in it. No paradise food had this attribute except this tree. 

That is why he was forbidden to eat from it. Since he started wandering 

around in paradise, God gave one of his angels the order to ask him and 

he said: ‘Ask him what he wants!’ Adam responded: ‘I want to lay down 

the debris in my stomach.’ It was said to the angel: ‘Ask him where he 

wants to put it down? On the cushions? On the beds? Or in the rivers? Or 

                                                
428 Ibid., 106. 
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in the tree’s shade? Do you know a place here that is suit for it? Go 

down to the Here!429  

 
Ḥasan further commented: “When Adam came down into this world, the first thing he did 

was relieve himself of his excrement.”430 This saying thus depicts the here-and-now as a 

lavatory, as opposed to paradise, where no being ever defecates. This is one of the most 

extreme but also most humorous accounts that discredits this world, one that relates it directly 

to the fall of humankind. Another saying, found in Gramlich’s Weltverzicht and Ibn al-

Mubārak’s Zuhd, that relates to Adam is a ḥadīth qudsī, related either by Mujāhid (d. 

104/722)431 or someone else, that relates how God said to Adam upon his expulsion from 

paradise: “Build for destruction and beget for decay.”432 Abū l-Dardāʾ433 and Abū Dharr434 

are quoted as explaining: “You beget for death and build for collapse, and you desire what 

perishes and leave aside what remains. How lovely are those three: sickness, death, and 

poverty.”435 The final three things listed here by Abū l-Dardāʾ and Abū Dharr move one 

further away from the here-and-now and thus closer tos the afterlife. Everything else is, in 

their eyes, a delusion from the truth. 

 

II.3.2 Metaphors, allegories, and warnings 

II.3.2.1 Allegories and warnings 

The ‘dark side’ of this world has been displayed in, amongst other places, the renunciatory 

sayings listed in the ṭabaqāt hagiographies through the use of allegories. These allegories 

                                                
429 Ibid., 109 (from Makkī’s Qūt al-qulūb). 
430 Ibid. 
431 Abū l-Hajjāj Mujāhid b. Jabr al-Makkī al-Aswad. 
432 Gramlich Weltverzicht, 138 and Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #258. This saying is somehow also related 

to Jesus not having any children, who would merely be left behind to decay. He is also described as 

sleeping wherever he could and eating whatever nature provided him with. See: Wakīʿ Zuhd #125; 

Hannād, Zuhd #559. 
433 ʿUwaymar b. Zayd b. Qays b. ʿĀʾisha b. Umayya b. Mālik al-Khazrajī al-Anṣarī (d. 32/652). He 

was a young Companion of the Prophet.  See Encyclopaedia Islamica, i:655ff. Also EI2, Abu ‘l-

Dardāʾ & EI3, Abū l-Dardāʾ. 
434 Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī, Jundub b. Junāda (d. 31 or 32/652-3). He was a Companion of the Prophet. 

For him see Encyclopaedia Islamica i:666ff. 
435 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #262. 
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served as eye-openers for the common people and scholars who display the wisdom and 

insight of the early renunciants. Tawḥīdī436, a philosopher and man of letters of the 4th/10th 

century, cited another philosopher, Abū l-Fatḥ al-Nushajānī, in the following description of 

this world:  

 

An existence but it is not existent, a reality but it is unreal, a vigil but it is 

a dream, a becoming but it is fading, a fading but it counts as becoming, 

a transitory thing that acts permanently, a deceiver in the garment of an 

advisor, an enemy in the dress of a friend.437 

 

In the 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th century Kutub al-zuhd, several allegories describe this 

world’s nature from a variety of angles, always with the intention of criticising it: 

 

The treacherous Here 

The Here is a treacherous place where no good thing ever lasts or can exist without the 

opposite thing happening subsequently. “The Messenger of God said: ‘By the one holding 

Muḥammad’s soul in His hands, no house of pleasure will ever become full without being 

filled with tears and there will not be delight without grief following it.’”438 

 

A prison 

For the believer, the body is the prison of the soul at the microcosmic level, just as on the 

macrocosmic level this world is a prison for the believer: “This world is the prison for the 

believer and paradise for the unbeliever.”439 

 

A dream 

Depicting the world as a dream divests it of its reality. The true reality is not this world but 

the next. Since everything that appears vanishes in time, none of it can be considered real. 

The real is that which is eternal. Muṭarrif b. ʿAbdallāh b. al-Shikhkhīr (d. c. 86-87/705-6) 

                                                
436 See EI2, Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī (Stern). 
437 Gramlich, Weltverzicht, 104 (from Tawḥīdī’s Muqābasāt). 
438 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #263. 
439 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #597; Aḥmad, Zuhd 28/#152; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #35867; Gramlich, 

Weltverzicht, 112. 
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said: ‘Death ruins the happiness for the glad. So seek happiness in which there is no death.’440 

We have desires in our dreams just as we do in this world, and we cannot be free of them 

until we realize it is merely a dream: “Ḥasan al-Baṣrī said: ‘All of this world from its 

beginning to its end is like when someone takes a nap and sees in his dream what he would 

like to have and then wakes up.”441  

 

A journey on the ocean 

Luqmān said: “Oh, my people! The world is a deep ocean. Many people drowned in it. Your 

vessel in it is the fear of God (taqwā), its load is belief (īmān) in God, and its sail is trust in 

God (tawakkul). Maybe you will be saved, but I do not see salvation.”442 

Thus, the only possible safe path towards salvation is piety, something that is constituted 

through taqwā, īmān, and tawakkul. 

 

A witch 

“Mālik b. Dīnār (d. before 131/748-9) said: ‘Beware of the witch for she bewitches the heart 

of the scholars!’”443  

 

Instructions 

Wahb b. Munabbih said:  

One of the servants (ʿubbād) walked towards a[nother] man and found him 

troubled in his cell (mansik)..444 He asked: ‘What is that condition that I see you in 

within your cell?’ He answered: ‘The matter of such and such a person astonished 

me. He reached a servitude that I had not known [before]. Then he [even] returned 

to the worldly people.’ He said: ‘Do not be impressed by him who returns but be 

impressed by him who remains (yastaqīm).’445  

 

                                                
440 Gramlich, Weltverzicht, 138. 
441 Ibid., 135 (from Ibn Abī l-Dunyā, Dhamm al-dunyā, 151, #408). 
442 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #537. Variant in Aḥmad, Zuhd 104/#530. 
443 Aḥmad, Zuhd 319/#1868. 
444 Mansik: hermitage, cell of an ascetic, in: Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon. 
445 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #538. 
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This saying focuses on the level of purity. It may be meritorious to get to a high level, be it 

spiritual or world refraining, but it may be that one later falls from it, to return to everyday 

matters. It is, therefore, even more admirable to manage to remain sincere and to keep ones 

focus on godly or eternal matters. 

In the following speech, uttered by the founder of Basra, Abū ʿAbdallāh ʿUtba b. 

Ghazwān b. Jubayr al-Ḥārithī al-Māzinī (d. c. 17/637),446 several topics appear, including 

dhamm al-dunyā, eschatological descriptions of the afterlife (ākhira), behavioral and 

psychological advice in the form of humility (tawaḍuʿ) and pride (athīm), and a prediction of 

the downfall of the empire. The changing narrative perspectives hint at the fact that this 

speech has not been transmitted as a single piece but was combined from different accounts 

in order to attempt to reconstruct the whole: 

 

Khālid b. ʿUmayr al-ʿAdawī reported, ʿUtba b. Ghazwān once gave us a 

speech. He praised God, then said: 

‘The life of this world has announced its departure and is quickly turning 

away. Nothing remains of it except the last drops of water in a vessel as its 

possessor tries to fetch it. You are moving on to an abode that has no end, 

so move on with the best [intention] that you have. For it has been said to 

us that a rock can be dropped from the edge of Hell and fall for seventy 

years without reaching the bottom. Yet, by God, it will be filled. Are you 

astonished? We have been told that the distance between two gates of 

paradise is as wide as a journey of forty years, yet there will come a day 

when it will be crowded. 

 I have seen myself as the seventh of seven who were with God’s 

Messenger. We had no food except the leaves of trees which caused 

excoriation in our mouths. I once had a cloak which I tore in half to share 

with Saʿd b. Mālik.447 I put half of it around my waist and he used the 

other half. And yet today each of us became a governor over some city. 

But I seek refuge with God that I consider myself great and important 

when I am small in front of God. There was never prophethood except that 

                                                
446 EI2, ʿUtba b. Ghazwān (Bosworth). 
447 He is Abū Isḥāq Saʿd b. Abī Waqqāṣ Mālik b. Uhayb b ʿAbd Manāf al-Qurāshī al-Zuhrī (d. 

55/675). 
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it gradually changed until it ended up in a kingship, and you will see what 

the governors after us will be like.’448 

 

Just as Abū Dharr is said to have been the fourth or fifth person to embrace Islam, so is ʿUtba 

b. Ghazwān counted among the first few, specifically the seventh, as he himself claims in this 

Hadith (wa innī sābiʿ sabaʿa maʿa rasūl Allāh). He is, therefore, another person presented by 

Ibn al-Mubārak who fits into the pattern of being pious, a jihad-warrior, and an early 

Companion of the Prophet. All these points are claimed to be ‘proof’ of his righteousness. 

Within his speech there is a particular focus on eschatology, seen in the topographical 

descriptions of the depths of hell and of the width of paradise’s gates, including the people’s 

desire and fear upon admittance and, in the same breath, their mention of the downfall and 

corruption of this world. The last lines of his speech make this clear, by stating that every 

prophethood sooner or later turns into kingship, which can then become a tyranny. The world 

will always lead some of its inhabitants to rule over others, and this seems to be regarded as 

wrong when compared to simply serving and fighting in God’s path. The only escape he sees, 

and this is of course Ibn al-Mubārak’s main point, is to seek refuge with God, and to remain 

humble and to resist mischief at all times. This speech represents the connection between 

dhamm al-dunyā and orientation towards the afterlife. Furthermore, Saʿd b. Mālik, who is 

even more famous than ʿUtba b. Ghazwān, is counted among the ten Companions to whom 

Muḥammad promised entry into paradise, and one of the ten early converts, being either the 

third, seventh, or ninth, and who fought in many early battles and is said to have shot the first 

arrow fighting in the path of God (fī sabīl Allāh).449 As well as ʿUmar, Saʿd is also listed as 

having been the founder of Kufa, and was for a brief period its governor, until ʿUmar 

removed him from this position. In the light of this, Hawting, in his EI entry on Saʿd, 

mentions significant criticisms levelled against him concerning the distribution of spoils, the 

luxury of his residence, his inability to lead prayer, and so on. He suggests that the ambiguity 

seen in descriptions of Saʿd’s character and actions must have had their origins in polemical 

and doctrinal conflicts, and this may be the reason that we have no other information about 

him or any of his sayings whatsoever in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd.  

 

                                                
448 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #534. See Gramlich, Weltverzicht, 114. 

449 See EI2, Saʿd b. Abī Wakkās (Hawting). 
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II.3.2.2 Belittling the world (taqallul)  

There is a section in Ibn al-Mubārak’s zuhd, labelled al-taqallul min al-dunyā,450 which could 

mean the same as the ‘diminishing concern with this world,’ a section that similarly deals 

with an individual’s quarrel with riches and wealth, but which does so from a different angle. 

The sayings listed follow the narrative style of a story with an almost mythological character. 

The narrative mostly involves riders of some kind, who represent the Muslim warriors in 

their fight against their infidel enemies but, as shall be seen, the worst enemy is often not the 

other but oneself. The significance of eschatological narratives within the zuhd collections is 

here at its greatest.  

 

Ḥasan [al-Baṣrī] said that the Prophet said: “The likeness of me and you 

and this world are like a people who travel the dusty desert. They do not 

know if they had passed more [of it] or what is left of it [for them to 

cross is more]. It weakens their sight and decreases their number. They 

were lost in the midst of the desert and their destruction was certain. 

Then a man in a robe approached them, [water] dripping from his head. 

He asked: ‘What is it with you?’ They answered: ‘Don’t you see? Our 

sight is weakened, our number is decreased and we are lost in the middle 

of the desert and we do not know whether we passed more of it or if 

there is more left ahead of us.’ He spoke: ‘What do you grant me if I 

show you fresh-flowing waters and green gardens?’ They answered: ‘We 

accept your judgement.’ He said: ‘Grant me your commitment and your 

loyalty and do not disobey me!’ So they did and he led them to green 

gardens and fresh waters and the journey paused. 

 After a little while he said: ‘Get up! to gardens greener than this 

garden of yours, with fresher waters than this water of yours. The 

majority of the people replied: ‘We could not do that for we almost did 

not make it here.’ One faction of them said: ‘Did you not promise to this 

man your commitment and loyalty that you will not disobey him and did 

he not fulfil his first promise and the latter will be like his first?’ So he 

went and they (the faction) went with him and he led them to green 

                                                
450 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd, pp. 173-5 upon which the extensive section on hawān al-dunyā follows, pp. 

175-187. 
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gardens and fresh waters. To the others came their enemies in the night 

and they came to be among the killed and imprisoned.”451 

 

This parable of the Prophet is a rather intriguing one, and various aspects need to be 

highlighted and analyzed. First of all, the story’s setting, the desert, serves as an allegory for 

this world, being a place of confusion, blindness, and death. The people there are the people 

of this world; they who have no guidance without a prophet and his message. Then a man, 

almost certainly the Prophet himself, as indicated by the water dripping from his head or face 

(this may be a sign indicating he has just returned from paradise where he washed his beard 

during the ablutions452), proposes that he guide them to a less hazardous place. This is the 

realm of religion. Here bad things might still happen, as we will see later. After a period spent 

resting the Prophet offers to lead them to a greener place, the allegory for paradise. That only 

a minority or a faction (ṭāʾifa) chooses to follow him reflects the idea that only a few are the 

elect. The majority does not follow despite having promised their allegiance before. Thus, 

they have betrayed him and what, other than punishment, can be the consequence of this?  

 We have here, in this one narrative, the themes of dhamm al-dunyā, tawakkul (in the 

sense of absolute trust in God and His Prophet), purity and election, and the leadership of the 

Prophet. Therefore, it is difficult to situate this narrative within a single subdivision, since it 

contains a number of different aspects, ranging in content from eschatology to purity and 

prophethood. At the center stand tawakkul and the electedness of the pure elite, much more 

so than does contempt for this world, although the killing and imprisonment at the end make 

the clear point that this world is a devastating place, one from which whoever sees through it 

tries to escape. The only possible way out is through renouncing this world, depicted by the 

first gardens and waters, as well as absolute trust in the message of God and allegiance to 

Muḥammad. 
                                                
451 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #507.  
452 The theme of water dripping from one’s hair could be a sign of prophecy in general, but is 

eschatologically most prominently represented by Jesus’ appearance at the apocalypse. See Abū 

Dāwūd, Sunan. Edited by Shuʿayb al-Arnāʾūṭ et al. 7 vols. Beirut 2009, vi:378, #4324: “The Prophet 

said, ‘There was no Prophet between me and him - i.e. Jesus, son of Mary - and when he descends, 

you will see and recognize him. A man of medium height, [his skin color?] between red and white, 

[wearing a garment?] between red and yellow (mumaṣṣaratayn). His head as if water dropped from it 

but the wetness does not last [...]’.” For other versions, including those with variant readings, see in 

Aḥmad, Musnad xv:153-4, #9270; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf xxi:234-5, #38681. 
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II.3.2.3 Condemning and despising this world (dhamm & hawān al-dunyā)   

Both aspects attempt to discredit this world by different means, such as highlighting the evil 

deeds people do so that they may benefit from worldly goods, and its description as 

extremely dirty. The section entitled hawān al-dunyā covers about twelve pages in the printed 

edition of Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd, thus being quite large, and it includes within it as many as 

44 Hadiths. Another, related section, namely dhamm al-tanʿam (comfort) fī l-dunyā, has 

almost exactly the same amount of material.453 Much of the material that is contained in 

Wakīʿ’s Zuhd is also present in that of Ibn al-Mubārak. Also in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd we do have two 

sections, named hawān al-dunyā and al-dunyā wa mithluhā, the latter of which specifically 

deals with the attitude one should adopt and live as within this world, which is as a wayfarer 

or traveler.454  

 Most of the sayings found within the zuhd collections also include direct vilifications 

of this world, as the allegory of the dead lamb shows:  

 

Al-Ḥasan [al-Baṣrī] said that the Prophet was passing by a discarded 

dead lamb [cadaver] and said: Do you see how insignificant it is to its 

owners [that they leave it here rotting in the street]? By God, this world 

is even less to God than the lamb cadaver to its people.455 

 

Many sayings regarding the insignificance of this world are attributed to Ḥasan al-Baṣrī, 

especially in various hagiographical works, such as: “I knew people who regarded this world 

to be of less value than the dust under the feet,”456 or “Condemn this world! By God, how 

beneficial it is if you despise it.”457 A saying attributed to Abū l-Dardāʾ, which has a similar 
                                                
453 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd pp. 234-247. 
454 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #67, also Aḥmad, Zuhd 152/#822: “The Prophet assigned us to let the provision from 

this world be for us like the traveler’s provision.” Cf. Wakīʿ, Zuhd #68: “ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd (d. 

32/652-3) said, ‘I wish to be left alone from this world, like a constantly moving rider’.” 
455 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #69; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #508: “Al-Mustaurad b. Shadād of the Banū Fahr said: ‘I 

was among the riders that met the Prophet [when] encountering a dead lamb and the Prophet said, ‘Do 

you see [of how] little importance this was to its people, as that they threw it away?’ They answered, 

‘Because of its insignificance they threw it away, oh messenger of God!’ He said, ‘And the Here is 

even less for God than this was for its people’.” 
456 Gramlich, Weltverzicht, 121 (from Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat). 
457Ibid., 122 (from Ibn Abī l-Dunyā’s Dhamm); Aḥmad, Zuhd 282/#1625 (incomplete). 
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connotation to that mentioned above, is to be found in the section on Adam’s fall by Bishr al-

Ḥāfī: “It is part of contempt for this world that sins are committed only in it and that, which is 

with God, is reachable only by refraining from doing so.”458 In Ibn Ḥanbal’s Zuhd there is an 

allegory that resembles the hagiographers’ style, in which this world is compared to a 

garbage dump:  

 

Masrūq [b. al-Ajdaʿ]459 took his nephew by the hand and led him on a 

waste heap in Kufa and said: ‘Now I will show you the Here! This is the 

Here: they consume it and use it up, they dress in it and wear it off, they 

ride it and ride it to wreck, they shed their blood in it and satisfy 

themselves with what is forbidden and cut the band of kinship in it.’460 

 

In a similar vein, the Prophet is supposed to have said: “Had this world in God’s view the 

weight of a mosquito’s wing, he would not give the unbeliever a draft of water from it.”461 

This saying highlights two entities that are of no value to God: this world, and someone who 

does not believe in Him. Thus, piety and renunciation of this world are indirectly set into 

relation. The best thing would be to turn away from this world, as Ḥasan al-Baṣrī is again 

quoted as recommending: “I know people to whom this world showed itself to them 

legitimate (ḥalāl) and they turned away from it. By God! I do not know how I acted towards 

this if it were in my hands.”462 The people Ḥasan mentions are so pure and pious that even 

that which is permitted seems suspicious to them (waraʿ), or perhaps they desired to have no 

engagement with the world at all. Furthermore, a second dimension can be found within this 

tradition, which is that what is allowed can also be rejected; this speaks to a link with Sufism 

but against the common practice of the traditionists, with the exception of those few – 

possibly awliyāʾ – who possessed further knowledge concerning what is permitted and 

forbidden. A general consensus exists within renunciation that once the believer has gained 

an insight into the lowliness of this world he subsequently desires nothing of it, whether it be 

                                                
458 Ibid., 121, from Jāḥiẓ, Bayān iii:166. 
459 Abū ʿĀʾisha Masrūq b. al-Ajdaʿ b. Malik b. Umayya b. ʿAbdallāh b. Murr al-Wādiʿī al-Hamdānī 

al-Kūfī (d. 62-3/681-3). 
460 Aḥmad, Zuhd 350/#2047; Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vi:50; Gramlich, Weltverzicht, 106. 

461 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #509. 
462 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #510. 
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permissible or not according to the law. This position gave rise to much debate among 

zuhhād, fuqahāʾ, muḥaddithūn, and also, later, among the Sufis. While ascetics and Sufis, as 

is often described in the hagiographic literature, generally regarded this attitude as a mirror 

for purity, legal and (zuhd-) traditionist scholars regarded it as being offensive towards the 

law. They were of the opinion that whatever is allowed should be enjoyed, and refraining 

from it is in opposition to the maqāṣid al-sharīʿa (intention/goals of God’s law).463  

 Another saying indicates that there is yet another layer to this same aspect of the 

insignificance of wealth. Hawān is here understood not as blameworthy insignificance but as 

a trigger for acting upon it:  

 

Mālik b. ʿIyāḍ, the client (mawlā) of ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb, said that 

ʿUmar took 400 Dīnār and made them into a bundle. Then he told the 

servant: ‘Take this to ʿUbayda b. al-Jarrāḥ464 then stay one hour in his 

house so that you see what he does with it.’ So the servant went with it 

(i.e. the money) to him (i.e. ʿUbayda) and said: ‘The Commander of the 

Faithful gives this to you to use this for some of your needs.’ And he 

replied: ‘God praise him and have mercy on him.’ Then he said: ‘Come 

to me servant! Go with these seven to such and such (fulān) and with 

these five to such and such,’ until he spent it all. The servant returned to 

ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb, reported to him and saw him prepare as before for 

Muʿādh b. Jabal.465 He said: ‘Go with this to Muʿādh b. Jabal and stay in 

his house one hour and see what he does [with it]!’ So he went with it to 

him and he said: ‘The Commander of the Faithful tells you to put this in 

your possessions.’ And he replied: ‘Praise him and have mercy on him, 

come to me slave girl! Go with this to such and such and with this to 

such and such’s house.’ Suddenly Muʿādh’s wife entered and said: ‘By 

God, we are poor. It was given to us and in our cloth two burdening 

Dīnārs remain.’ Then the servant returned to ʿUmar and reported him. 

                                                
463 Cf. van Ess, Gedankenwelt, 99. 
464 See EI3, Abū ʿUbayda b. al-Jarrāḥ (Athamina). He was an early Companion who died in 18/639 as 

a result of the plague that struck Syria that year. 
465 Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Muʿādh b. Jabal b. ʿAmr b. ʿAws b. ʿAʾidh al-Ansarī al-Khazrajī (d. 18/639). 
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ʿUmar was gladdened by this and said: ‘They (ʿUbayda, Muʿādh) are 

truly brothers to each other.’466 

 

ʿUbayda and Muʿādh were both highly respected Companions of the Prophet. As was 

reported of ʿUbayda, he had fought in many battles alongside Muḥammad and ʿUmar, and 

had conquered many lands. Both spent almost all their time following their conversion to 

Islam on the battlefield.467 They are, for Ibn al-Mubārak and those authors who shared his 

aim of exemplifying piety and renunciation, the ideal personalities, as they combined the 

religious duties of the believer with engagement in combat. Over the course of this chapter 

there will be many more such examples, and the ways in which their specific life-stories form 

part of the renunciatory guidance shall be highlighted. Furthermore, in the section on the 

shortness/length of hope (qaṣr or ṭūl al-amal), below, it shall be shown that this represents an 

important trait of the pious believer, who lives only for today. Its main focus will be on the 

distribution of wealth and the trust ʿUmar placed in their sincerity. ʿUbayd is, in some 

reports, even said to have been ʿUmar’s first choice as his caliphal successor.468  

The inner-worldly ascetic who does not attribute any importance to money and 

worldly possessions but has gained – in his own understanding – ‘licit’ wealth, through trade 

or another profession, is able to help others. In doing what no rich worldly man of the ahl al-

dunyā could do, he manages to do that which is nearly impossible, that is, giving away his 

wealth: 

 

On the order (ʿahd) of the Prophet of God ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf469 

gave alms from half of his possession 4.000, then 40.000, then 40.000, 

then 40.000 Dīnār. Then he donated 500 horses for God’s sake (ḥamala 

ʿalā khamsimiʾa firas fī sabīl Allāh), then 1.500 camels. His income was 

from trade.470 

 

                                                
466 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #511. 

467 See EI3, Abū ʿUbayda b. al-Jarrāḥ (Athamina). 

468 Ibid. 
469 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf (d. 31/652 at the age of 75) was a merchant who amassed an enormous 

fortune. 
470 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #520. 
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This tradition highlights that, although Ibn ʿAwf made this fortune through trade, he accepted 

his duty to give alms and apparently had no problem in donating a large percentage of his 

wealth to charity. Ibn al-Mubārak also seems to have acquired great wealth and gave much of 

it to charity, although this may also simply be a way in which he attempted to justify his own 

way of life. Whichever is the case, possessions were certainly deemed to harm the duty of the 

pious: 

 

Abū Ṭalḥa was praying in his date palm garden when a pigeon471 flew 

[in] and immediately started to seek for an exit but did not find it. It 

passed by the date palms but it was in vain. He (Abū Ṭalḥa) observed it 

for an hour then resumed [his prayer]. But when he realized he did not 

know how many prayers he had done, he said to himself: ‘I harmed 

myself through my possessions. This is a temptation (fitna).’ Then the 

Prophet came and he told him the following: ‘Oh, Messenger of God! 

This is charity. Distribute it wherever you see God.’472 

 

Both the story and the person involved are well known within the Muslim tradition. Abū 

Ṭalḥa (d. 36/656), a Companion of the Prophet, is said to have owned several gardens, 

including the most beautiful one in Medina and one that was especially dear to him as it was 

close to the Prophet’s home. According to a saying of Anas b. Mālik, Muḥammad visited him 

there quite frequently.473 At times the qurʾānic verse 3:92 is related to Abū Ṭalḥa’s 

possessions: “You will not attain piety until you expend of what you love; and whatever thing 

you expend, God knows of it.” 

 Firstly, it is necessary to examine the symbolic meanings behind this saying. Abū 

Ṭalḥa was, as mentioned, obviously a rich man, as was Ibn ʿAwf in the story before. He is 

sitting in a garden, surrounded by date palms, and he starts to pray, but the pigeon flying 

around causes his to mind wander. Thus, the pigeon symbolises worldly distractions. This 

                                                
471 The Arabic word used here is dubsī; this is the denomination of the pal-dove or laughing-dove 

(Streptopelia senegalensis; see EI2, Ḥamām [Viré]). In a variant Hadith from Mālik’s Muwaṭṭaʾ 

(120/1), the word ‘muṭawwaqah,’ meaning ‘ringdove,’ is used (Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #527). 
472 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #526. 

473 Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ. Edited by Muḥammad Fuʾād ʿAbd al-Bāqī et al. 4 vols. Cairo 1400/1980, ii:296, 

#2769. 
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description could thus be a critique of a phenomenon that had started to flourish in the 

2nd/8th century, when various ʿAbbāsid caliphs (such as Mahdī and Hārūn) engaged in 

pigeon breeding and sport as a form of amusement, something which again had Byzantine 

origins.474 Abū Ṭalḥa is locked up in this world just as the pigeon is unable to escape the 

garden. As long as one has many possessions one runs the risk of becoming too attached to 

this world. This is highlighted through his forgetting the number of prayers and the 

expression that this (i.e. money) is a tribulation (fitna) for everyone. He is no longer sure 

whether he has fulfiled his religious obligations. Thus, prayer is directly linked with piety. 

After realizing this, the Prophet enters the stage; he is the right man to deal with wealth, and 

so Abū Ṭalḥa allows him to distribute his possessions as alms.475 The Prophet is, both here 

and in the previous narrative, shown as being the right man, one who is pure enough, to deal 

with possessions correctly, and the last part of this Hadith serves to glorify of the Prophet. In 

a variant of the same story it is the third caliph, ʿUthmān b. ʿAffān,476 who enters the stage, 

rather than Muḥammad;477 this may have been meant as a means of exculpation from the 

accusations that had been brought against ʿUthmān. 

 The freeing of slaves also seems to have been regarded as an extraordinary act, and 

one comparable with charity: “Ibn Rabīʿa al-Qurayshī (d.?) is said to have manumitted a 

slave as a recompense for missing out on two rakʿas (i.e. kneeling down) in fajr (i.e. dawn) 

prayer.”478 ʿUmar is also reported to have acted in accordance with that.479  

 Possessions and wealth are a constant theme here, and a concern with them is seen, in 

the same way, in both the Gospel and the Qurʾān.480 ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd expressed this by 

involving the devil: “The devil wants a human with all his craving (i.e. he tries everything to 

get hold of him). He prevents (yamtanaʿu minhu; here perhaps ‘confuses’) him, crawls up to 

him through his wealth, and then [suddenly] grabs him by the neck.”481 As we have now seen 

a number of times before, property is believed to corrupt people. However, the people are, of 
                                                
474 EI2, Ḥamām (Viré). 
475 In the variant Hadith from Mālik the sum given away as alms amounts 50.000 Dinar. 
476 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #527; Mālik b. Anas, Muwaṭṭaʾ, 120, #1. 
477 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #112. We will furthermore see a different focus on things in the next chapter 

on Renunciation and Warfare in relation to a tradition on Ibn ʿAwf.  
478 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd, #528. 
479 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #529. 
480 Referring to the famous needle’s hole already extant in the New Testament Mark 10, 25. 
481 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #548. 
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course, unteachable as regards possessions, thus leading us to another layer, that of the wise 

man, or the scholar, and the commoner. Ibrāhīm al-Taymī (d. 92/710-11) said: “How much 

[disparity] there is between you and the people (al-qawm, i.e. possibly the first generation of 

Muslims). This world was given to them but they fled from it, while it rejects you and you 

follow it.”482 This is the opposite of what other sayings promote, especially that of the 

Prophet when he told Abū l-Dardāʾ that the most important thing was to take care of one’s 

family.483 On another ocassion Abū l-Dardāʾ seems to advise people to renounce everything 

in this world as much as they possibly can: “If you swear to me that there is a man amongst 

you who is the most [stern] renunciant amongst you (azhadakum), then I swear that he is your 

best.”484 These traditions seem to represent two ideas: a strict form of asceticism/renunciation 

that wanted to promote the rejection of all ties to this world, and thereby disregard the 

Prophet’s example, and the zuhd traditionists’ favored view, which was in accordance with 

the Sunna. It underlines the possibility that differing renunciant groups and concepts existed 

in the first two centuries of Islam.  

 Spirituality is not mentioned directly in accordance with Sufi thought. But it is also 

conceivable that a different kind of spirituality, or rather simply its realization, stands out 

here, one that is of a specificaly renunciant nature. It causes one to regard this world as a 

place full of trouble, sorrow, hunger, illness, and the inevitable death. Every joy brings 

worries, as has been highlighted previously, and every life ends in decay. For the renunciants, 

the beauty of this world is simply a veil that separates the ignorant from the truth that will 

await them in the hereafter. It is thus not so far-fetched to imagine this worldview, 

considering the political circumstances in which the zuhd collectors lived. In the first decades 

after the hijra, as well as in Ibn al-Mubārak’s time, they were subjected to wars, plagues, civil 

wars, and various coup d’états.485 The descriptions of paradise in the Qurʾān and the Hadiths 

must have made the world seem even more ill-favored than it was, and the afterlife to be the 
                                                
482 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #551. 
483 See my chapter Renunciation and Warfare. 
484 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #550. 
485 “Contemptus-Literatur wie Memento mori- oder Ars morendi-Schriften entstand infolge 

asketischer Reform-Tendenzen (Cluny) oder aufgrund katastrophischer Schrecknisse (Erdbeben, Pest) 

und sollte den Leser heilsam erschüttern, ihm die Wertlosigkeit und Vergänglichkeit irdischer Dinge 

bewusst machen und seine Lebensführung entsprechend beeinflussen.” In: Mittelalterlexikon, 

Contemptus mundi. http://u01151612502.user.hosting-

agency.de/malexwiki/index.php/Contemptus_mundi. Accessed  03.May.2015. 
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only true refuge. The traditionists even stated who was to blame for bringing corruption into 

existence, which is something to be found in another section of Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd, 

namely dhamm al-tanʿam (comfort) fī l-dunyā. The Prophet is quoted as having said: 

“Trouble for my community are those who are born in comfort (naʿīm) and are nourished by 

it (i.e. do not have to work themselves). They only care about the colors of their food and the 

color of their robes. They speak without manners, are loud and boasting.”486 While the 

Prophet reproached how people grew up and lived at the time, one that was emblematic of a 

wealthy society and that caused a generation to be spoiled, ʿUmar, in the subsequent saying, 

seems to direct his ire onto sexual liberties instead.487 This Hadith possibly originates in the 

early Umayyad period, when homosexual activities within public bathhouses seem to have 

been a tolerated praxis,488 and were thus the object of denunciation by various people.489 Two 

major reasons for this reproach of comfortable living could be (a) the immense wealth and 

this-worldliness of the conquerors490 and (b) ‘keeping people on the edge’ so that they would 

be ready for battle. This may also be why Ibn al-Mubārak and others who promoted Jihad and 

ghazwa favored them. As such, the idea that everything in this world is cursed except for the 

recollection of God (dhikr Allāh) serves as a link between Jihad and zuhd. The believer shall 

have nothing on his mind other than serving God in any way they can. “Abū l-Dardāʾ said: 

‘This world is cursed, and everything in it, except for the recollection of God.’”491 

 

                                                
486 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #758. 
487 Ibid., #759: ʿUmar: “Woe to you who often go to the ḥammām, dye (remove?) your pubic hair 

(iṭlāʾ al-nūrah), and lie on carpets. The servants of God are not from those who are comfortable.” 
488 See above, in my chapter Re-viewing Zuhd, his reproach against visiting the bathhouse. Cf. 

Melchert, Public Baths in Islamic Law; Pagani, Un Paradiso in Terra Ḥammām. Le Terme 

Nell’Islam. Le Terme Nell’Islam. Convegno internazionale di studi. Florence: Leo Olschki 2011, 133-

158. On aspect homosexuality, see Neill, The Origins and Role of Same-Sex Relations in Human 

Societies. Jefferson and London: McFarland 2009, 303f. 
489 This reproach is also found in pre-Islamic, Christian literature (see Melchert, Public Baths), and in 

Ibn al-Jawzī’s Ṣifat al-ṣafwa. Edited by Maḥmūd Fākhūrī et al. 4 vols. Beirut: Dār al-Maʿrifa 1985, 

iv:134. 
490 Cf. Goldziher, Vorlesungen, 137ff. 
491 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #543; Aḥmad, Zuhd 136-7/#731.  
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II.3.3 Poverty (faqr)  

In each of our zuhd collections poverty had one or two sections devoted to it, as well as 

sections in related chapters such as, ‘greed or envy for the riches of someone else,’ or ‘the 

state of the rich in this world.’ As such, poverty could be connected to almost any theme that 

discredits or despises this world, as shall be seen below. Some of the most intriguing and 

telling narratives are to be found here; these are connected to the despicableness (hawān) and 

worthlessness of the material world, in contrast with the good deeds that one performs for the 

afterlife. In the following saying, Ibn Masʿūd connects death with poverty and patience or 

calmness (ṣabr):  

 

ʿAbdallāh [b. Masʿūd] said: Are these two hated things not likeable: 

death and poverty. I swear by God, there is nothing but richness and 

poverty. I do not care with which I start. If with richness comes 

attachment and with poverty, calmness.492  

 

Modesty is often related to poverty. The poor man is considered to be good since he neither 

envies nor causes envy in others. The following three short prophetic sayings exemplify this: 

 

Truly, God loves the modest poor, the owner of poverty.493 

 

God loves the modest, tempered, and abstinent and hates the vulgar, 

importune, and obtrusive.494 

 

He who exaggerates does so in praise, limits rebuke (dhamm), and raises 

his voice in the proximity of the Prophet.495 

 
According to Ḥasan al-Baṣrī, the poor are those who are preferred to entering paradise:  

 

                                                
492 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #132; Ibn al-Mubārak Zuhd #566 and Aḥmad Zuhd 156/#844 (via Wakīʿ). 
493 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #134. 
494 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #135; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #25853. 
495 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #136.  
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Ḥasan [al-Baṣrī] said: It reached us that the poor Muslims enter the 

Garden forty years before their richer [contemporaries]. Their Lord 

comes to them and says: “You were the rulers of the people and the 

governors commanding them, so with you were my duties and 

demands.” Al-Ḥasan continued: ‘And then [for them] the reckoning will 

be powerful, except what God makes easy.’496 

 

The following example establishes a connection that is often seen, between corruption, 

poverty, and seclusion, one that evolves from al-zuhd fī l-dunyā: 

 

Al-Zuhrī (d. 124/724) said, ‘Ibrāhīm b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf told me 

that as a delegate he reached Muʿāwiya in his time as caliph. He said, 

‘As I entered the maqṣūra497 and greeted the gathering of the people of 

al-Shām (i.e. [greater] Syria), I took a seat. A man asked me, ‘Who are 

you, young man!’ I answered, that I was Ibrāhīm b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. 

ʿAwf. He said, ‘May God have mercy on your father.’ [...]  

He said, ‘I (?) entered Medina in the time of ʿUthmān b. ʿAffān and I 

met them [all] except ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf. I was told he was in his 

plot in Jurf498 so I rode towards him until I reached him. He wore his 

robe and changed the water [’s way] with a spade in his hand. When he 

saw me he became ashamed before me and did away with the spade and 

pulled up his robe. I greeted him and said to him, ‘I came to you with a 

matter. And when I looked at him, I was astonished about his [outer 

appearance]. I asked, ‘Did something come to you, what has not reached 

us? And do you know something that we do not know?’ He answered, 

‘Nothing else reached us that had not come to you and we do not know 

anything that you do not.’ I said, ‘We renounce this world while you 

crave it. Jihad became light for us while it became burdensome for you. 

                                                
496 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #138. Aḥmad, Zuhd 35-6/#193 (via Wakīʿ). 

497 This was a place in the mosque built specifically for the caliph or the city governor, part of the 

function of which was to protect him from assassination attempts; cf. EI3, Architecture (Tabbaa) and 

EI2, Masdjid (multiple authors). 
498 Located 150 km northwest of Medina. 
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But you are our exemplar and superior and the Prophet’s Companion!’ 

Then ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf said, ‘Nothing came to us that did not 

come to you and we do not know more than you. When we were tested 

with sorrow, we endured it. But when we were tested with joy, we did 

not endure (i.e. could not leave it be as we left the trouble be, i.e. were 

corrupted!).’499 

 
This saying has a number of aspects worth noting. We find Ibn ʿAwf500 on his plot, far from 

the political center and the battles, in seclusion, as a result of the riches that at some point had 

threatened to corrupt him. This alone can be read as a possible criticism of Muʿāwiya and 

ʿUthmān, one that hints at a time before the establishment of the doctrine of the four rightly 

guided caliphs (rāshidūn). Ibn ʿAwf does not exclude himself from criticism, however, and 

neither does the man who visited him. The narrative states that even a ‘pure’ person, such as 

a Companion of the Prophet, was not immune from falling for the seductions of this world. 

Thus, upon realizing his own shortcomings, Ibn ʿAwf chose to live in seclusion. This is 

clearly related to the state of the early Muslim community and its disunity over matters of 

succession, and how the distribution of booty and wealth caused power struggles, culminating 

in civil wars. The maqṣūra, the niche in the mosque for the caliph or city governor only, 

which was invented by the Umayyads, either by the third caliph, ʿUthmān, or Muʿāwiya, or 

Marwān (r. 64-5/684-5), seems here to represent their arrogance and separation from the 

common people. It seems as if Ibn ʿAwf is also depicted as falling for the riches, as did 

Muʿāwiya and ʿUthman, especially if one regards his plot as his maqṣūra.  

 It is quite strange to have one saying that displays Ibn ʿAwf’s readiness to give away 

his possessions, in the form of vast amounts of money and animals,501 while in another 

describing him as a ‘failed’ personality. It may have been Ibn al-Mubārak’s intention to 

describe, as I have argued previously, everybody’s fallibility, as well as the negative 

consequences wealth has on people. Despite this, Ibn ʿAwf is still not seen in a purely 

                                                
499 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #519. 

500 See ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf, in: Encyclopaedia Islamica i:288: “Although ʿAbd al-Raḥmān was in 

political accord with certain Companions such as Abū Bakr and ʿUmar, his driving urge to 

accumulate wealth diminished his political standing as compared with men from the same group such 

as Abū ʿUbayda b. al-Jarrāḥ.” 
501 See above. 
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negative light, if we include his seclusion from both wealth and politics502 that is implied 

here. The criticism uttered by his visitor about not participating in the Jihad anymore is 

striking. Ibn al-Mubārak surely wanted to point out that this was Ibn ʿAwf’s major 

shortcoming. The duty of Jihad was, from his perspective, more important than personal 

problems, and the vast majority of sayings praise the incomparable bravery of the 

Companions in many examples of them in combat. Other previously mentioned traditions 

highlighting his generous acts of charity may have been part of an effort to counterbalance 

previous criticism. These charitable acts may relate the part of Ibn ʿAwf’s life that took place 

between his period of political influence and his voluntary seclusion. Hadiths 519, 520, and 

521 in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd are clearly connected to each other, considering that their 

focus is on wealth and purity. At the same time, there are sayings that imply Ibn al-Mubārak 

considered criticism of a leader and even the caliph acceptable if it was necessary and a 

fundamental premise for a sound community and state. As such, Muḥammad b. Maslama (d. 

43-46/663-6?503; one of the anṣār) is presented telling ʿUmar that he will correct him 

(ʿadalnākum) whenever he finds that ʿUmar has overlooked something or misjudged 

someone.504 There are also reports stating that Ibn ʿAwf objected strongly to the harsh 

treatment of Abū Dharr after he had rebuked government practice.505 It was then that the 

bond between ʿUthmān and Ibn ʿAwf began to disintegrate. Abū Dharr, one of the earliest 

Companions of the Prophet,506 had been expelled from Damascus and Baghdad because of 

his critique of Muʿāwiya and ʿUthman. One narrative states that “He (i.e. Abū Dharr) would 

appear outside Muʿāwiya’s palace and accuse him of extravagance and of embezzling the 

funds of the bayt al-māl (public treasury).”507 As well as being an oft-repeated motif in 

Mubārak’s Zuhd for amr bi-l-maʿrūf, this also highlights Abū Dharr’s piety. Hadith and 

                                                
502 Ibn ʿAwf played a crucial role in setting up the shūrā (electoral council) that appointed the new 

caliph following ʿUmar’s assassination. On this and the political importance of Ibn ʿAwf see further 

Encyclopaedia Islamica. 
503 Both Ibn Ḥibbān and Ibn Ḥajar give 43 A.H. as his death date, while Ibn Saʿd gives 46 A.H. 
504 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #512. 
505ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf, in: Encyclopaedia Islamica, i:289. 
506 “Abū Dharr is named as one of the first to accept Islam, being counted the fourth or fifth Muslim 

(ibid., i:667).” 
507 Ibid., i:668. 
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historiography depict him as a brave warrior who took part in at least ten battles for Islam.508 

All this indicates that only the most corrupt of the corrupt (i.e. Muʿāwiya and ʿUthmān?) 

would have the nerve to exile a man who was almost holy in the eyes of the Muslims of Ibn 

al-Mubārak’s circle, and possibly those of the first generations too. Be that as it may, 

ʿUthmān, at Muʿāwiya’s request, had Abū Dharr deported to al-Rabadha, 200km northeast of 

Medina on the pilgrim route from Kufa to Mecca.509 We can therefore argue that no-one from 

the early generation is immune from criticism, although some of the Companions were 

regarded more favorably than others. Despite these examples, criticism of the first generation 

does remain rare in traditionist literature. Most critical events, such as the fitna wars, were not 

treated by the traditionists, as the presentation of the first generation was generally focused 

on their valor and the often heroic war stories. Nevertheless, there are unambiguous 

depictions of governors or similar who, again, were unable to resist the temptation of power, 

as in the following narrative: 

 

It reached ʿUmar that Saʿd [b. Abī Wakkāṣ]510 took a castle and build a 

gate when hearing the [loud] voices of the people of the market. He 

should have said, ‘Make the noisemaker silent from me (i.e. stop the 

noise).’ So ʿUmar sent Muḥammad b. Maslama, for whenever ʿUmar 

wanted to have his orders carried out properly, he sent him. He said, ‘Go 

to Saʿd and raze his gate.’ So he (i.e. Muḥammad b. Maslama) came to 

Kufa to the gate, took out his lighting device (zandahu), struck fire [on 

it] and razed the gate. Saʿd came and it was reported to him [what 

happened] and the characteristics of him (i.e. Ibn Maslamah) were 

described to him so that he recognized him. Saʿd came out to him and 

Muḥammad said, that it reached the Commander of the Faithful that he 

said ‘Stop that terrible noise.’ Saʿd swore to God that he did not say this. 

                                                
508 1.) attacks launched from a place called Thaniyyat al-Ghazzāl, 2.) al-Ghāba, 3.) another ghazwa 

(i.e. raid) near Medina, 4.) against the Banū Muṣṭaliq, 5.) conquest of Mecca, 6.) ghazwa of Ḥunayn, 

7.) ghazwa of Tabūk, 8.) in 20/640 conquest of Egypt, 9.) in 23/644 ʿAmmūriyya (Amorium), 10.) in 

27 or 28/648-9 the invasion of Cyprus, while before 30/651 he is said to have stayed with his army in 

Syria, on the Byzantine border. See ibid., i:667-8. 
509 Ibid., i:669. 
510 See EI2, Saʿd b. Abī Waḳḳāṣ (Hawting). 
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Muḥammad then said, ‘We do what we are ordered to. We will convey 

what you said [to ʿUmar].’  

 Then he mounted his ride and when he reached al-Rammah511, hunger 

befell him. He saw a sheep and sent his servant with his turban [to 

purchase it]. ‘Go and purchase with this the sheep!’ So the servant went 

to the sheep while he (Muḥammad) prayed. He (servant) wanted to 

slaughter it but he (Muḥammad) signaled him to stop. And when he 

stopped his prayer he said, ‘Go and if it belongs to a Muslim, return the 

sheep and take back the turban. And if it is free, return the sheep 

[without taking back the turban].’ So he did and the sheep had an owner 

and he returned it and took back the turban.  

 Then he (Muḥammad) took the halter of his camel and he did not pass 

by any resting place (baqla) until night came upon him. When he sought 

refuge at night with some people, they gave him bread and milk. They 

said, ‘If we had any better than this, we would give it to you.’ He replied, 

‘May God praise everything ḥalāl.’ The hunger went away from eating 

until he reached Medina. There he met his folks and he cooled off from 

the water he drank and rested.  

 When ʿUmar saw him, he said, ‘If you had not had a sound ‘opinion’, 

we would not have dispatched you and thought that he (Saʿd) would 

quickly [correct his] course.’ He (Maslama) said, ‘So I did and he 

apologized and swore by God that he had not said that.’ ʿUmar said, 

‘ʿIrāq is a rich land while the people of Medina die from hunger. I 

hesitated from ordering you to become the governor of the cold (i.e. 

comfort), instead of the governor of the heat, for I heard the Messenger 

of God say: ‘The believer does not satisfy his appetite without his 

neighbor,’ or he said, ‘the man without his neighbor.’512 

 

ʿUmar is seen reproaching Saʿd through Ibn Maslama, because he either behaves 

tyrannically, demonstrated by his trying to prohibit people from talking, or because the 

building of a gate was seen by ʿUmar as proof that Saʿd wanted to establish a “personal 
                                                
511 Ed. says between Fayd and Medina. 
512 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #513. 
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fortress,”513 similar to the maqṣūra in the previous narrative. Thus, ʿUmar sent Ibn Maslama 

there and, realizing that Ibn Maslama had come and raised his gate, Saʿd explained that he 

never said, “Stop this terrible noise.” Ibn Maslama simply states he did what he was ordered 

to do and that he will deliver Saʿd’s message to ʿUmar. ʿUmar is displayed as righteous and 

the defender of the common people, as opposed to those leaders who deemed themselves to 

be above the commoners and the law, and those who were megalomaniacal. Saʿd, unlike the 

negative depiction found in this story, is generally attributed with a number of positive 

actions across Islamic history: he is supposed to have been “the first to shed blood for Islam 

and the first to fire an arrow fī sabīl Allah,”514 and is even counted among the ʿashara al-

mubashshara.515 It is thus quite odd encountering him as an aloof ruler in Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

Zuhd. One possible explanation could be the influence of Shīʿī sources, in which “the 

Companions of the Prophet, including Saʿd, are generally viewed more negatively.”516 Still, 

the message here seems to be that gossip was spread about Saʿd and that ʿUmar reacted to it 

rather drastically, which may have been regarded positively by the audience of the time. Yet 

it remains unclear why the building of a gate that prevented the market noise from entering 

the citadel seemed so outrageous. ʿUmar apparently regarded the citadel as common property 

and asked, 

 

‘You have even made a gate separating you from the people! However, it 

is not your property; [...] don’t have a gate in the citadel preventing 

people from entering it and depriving them of their right to sit freely with 

you in counsel even at the time when you choose to leave your 

quarters.’517 

 

ʿUmar’s words could, besides the property-related aspect, be related to seclusion, and to the 

belief that people should not seclude themselves from the rest of society. In the end ʿUmar 

accepted Saʿd’s oath and, as Ṭabarī notes, admitted that those who had gossiped about Saʿd 

were wrong. Furthermore, it is also related that Saʿd did place a lock in the gate to spare him 

                                                
513 Ṭabarī, The History of al-Ṭabarī xiii:74. 
514 See EI2, Saʿd b. Abī Waqqāṣ (Hawting). Cf. Ṭabarī, The History of al-Ṭabarī xiii:73-5. 
515 EI2, Saʿd b. Abī Waqqāṣ. 
516 Ibid. 
517 Ṭabarī, The History of al-Ṭabarī, xiii:74. 
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the noise of the marketplace, rather than as part of an attempt to seize the fortress for himself. 

This gate was nevertheless rejected by ʿUmar who – only reading what we have in the zuhd 

tradition, not including Ṭabarī’s extensive version – apparently understood it as Saʿd had 

originally meant it, that is, to seclude himself from the public. This narrative seems to be 

directed against this kind of seclusion, in contrast to the kind that we know ʿUmar did 

promote through his statements that everyone should take his part in seclusion.518 The 

explanation for this lies in its nature, meaning that here we have two different kinds of 

seclusion: (a) from people and society, searching for retreat from the confusions of this 

world; and (b) the seclusion of the political leader(s) from the masses. It is only (b) that 

ʿUmar seems to be criticizing, as the leader cannot separate himself from the community of 

believers by the maqṣūra or by any gate.519 

 A second narrative of the return of Ibn Maslama is then introduced, in which he is 

depicted as extremely deprived. Although he is sorely afflicted by hunger, his scrupulosity is 

not satisfied, and he eats only the basic necessities with which he is provided by God’s 

sustenance, letting him find people who provide for him. Muḥammad b. Maslama is the 

impersonation of the pious. After wanting to buy a sheep by means of his turban, he starts to 

have second thoughts as to whether the sheep is ḥalāl, i.e. from a legitimate source. These 

thoughts come to him during prayer, which could be read as a sign of God’s inspiration or of 

a pure-hearted awareness. This causes him to interrupt his servant’s attempt to slaughter the 

sheep, and he lets him ask for the sheep’s ownership. If it was bought from a slave then he 

should return it and take the turban, the payment, back. It would be unlawful to buy a sheep 

from a person who did not own it and one would thereby be connected to a thief; furthermore, 

even if they were unaware of it, the pious and scrupulous would regard it as bad with regard 

to the afterlife. If the sheep had been bought from a free person, then it should be returned 

without taking the turban back. Taking the turban back would have had several negative 

aspects, such as impoliteness, breaking a completed deal by taking back what one had been 

exchanged for it, and lastly, through the former acts, attaching too much value to the lost 

item.  

 The land of Iraq is then contrasted with Medina. While the former is described as cool 

and lofty, Medina is equated with the desert, heat, and poverty. However, this description had 

no relation with reality, as the city of Medina must have grown rich through trade during the 

                                                
518 See my chapter Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God. 
519 See my discussion of part time withdrawal in Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God. 
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6th/7th centuries CE.520 Yet the pious people of Medina would, in consequence, think and 

live more purely because of the uncorruptedness of their own region as compared to Iraq 

which would thus represent mildness of the weather, wealth, and even the castle. Ibn Saʿd 

actions are similar to those of Ibn ʿAwf’s aforementioned final words that he could handle 

tribulations rather than comfort. As such, ʿUmar was afraid that Ibn Maslama could abandon 

his righteousness and become corrupt when he installed him as the governor of Iraq. 

 Finally, the last uttering commends one to share rather than to take advantage of the 

costs of others. Brotherhood, sincerity, and humbleness complete the ideal picture of the 

pious, who are aware of these worldly allurements yet stand steadfast in the face of its 

corruption. Nevertheless, anyone could become weakened in the face of it.  

 However, the narratives that were collected in the 2nd/8th century Kutub al-zuhd 

differ markedly from those related to asceticism found in the ṭabaqāt literature. In this 

example it was Ibn al-Mubārak who supplied these war narratives and fostered them more 

than did, for instance, Wakīʿ. The dearth of lengthy narratives in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd could have 

been for any one of a number of reasons, ranging from its brevity to his lack of personal 

interest in warfare. In Ibn Ḥanbal’s Zuhd, there is a saying by Mālik b. Dīnār (d. 131/748-9) 

that is close to what Gramlich regarded as the typical modes of asceticism within Islam, ones 

that express a desire for as little as possible from this world: “I wish God ordered my 

sustenance to be a pebble stone, on which I would suck and not long for anything else until I 

die.”521 Yet this is not the whole story; it is merely that which we are used to, based on Sufi 

literature and Christian concepts of asceticism. In Islam, it was the battle narrative that 

reflected the main concerns of the renunciants, due to life circumstances or the re-telling of 

the past. One could certainly argue that the message of the traditions found in this part 

concentrates far less on the despicableness of this world and much more on the corruptible 

nature of a person’s character. The terms hawān, dhamm, or faqr generally serve as triggers 

for corruption and weakness, as opposed to humility and firmness in religious matters. This, 

of course, is true, but the setting for many of the narratives – on battlefields, in journeys 

through wasteland or desert, and in the mosque or castle – when combined with the intention, 

provides different results. The setting remains the same, as there is bravery on the battlefield 

as proof of tawakkul, wayfaring and withdrawal in the desert as means of seclusion, and the 

mosque being a reflection of piety. The intention, however, differs greatly, and this can be 

                                                
520 Crone, Meccan Trade and the Rise of Islam. New Jersey: Gorgias Press 2004, 139ff. 
521 Aḥmad, Zuhd 322/#1888.  
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clearly seen in the style and content of the narratives. In Sufi narratives the setting merely 

serves to attribute someone with absolute trust in God, such as, for example, often 

unrealistically depicting someone as sleeping on the battlefield (Shaqīq) or attacking an army 

single-handedly (Ibn Adham). In the narratives quoted above many peculiar aspects are 

highlighted and precise details have an important role, such as the maqṣūra and the gate 

(bāb). It is clear that the narratives here not only serve the purpose of spiritual purity but 

attempt to depict specific situations that are not mythical, but rather realistic; these can then, 

after that, serve to attach these narratives to the overall message of purity, scrupulosity, and 

so on, in order to praise a specific individual and piety in general. 

  

II.3.4 Shortening hope (qaṣr al-amal) 

The second complex of themes to be examined will be the brevity or length of hope (qaṣr/ṭūl 

al-amal) and the importance of constantly thinking about death. It refers to the idea that, in 

order to be on the right path – not being in danger of going astray and ending up in hell – and 

to live a pious life, one should not delay one’s good actions but instead live in the moment. 

The past has gone and the future is uncertain, so the only moment that can lead one to the 

right path is the present.522 If one expects to live a long life, good acts and service for God 

will be postponed and in the event of sudden death one is lost, helpless and unable to make 

up for one’s sins and the deeds not done. These two topics will be examined together here 

because dhikr al-mawt is closely related to qaṣr/ṭūl al-amal. As shall be seen, the latter 

practically does not exist without the first. In Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat, we find a narrative with 

the Sufi mode of expression that displays the main tenets of the renunciant’s ability to deal 

with living in the present, told by the famous early convert to Islam Waḥb b. Munabbih (d. 

110/728-9 or 114/732):  

 

A prophet passed a man who served God in a cave. He went towards him 

and greeted him. When he returned his greeting, the prophet asked him, 

‘Servant of God, since when are you here?’ ‘Since three hundred years,’ 

                                                
522 In Sufism this idea was expressed and further developed through the terms waqt and Ibn al-waqt, 

see, e.g., Qushayrī, Epistle, 75-77. Ibid., 76: “For when you neglect a divine command, or abandon 

what is prescribed for you by [God], or pay no attention to your shortcomings [in complying with 

God’s will], then you have simply departed from your religion.” This phrasing comes very close to 

what is in the Kutub al-zuhd and was probably taken from there.  
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he replied. He asked, ‘What do you feed on?’ He answered, ‘From the 

leaves of the trees.’  He asked, ‘Where do you take your drink from?’ He 

answered, ‘From the water of the springs.’ He asked, ‘Where do you stay 

in the winter?’ He answered, ‘At the foot of this mountain.’ He asked, 

‘How do you endure the service of God?’ He replied, ‘How could I not? 

It is but only this day till the nightfall. Yesterday has passed with 

everything happening within and the tomorrow has not come yet.’  The 

prophet was astonished by the wisdom of his words: ‘It is only this day 

until nightfall.’523 

 

The protagonists in this tale are anonymous, which is unusual in comparison to the 

traditionists’ zuhd collections. Furthermore, the content of the story and its narrator reflect the 

transmission or coexistence of ascetic wisdom in both Christian and Muslim renunciant and 

mystical circles, as the anonymous man in the cave is most probably an anchorite. The topos 

of the Sufi being an ibn al-waqt,524 a ‘son of the moment,’ is reflected here. In the zuhd 

collections the tone differs, becoming much more serious than it is in the above-quoted 

saying, which resembles wisdom literature. It reflects the apocalyptic worldview of early 

Islam to which the zuhd collectors apparently adhered and wished to reinstate in their own 

time. From Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd we have the following saying, related by the fourth caliph, 

ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib:  

 

There are two things I fear for you: that you hope for a long life and 

follow your desires. The hope for a long life lets one forget the afterlife 

while the following of desire leads away from the truth (al-ḥaqq). The 

Here is already on the leave, while the Hereafter is coming and they both 

have followers. Be sons of the hereafter, not sons of this world! Today 

there are acts, not Reckoning; tomorrow Reckoning and no acts.525   

 

These words relate to a speech made by the founder of Basra, ʿUtba b. Ghazwān, that I have 

mentioned above. The focus in both lies on the immediacy of Judgment Day, reflecting the 

                                                
523 Cf. Gramlich, Weltverzicht, 145. 
524 See Qushayrī, Epistle, 76; Ritter, Meer der Seele, 243. 
525 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #255. 
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apocalyptic atmosphere of the early days of Islam or, as Donner described it: “Convinced that 

the world around them was mired in sin and corruption, they felt an urgent need to ensure 

their salvation by living in strict accordance with the revealed law, as the Judgment could 

dawn at any moment.”526 Donner’s description, while focusing on law rather than morality in 

this example, fits the worldview found in the zuhd sayings quite well, as it reflects the 

eschatological aspect that is constantly present in the eyes of the believers, who aim to be 

ready and righteous at the moment of the Reckoning. In Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal’s Zuhd, we find a 

saying by Ibn al-Sammāk (d. 183/799-800)527 that contains similar connotations:  

 

This world from its beginning till its end is short. What has remained 

from it in comparison with what has passed is little. You have from it 

only little and from this little only little has remained. You entered the 

house of purchasing and ransom paying and tomorrow you will enter the 

house of reward and remainder. Purchase your soul today and pay 

ransom for it with full dedication, maybe then you will escape the 

punishment of your Lord.528  

 

Also from Aḥmad’s Zuhd is a saying attributed to Jesus that refers to the caducity of this 

present world, “Who builds a house on the ocean’s waves? This is this world. Do not make it 

your abode!”529 Furthermore, in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd there are various sayings related to 

this complex, but only one chapter that is named al-nahy ʿan ṭūl al-amal (prohibiting the 

lengthening of hope). The first saying in it is prophetic, related by Anas b. Mālik. There are 

variant readings in the Six Books (Tirmidhī, Bukhārī, Ibn Mājah), and these display both how 

humans conceive the length of their life and how it really is: “This is the son of Adam530 and 

                                                
526 Donner, Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam. Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press 2010, 79. 
527 Abū l-ʿAbbās Muḥammad b. Ṣabīḥ b. al-Sammāk al-Mudhakkir. Cf. Qushayrī, Epistle, 22-3 and 

387. 
528 In Aḥmad Zuhd, 367/#2150 (from Yazīd b. Muʿāwiya al-Nakhaʿī the beginning of this saying; the 

extended version in Ibn Abī l-Dunyā’s Dhamm al-dunyā, see Gramlich, Weltverzicht, 123-4, note 

137). 
529 Aḥmad, Zuhd 58/#325. 
530 I.e. the human. 
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this is his appointed time (ajal).531 He (i.e. Muḥammad) put his hand behind his neck and 

then lifted it up (literally: spread it) and said, ‘Then his appointed time and then his hope’.”532 

The first act, putting his hand behind his neck, symbolizes the actual time given to the person, 

while the second act, lifting or spreading his hand up high, signifies his expectations. Every 

human assumes he has plenty of time when, in reality, he does not. As such, by quoting the 

Prophet Ibn al-Mubārak attempts to display how little understanding humans have of their 

lifespan and that, instead of expecting long lives in which they can make up for wrongdoings 

in the end, they should always keep death and Judgment in mind, knowing it could arrive at 

any moment. The believer must, therefore, bear the afterlife in mind in expectation of 

Judgment Day. A similar but more elaborate Hadith is transmitted via Abū l-Mutawakkil al-

Nājī (d. c. 108/726-7):  

 

The Prophet took three sticks. He held one between his hands and put 

another to his side, and the third he threw far away. He then asked, ‘Do 

you know what this is?’ They answered, ‘God and his Prophet only 

know.’ He (Prophet) said, ‘This is the human, that is the appointed time 

and that [back there] is the hope occupying the human. Without that 

[over there], the appointed time (ajal) would make him tremble.’533 

 

If the human was not occupying himself with his hopes for a long life, and instead realized 

that the time of his death is near, he would shake and tremble and not know how to make up 

for his extravagance. There is, in Ibn Ḥajar’s Fatḥ al-Bārī, an eschatological Hadith 

containing a similar gesture and explanations for it. Scholars who have interpreted it are 

uncertain as to what the gestures of the Prophet mean. Ibn Ḥajar lists some of their ideas: 

“Saʿīd b. Abī Maryam - Abū Ghassān - Abū Ḥāzim - Sahl narrated that God’s messenger 

said, ‘My mission and the Hour are like these two.’ He pointed with his two fingers and 

spread them.”534 The explanation of this gesture is similar to that quoted above, in which the 

                                                
531 Ajal is a technical term for the time of death that has already predestined by God. 
532 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #252. 
533 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #254. 

534 Ibn Ḥajar, Fatḥ al-Bārī. Edited by Muḥammad Fuʾād ʿAbd al-Bāqī et al. 13 vols. Cairo 1390/1970, 

xi:347, #6503. 
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Prophet lifts his arms, as are the sticks that are placed in different distances from one another, 

as follows: 

 

‘Like these two,’ Ibn al-Tīn said, ‘There is disagreement on the meaning 

of this. Some say that it means, ‘like the length that is between the 

forefinger and the middle finger, while others say that the meaning is 

that there shall be no prophet between him and the Hour.535 Al-Qurṭubī 

writes: ‘The purport of the Hadith is to show the imminence of the 

Hour.’ [...] According to al-Qurṭubī in his Tadhkira: ‘The Hadith means 

that the Hour will come soon. [...] al-Ḍaḥḥāk commented: “the first of 

its536 preconditions is the mission of Muḥammad.’ [...] ʿIyād said: ‘Some 

have attempted to interpret this as meaning that the difference between 

the length of the two fingers corresponds to the remaining life of the 

world [...].537 

 
This sample has been provided because there are no such explanatory works (shurūḥ) for the 

Kutub al-zuhd as there are for the canonical collections, and because the majority of their 

Hadiths do not appear in the Six Books. Therefore, I must mainly rely on my own 

interpretations and explanations. However, as can be seen, the interpretation of this Hadith 

and the two previous ones suggest the same explanation for Muḥammad’s gesture concerning 

ajal and amal, of the related nature of the ‘mission’ and ‘the Hour.’ The point stressed here is 

that death and the reckoning are very close but everyone regards them as being far away. This 

underscores the idea that Islam moved towards being an apocalyptic religion in its early 

period,538 basing this idea not only on the Qurʾān but also these prophetic traditions, if they 

are considered authentic. 

  

                                                
535 The doctrine of Muḥammad being the seal of the Prophets is understood as meaning he was the last 

of them. Cf. TG i:29f. 
536 I.e. the Hour’s. 
537 Cited after Abdal Hakim Murad, Selections from the Fatḥ al-Bārī by Ibn Ḥajar al-Asqalānī. 

Cambridge: The Muslim Academic Trust 2009, 23-24. 
538 See Donner, Narratives chapter 2. 
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II.3.5 Memento mori (dhikr al-mawt) 

The dhikr al-mawt complex repeatedly employs similar imagery about the human mind. 

Right up to old age, or just before death, people remain unteachable, clinging on to this life. 

Anas b. Mālik related that the Prophet said, “The son of Adam dies, or he ages and two things 

remain in him: desire and hope.”539 Another saying from the same complex that again 

connects hope to dhikr al-mawt, from Sāliḥ al-Murrī (d. 170/786-7 or 172/788-9),540 goes: 

“‘If the thought of death left me for a while my heart would decay.’ Mālik said, ‘I did not see 

a [single] man who looked sadder than he’.”541 Sadness is, like weeping (bakā), a positive 

marker that emphasizes the renunciant’s awareness and piety. It must be seen in relation to 

thinking about death, the fear of Judgment Day, its punishment, and similar eschatological 

contexts. Opposed to the weepers are those who are cheerful; they are regarded as worldly 

people (ahl al-dunyā) who enjoy its pleasures. Adding another layer of dhikr al-mawt, Sāliḥ 

al-Murrī said, after quoting the Qurʾān: “Know (read iʿlamū) that God, exalted is He, 

revivified the earth after its death. We showed you the signs (āyāt).”542 He said, ‘This means 

that he softens the hearts after their sternness.’543 When the believer thinks of death, tears and 

fear will enter his heart and he will no longer be able to act harshly to anyone. The softening 

of the heart stands for the repentance of the believer through God and the reinstatement of 

that person’s belief and lifestyle. As such, the revivification of the earth is equal to the 

believer being shown the straight path. Even the Companions of the Prophet were not 

excluded from delaying the rigid duties of the pious by residing in a city rich from trade and 

comfortable such as Medina:   

 

Aʿmash said: ‘The Companions reached Medina. They ate what they had 

and what they had acquired before by effort. They became lax toward 

what has been revealed: (Q 57:16) “Has the time not come for the hearts 

of those who believe to be humble to the Reminder of God?”’ 544 

                                                
539 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #256. 
540 Abū Bishr Sāliḥ b. Bashīr b. Wādiʿ al-Baṣrī al-Qāṣṣ, named al-Murrī. He was regarded by Abū 

Nuʿaym as belonging to the bakkāʾūn; cf. EI2, bakkāʾ (Meier). 
541 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #260. 
542 Q 57:17. 
543 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #261.  
544 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #264.  
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As has been seen before, dhikr al-mawt and ṭūl al-amal are also related to tawakkul. The 

description found in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Hadiths resembles the same idea and relates it back to 

the covenant God made with Adam (mīthāq). This covenant lets the pious rely on being 

supported by God. Thus, the firmness of their trust resembles the purity of their belief. One 

example is from the battle of Yarmūk:545 

 

Abū Jahm b. Ḥudhayfah al-ʿAdawī said: ‘On the Day of Yarmūk546 I 

hurried. I carried a bucket of water and I asked my cousin if he was 

thirsty. I gave him water and I washed his face, then he drank out of my 

hand. I asked him, ‘May I feed you?’ And he signaled yes. Then 

a[nother] man moaned ‘ah’ and my cousin signaled to go with it (i.e. 

water) to him. He was Hishām b. al-ʿĀṣ, the brother of ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀṣ.547 

I went to him and I asked, ‘May I nourish you?’ Someone else heard it 

groaned ‘ah’ and Hishām signaled to go with it to him. So I went to him 

but he was already dead. Then I returned to Hishām and he was also 

already dead, then I went to my cousin and he was also already dead.’548  

 
As was seen earlier, in the passage on Abū Dharr’s life on the battlefield, Jihad, the 

battlefield, and death were ever-present in the worldview of the early generations, as they 

also were to that of Ibn al-Mubārak, who kept fighting against Turks549 and Byzantines, on 

the eastern and western borders.550 The collected sayings regarding these harsh but heroic 

events served to stimulate the warrior’s spirit and to be as a sign of piety, strength of belief, 

and the reward of martyrdom in battle for the sake of Islam.  

                                                
545 See further EI2, Yarmūk (Bosworth). 
546 The battle of Yarmūk took place in 13/634. Ṭabarī states that Abū l-Dardāʾ was the qāḍī for the 

Muslim army and, as well as other battles, he also took part in the conquest of Cyprus in 27/647 or 8, 

as did Abū Dharr (see Encyclopaedia Islamica i:656). 
547 A Companion of Muḥammad who died in 42/663. 
548 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #525. 
549 Ibrāhīm Ibn Adham and Shaqīq al-Balkhī are said to have fought against the Turks in the east. 

‘Turks’ here refers to the Turkic tribes of Central Asia who were raiding the eastern regions of the 

Islamic Empire. 
550 See TG ii:552ff. 
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 The idea to concentrate on at this point is that any life is just a moment away from 

death. All of the people mentioned here died in the war as martyrs; the two first died 

particularly honorably because they sacrificed their lives for each other. This theme then 

recurs, signalling that whoever died during the time of the Prophet, in one of the early battles, 

received a special status. An early death was, at times, even equated with piety. The earlier 

one died, the purer their belief was, while the later one dies, the more one has to worry about 

drifting away from the pure time of the Prophet towards that of murder, civil war, and 

corruption by wealth and power. Ibn al-Mubārak also stresses this point, using dhikr al-mawt 

as a tool to establish this view among pious believers and to underline the need to live as 

frugally as possible. This is what constitutes the renunciant lifestyle he wishes to promote, 

and expressed repeatedly, in various ways: 

 

Abū l-ʿUbaydīn551 said to ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd: ‘Oh, Companions of 

Muḥammad! Do not disagree with us and make us unhappy.’ He said, 

‘God have mercy on you Abū l-ʿUbaydīn. Verily, the Companions of 

Muḥammad are those already buried with him in the cold [earth].’552 

 

Again it is the time aspect that is important, demonstrated here through ʿAbdallāh b. 

Masʿūd’s limiting of the Companions of the Prophet to have only been those who died during 

his lifetime or shortly after.553 In another, related saying, we are told by Ibn ʿAwf that he was 

fasting and could not eat for he realized that all the ‘good’ Muslims have died already: 

 

Saʿd b. Ibrāhīm heard from his brother that a meal was brought before ʿAbd 

al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf but he was fasting, and said, ‘Musʿab b. ʿUmayr was 

killed, and he was better than me. He was covered by his mantle and when 

his head was covered, his feet were open (i.e. uncovered), when his feet 

were covered, his head was not and I saw it.’ He continued, ‘And Hamza 

was killed and he was better than I. The world was made easy for us [to 

                                                
551 I.e. Muʿāwiya b. Subra (d. 98/716-717). 
552 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #523. 
553 For the different definitions of Companions, see Muranyi, Die Prophetengenossen in der 

frühislamischen Geschichte. Bonn: Selbstverlag des Orientalischen Seminars der Universität 1973, 

12-21. 
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take],’ or he said, ‘we were given from the world what we were given (i.e. 

we were given everything we needed). We were afraid that our deeds would 

pass us by’; then he started to cry and left the food be.554  

 

First of all, there is the suggestion here that earlier times, those of the Prophets, were always 

considered better than later ones. The further the period is from the Prophet the more corrupt 

it and its people become. This idea is here manifested in Ibn ʿAwf’s realization that the 

people who had been more excellent in character and piety than him have already died and 

that after their time they had a period of comfort. The too-short burial shroud reflects the 

poverty, or rather the modesty, of the lives of the Companions. Such a theme constantly 

reappears in narratives on the money pious people left behind after their death, which was 

often described as having been no more than one or two Dirhams. In the present case, none of 

the warriors carried more than what was necessary with them on campaign, and sometimes 

not even enough to cover the cost of a proper burial shroud.555 The last sentence Ibn ʿAwf 

utters reflects the fear that this time of ease diminishes the deeds done beforehand in an 

instant. This means that the pious believer must always be aware of what he does and not 

enjoy comfort, instead living prudently in the moment, something which manifested itself in 

the concept of waraʿ (scrupulosity). 

 There was a dispute, traceable throughout the first two centuries of Islamic Hadith 

scholarship, about the aforementioned doctrine of the time of death and its relationship to 

purity. Two Hadiths regarding this topic were circulated, in which Muḥammad is supposed to 

have said:  

 

(a) “The best of my people is my generation (qarnī), then the one 

following, then the following...”556 

(b) “‘Oh, Messenger of God, Is there someone who is better than us? We 

embraced Islam and fought with you.’ He (Prophet) answered, ‘Yes, the 

                                                
554 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #521. 
555 As is also told by Shaqīq al-Balkhī (Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:15). 
556 “Khayr ummatī qarnī thumma al-ladhīna yalūnahum thumma al-ladhīna yalūnahum...,” in: 

Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ iii:6, #3650 & #3651 (faḍāʾil al-ṣaḥāba, 62, 1); Aḥmad, Musnad xxxviii:57, #22960; 

cf. Muranyi, Prophetengenossen, 22; cf. Wensinck, Concordance ii:96 (left column). 
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people that will come after you and believe in me [but] did not witness 

me [are better]’.”557 

 

According to Muranyi, the first Hadith must have been circulating as early as the first century 

of Islam while the second seems to have come into existence between 120-130/738-747-8.558 

The one supporting Ibn al-Mubārak’s view, that is, (a), is now part of the canonical 

collections (inter alia Bukhārī) while the opposing view, (b), has not and is thus mostly 

disregarded. The question arises as to why Ibn al-Mubārak and the other zuhd traditionists 

support the, as Muranyi calls it, “view of the Neo-Muslims,” which identifies them as starting 

with the fourth generation after the Prophet,559 since he cannot count himself among them. 

Noth’s and Muranyi’s suggestion that the followers (tābiʿūn) and ‘Neo-Muslims’ (i.e. 

Mawālī), who felt handicapped, invented the (b) saying to force their equalization with or 

even elevation above the early generations of Muslims (“Altmuslime”) is indeed convincing, 

although it does not solve the problem of why the traditionists followed view (a). Another 

suggestion Muranyi proposes is that (b) was invented as part of ʿAbbāsid propaganda, to win 

over the Neo-Muslims and mawālī to their cause.560 If that was the case, then Ibn al-Mubārak 

was neither influenced by his heritage nor by the propaganda of his surroundings, as he came 

from Khurāsān. He advocated – and this was something that would become the main stance 

of traditionism – that the Prophet’s time was indeed the purest. This happened despite the fact 

that there was, for some decades, a dispute that would later be solved in favor of a pro-ṣaḥābī 

fashion, reporting or even telling stories of the Companions’ glorious battles and virtues 

(manāqib), performed in mosques for amusement and to teach the next generation through 

the examples of the Followers.  

At the end of this chapter, we see Ibn al-Mubārak’s pattern of focusing on early 

Companions who have proved their loyalty not as leaders of the young Islamic Empire but as 

warriors on the battlefield and who, besides their sacrifices and hardships, always focused on 

serving God and His Prophet.  

 

                                                
557 Ibn Ḥanbal, Musnad, iv:106 and xxviii:181-3, #16976. We find a) and b) in Ibn Ḥanbal’s Musnad; 

cf. Muranyi, Prophetengenossen, 22 & 26. 
558 Ibid., 27-28. 
559 Ṣaḥāba - tābiʿ/tabiʿī - tābiʿ al-tabiʿīn. 
560 Cf. Muranyi, Prophetengenossen, 27. 
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II.4 Conclusion 

Judging from the source material discussed in this chapter, dhamm/hawān al-dunyā or 

contemptus mundi must be seen as a cause and core principle of renunciation in the Islam of 

Late Antiquity. A range of ideas, such as memento mori/dhikr al-mawt and ubi sunt, the 

brevity of life, the inescapability of death, Adam’s fall, the depiction of this world as vile in 

the eyes both of its inhabitants and God, and the overshadowing and eternal concern for the 

afterlife all shape the concepts of renunciation and blame of this present life, and thus the 

majority of the material in the zuhd Hadith collections. 

 Several possible influences and concepts have been proposed, expounded, and 

assessed, particularly the late antique Christian conceptions of contemptus mundi over 

societal and life circumstances that could have caused its evolution and flourishing. 

Detachment from the matters of this world was, after all, the ultimate sign of piety and 

service to God. However, complete detachment was recommended neither in the writings of 

late antique Christian authors nor of the zuhd traditionists. Only in medieval times did 

contemptus mundi become a genre of its own, when its contemptuous attitude was ultimately 

elevated.561 The traditionists were not preoccupied with renouncing all worldy goods as the 

descriptions of the world-renouncing ascetics Ibn Adham, Shaqīq al-Balkhī, and others would 

suggest. While they do highlight the virtue of poverty and the corruption that wealth causes, 

they do not unanimously conclude that people should give up all worldly concerns, especially 

not their trade (Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ), as this would, in their eyes, be ideally combined 

with the search for knowledge. This observation again suggests that the traditionist zuhhād or 

zuhd compilers probably favored a mild form of asceticism, as Hurvitz labelled it when 

referring to Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal.562 If God gives you many riches, you should use them wisely, 

and if you are poor then that is even better, because then you don’t have to worry about 

belongings.563 This is what, for them, accepting God’s will through tawakkul implies, as we 

will see in the subsequent chapter. Yet it is also true that Aḥmad and Hannād did cite 

                                                
561 Cf. Lotharii Cardinalis (Innocenti III), De miseria humane conditionis. Edited by Maccarrone. 

Lucani: Thesaurus Mundi 1955. 
562 Hurvitz, Biographies and Mild Asceticism: A Study of Islamic Moral Imagination, in: Studia 

Islamica 85 (1997), 41-65. 
563 Van Ess, Gedankenwelt, 104-5: “Muḥāsibī bestimmt den Heilswert von Armut und Reichtum nicht 

objektiv, sondern vom Menschen her, je nachdem, ob er imstande ist, mit der Kraft des Wissens durch 

die Versuchung hindurchzuschreiten.” 
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traditions that defame trade and commerce. Hence, Muḥammad b. Sīrīn (d. 110/728)564 said: 

“If not for the poor, I would not expose myself to trade,”565 meaning that giving alms would 

be impossible for him if he did not earn money, thus demonstrating that he held ṣadaqa in 

fairly high esteem. Furthermore, Abū l-Dardāʾ, from whom we have a number of rather 

extreme sayings, “is identified as having found trade and worship incompatible.”566 This 

controversy may suggest that the traditionists included some contradictory traditions in their 

collections, but also that some zuhd traditionists favored some ‘critical’ material while others 

omitted it. Lastly, zuhd traditionists seemed to have had their own opinions on certain matters 

and concepts, and did not necessarily agree with each other. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
564 Aḥmad’s Zuhd contains 45 pages on him, which is, after the Prophet, the most extensive entry in 

the printed edition (Beirut 2002). Cf. EI2, Ibn Sīrīn (Fahd). He is said to have been the first renowned 

interpreter of dreams and a contemporary of Ḥasan al-Baṣrī, who died in the same year as he. From 

his biography we know that he had problems making ends meet financially, and that he was a cloth 

merchant (Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vii1:144f.). In general, the descriptions of his personality and life bear 

significant fictional charateristics. 
565 Aḥmad, Zuhd 314/#1832. 
566 Melchert, Exaggerated fear, 297. 
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III. Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God: between asceticism and 

renunciation 
 

III.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, concepts that are generally considered typical aspects of asceticism, such as 

(deliberate) hunger (jūʿ), seclusion and isolation (khalwa and ʿuzla), and trust in God 

(tawakkul), are examined. Due to time and space limitations, this chapter will be limited to 

these mentioned three themes,567 all of which involve the psychological and practical aspects 

of zuhd – or attitudes leading to practices or their avoidance – according to which ascetics 

and/or renunciants lived.568 The aim of this chapter will be to assess whether these modes or 

practices can be best classified as ascetic or renunciant. The term asceticism shall be applied 

to concepts resembling late antique Christian practices, while renunciation shall classify 

practices closer to ‘pure’ Islamic understandings. Hence, the focus will lie partly on the 

differences and similarities between exercising and comprehending these ascetic/renunciant 

modes and whether they can be related to either a Christian or an Islamic understanding. 

These concepts all fit within the framework of eschatology insofaras they reflect different 

modes of detachment from this world through mental and physical practice and redirecting 

one’s focus towards God, the Reckoning and the afterlife. These provide a different 

perspective on zuhd practices, since they are not obligatory for most zuhd traditionists, unlike 

taking part in Jihad,569 but are deliberate, supererogatory acts reflecting the renunciant’s 

piety.  

 Furthermore, this chapter aims to analyze these concepts in texts from different 

literary genres to deduce what may have been the lived religious practice of zuhd, in its 

                                                
567 There are many more terms, such as fear (khawf, cf. Melchert, Exaggerated fear in early Islamic 

Renunciant Tradition, in: JRAS, Series 21, 3 [2011], 283-300), hope, dhikr, etc. that would have been 

equally interesting, but space must be found for them elsewhere in future publications, preferably in 

separate articles on the subject. 
568 As shall be seen in the subsequent chapter on Renunciation and Warfare, it is the mentality with 

which the warrior (ghāzī, mujāhid) sets out for battle that is primarily stressed in Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

Jihād. In Jihad, mentality/attitude and practice coincide.  
569 We will see in my chapter Renunciation and Warfare that Ibn al-Mubārak considered taking part in 

Jihad as primarily an individual duty (farḍ al-ʿayn) and only secondarily a communal one (farḍ al-

kifāya). 
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different modes and colors. I will examine how 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th century zuhd 

traditions entered later 3rd/9th century ‘canonical’ collections, and whether and to what 

extent they were altered. I intend to demonstrate how various concepts that are generally 

understood by scholars through the lens of the Six Books, biographies, hagiographies, and 

city histories differ or resemble those found in zuhd Hadith literature. The so-called canonical 

collections tried to frame certain concepts, such as hunger, seclusion, and tawakkul, possibly 

in order to counter any extreme positions in Islam that could promote neglecting one’s 

sustenance, isolation in remote places, or constant fasting. Here we can recognize how 

concepts of zuhd were made to fit one religious stream or another.  

 Any single piece of biographical information must be treated with caution, since it 

primarily aims to praise or discredit a certain person, elevate him to saintly status, cleanse 

him of doubt and sin, and ascribe to him a variety of miraculous stories. Just like those stories 

of Ibn Adham’s (d. 161/777-8), Shaqīq al-Balkhī’s (d. 194/810), and Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

courage on the battlefield, we encounter legendary stories regarding abstinence or seclusion 

from society. In respect to Jihad, numerous legendary stories are found throughout the 

literature: Ibn Adham single-handedly defeats an entire army battalion, Shaqīq falls asleep in 

the middle of a battle, and Ibn al-Mubārak defeats an innumerable number of enemies, before 

retreating, as he did not wish to be recognized by his fellow-soldiers.570 No-one from our 

time and with our understanding would nowadays believe such stories, but they seem to have 

had great influence on the concept of early Islamic renunciation, at least on a 

phenomenological level.571  

 These individuals were all described as ascetics. I often avoid using the term 

asceticism for zuhd, since asceticism describes a phenomenon that is primarily associated 

with Christian ascetic and monastic practice, such as deliberate hunger/fasting, isolation, and 

other concepts that can often seem rather ‘extreme’ in comparison to Islamic practices of 

zuhd as represented by the second and early third Islamic century traditionists. These often do 

not apply to the concepts of zuhd; this term, and particularly al-zuhd fī l-dunyā, instead seem 

to express an attempt to redirect the self towards the afterlife, with the aim of behaving 

                                                
570 Cf. Gramlich, Vorbilder; on Khatīb’s account see below, the chapter Renunciation and Warfare. 
571 Radtke describes Gramlich’s handling of the sources for zuhd as a phenomenological approach. 

While this may be a very fitting observation, it is of little help when trying to understand the 

historicity of the events that caused the zuhd Weltanschauung. Unfortunately, I was unable to locate 

where I read this but found it important enough to mention even without the reference. 
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moderately with regard to food, entering a state of seclusion or retreat for short periods of 

time while primarily remaining a part of society, and trusting in God, understood as His 

assistance and the successful acquisition of sustenance. The zuhd Hadith literature rarely 

promotes an ascetic lifestyle such as is at times described, for instance, in the Ḥilyat of Abū 

Nuʿaym where, inter alia, Ibn Adham is ‘instructed’ by a Christian monk to seclude himself 

from society and people altogether, or in another episode where ascetics are said to have lived 

with wild animals.572 Some traditions in the Kutub al-zuhd do promote complete isolation and 

narrate miraculous encounters with wild beasts, but these traditions are in the minority and 

often counterbalance previous or subsequent traditions that state the opposite or mitigate 

them. This will be investigated in detail below, in the section on khalwa and ʿuzla. But let us 

first look at the zuhd traditionists and their presentation of early Muslim understanding of 

hunger, which could be regarded as the most prominent manifestation of asceticism. As shall 

be seen in the following section, their focus lies not on fasting (ṣawm/ṣiyām) but on hunger 

(jūʿ).  

 

III.2 Hunger (Jūʿ)    
Most of the traditions discussing hunger found in the Kutub al-zuhd allude to situations of 

struggle, hardship, and poverty of, among others, the Prophet and his family at the very 

beginning of Islam. The circumstances of his hunger, and that of his family and the 

Companions, are also retold. This poverty and lack of food are seen to have occurred in a 

variety of circumstances, such as during battles, at the time of the expulsion or emigration, 

etc. The narratives have a tone similar to that found in the following: “ʿUtba b. Ghazwān (d. 

18/639)573 preached to us: ‘I saw myself with the Messenger of God as the seventh of seven. 

We did not have anything to eat except grape leaves, so that our mouth’s corners 

ulcerated.’”574 Hunger is here perceived as involuntary rather than something caused by 
                                                
572 Gramlich, Vorbilder i:276f. 
573 A well-known Companion of Muḥammad who fought at Badr, Uḥud, the battle of the trench, 

Yamāma, etc. and who also served as the governor of Basra after his appointment by the second 

caliph, ʿUmar. 
574 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #120; Aḥmad, Zuhd 31/#169 (as in the preceding chapters, my practice with 

references to Aḥmad’s Zuhd are, because of the existence of innumerable editions, to provide the 

oldest edition, that is, the Meccan of 1357/1938, which was photomechanically reprinted in Beirut: 

Dār alKutub alʿIlmīya 1396/1976, by page number and a more recent one, Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-

ʿArabī 2002, by item number). 
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fasting.575 As such, the difficult situation that caused their involuntary hunger is in contrast to 

that which is generally considered to be fasting, that is, voluntary abstinence from food.  

 In the zuhd collections hunger would always remain something involuntary, but 

fasting could be carried out as a supererogatory act at almost any time. Little more than hints 

of a more developed practice of fasting outside the regular norms can be found, and it seems 

to have been an individual choice rather than a fixed custom.576 Fasting is, instead, often 

shown as an act of piety, obedience, and humbleness that expresses an individual’s sincerity 

in matters of belief, rather than as a method of spiritual development as such,577 although 

supererogatory fasting could certainly be praised: “Ḥasan said, ‘I got to know a people who 

had a man amongst them who for sixty years did not ask his folks for food’.”578 At times, 

probably because of the Hadith genre itself, the authors of which often tried to frame the 

lifestyle of the Prophet as having been moderate, we even find reproaches against fasting and 

praying too much, as related to one’s responsibilities as a family provider.  

 The only aspect that these traditions and that which is cited below have in common is 

their praise of those who do not become satiated and therefore experience satisfaction from 

the food available. Experiencing satisfaction based on this-worldly materiality seems, in their 

argument for abstinence, to be the main target of renunciation. Thus, the difficult situations at 

the very beginning of Islam, during the Prophet’s lifetime, and a few years after his death, 

before the successful expansion of Islam, were viewed positively, in two main aspects: first, 

self-sacrifice for Islam was, from the beginning of the new religion, regarded as a key aspect, 

be it in hunger, endurance of tribulations, or martyrdom. Secondly, the zuhhād, those who 

promoted a renunciant, pious lifestyle, saw satisfaction, whether through food or sensual 

pleasure, as something negative that attaches the believer to this world and prevents them 

from carrying out their obligatory religious duties. They considered the ideal believer to be 
                                                
575 In the Sufi manuals, such as Qurshayrī’s Risāla, the first items – a qurʾānic quote (2:155) and a 

Prophetic Hadith – treat jūʿ as involuntary starving inflicted by God [as either a test or tribulation]. 

Sufism, however, developed this thought further by relating hunger to tribulation, before then going 

even further into a fundament of spiritual striving (mujāhada), after which it was developed as a 

regular practice. Qushayrī says, “The wayfarers (arbāb al-sulūk) gradually advance in getting 

accustomed to hunger and abstention from food and find sources of wisdom in it.” (Risāla, 258; 

Epistle, 157; Sendschreiben, 208).  
576 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #126. 
577 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #521. 
578 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #76; Aḥmad, Zuhd 260-1/#1467 (via Wakīʿ). 



 149 

one who constantly recollected the Judgement and the afterlife rather than being occupied 

with the affairs of this world. Partial deliberate abstinence from food and other items that 

merely serve the pleasure of one’s nafs (self; developing with Sufism to ‘animal soul’) would 

develop into a means of detaching oneself from the material world. This idea apparently 

evolved throughout the process described above and was developed further by subsequent 

generations. The limiting of one’s food seems to have existed from an early time, as 

documented in a prophetic tradition, after which it was carried on into second Islamic century 

renunciation and later Sufism.  

 Here, a peculiar overlap between two sources, the Kutub al-zuhd and an alleged 

epistle by Shaqīq al-Balhkī, can be observed when analyzing the theme of hunger. In Wakīʿ’s 

and Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kutub al-zuhd there is this prophetic Hadith: “Three dishes or three 

bites are suitable for Ibn Adam’s coccyx (ṣulb)579 so that he triumphs over his nafs: a third of 

the meal, a third of the drink, and a third for his breath.”580 As such, eating and drinking 

cover two thirds, while leaving the final third empty will prevent one from developing a 

feeling of satisfaction from fullness. Now, we do, peculiarly, have one of the few, or possibly 

the only, writing by a 2nd/8th century renowned zāhid, namely Shaqīq al-Balkhī,581 that 

describes the specific procedure of dividing food by three with the aim of partial abstinence 

from it. The epistle is named ādāb al-ʿibādāt (etiquette of acts of worship), and it places 

renunciation (zuhd) as the first of four stages of the sincere believer (manāzil al-ṣidq: zuhd, 

                                                
579 The coccyx is mentioned because of the idea that Adam’s progeny, after professing to a-last, was 

in the semen in his coccyx, from where they were passed on to the following generations; see Q 7:172 

and EI3, Covenant (religious) pre-eternal (Ebstein). 
580 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #75; Muʿāfā b. ʿImrān, Zuhd, p. 306, #222. Edited by ʿĀmir Ḥasan Ṣabrī. Beirut 

1999. Tirmidhī, Jāmiʿ (Kitāb al-Zuhd 47) iv:590, #2380 (Ibn al-Mubārak second transmitter in the 

isnād). Cf. Wensinck, Concordance iii:333. This Hadith was hence well known by and circled widely 

among the traditionists.   
581 Sezgin does not list the manuscript attributed to Shaqīq in his GAS. Nwyia lists it as Topkapi, 

Emanet 1762, fol. 159b-163a and partly analyzed its authenticity in Exégèse coranique et langage 

mystique. Beirut 1970, 213-231. I am not persuaded by his analysis (ibid., 213ff.) as I do not find its 

ideas, vocabulary, nor style “archaique” (ibid., 214), but rather the opposite. We do not have any text 

from that time of which I am aware that depicts a development in stages but which does not reappear 

for decades at least. The manuscript was published by Nwyia, Trois Oeuvres Inédites De Mystique 

Musulmans. Beirut: Libraire Orientale 1986, 17-21. 
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khawf, shawq ilā l-janna,582 maḥabba li-Llāh) on the path to inner cleansing and completion. 

The originality of the text is, as mentioned previously, rather suspect due to its description of 

the inner development happening in stages, one that we know about primarily from classical 

Sufi literature, for example, the works of Sarrāj583 (d. 378/988) and Qushayrī (d. 465/1072). 

These stages (maqāmāt/manāzil/darajāt) may have been developed in the 2nd/8th century, 

but there is little evidence of this. 

 However, for our purposes the question of originality is secondary, since it is the 

content’s similarity to the prophetic Hadith that is interesting. Shaqīq provided us with a 

description of the practice of the zāhid that is quite unusual for this early period, as manuals 

of practice do not appear until the previously-mentioned Sufi ones, that were written almost 

two hundred years later. In one instance, appearing about half a century after Shaqīq, we do 

have a stage-wise perception, found in the text K. al-Khalwa wa-l-tanaqqul fī l-ʿibāda wa 

darajāt al-ʿābidīn, written by Muḥāsibī (d. 243/857). While the title suggests a spiritual 

development, van Ess points out that Muḥāsibī did not know or speak of any stage-related 

development system as found in the maqāmāt of the Sufi manuals: “The arrangement gluing 

the parts of his work together seems to come from a continuous immersion into the sinfulness 

of oneself.”584 Lastly, the K. al-Khalwa is, according to van Ess, one of the few works 

attributed to Muḥāsibī that does not seem to have been his but was instead written by Aḥmad 

b. ʿĀṣim al-Anṭakī (fl. 3rd/9th cent. ?).585  

 Shaqīq’s work does not advocate the complete renunciation of food, but rather a 

partial one that still allows for life’s basic necessities. Alongside this is the eschatological 

goal of salvation, which must be constantly kept in mind; this is the final destination point, 

the aim strived towards, and that for which everything in this world is done. The fundamental 

idea of Ibn al-Mubārak, Wakīʿ, Shaqīq, Ibn Adham, and other zuhhād or zuhd traditionists is, 

therefore, the same: to align this life fully with the afterlife. This is what zuhd in this epistle 

and in traditionist literature really expresses, the aim of not seeing renunciation as a form of 
                                                
582 In Ibn al-Mubārak’s and Aḥmad’s Zuhd it is only the terminology al-zāhid fī l-dunyā wa-l-rāghib 

ʿalā/ilā l-ākhira that hints at a relationship with the stronger and more Sufi-like term shawq that is 

found in ādāb al-ʿibādāt.  
583 Sarrāj, The kitāb al-lumaʿ fī l-taṣawwuf. Edited by Nicholson. Leiden: Brill 1914. 
584 See van Ess, Gedankenwelt, xiii. 
585 Ibid., 17ff. In another example, appearing about a century after Shaqīq, a single topic of 

sincerity/truthfulness (Kitāb al-Ṣidq) was treated by Kharrāz (d. 286/899?). The Book of Truthfulness. 

Edited and translated by Arberry. Oxford University Press 1937. 
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privation but of becoming indifferent towards the superfluous and delightful things of this 

world. That this stands in some kind of contrast with engagement in warfare did not seem to 

perplex anyone. Shaqīq’s alleged epistle states: 

 

The believer begins to accept the renunciation (zuhd) with disciplining 

the nafs by limiting the longing for food and drink to the necessary and 

denying it satiation day and night. [...] He takes the food in two meals, 

either before noon or in the evening, or if he fasts, in the evening and 

before dawn. Fasting gives more strength and velocity on the (God-

serving) journey. He may not consume his meal in one instant. Were the 

ingestion of day and night to be taken in one instant only, he would 

remain without the feeling of hunger during the day and night. In this 

state he starts looking for the superfluous lusts. Due to the accumulated 

food in his stomach his body becomes lazy and his stomach dissuades 

him from servanthood and ritual prayer. [...] To fill his stomach at 

daybreak only up to a third or even half will have him longing for food 

until the evening and thereby he will be distracted from the superfluous 

things of this world. [...] He shall fill his stomach only up to one third 

with food and leave the second and last third to breath, praise of God, 

and recitation of the Qurʾān. [...] The longing for the superfluous is but 

love for this world.586 

 

It is clear from this that Shaqīq wrote an instruction for everyone who required an 

explanation of Hadiths or of the actual practice of reducing their sustenance to one- or two-

thirds, as mentioned by the Prophet. It may even be that Shaqīq thought it necessary to 

provide additional explanations by stating that love of this world is evil per se, and its cure is 

the renunciation of everything but life’s absolute necessities. Zuhd is understood as the 

healing force from dependence on this world. Hunger is described here as a means of living 

that does not rely on bread and water alone or on living with as little as possible, but of eating 

one’s normal food in moderation. Due to the similarities with the Prophetic example, it is 

                                                
586 Nwyia, Trois Oeuvres Inédites De Mystique Musulmans, 17-18. Cf. Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:49ff. 
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very likely that Shaqīq knew this Hadith, established a teaching by it, and acted upon it.587 

This makes good sense considering that many of those who would later be claimed by the 

Sufis as their ascetic forefathers and early mystics had primarily been, in fact, scholars of 

Hadith. As such, his renunciant persuasion made him increase the abstinence of the prophetic 

Hadith from originally saving two thirds for food and drink to just one third in Shaqīq’s 

teaching. 

 In the biographical/hagiographical literature many extreme examples are provided of 

early Muslim ‘ascetics’ refraining from food altogether. Ibrāhīm b. Adham is supposed to 

have not eaten anything during the month of Ramaḍān, and while traveling, there were long 

periods when he only ate dust or clay.588 He is even said to have advised someone to fast until 

he died.589 There is a tendency in this type of literature to stress this extreme renunciant 

lifestyle, supposedly in order to make the descriptions of the supererogatory practices of 

specific personalities seem all the more impressive, and thereby increase their perceived level 

of piety or even holiness.590 It is clear from these examples, Shaqīq’s text above, and the lack 

of similar sayings in the zuhd collections, that there was a change between or a simultaneous 

existence of ‘extreme’ and ‘moderate’ renunciation in the literature, and possibly elsewhere 

as well.  

 Fasting is described by Sarrāj in his K. al-Lumaʿ as exceptional, as it cannot be 

recognized by others as an outward act and so must be directly rewarded by God and/or His 

Prophet.591 Furthermore, in the zuhd collections this idea is mentioned as having been a 

preoccupation of Jesus, who, whenever he was fasting, oiled his head and beard and 

moistened his lips so no-one would recognize that he was doing so.”592 Similarly, an early 

                                                
587 That he does not quote it may be a result of the literary genre he wrote in; there are no Hadiths in 

ādāb al-ʿibādāt. 
588 See Gramlich, Vorbilder, i:209ff., who took this piece of information from hagiographical sources 

such as the Ḥilyat; Ibn ʿAṭṭār, Tadhkira; Munāwī, al-kawākib al-duriyya; Shaʿrānī, al-ṭabāqāt al-

kubrā, etc. 
589 Gramlich, Vorbilder i:211. 
590 Cf. Gramlich, Vorbilder, e.g., i:209ff. on Ibrāhīm b. Adham’s refrainment from food, ibid., 529 on 

Abū Bakr al-Shiblī (d. 334/946), etc. 
591 Sarrāj, Lumaʿ, 161; Schlaglichter, 257.  
592 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #150; Wakīʿ, Zuhd #344; Hannād, Zuhd #879; Aḥmad, Zuhd 55/#307. These 

can be found in Ibn al-Mubārak and Hannād, under sections hiding one’s acts ikhfāʾ al-amal & al-

ʿamal wa dhikr al-khafī.   
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Companion of the Prophet, Zubayr b. al-ʿAwwām (d. 36/656),593 one of those to whom 

paradise was promised,594 took a similar approach, stating, “Whoever is capable of hiding 

good acts, may he do so.”595 

 Over the course of my study of the Kutub al-zuhd I have not come across examples of 

constant fasting as described, for instance, in Sarrāj’s manual: “A group of Shaykhs fasted 

constantly on a journey and at home until they came to God.”596 Yet constant fasting may, 

when it becomes a habit, have negative effects, for all habits carry the risk of making one 

become lax.597 Hunger is understood as a tribulation which, from its positive outcome, will 

benefit one for the afterlife: “Fasting is a shield against the fire in the afterlife.”598 

 At times, the zuhhād’s practice found its way into Sufi manuals, as we know from the 

zuhd collections and Shaqīq’s epistle ādāb al-ʿibādāt, seen in the case of Ḥajjāj b. al-Furāfiṣa 

(d. ?) who is described as finishing his meal before he was completely full. Then, in Abū 

Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat and in the manuals, extensive periods of fasting are ascribed to him. In the 

manuals this is supplemented with an anecdote about someone (Abū Turāb al-Nakhshabī, d. 

245/859) who ate only twice while crossing a desert.599 Clearly a shift was made by 4th/10th 

century Sufi authors such as Qushayrī from not eating until one was full towards fasting 

constantly or continuously for long periods of time.  

                                                
593 He died as a martyr, one of the most well-known Companions and among the ten to whom 

Paradise was promised. He was known by the nickname Ḥawārī rasūl Allāh (‘the Disciple’ or 

‘Apostle of the Messenger of God’), related by blood to the Prophet, and was one of the earliest 

converts, some say the fourth or fifth male, converting when he was 16 years old. He took part in the 

first hijra and most of the early battles for Islam, including Badr 2/624, Uḥud 3/625, Trench 

(khandaq) 5/627, Tabūk 9/630, Yarmūk 15/636. As he fought against ʿAlī at the Battle of the Camel 

in 36/656 he was attacked in Shīʿī sources; he died there aged 64, 57, or 54 and was buried near 

Basra. See EI2, al-Zubayr b. al-ʿAwwām (Hasson). 
594 Cf. EI2, al-ʿAshara al-Mubashshara (Wensinck). 
595 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #252; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #1109; Hannād, Zuhd #878; Aḥmad, Zuhd 144/#777; Ibn 

Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf xix:192, #35768 (via Wakīʿ). 
596 Sarrāj, Lumaʿ, 163; Schlaglichter, 259. 
597 Sarrāj, Lumaʿ, 164; Schlaglichter, 260-1. 
598 Ibid. 
599 Qushayrī, Risāla, 260; Epistle, 158; Sendschreiben, 209. 
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 As has been seen in the Introduction, it was also reported of Wakīʿ that he used to fast 

constantly or for certain periods of time (al-dahr). 600 Dahr may mean both an unlimited 

period of time and an undefined but limited one. There is only one instance in Ibn al-

Mubārak’s Zuhd601 where the term yaṣūmu-l-dahr is used, when it is applied to ʿUthmān; it 

has a slightly different wording in Aḥmad’s Zuhd.602 This tradition about ʿUthmān focuses on 

his participation in vigils and highlights that he fasted during the night. Zuhayr al-Bunānī, in 

Aḥmad’s Zuhd (314/#1832), uses dahr as meaning a limited time for breaking the fast, using 

but little food. In Aḥmad’s Zuhd, Jesus and Abū Dharr both define al-dahr as three days per 

month,603 while an unidentified figure reproaches continuous fasting by using the term dahr 

when stating that “whoever fasts constantly, God prescribes for him hell (man ṣāma al-dahr 

ḍayyiq Allāh ʿalayhim jahannam) (!) [...].”604 This shows that there was (a) discord as to the 

definition of the term dahr and (b) serious reproaches made against those who continuously 

fasted, as it was seen as something that would result in punishment in hell, while 

supererogatory fasting during the night vigil or three random days of a month, on the other 

hand, would be praised. Clearly this hints at a disagreement among adherents of zuhd as to 

whether continuous fasting was permissible or not. The definition of dahr ascribed to Jesus 

and Abū Dharr seems artificial, and may have been added to define fasting as being limited in 

period and thus to warn against continuously doing so. Considering this debate, my 

hypothesis, stated earlier, that there might have been various forms of zuhd in the first three 

centuries of Islam certainly seems plausible. Adherents of Sufism later incorporated examples 

that would fit their preconceived ideas while traditionists would try to frame and incorporate 

those renunciants by focusing on their normative practices, which were in accordance with 

the Sunna. This and other examples suggest two things: (a) in traditionist literature zuhd tried 

to set itself apart from previous ascetic – probably Christian monastic – practices; and (b) 

Sufism developed and framed zuhd as its predecessor by – as did the traditionists – focusing 

on examples they thought of as representative of their doctrines. 

 

                                                
600 TB xiii:471 (1931 ed.)/ xv:654 (2001 ed.). 
601 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #1233. 
602 Aḥmad, Zuhd 126/#668: zuhd ʿUthmān b. ʿAffān (via Ibn al-Mubārak). Cf. ibid., 314/#1832. 
603 Aḥmad, Zuhd 275/#1572 (via Wakīʿ) and 58/#328.  
604 Aḥmad, Zuhd 197/#1093. 
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III.3 Seclusion, withdrawal, and silence (khalwa/ʿuzla & ṣamt) 
The issue of seclusion may have first been recognized and idealized by the Muslim 

renunciants when reflecting on Muhammad’s seclusion on Mount Ḥirāʾ, where he is said to 

have received his first verses from Gabriel, an episode recorded in Ibn Isḥāq’s Sīra. Here it is 

said that “God made him like withdrawing into seclusion (khalwa), and there was nothing 

more pleasing to him than withdrawing all by himself (yakhluwa waḥdahu).”605 Also, in one 

of the earliest Hadith collections on law, Mālik b. Anas’ Muwaṭṭaʾ,606 there is a tradition that 

links Jihad and seclusion while focusing on the different ranks of the believers:  

 

Shall I tell you who has the best degree among people? A man who takes 

the rein of his horse to do Jihad in the path of God. Shall I tell you who 

has the best degree after him? A man who lives alone with a few sheep 

(muʿtazilun fī ghunaymah),607 performs the prayer, pays the zakat, and 

worships God without associating anything to him.608  

 

This saying is very peculiar, as it states that the muʿtazil is just after the mujāhid in rank. The 

muʿtazil is described as a pious man or ascetic who performs his religious duties assiduously 

while living as a shepherd, which may be a Christian motif that entered early Hadith 

literature.  

                                                
605 Ibn Hishām, al-Sīra al-nabawiyya. Edited by Muṣṭafā al-Saqqā et al. 2 vols. Cairo 1936, i:250. 

This passage is also mentioned in and translated by Radtke/O’Keane, The Concept of Sainthood, 18; 

For German see Ibn Ishāq, Das Leben des Propheten. Tübingen: Erdmann 1999, 43. 
606 Mālik b. Anas, al-Muwaṭṭaʾ. Edited by Bashshār ʿAwwād Maʿrūf and Maḥmūd Muḥammad 

Khalīl. 2 vols. Beirut 1413/1993.  
607 The word could also be vocalized ghanīma, which would hint at refraining from taking the spoils 

of war. The majority of the tradition literature and a similar item found in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād hint 

that they were described as leading the life of a shepherd. Furthermore, Tottoli vocalizes ghunayma as 

the diminutive of sheep in his Italian translation of the Muwaṭṭaʾ, see Tottoli, Al-Muwaṭṭaʾ. Manuale 

di legge islamica. Turin: Einaudi 2011. 
608 Muwaṭṭaʾ, Kitāb al-Jihād 4th item. Prof. Melchert has pointed out to me that Ibn Abī Shayba 

omitted the second part, on seclusion, completely, and only provided the first part, thus giving the 

mujāhid a unique place, without equal. Cf. Mubārak, Kitāb al-Jihād #129; Cf. Qushayrī, Risāla 

section khalwa & ʿuzla.  
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 While Ibn al-Mubārak emphasises the warfare aspect of this Hadith and essentially 

ignores the second part, which is concerned with seclusion, Qushayrī in his Risāla does 

exactly the opposite,609 and does not examine the combative content of the Hadith at all. 

Although he cites it, no effort is made to study it. He explains, in accordance with Sufi 

doctrine,610 that seclusion is a part of the learning process by which one develops intimacy 

(uns) with God.611 Placed before seclusion in his Risāla is the spiritual fight (mujāhada),612 

not the martial one. In the Kutub al-zuhd, on the other hand, seclusion is mentioned as 

important in order to gain some distance from the evils of life, but only following the advice 

about “taking your part of seclusion”613 (ʿUmar), apparently meaning that temporary, short 

periods of seclusion are appropriate but doing so for a long time or even permanently is not 

permissible. Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ apparently understood this as relating to spending a period of 

some time in the ribāṭ at ʿAbbādān although he lived, as far as we know, besides this trip, in 

Baghdad and Kufa, the centers of Muslim society.614 Although in Sufism one may also chose 

between a family and a hermitic lifestyle,615 Qushayrī’s Risāla is mainly concerned with 

complete seclusion in order to foster intimacy (uns) with God, while also stressing that it is 

easier to achieve this goal through seclusion than in company.616 Zuhhād would, in this 

respect, merely have stressed dhikr in terms of prayer and recitation, rather than by a 

closeness or even intimacy with God. This step is what separates zuhd as we know it from the 

zuhd collections and the Sufism found in the manuals. Apparently 5th/11th century Sufism 

had less of a problem or conflict with ascetic practices that may have originated in late 

antique Christianity than some zuhd traditionists, living much closer temporally to late 

antique Christian practices, did. 

 Written one and a half centuries after the zuhd traditionists is another original 

attestation regarding seclusion, from the genre of biographical literature, and which is to be 

located in an early mystical source, Ḥākim al-Tirmidhī’s (d. between 295 and 300/905 and 
                                                
609 See Qushayrī, Risāla, 196; Epistle, 122; Sendschreiben, 160ff. 
610 See Gramlich, Die Schiitischen Derwischorden Persiens. 3 vols. Wiesbaden: Steiner 1965-81, 

ii:451ff. This work, especially the second volume, is one of the best introductions to Sufism. 
611 See Qushayrī, Risāla, 196; Epistle, 122; Sendschreiben, 160. 
612 See Qusharī, Risāla, 188; Espistle, 118; Sendschreiben, 155f. 
613 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #253; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #11 (ziyādāt). 
614 See my subsequent chapter on Renunciation and Warfare. 
615 Cf. Gramlich, Schiitischen Derwischorden ii:451 (“Einsamkeit oder Gemeinschaft”). 
616 See Qushayrī, Epistle, 124. 
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910) autobiography Badʾ shaʾn,617 where two forms of seclusion, within one’s house and in a 

remote place, are mentioned: 

 

I came to love withdrawing in seclusion (khalwa) at home, as well as 

going forth into the [desert]618 countryside. And I would wander about in 

the ruins and amongst the tombs situated near the city. This was my 

constant practice. And I sought sincere companions, who might be of 

assistance to me in this matter, but I didn’t succeed and I withdrew into 

those ruins and places of retirement.619 

 

Tirmidhī includes many of the themes found in the Kutub al-zuhd: seclusion in one’s home or 

in the countryside, and doing so with or without companions, which also signifies that being 

with a close circle of likeminded people was also regarded as a form of isolation. Seclusion in 

the countryside is the least common form for the traditionists, and is only mentioned in 

connection with ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb’s recommendation that every believer take part in 

seclusion.620 Obviously, this hints at part-time seclusion rather than complete withdrawal 

from society. All relevant aspects of this will be discussed in what follows, after some 

terminological enquiries are first carried out. 

 Khalwa and ʿuzla, two terms that received further development in classical Sufi 

literature, are generally translated as ‘retreat’ and ‘seclusion’; these also appear in the zuhd 

collections. In Wakīʿ’s Zuhd there is a section heading with the title khalwa, while ʿuzla is 

mentioned twice in the traditions’ matn. Hannād’s Zuhd has ʿuzla as a section heading alone 

but only the word khalwa appears in the matn itself. Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal’s Zuhd has one 

instance of ʿuzla, in the same Hadith as it is found in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd. In Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

Zuhd we have ʿuzla in both the heading and the matn. We may thus conclude that khalwa and 

ʿuzla were used interchangeably and understood as synonymous.  

 The message in these Hadiths is that seclusion or withdrawal serves a specific 

function in the life of a Muslim, that of developing self-reflection and self-consciousness. It is 

                                                
617 Available in manuscript form. Cf. Concept of early Sainthood, ix. 
618 I am not sure what led Radtke and O’Keane to insert “[desert]”. In my opinion, countryside would 

have been sufficient, while desert suggests the opposite of a landscape full of greenery.  
619 Radtke/O’Keane, The Concept of Sainthood, 17. 
620 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #253; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #11 (ziyādāt). 
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generally exercised by staying in one’s own home rather than by searching for a cell 

(ṣawmaʿa) or an abandoned place. It also seems that, although the two terms khalwa and 

ʿuzla are not often used in the Kutub al-zuhd, the concept of seclusion, or rather of temporal 

and spatial withdrawal, does play an important role in the zuhd collections. Again, one gets 

the impression that existing late antique concepts were adapted, but only after going through 

a process of standardization to fit Islamic mores and/or to differentiate it from Christian 

ascetic/monastic life. But even in these places communal life was crucial and present.621 In 

what follows, I will provide a brief précis of what was written about seclusion in various 

hagiographical works and then compare it with the material found on seclusion in the Kutub 

al-zuhd. 

 Following the Sufi model of Abū Ḥafṣ ʿUmar al-Suhrawardī (539-632/1145-1234), 

Ibn Adham and Fuḍayl b. ʿIyād (d. 187/803)622 were examples of individuals who did live in 

seclusion.623 Ibn Adham’s seclusion is described in some detail in the Persian epic work 

Tadhkirat ul-Awliyāʾ, written by ʿAṭṭār, and similar hagiographical literature in which we 

learn of a meeting between him and a Christian monk, who tells him the following:  

 

Keep away from the people, 

so they take you as a monk! 

[...] 

Turn and twist the people as you wish. 

You will find them to be scorpions.624 

 

This passage promotes an unequivocal rejection of communal life and advocates solitary 

seclusion. However, in Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat Ibn Adham is also supposed to have said, “Flee 

the people just as you would flee before a crazed lion. But do not keep away from communal 

prayer and community completely.”625 How is this supposed to be understood? First, as the 

propagation of the flight from society and then a ratification of communal life? It may in fact 

                                                
621 Cf. Gould, The desert fathers on monastic community. 
622 For a good but short overview of Fuḍayl’s life and claims as an early mystic see EI3, Fuḍayl b. 

ʿIyād (D. Thor). 
623 Gramlich, Vorbilder i:234. 
624 Ibid. 
625 Gramlich, Schiitischen Derwischorden ii:451-2. 
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be that this exact combination is what is implied by khalwa and ʿuzla, in its non-extreme 

form, in zuhd. There are many traditions in the zuhd collections dealing with this dichotomy 

that will be analyzed in what follows. 

 

The Kutub al-zuhd traditions 

It is the house of the Muslim that provides him with seclusion, from the Companions’ and 

traditionists’ viewpoint, as represented in the Kutub al-zuhd626: “Weakness and shame are 

few for him who sits in his house.”627 Many, maybe most, of the traditions transmitted by Ibn 

al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ are derived from a common teacher, Sufyān al-Thawrī, as is this 

tradition by Abū l-Dardāʾ: “Yes, the cell (ṣawmaʿa) of the Muslim is his house. In it he 

protects himself, his hearing, and his sight. Beware of sitting in the marketplace! In it is only 

amusement and excess are to be found.”628 Hence, we have here a demarcation from the 

Christian monastic practices of Late Antiquity, in which seclusion was sought in cells, and 

which were apparently known to the Companion Abū l-Dardāʾ. Solitude or seclusion is thus 

not to be looked for in a cell or another remote place such as the desert, but simply in one’s 

own home. Abū l-Dardāʾ himself made explicit the comparison with Christian hermitic life. 

Related to the theme of guarding one’s hearing and sight is a saying by Anthony the Great 

(251-356 CE), who was known as the ‘father of monks’: “He who wishes to live in solitude 

in the desert is delivered from three conflicts: hearing, speech, and sight.”629 The antithesis of 

this is the marketplace, which is often represented as a place of fornication, fraud, and 

extortion in Islamic literature, although at times this is represented by the bathhouse.630  

                                                
626 Five of 28 traditions listed under the heading ʿuzla in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd deal with the 

importance of the house as a  place of seclusion. 
627 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #12 (ziyādāt); Wakīʿ, Zuhd #254.  
628 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #14 (ziyādāt), Wakīʿ, Zuhd #251; Hannād, Zuhd #1123; Aḥmad, Zuhd 

135/#720. Cf. Melchert, Quotations of Extra-Qurʾānic Scripture in Early Renunciant Literature, 99: 

“[...] Sufyān, ‘Stick to your cells at the end of time. Your cells are your houses.’ (Ḥilyat vii:70)” Cf. 

Melchert, Islamic Literature on Muslim Renunciants and Christian Monks, 135-142. 
629 Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers. Kalamazoo 1975, #11. 
630 Ibn al-Jawzī, Ṣifat al-ṣawfa iii:134: “It was reported to me that there was not one among his people 

who ever saw him (i.e. Ibn al-Mubārak) entering the bathhouse.” In his Qūt al-qulūb (tr. Gramlich, 

Die Nahrung der Herzen. 3 vols. Stuttgart: Steiner 1995, iii:603) Abū Ṭālib al-Makkī has a chapter on 

visiting the bathhouse, in which he writes: “In our time it is best not to visit the bath because of all the 

naked people there and one’s incapability of following the bath’s rules. According to the law 



 160 

 We encounter here a different concept from that propounded in monasticism, that one 

should create one’s own corner of seclusion and consider the house as a cell, one that is 

simultaneously within but also without society. Thus, one should live amongst one’s fellow 

men while remaining aware of their trespasses. That is, at least, what the 2nd/8th and early 

3rd/9th century zuhd traditionists understood or wanted to understand and promote by ʿuzla 

and khalwa. There are many sayings attesting to this idea, and comparatively few that favor 

complete isolation or the abandonment of one’s community and family.631  

 The first item in Hannād’s Zuhd corresponds to Rabīʿ b. Khuthaym’s (d. 63/682-3?; 

Kufan) widely-known attitude towards the company of close comrades in seclusion, stating 

that one should not neglect to “seclude (yakhlū) [oneself] with his brothers, who counsel him 

in matters of the ego (nafs) and who stop him from [performing] shameful acts.”632 Seclusion 

thus does not mean complete isolation, but withdrawal with a group of likeminded people 

who watch over each other’s acts and behaviors. This could hint at the existence of circles of 

pious believers or zuhhād who got together to learn, discuss, and ‘meditate’ away from the 

rest of society. They might have considered themselves elected, or may have simply been 

overwhelmed and frustrated by society and so sought to establish their own society or closed 

circle of learned and humbly pious men. As we have seen, the concept of partial seclusion 

also exists. However, so does the longing of some for complete isolation until the end of their 

                                                                                                                                                  
however, it is permitted to visit the bath. The Companions differed in opinion on the matter of visiting 

the bathhouse. Some said, ‘What a bad place! It exposes the nakedness and takes away the shame.’ 

This is related by Ibn ʿUmar and ʿAlī. Others said, ‘What a good house the bath is. It removes the dirt 

and reminds one of hellfire.’ This was related by Abū l-Dardāʾ and Abū Ayyūb.” Cf. Melchert, Public 

Baths in Islamic Law, 1001: “There is a long history in Middle Eastern monotheism of distrust of the 

public baths. James, the Brother of the Lord, was commended for never entering baths (Eusebius, 

Ecclesiastic History II, 23).” The Hadiths are negative regarding nudity when the baths (ḥammāmāt) 

are mentioned. Furthermore, Melchert, Locating Hell in Early Renunciant Literature, in: Locating 

Hell in Islamic Traditions. Edited by Christian Lange. Leiden: Brill 2015, 109, states: “The 

Companion Abū l-Dardāʾ, Abū Hurayra, and Ibn ʿUmar are all quoted as saying: ‘What a good house 

a bath is. It takes away filth and reminds one of the Fire’.” Cf. Lange, Public Violence in Islamic 

Societies. Edinburgh University Press 2009, 169. 
631 In some traditions, those who long for isolation or death on the battlefield are reproached by the 

Prophet to take care of their elders or family instead, as this would be a better sacrifice. Hannād, Zuhd 

#989-991. 
632 Hannād, Zuhd #1226. 
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life; this is seen in the person of the Companion Abū Hudhayfa [b. al-Yamān] (d. 36/656): 

“By God, I wished I had someone using my belongings for me. The door would be shut on 

me, nobody would come to me, and I would not go out to anyone until I encounter God.”633 

The choice of communal seclusion or complete isolation seems to have been a personal one. 

However, the dominant theme propagated remained seclusion in one’s home. The terms 

khalwa and ʿuzla are used in a rather everyday manner, maybe even in order to counter 

existing extreme ascetic movements or ideas found in the 1st/7th and 2nd/8th centuries. This 

leaves the impression that the zuhd traditionists may have tried to soften the more extreme 

lifestyles of renunciation that were oriented towards or may have had their origins in earlier 

ascetic movements within other religions. When hearing ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb’s saying, “Take 

your part in seclusion,”634 it is clear what he meant. Only through later authorities, such as 

Hasan al-Baṣrī and Abū l-Dardāʾ, is seclusion located in the home. One can nevertheless 

easily envision this seclusion to have taken place in a remote or quiet place where one would 

not be disturbed. This in no way alters the intention of the saying and does not stand in 

contrast to the house as the place of seclusion. ʿUmar, as the second caliph and one of the 

most influential leaders of the still-young community of believers, may have often felt the 

need to seclude himself with his troubles and thoughts. He could have done so anywhere 

nearby, as well as in the countryside.  

 As Hannād’s chapter heading suggests, ʿuzla and the obligation to spend time in one’s 

own home (luzūm al-rajul baytahu) form an important pair and may often even be read 

together. The traditions also warn against sitting in the marketplace635 or on the road; these 

were probably directed against vagabonds claiming to be holy men or similar. In opposition 

to the latter, seclusion in one’s home may represent an impeccable lifestyle choice, in the 

sense that he who is searching for seclusion does not wander around looking for amusement 

and forbidden things. It even reached the point where performing the pilgrimage and taking 

part in warfare (ghazwa fī sabīl Allāh) were regarded as equally important, as was seclusion 

                                                
633 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #20 (ziyādāt) and a variant in Hannād, Zuhd #1233. He seemed to have been 

one of the few promoters of complete isolation. Another personality promoting this idea is Masrūq 

(Kufan d. 63/682-3). 
634 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #253; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #11 (ziyādāt).  
635 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #14 (ziyādāt), Hannād, Zuhd #1235; Wakīʿ, Zuhd #251; Aḥmad, Zuhd 

135/#720; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf xix:180-1, #35738 (via Wakīʿ).  



 162 

in the home.636 This is then contrasted with “sitting on the roads,”637 which is regarded as 

something to be avoided unless it proves impossible to do so, on which occasions he should 

help a fellow traveller, or a sick or poor man, and return a greeting, while making sure to 

lower his gaze.638  

 Furthermore, Khalwa and ʿuzla serve one very specific purpose, and that is to allow 

one to reflect on one’s acts and thereby to hold oneself accountable and to repent when 

reflecting on Judgment Day639: “It is best for a believer to have his own space where he may 

seclude himself [from others], recollect his wrongdoings, and ask forgiveness for them.”640 

And Ibn al-Mubārak transmits:  

 

Blessed is he who devotes himself to prayer and worship of God, and 

who does not occupy his heart with what he sees with his eyes, and who 

does not neglect the recollection of God (dhikr Allāh) instead of paying 

attention to what his ears listen to, and who does not weep over what has 

been endowed to others.641  

 

This clearly points towards dedication to the internal aspect of devotional life. 

 Seclusion certainly plays an important part in sublimation, as we have just witnessed. 

Retreat from society also enables one to flee the evil of this world. Wakīʿ transmits a tradition 

via Sufyān al-Thawrī in which ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb states: “In seclusion (ʿuzla) lies rest from 

the confusions of evil.”642 Seclusion is also advisable and even desirable, especially for the 

interior aspect, that is, for dealing with one’s nafs, self or ego.643 It is in this manner that 

                                                
636 Hannād, Zuhd #1232. 
637 Hannād, Zuhd #1229, 1230. 
638 Ibid. 
639 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #306; Aḥmad, Zuhd 120/#631; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #35600. 
640 Hannād, Zuhd #1227. 
641 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #19 (ziyādāt). 
642 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #250; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #35618. The term signifying seclusion, ʿuzla, is 

here found under the section bāb al-khalwa. This and other examples suggest that the two must be 

understood synonymously. 
643 It does seem as if nafs in zuhd-Hadith sometimes implies the animal soul that needs to be 

disciplined, but more often it refers merely to the self as regards ‘judging yourself critically’ or 

‘holding yourself accountable for your actions’. 
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seclusion can be used as a means by which the believer is able to recognize his 

transgressions. In his loneliness or isolation he will feel the full impact of his violations in 

relation to the Reckoning, become angst-ridden, ask for forgiveness, and thereby repent. 

Seclusion must be understood as an act that leads, by increasing one’s mental strength, to 

stronger belief. The Kufan Masrūq (d. 63/682-3?), who was well-known in traditionist 

renunciant circles for his deliberate sleep-deprivation,644 said: “It is best for a man if he has 

his [own] place (i.e. room) where he can seclude himself [from others], in which he can think 

about his mistakes and ask forgiveness for them.”645 Maymūn b. Mihrān (40/660-1 – 

117/735-6), an early Islamic jurist and Umayyad administrator who grew up in Kufa, could 

have met or studied with Masrūq in his youth, and is said to have met a number of important 

early renunciants, such as Ḥasan al-Baṣrī,646 comments on this tradition: “The servant is not 

God-fearing until he holds himself accountable for his sins.”647 Donner describes his attitude 

as being one that fits our findings regarding the zuhhād’s worldview: “Maymūn is 

remembered in numerous accounts for his religious and ethical maxims. Most of them 

emphasize such themes as the dangers of wealth and gluttony or the importance of God-

fearing piety and of good works.”648 One can easily imagine a pious person pondering the 

Reckoning on Judgment Day, sitting somewhere isolated while many of his transgressions 

appear before his inner eye and cause his fear of God to gradually increase. This is what 

seclusion aims to achieve, in addition to withdrawal from society and its evils. The Sufi 

author Qushayrī even turns this point on its head and comments that it should be seen the 

other way around, as keeping society from one’s own sins.649  

 Another aspect worth mentioning is the strong connection of khalwa/ʿuzla with ṣamt 

(silence), that is, holding one’s tongue (ḥafẓ al-lisān or khazana-l-lisān). It does indeed call to 

mind the Christian monk’s vow of silence and seclusion, but again ṣamt, in the 2nd/8th to 

3rd/9th-century Muslim traditionists’ worldview, is less a vow of silence than something by 
                                                
644 EI3, Asceticism (Melchert). 
645 Hannād, Zuhd #1227. 
646 He is also said to have met Ḥasan al-Baṣrī, and was one of ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz’s (r. 99-

101/717-20) close confidents. Cf. EI2, Maymūn b. Mihrān. ʿUmar II. b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz also was also 

famous among the renunciants for being a pious ruler and believer; he received some 13 pages in the 

printed edition of Aḥmad’s Zuhd.  
647 Hannād, Zuhd #1228. 
648 EI2, Maymūn b. Mihrān (Donner). 
649 Qushayrī, Risāla, 196; Epistle, 122; Sendschreiben, 160. 
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which one aims to become the master of one’s own tongue: “Jesus said, ‘Blessed be he who 

holds his tongue, widens his house [for guests], and weeps over his wrongdoings’.”650 

Something similar is implied in the qurʾānic advice to not scream like a donkey (Q 31:19), 

not to malign anyone, and not to talk so much that one becomes a gossip or a prattler. It aims, 

as does seclusion, to fit into a code of conduct, a super-correct religious lifestyle: “Good for 

the mindful is that he aims to be a scholar during his whole life, the master of his tongue, and 

concerned with his own affairs [rather than those of others].”651  

The Hadiths on seclusion, similar to the tawakkul traditions, cover a range of terms 

connected to what was considered the main idea. One often feels reminded of Sufi literature, 

where terms are altered in order to shape or sometimes blur the understanding of a specific 

concept. Additionally, with seclusion, a range of ideas based around silence (ṣamt), the 

recollection of God (dhikr), and scrupulosity (waraʿ) are encountered:  

 

Ḥasan [al-Baṣrī] said that the Prophet said: The companions (majālis) 

are threefold: the flawless (sālim), the successful (ghānim), and the 

withdrawer (sāḥib). The flawless is silent, the successful is he who 

recollects God (alladhī yadhkuru 'Llāh), and the withdrawer is he who is 

occupied with that which does not discomfort him.652 

 

Although the terminology does occasionally vary, the same set of ideas, centering on silence, 

the recollection of God, and remaining safe from evil, are palpable. It seems as if it was 

common practice to explain one term with one or several others, a method that would 

continue within religious literature. Just as tawakkul and yaqīn seem to be inseparable, 

ʿuzla/khalwa, ṣamt, and dhikr all seem to point in the same direction. They support each 

other, are sequences in mental and practical attitudes and behavior, or are used almost 

interchangeably.  

                                                
650 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #255, variant of #31; Aḥmad, Zuhd 55/#303; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #124, Hannād, 

Zuhd #462 & 1128. Cf. Wakīʿ, Zuhd 256; Aḥmad, Zuhd 156/#850; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf 

#35666: “ʿAbdallāh [b. Masʿūd] said to his son: ‘My son, keep your house wide open [for guests], 

keep your tongue guarded, and weep over your wrongdoings’.” 
651 Hannād, Zuhd #1226. 
652 Hannād, Zuhd #1231. My rendering of this tradition did in this case not, as usual, stick to a literal 

translation due to obvious reasons of misconception or misunderstanding of the saying.  
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 Many traditions that are found in the zuhd collections under the heading ʿuzla or 

khalwa do not include these terms themselves, but instead use related concepts, such as 

waraʿ, ṣamt, dhikr, and different aspects of obedience towards God, to frame what seclusion 

encompasses. The few that do treat seclusion explicitly do so in one of two ways: (a) 

seclusion in one’s own home or a retreat to another place, and (b) abstinence from gatherings 

and society but not from all company, as, for instance, in the person of the above-quoted 

Rabīʿ b. Khuthaym. He promotes the themes of withdrawal through silence (ṣamt) and the 

recollection of God (dhikr Allāh), and is used here to represent a pious believer who does not 

concern himself with the thoughts of people and the matters of this world, but instead with 

his inner obedience and attempts to become flawlessness towards God. In this respect, the 

eschatological outcome is mentioned, as is God’s Judgment.653 Through him, it is possible to 

see the beginning of a zuhd preoccupation with interior mental concerns that is found in the 

Sufi thought of later centuries. There is comparatively little connection to spirituality or 

mysticism, as instead the focus is on a lifestyle concerned only with scrupulosity and 

flawlessness. We see that, as with tawakkul, various terms were used to designate an idea, 

even though these terms were not fixed as regards definition, and other terms were also 

occasionally used to frame the idea. Yaqīn was used to describe tawakkul, while ṣamt and 

dhikr were used to describe khalwa and ʿuzla. 

I believe that khalwa and ʿuzla only developed as concepts gradually, in the sense that 

we imagine ascetics to live apart from other people, before the classical Sufi literature of the 

4th/10th to 5th/11th century.654 This extreme kind of zuhd, and here the term asceticism 

would be fitting, should be seen primarily as connected to Sufism or other mystic streams 

within Islam. Sufism, in its hagiographical manifestation, is thus not the same as the classical 

Sufism seen in the manual works of, for instance, Qushayrī, Sarrāj, Makkī, Kalābādhī (d. c. 

380/990), Hujwīrī (d. between 465 and 469/1072 and 1077, who was the first to write a 

manual in Persian), and others. Here we also encounter the idea that seclusion’s “purpose is 

to turn [bad] qualities into [good] ones, and not to withdraw from familiar places [into the 

desert]”655 Qushayrī, through his master Daqqāq (d. c. 405/1015), goes so far as to voice his 

dislike of seclusion in the desert. He demands outward presence but inner seclusion, meaning 

one should live within one’s community while concentrating on one’s inner life, piety, and 

                                                
653 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd, e.g. #25 & 27. 
654 Salamah-Qudsi, Crossing the Desert, in: Journal of Sufi Studies, 2 (2013), 129-147. 
655 Qushayrī, Risāla, 197; Epistle, 123; Sendschreiben, 161. 
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worship, instead of the things that society demands. But many sayings in Qushayrī’s Risāla 

also promoted a solitary life. And once, even Ibn al-Mubārak is cited: “Ibn al-Mubārak was 

asked about the cure of the heart. He answered: ‘[It is] to avoid mixing with people’.”656 It 

seems that the different ideas surrounding khalwa and ʿuzla that existed within the zuhd 

traditions reappeared in Qushayrī’s Risāla and were then further developed by mystical 

thought. But it is “clear that periodic retreats rather than permanent seclusion were practiced 

in reality. The Sunna certainly does not favor the solitary way of life, and community life 

was, in fact, increasingly becoming a characteristic feature of Sufism itself.”657  

 It may well be that there were different streams of zuhd during the first and second 

Islamic centuries – just as we know that mysticism in Islam would culminate in Sufism – 

some of which were more practical, such as those of the traditionists, and others that bore 

mystical or ascetic features. Due to the lack of early source material it is not possible to verify 

the latter, which is, as has been seen, particularly prominent in the hagiographical literature of 

later centuries. It may also be that this rather ascetic stream of zuhd, as suggested above, took 

its ideas from Christian, Jewish, Buddhist, or Manichean asceticism. The source material 

does, however, show that the Kutub al-zuhd were collections of sayings that would later also 

fit into the thought of the Ḥanbalī traditionists, as well as more internalizing mystical streams. 

This is also why both groups, traditionists and mystics (if we can artificially separate the two 

here for the purpose of clarification), would have claimed the zuhd traditionists as their 

predecessors. There were, of course, also Ḥanbalī Sufis who found this material perfectly 

fitting for their purposes, but even non-Ḥanbalī mystics who had spirituality at the forefront 

of their mind for their teachings could find the interiorized aspects in these Hadiths fitting for 

their teachings and ideal as a means of legitimization for those teachings that led back to the 

Prophet and his Companions. Thus, it seems as if the zuhd traditionists of the second and 

early third Islamic centuries represent a transition from the late antique concepts used in 

various renunciant or ascetic circles into those deemed fitting for Islam.  

 

III.4 Tawakkul 
The third section of this chapter will highlight the diversity of mental and practical attitudes 

among zuhhād of different persuasions. The topic of seclusion demonstrated that some stood 

for complete isolation, while the majority of the traditions only call for partial seclusion, and 

                                                
656 Ibid., 200; 125; 164. 
657 EI2, Khalwa (Landolt). 
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this within society rather than outside it. In the tawakkul sections, what may have constituted 

a complex of attitudes seems to be manifested repeatedly. Reinert658 and others659 have noted 

a seemingly extreme interpretation of tawakkul found among the followers of Shaqīq al-

Balkhī who were called mutawakkilūn. In this, they interpreted trust in God as having to be 

unconditional; this would, for instance, mean not concerning themselves with preparing 

provisions when setting out on a journey (into or through the desert). This was probably the 

attitude of a group of renunciants within Islam who could have imitated or drawn their 

attitude from ideas found in earlier renunciant groups of other religions present in the Arabian 

Peninsula as well as its peripheries such as, among others, Khurāsān and Transoxania, since 

this attitude is apparently not inherent in the Qurʾān or Sunna. Since our sources are mainly 

the zuhd collections of the 2nd/8th century, we thus receive the traditionists’ perspective on 

this matter. They seem to have wanted to consolidate the various streams in Islam into one, 

not by expunging ‘extreme’ attitudes altogether but by attempting to reduce their size and by 

embedding them within moderate traditions that better fitted the Prophet’s and Companion’s 

way of life as rules for the community. However, they did not simply omit unsavory 

traditions. The sheer existence of many differing, and even contradictory, sayings shows that 

the zuhd traditionists did not merely propagate one concept of zuhd, khawf, ʿuzla, tawakkul, 

etc., but instead that they were first and foremost collectors and not censors.660 Regarding the 

great variety and contradictory nature of the traditions, Melchert notes:  

 

Apparently contradictory attributions suggest opposed parties projecting 

backwards their preferred doctrines. Alternatively, one might infer from 

the contradictions that renunciant thought was somewhat incoherent, a 

possibility that seems more likely inasmuch as the same persons seem to 

have quoted them in contradiction to themselves. The famous 

renunciants were not theologians; many were not even intellectuals. 

Maintaining a certain mood, warding off complacency, was more 

important to them than logical consistency.661   

 

                                                
658 Cf. Reinert, Die Lehre vom tawakkul, 197-207. 
659 Cf. van Ess, Gedankenwelt, 179. 
660 See Melchert, Exaggerated fear, 297.  
661 Ibid. 
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I believe Melchert is correct regarding this assumption, as I have come to similar conclusions. 

I would also suggest, as I do in the conclusion of this chapter and earlier, that the traditionists 

did indeed include differing views, ones which reflected the various streams and concepts 

found within 1st/7th and 2nd/8th century adherents of zuhd. These different streams could – 

but not necessarily did – reflect geographical differences. Traces of these rather extreme 

ascetic positions can be seen when, for example, reading about a Companion’s wish to be 

locked up in his house and left alone until he died.662 Something similar can be seen in the 

traditions on tawakkul, achieved through a close reading of those traditions falling under the 

tawakkul section headings which had appeared in some of the 5th/11th century663 manuscripts 

of Kutub al-zuhd, as is conducted below. Yet before doing so, let us look at how and in what 

context the Qurʾān and the Six Books made use of tawakkul. 

 

III.4.1 Terminology 

Tawakkul appears mainly in juxtaposition to other terms such as yaqīn, rizq, ṣabr, and so on, 

through which it is explained or discussed. It often picks up common meanings that are 

known to us, for instance, through the Qurʾān, connecting trust in God to patience (ṣabr),664 

as well as to one of the most common themes in ‘canonical'’ Hadith literature, sustenance 

(rizq). This means that tawakkul is an essential part of belief, while simultaneously passivity 

is neither to be desired nor accepted. As will be seen, the message found in Hadith literature 

is to entrust one’s sustenance to God while actively working to gain it. Nevertheless, 

tawakkul developed supplementary meanings and usages in the Hadith literature and would 

further do so in Sufi texts.665 In the Qurʾān and Hadith tawakkul is one of the key concepts of 

                                                
662 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #20 (ziyādāt) in the person of Abū ʿUbayda b. Ḥudhayfa (fl. 1st/7th cent.). 

In regard to hunger we saw that Shaqīq’s attitude closely resembled those of the zuhd collectors in its 

mildness; this may hint towards exaggeration on the later Sufis part in order to exemplify Shaqīq as an 

early extreme ascetic, which in reality he was not. It may also be that the manuscript we have of ādāb 

al-ʿibādāt is simply not his. 
663 E.g., Ms. Leipzig 295. The lack of agreement of terms between the subheadings and the matn led 

me to the initial idea that these headings may have been inserted by the 20th and 21st century editors 

of the Kutub al-zuhd. However, findings in the manuscripts prove that these headings, with the same 

traditions within them, are also to be found in the manuscripts of the Kutub al-zuhd. 
664 Ṣabr, in connection with tawakkul, here stands for the bearing of tribulations when one is unable to 

be content (riḍā) with them. 
665 For a survey of tawakkul in Sufism see Reinert, Lehre vom tawakkul. 
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religious belief. In connection with ṣabr it becomes the main trait of the Prophet’s firmness in 

belief, his facing of opponents, and his tribulations.666 In several instances in the Qurʾān (Q 

3:122) it is also the reason for miraculous victories.667 It becomes clear how deeply-rooted 

these different themes were within the greater framework of tawakkul when a number of 

Hadiths that also display the complexity of the term are examined.  

 Yaqīn (certainty) is often used in direct relation to tawakkul.668 But why? And what do 

these terms express?669 When attempting to grasp the notions of tawakkul, one needs to 

understand what yaqīn stands for and why both terms are often used synonymously. At first 

glance, as a translation of yaqīn ‘certainty’ could express a rather more refined knowledge, 

one that exceeds any need to trust in something. It would thus express a subsequent level or 

something quite different from trust or reliance, which presuppose not certain knowledge but 

‘blind trust’ in something, while yaqīn suggests possessing some kind of deeper knowledge. 

Yet in our Hadith collections the two terms have the same meaning, both according to the 

compilers and in their application. This ambiguity deserves some consideration.  

                                                
666 Q 14:11, 33:3 & 48. Cf. Q 14:12, 16:42, 29:59, where ṣabr, in connection to tawakkul, means “to 

exercise self-restraint” (ḥabs al-nafs), “to be persistent”, to “endure great adversity”, etc. See EQ, 

“Trust and Patience (Scott). 
667 EQ, Trust and Patience, 379. 
668 An example of the close connection between yaqīn and tawakkul is to be found in a Hadith by Ṭalq 

b. Ḥabīb (d. after 90/708-9): “The certainty of the mutawakkilūn (yaqīn al-mutawakkilūn),” in: Ibn 

Abī l-Dunyā, Kitāb al-Tawakkul. Beirut 1993, 62-3, #34. 
669 Unfortunately, neither in EI nor EQ is there an entry on yaqīn/yakīn, certainty or certitude. For its 

etymology, meaning, and development, see Reinert, Lehre, 16ff.: “Im Deutschen kommt man mit der 

Bedeutung ‘Gewißheit, gewiß’ nicht ganz durch. Einzelne Stellen im Qurʾān und altarabischer 

Dichtung drängen eher die Übersetzung ‘Wirklichkeit, wirklich, unmittelbar’ auf.” This is especially 

true with regard to the term’s relationship with eschatological truths. Q 74:46-7: “And we used to 

deny the truth of the Day of Judgment, Til the Certain (yaqīn) came to us.” Reinert: “In Qur 102, 7 

wird den Ungläubigen gedroht, daß sie die Hölle dann schon einmal ‘in reiner Wirklichkeit’ (ʿayn al-

yaqīn) sehen würden.” And in Q 56:95 Hell’s punishment would be termed ḥaqq al-yaqīn (ibid.). 

Articles analyzing this term before its Sufi usage are rare to non-existent. The only relevant one I 

could find was Librande, Ibn Abī al-Dunyā: Certainty and Morality, in: Studia Islamica 2005, 5-42.  
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 In the Qurʾān, yaqīn appears a total of seven times670 and is indeed connected to some 

kind of knowledge (Q 102:5 ʿilm al-yaqīn), but this is expressed with an irrational 

conditional: “No, indeed if you [only] understood with knowledge of certainty.” As the 

following verses (6 and 7) relate, this knowledge of certainty seems to be connected to 

“death” and Judgment Day,671 in accordance with the usage of yaqīn and tawakkul in the 

Kutub al-zuhd: “You shall surely see hell, then you shall surely see hell with the eyes of 

certainty (ʿayn al-yaqīn).”672 When we turn to the field of Hadith, it is known that Ibn Abī l-

Dunyā (d. 281/894) composed a Hadith collection named Kitāb al-yaqīn, in which he listed 

forty-three sayings that included words based on the roots y-q-n. The very first of these 

traditions explicitly states who is in hell and who is in heaven. Simply put, the truthful and 

the pious (birr) are in the Garden while the liars and immoral are in the Fire.673 A related 

tradition states: “Ask God for protection (muʿāfā), for after yaqīn no-one is given anything 

better than His protection. Do not cut ties, do not turn your backs, and do not envy. Be 

brotherly servants in God.”674 It seems as if the “acknowledgment of what is certain”675 and 

the simultaneous trust in God are both connected to God’s protection. Certainty, in this 

respect expresses the acknowledgement of His religion. And this acquiescence is to be 

defended through brothers in arms, that is, the morally flawless Muslim community. Yaqīn is, 

therefore, not simply knowledge but a particular kind of knowledge, one that automatically 

results in the admission of the truth of Islam. God will then protect those righteous, morally 

excellent men (and women) just as he protects the mutawakkilūn – here, not in the 

exaggerated understanding of some mystics, but instead meaning the bearers of tawakkul, as 

in the Hadith material under analysis – and gives them safe passage towards paradise.676 This 

                                                
670 Q 15:99, 27:22, 56:95, 69:51, 74:47, 102:5 & 7, 4:156 (“Jesus has not really (yaqīnan) been 

killed”).  
671 Q 15:99 “And serve your Lord until the Certain [i.e. death] comes to you.” Also Q 69:55. 
672 Q 102:6-7. 
673 Ibn Abī l-Dunyā, Kitāb al-yaqīn. Beirut 1993, 15, #1. Variant in Ibn Mājah, Sunan ii:1265, #3849 

(duʿāʾ 5). Cf. Librande, Ibn Abī al-Dunyā: Certainty and Morality.  
674 Ibid., 14. 
675 Ibid. 
676 “The Prophet said: There is nothing better in the world (dunyā) than certainty (yaqīn) and health 

(ʿāfiya) and God comforts with them. Ḥasan [al-Baṣrī] said: God and His Prophet are bounteous 

(ṣadaq). In certainty/steadfastness (yaqīn) lies the rescue from the fire and by it (yaqīn) the garden is 

sought (ṭulibat), and by steadfastness (yaqīn) hated things are endured (ṣubira). Through yaqīn 
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may be an explanation for the almost interchangeable understandings of yaqīn and tawakkul; 

the full scope and development of yaqīn took place in Sufi literature.677 

 

III.4.2 Its place in the Six Books and the Qurʾān 

Overall, there are twenty-two occurrences of the fifth stem verb tawakkala and its verbal 

noun (maṣdar) tawakkul as well as three occurrences of the active participle mutawakkil in 

the Six Books (Tirmidhī, Nasāʾī, Ibn Mājah, Abū Dāwūd, Muslim, Bukhārī). How the term is 

employed varies depending on the context. To illustrate the different meanings I will now list 

them, and elaborate on their specific aspects below: 

Six Books  

6x Sustenance (rizq) 

5x Protection (from evil, magic, superstition, etc.) 

3x Eschatology (guarantee of entrance into the Garden for the 

mujāhid and mutawakkil) 

2x Entrust (fa-inna ‘Llāh tawakkala lī bi-l-shām wa ahlihi) 

1x Firmness in belief (submission, patience, and repentance) 

Table 1. Thematic emphases of tawakkul-related traditions in the Six Books 

 

These are the main meanings of the term tawakkul that are found in the Six Books. The other 

meanings either stand by themselves (e.g. in an alleged Torah description of the Prophet 

where God names him al-Mutawakkil) or are variations of the same Hadiths. We thus see that 

sustenance, followed by God’s protection against various things (sickness, magic, desires), 

and the eschatological promise (for the mutawakkil and mujāhid), are the main themes related 

to tawakkul within the Six Books.  

 In what follows I will list and explain those concepts connected to tawakkul, and 

gradually disentangle these aspects and their relation to tawakkul. I will, however, not include 

                                                                                                                                                  
religious duties are accomplished, and God will protect you. By God, we saw them drawing near to 

the pardoning of God. For if tribulation befell them they seperated/withdrew (were exempted = 

tabāyanū VI ?).” Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #558. 
677 Reinert, Lehre 16ff. 
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a discussion of protection from magic, since this seems to fit different circumstances within 

the early Muslim community.678  

 The place of God in this equation, as the wakīl, is almost self-evident. God is the 

(only) protector (wakīl)679 of the believers who trust in Him,680 and His mental and physical 

protection of them is demonstrated throughout most of the Hadiths within the Six Books.681 

The use of the term wakīl is an additional marker and a witness for its early application and 

the deep connection it has with the Qurʾān. As Izutsu notes, tawakkul is a fundamental 

component of īmān, and proof for this can also be seen in the zuhd collections.682 Furthemore, 

Reinert highlights that in the Qurʾān, too, īmān and tawakkul are related, for example in Q 

67:29: “Say, ‘He is the Merciful. We believe in Him and we put our trust in Him (āmannā 

bihi wa ʿalayhi tawakkalnā)’.”683 In the Qurʾān tawakkul is thus often understood to mean 

seeking refuge and turning to God for it, while also implying that no-one else should be asked 

for protection.684 There are also many instances in which tawakkul is seen as an obligatory 
                                                
678 I believe that Muḥammad was, in these traditions, preaching against pre-Islamic superstitions and 

trying to steer people towards trust in the one God alone, rather than in, for example, magic. This, 

however, is not relevant to this discussion on tawakkul. Cf. Ibn Mājah, Sunan in the section ṭibb, #43. 

Narrated via Ibn Abī Shayba, Wakīʿ, and Sufyān. 
679 See EQ, Trust and Patience, 378: “Evidence from classic Arab grammarians suggest that, in pre-

Islamic usage, the word wakīl was nearly a synonymous to the word rabb [...].” 
680 The term implies protection, first and foremost from the devil (shaytān). Cf. Q 58:10, where 

“tawakkul is presented as the best defense against the most powerful enemy of all, Satan [...].” EQ, 

Trust and Patience, 379. See Wright, Grammer § 47 (Part second) & §48. 
681 “Whoever says when leaving his home: ‘In the Name of God, I place my trust in God, there is no 

might and power except by God,’ it will be said to him: ‘You have been sufficed and protected,’ and 

the devil (shayṭān) will withdraw from him.” Tirmidhī, Sunan/Jāmiʿ al-ṣaḥīḥ. Edited by Aḥmad 

Muḥammad Shākir, Ibrāhīm ʿAṭwa ʿIwad et al. (ed.). 5 vols. Cairo 1975, v:490, #3426; Ibn Mājah, 

Sunan ii:1278f., #3774ff. Cf. Wensinck, Concordance vii:305 (right hand column: tawakkaltu ʿalā 

‘Llāh). 
682 Izutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qurʾān. McGill-Queens University Press 2002, 71. 

Luqmān said: “O my son, the world is a deep sea. Many people drown in it. Build your boat from fear 

of God (taqwā), load it with belief in God (īmān), let it sails be trust in God, then maybe then you will 

be saved but do not consider yourself saved [yet].” Aḥmad, Zuhd 104/#530. 
683 Reinert, Lehre, 13ff. Verses expressing the same idea include Q 16:99 and 42:36. 
684 See Reinert, Lehre, 141. Also p. 143 c) 1. a Hadith in Mubārak’s Zuhd from a manuscript page 

(‘al-Raqāʾiq, Mikrofilm der arabischen Liga Kairo’) that I was unable to locate: “Wenn jemand von 
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part of belief,685 something that may have formed the basis for our zuhd compilers’ belief in 

tawakkul’s importance. 

 There is, furthermore, a close connection between tawakkul and other aspects of belief 

in the Qurʾān and the Six Books. This becomes clear when recognizing the terms that are 

mentioned in the same breath with tawakkul or are connected to it: 

 

Whenever the Prophet got up at night to perform the vigil (tahajjud) he 

used to say: ‘O God, all praises are for you; you are the Sustainer and 

Protector of the heavens and the earth, and whoever is in them. [...] O God, 

I submit to you (laka aslamtu), I believe in you (bika āmantu), I trust in you 

(ʿalayka tawakkaltu), I repent to you and with Your help I argue [with my 

opponents] [...].'686 

 

In this tradition we have many markers of piety including the night vigil (tahajjud), 

submission (aslama), belief (īmān), tawakkul, repentance, and even the struggle against 

opposition for the sake of God.687 Furthermore, tawakkul relates to the implied motto ‘do 

your best but the result is up to God’. This would also fit very well into the pious zuhd theme 

but, surprisingly, this tradition does not appear in the zuhd collections under a tawakkul 

heading. Tawakkul here is merely one of a number of concepts constituting correct belief. 

This Hadith could have served as a reminder of what it is to be mature in one’s mental 

religious attitude, achieved through submission and prayer.  

                                                                                                                                                  
Bedürftigkeit getroffen wird und sich damit an die Menschen wendet, wird sie ihm nicht behoben, 

wendet er sich aber damit an Gott, so eilt dieser ihm Bedürfnislosigkeit (ghinā) zu geben, sei es durch 

dieseeitigen rizq oder jenseitigen Nutzen (ghanāʾ).”  
685 Q 8:2; see also the formula: “Let the believers put their trust in God” Q 3:122 & 60, 5:12, 9:52, 

58:10, 64:13. 
686 Bukhārī, Saḥīḥ i:349, #1120 (19,1 tahajjud). Cf. Wensinck, Concordance vii:305, right hand column 

(allāhumma ... wa ʿalaikka tawakkaltu). 

687 Although there is no connection to Jihad and no mention of the phrase fī sabīl Allāh here, I 

remember that A. Noth (Heiliger Krieg und Heiliger Kampf in Islam und Christentum. Bonn: Ludwig 

Rührscheid Verlag 1966, 13) preferred to translate this phrase with ‘for the sake of God’, an idiom 

which I find fitting here. 
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 Generally speaking, a connection can be established between the typical zuhd topics, 

such as eschatological references, Jihad, vigil (tahajjud), and chapters on zuhd itself, that are 

found in the Six Books. We sometimes even have Hannād, Wakīʿ, or Ibn al-Mubārak in the 

asānīd.688 Therefore, the six collectors used the Kutub al-zuhd or the Hadiths transmitted by 

their authors.  

 

III.4.2.1 Sustenance (rizq) 

As sustenance is the dominant theme appearing in the canonical tawakkul traditions, it will be 

worthwhile to examine it separately. Regarding sustenance, there are a number of traditions 

that seek to establish a set of ideas for what constituted ‘mainstream’ Islam, which were 

placed in opposition to extreme, life-threatening, and world-renouncing views. In Bukhārī 

and Abū Dāwūd we find the following tradition, which connects the saying to the qurʾānic 

message: 

  

Ibn ʿAbbās said, ‘The people of Yemen used to come for ḥajj and used 

not to bring enough provisions with them and said, ‘We are the 

mutawakkilūn.’ On their arrival in Medina they used to beg the people 

and so God revealed (Q 2:197): “Take provision - though the best 

provision is fear (taqwā)’.”689  

 

This tradition was apparently directed against a group calling themselves the mutawakkilūn. 

In the zuhd collections some ‘extreme’ positions survived, if we consider that this tradition 

did not start to circulate until the 2nd/8th century, which seems to have been due to the 

appearance of the mutawakkilūn. Because of our lack of knowledge regarding the first 

Islamic century and the difficulty of discerning which religious sub-groups existed within 

Islam in its first and early second centuries, it is not possible to say with any precision who 

these mutawakkilūn were. In the course of the third Islamic century and the next, mystic and 

ascetic groups who believed in leaving all provisioning to God alone are easier to discern, but 

                                                
688 A detailed analysis of the material and exact topics transmitted by the zuhd collectors into the Six 

Books still needs to be conducted. 
689 Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ i:471, #1522. Abū Dāwūd, Sunan iii:153, #1730. Exactly what taqwā is doing here 

will become apparent in the course of this subsection on tawakkul. The qurʾānic verse continues, “So 

fear me, o you who are possessed of understanding.” 
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for the first decades of Islam this remains nearly impossible. However, it is clear from the 

tradition cited above that there were mutawakkilūn who came from Yemen and who 

apparently argued that one need not have any care for provisions since God is the provider 

par excellence and so anything else would constitute doubt of Him. Fear, which will play an 

important part within the zuhd traditions, is here closely connected to tawakkul and the 

Qurʾān, implying that caution is the best provision, and arguing against carelessness, as 

shown through the example of the Prophet’s cousin Ibn ʿAbbās (d. c. 68/687-8). Other 

traditions on sustenance follow in the same vein: “A man asked the Prophet, ‘O Messenger of 

God, shall I take care of my things and trust in God or not take care of them and trust in 

God?’ He said, ‘Take care and trust in God’”;690 similarly, when someone asked if he should 

tie his camel up or leave it untied, thereby trusting in God, the Prophet answered in the same 

manner.691 Additionally, the well-known ‘bird-Hadith’ can also be read in this way: “I heard 

the messenger of God say, ‘If you trust in God truly with the trust He is due, you would be 

provided for like the birds. They go out hungry in the morning and come back with full 

bellies in the evening’.”692 God supplies, but humans and animals must pluck the fruits 

themselves, while one should only take as much as is needed or can be carried for that day, 

or, as another prophetic tradition that is often seen in relation to the bird-Hadith states: 

                                                
690 Tirmidhī, Jāmiʿ, ii:668, #2517 (kitāb ṣifat al-qiyāma, 60). 
691 Ibid. 
692 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #559; Aḥmad, Zuhd 18/#97; Ibn Mājah, Sunan ii:1394, #4164; variants in 

Tirmidhī, Jāmiʿ, Kitāb al-Zuhd, 33; Aḥmad, Musnad i:438-9, #370 & 373; cf. Wensinck, 

Concordance vii:305 (left hand column). Cf. Goldziher, Vorlesungen, 152-153: “‘[Muḥammad b. 

Wāsiʿ said:] Glückselig, wer sein Frühessen findet, ohne zu wissen, was er des Abends speisen werde, 

und wer sein Abendessen findet, ohne zu wissen, wovon er nächsten morgen sich nähren werde.’ In 

den in die Höhe geschraubten Tönen quietistischer Lebensanschauung gibt sich die fromme, sich auf 

die asketischen Uranfänge des Islams besinnende Rückwirkung gegen eine überhandnehmende 

Weltlichkeit kund.” Cf. Q 42:27 “If God were to make liberal provisions for His servants, they would 

be insolent on the land;” Mt. 6, 25-43; Luke 12, 22-30. I believe that, in the biblical context, this 

suggests having no care at all for this life and one’s food, so that it is not even necessary to harvest 

crops or gather them into barns (Mt. 6, 26), for which reliance on God and the prospect of His 

heavenly kingdom, i.e. the otherworld, serve as the justification. The Muslim attitude or 

understanding in the bird-Hadith is a little different; one should place one’s trust in God but take care 

of nutrition oneself as much as possible. 
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“Strive for what is of use for you and seek assistance from God.”693 Furthermore, God will 

only help those who have tawakkul or taqwā.694  

 We have here a close connection with a part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, where an 

eschatological connection is drawn when he speaks about the caducity of this-worldly actions 

and goods: 

 

Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust doth 

corrupt, and where thieves break through and steal: But lay up for 

yourselves treasures in heaven [...]. Therefore I say unto you, Take no 

thought for your life, what ye shall eat, or what ye shall drink; nor yet for 

your body, what ye shall put on. Is not the life more than meat, and the 

body than raiment? Behold the fowls of the air: for they sow not, neither 

do they reap, nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feedeth 

them. Are ye not much better than they?695 

 

This passage from the Sermon on the Mount appears more nuanced and with a more world-

renouncing emphasis than does the bird-Hadith. While the latter speaks only of the provision 

with which God supplies his creatures, Jesus’ sermon adds the eschatological component and 

a lack of care for tomorrow, as did Abū Dharr when recounting: “‘The owner of two dirhams 

                                                
693 Muslim, Ṣaḥīḥ iv:252, #2664.   
694 A medieval Ḥanbalī scholar and author of eschatological handbooks, Ibn Rajab (d. 795/1393), who 

names the bird-Hadith as the basis for tawakkul and in relation to this Hadith quotes the Qurʾān (65:2-

3): “Whoever fears God (man yattaq Allāh), for him will be a way out (i.e. assistance from God). And 

he will receive his sustenance from where he did not expect. And whoever trusts in God, He shall 

suffice him, [...] Ibn ʿAbbās said, ‘Keep God in mind and He will guard you (iḥfaẓ Allāh 

yaḥfaẓuka)’.” Ibn Rajab, Jāmiʿ al-ʿulūm wa-l-ḥikam. Edited by Shuʿayb al-Arnaʾūṭ. 2 vols. Beirut 

1999, ii:496-7. Cf. Reinert, Tawakkul, 52 & Kharrāz, Kitāb al-Ṣidq, 35. Neither Kharrāz nor Reinert 

provide much elaboration or interpretation on this Hadith. Goldziher (WZKM 13 (1899), 35-56, 

especially 44-46), as always, somehow (con)fuses zuhd and taṣawwuf, and also claims a 

misconception of Mt. 6, 26 (“freilig in ihrem letzen Satze missverstandene [...] Übersetzung”) as 

being the basis of an intra-Islamic dispute on which he does not further elaborate. It seems that, so far, 

no-one has considered the possibility that Mt. 6, 26 was reconfigured in Islamic terms, i.e. 

‘Islamized,’ as were many other concepts, among them askesis. 
695 Mt 6, 19-20 & 25-26. 
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has a worse reckoning [than he who has only one dirham],’ or he said, ‘reckoning than the 

owner of one Dirham’.”696 Abū Dharr says that one should only take care of what matters 

today and not worry about tomorrow. Such is the main point of this tradition. In the same 

way as the birds that do not hoard food, humans too should only care about the present day 

rather than tomorrow. This way riches and greed will not lead one down the road to 

corruption. One can only bear to live in such a way when one has trust in God’s provisioning. 

In my opinion, the bird-Hadith still implies one should care about one’s daily provision while 

the Sermon rejects or at least denounces caring for anything of this world altogether. In some 

of the early Companions’ sayings similar attitudes can be observed, while Jesus is often 

pictured within zuhd literature as a proto-ascetic.697 In this brief passage from the Sermon on 

the Mount it is possible to see why. Its eschatological aspect, or at least a conscious (re-) 

orientation towards the afterlife, brings us to the eschatological component of the Kutub al-

zuhd.  

 

III.4.3 The Kutub al-zuhd: Eschatology, death, uncertainty and fear, sustenance, reward 

 

The emphasis of the 31 traditions related under the heading of tawakkul in the Kutub al-zuhd 

differs from that found in the canonical collections, as a comparison between the table above 

and the following shows: 

Kutub al-zuhd 

11x Death, uncertainty, fear 

7x Eschatology 

6x Certainty, firmness, patience 

5x Sustenance 

2x Reward, hope 

Table 2. Thematic emphases of tawakkul-related traditions in the Kutub al-zuhd 

 

In what follows the eschatological traditions, that is, traditions about trust in a happy afterlife, 

will be discussed, though only briefly, as the eschatology of the Kutub al-zuhd is the topic of 

                                                
696 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #555 (under the heading tawakkul wa tawāḍuʿ). 
697 Cf. Khalidi, The Muslim Jesus. 
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a later chapter. Following this, I will examine the traditions found in the tawakkul sections of 

the Kutub al-zuhd that relate to death, uncertainty, and fear.” 

The traditions listed under the headings of tawakkul in three of the zuhd collections 

(Aḥmad does not have thematic chapter headings but instead ones related to individuals) 

cause some confusion by including a wide range of terms and concepts. While one Kitāb al-

zuhd’s tawakkul section focuses to a large extent on death, fear, uncertainty, and the 

Reckoning,698 others examine certainty, firmness, sustenance, and reward.699 Fear and 

uncertainty stand in opposition to certainty and firmness within these sections, and it is 

uncertainty that seems to be of major concern for the zuhd traditionists. This probably reflects 

the perceived confrontation between hope and fear, and it is fear that is more important and 

valuable for the zuhhād than hope, with the exception of one saying by Luqmān.700 The main 

focus in most of the Hadiths in the zuhd collections is, however, on uncertainty, which is 

paired with eschatology in the form of the Reckoning on Judgment Day. This event is not 

itself described but the writers are in awe of its imminence and outcome.  

 

III.4.3.1 Eschatology 

The first section of the three on tawakkul found in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd is simply titled bāb 

al-tawakkul. Contentwise, it is the richest of the three extant sections in his Zuhd,701 and it is 

primarily concerned with two themes: fear and worrying about death and one’s eternal fate. 

Again, only once, in the first saying (and as a variant in the second) in the first section, does 

the actual term tawakkul appear, and it is used solely in an opaque understanding of 

eschatology:  

 

Salmān [al-Fārisī] (d. 32/652 or 35/656) and ʿAbdallāh b. Salām (d. 

43/663-4), the two pious, sat together when one of them said to his 

companion, ‘If you were to meet your Lord before me, would you 

inform me what you encountered? And if I met him before you, I will 

inform you.’ Then one of them died and visited his companion in a 

                                                
698 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd (bāb al-tawakkul) #s 434-440. 
699 Ibid., #553 (Tirmidhī, Jāmiʿ #2349, Kitāb al-Zuhd 36), #554.  
700 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #912; Hannād, Zuhd #538. 
701 Bāb al-tawakkul (#s 428-440), bāb fī tawakkul ʿalā ‘Llāh (#s 130-134), tawakkul wa tawāḍuʿ (#s 

553-559). 
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dream and said to him, ‘Trust in God and rejoice, for I have not seen 

anything like tawakkul.’ He repeated this three times.702 

 

The variant of this saying, item #429, does not have Ibn al-Mubārak in the chain of 

transmitters. It goes on to explain what happens to people’s souls after death: “Indeed, the 

believers’ spirits (arwāḥ al-muʾminīn) are in the isthmus (barzakh). They walk on ther earth 

wherever they please. The soul[s] of the unbelievers (nafs al-kuffār ?) are in prisons.” It is 

intriguing that the believers are described to have arwāḥ, thereby implying the notion of 

purity, while the unbelievers have a nafs, which could suggest a low or impure soul.703 

Tawakkul in this example is clearly one piece of eschatological terminology related to a form 

of bliss, one which bears the overtone that he who trusts in God with all his self and affairs 

will be among those saved and rewarded.  

 

III.4.3.2 Death, uncertainty, and fear 

Regarding one’s eternal fate, an individual’s thoughts and fears regarding ‘what will come 

after’704 are often displayed in the last conversation someone has before their death, such as is 

seen in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd ,  in the persons of ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb and ʿAmr b. al-

ʿĀṣ (d. c. 42/663).705 While in ʿUmar’s case it is his piety that is displayed as evidence of his 

scrupulous character, ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀṣ’s story is, at first glance, more multi-faceted. However, 

both sayings are linked to the theme of early opposition to the Prophet.  

 ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀṣ was a very controversial figure at the beginnings of Islam who, having 

conquered and nearly ruled Egypt in his own right, later supported Muʿāwiya against ʿAlī in 

the battle of the Camel (36/656)706 before he was removed from office by ʿUthmān and 

replaced by an Umayyad governor. It was he who had had the idea of placing Qurʾān leaves 

onto the spears’ blades, thereby forcing a truce between Muʿāwiya and ʿAlī. These 
                                                
702 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #428; Ibn Abī Shaybā, Muṣannaf #35802. 
703 Nafs, as the carnal soul, means a soul that follows its instincts, paying little regard to morals or 

education. 
704 See Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd e.g. #438 and #437: "Maʿmar said: al-Nakhaʿī cried over his 

(Muḥammad's) death and he was asked, 'What makes you cry?' He replied, 'I expected from God's 

Prophet to give me news about the Garden or the Fire.'" 
705 Cf. EI2, ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀṣ (Wensinck). 
706 This took place in the outskirts of Basra and marked the start of the first fitna after ʿUthmān’s (r. 

23-35/644-656) murder. Cf. EI3, Battle of the Camel (Haider). 
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controversial aspects are also displayed in a saying of ʿAmr transmitted by ʿAbd al-Raḥmān 

b. Shamāsah (d. 110/719 or after). What the two, respectively four (3x ʿUmar {1 variant}, 2x 

ʿAmr), traditions have in common is their dialogue form and preoccupation with God’s 

mercy, or rather their (missing) trust in God. While ʿUmar was assassinated, ʿAmr died an 

old man, aged over ninety.  

 It is important to note that neither tawakkul nor any other kind of trust in God or 

reliance upon him is mentioned within these sayings. It is merely a feeling of uncertainty and 

the mercy that the individuals hope for that are stressed. In related traditions and a number of 

other, unrelated ones it can be seen that certain individuals, such as ʿAmr or ʿAbd al-Raḥmān 

b. ʿAwf (d. c. 31/652),707 are presented ambiguously, only to be ultimately exculpated from 

their initially negative attitude towards Islam or ignominious moral behavior. This is what Ibn 

al-Mubārak, Ibn Ḥanbal, and the other zuhd compilers being investigated tried to do. It may 

even have been one of their main concerns, and this was also to be what the traditionists did 

throughout the centuries, right down to the present day, when conservative groups praise the 

glorious beginnings of Islam, thereby disregarding or reinterpreting the fitnas, assassinations, 

and misuse of power and wealth. Yet this is only one side of the story. We will also see how 

these personalities allegedly coped with their approaching death, starting with ʿAmr. ʿAbd al-

Raḥmān b. Shamāsah transmitted: 

 

When ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀṣ was about to pass away he wept. ʿAbdallāh asked 

him, ‘Why do you cry, out of anxiety regarding death?’ He (ʿAmr) 

replied, ‘No, by God, but regarding what comes afterwards!’ He 

(ʿAbdallāh) said to him, ‘You had performed good deeds,’ and he 

reminded him of his companionship with the Prophet and his conquering 

of Syria (futūḥihi-l-shām). ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀṣ replied, ‘I lost sight of the best 

altogether, (i.e.) the witnessing that there is no deity but God. [...] I was 

the fiercest of the people against the Prophet. Had I died at this time, I 

would have deserved the Fire (fa law mittu ḥīnaʾidhin la-wajabat lī l-

nār). When I acknowledged the Prophet [as our leader and the 

Messenger of God], I became the humblest towards him of all the 

people. I never looked straight at him because of my shyness toward 

him. If I had died back then, people would say, ‘Lucky ʿAmr, he 

                                                
707 On him, see the chapter Tempered Renunciation. 
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converted to Islam and performed good deeds, and he died in his best 

state,’ ‘and people would wish me paradise.’708 

 

The main focus here is on ʿAmr’s conversion, and it is true that in the biographies of ʿAmr in 

the rijāl literature his life-story generally begins with his conversion.709 Nevertheless, many 

people at the time this Hadith emerged seem to have been aware of ʿAmr’s rather ambiguous 

character, and an attempt is made here to smooth things over without ever trying to conceal 

his early opposition to Muḥammad. Similarly, it highlights the transition, or conversion, as I 

labelled it earlier, of an unbeliever into a pious and honorable individual.710 Similarly, ʿUmar 

is also presented as an exemplar of God-consciousness when awaiting his death: 

 

ʿUmar said, ‘O my son, lay my face on the ground, may God have mercy 

on me.’ He cleansed his hands with earth and then fainted in a heavy 

unconsciousness. Ibn ʿUmar said, ‘Then I raised his head and put it in 

my lap.’ He rose and said, ‘Put my face on the earth so that God may 

have mercy on me.’711 

 

Thus, even ʿUmar is unsure of his eternal fate, which is of course a sign of piety, just as the 

act of placing his head on the earth is a symbol of a ‘zuhd-lifestyle.’ Fear would, therefore, be 

regarded as a major concept, one that caused people to remain humble and not to transgress 

the rules out of arrogance.712 In his contemplation of death in particular, ʿUmar wanted 

neither comfort nor anything that would attach him to this world, which he would then have 

to justify himself for. A similar saying was told about Jesus: “It is related that Jesus once laid 

his head to rest upon a stone. Satan passed by and said, ‘So then Jesus, I see you have found 

something to desire in this world after all!’”713 Jesus then casts the stone at Satan and tells 

                                                
708 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #440. 

709 EI2, ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀṣ (Wensinck). 
710 Another example of displaying reliance on God’s judgement, the hoped-for mercy, and the 

necessity of tawakkul is displayed in Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #439. 
711 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #436; variants, respectively related Hadiths are  #434 and #435. 

712 Cf. Melchert, Exaggerated Fear. 
713 Transl. from Khalidi, Muslim Jesus, 43; see p. 118 for references. 
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him to take this and the world with it.714 Fear is the main focus of this complex of sayings, all 

of which concentrate on the fleeting nature of even the most basic things in life. As Ghazālī 

asked provocatively, if a stone keeps Jesus attached to this world and distracts him from 

recollection of God,715 what would a soft, cushioned bed do?716 ʿUmar’s final request for 

mercy seems to reflect a self-critique, displaying once more his scrupulosity. The only 

palpable connection to tawakkul is that this focus on uncertainty and fear may hint at possible 

criticism of the tawakkul concept as it was interpreted by some, as it caused them to not take 

care of their livelihood themselves, but rather to make money by, for instance, begging.717 

Lack of trust in God and fear of the terror of Judgment Day alone may be fit for a discussion 

of tawakkul, since ʿUmar’s last uttering almost feels like an outcry, one that seems to be a 

warning against tawakkul, meaning that if ʿUmar and ʿAmr thought they did not have it, 

nobody should claim they do. The connection between those two individuals, ʿUmar and 

ʿAmr, lies in their initial biographies, and specifically their initial hostility towards 

Muhammad, their conversion, their giving of extraordinary allegiance to the Prophet, and 

their huge territorial conquests and powerful representation for Islam.  

There are also sayings that explicitly express those same worries about the Judgment 

as were merely implied in the traditions mentioned previously. “Maʿmar [b. Rāshid] (d. 

153/770)718 said, ‘[Ibrāhīm] al-Nakhaʿī (d.c. 96/714-15)719 cried over his impending death. 

When he was asked, ‘What makes you cry?’ He said, ‘I expected from God a message giving 

                                                
714 Ibid. This is a stark reminded of the stoning of the devil during ḥajj.  
715 al-Raqāʾiq relates this in the same way as the recollection of God, here still iḥfaẓ Allāh and not 

dhikr, i.e. the more often one remembers God, the humbler and softer the heart becomes out of awe of 

the Creator. See Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #135. Raqāʾiq also relates to ṣabr and salvation: “[...] er 

schlägt dich mit Heimsuchung, auf daß er dein (hartes) Herz weich mache, damit es nach dem 

Erlangen des Heils strebe (Van Ess, Gedankenwelt, 181-2.).” 
716 Ibid. 
717 Cf. Bosworth, The Medieval Islamic Underworld. The Banū Sāsān in Arabic Society and 

Literature. 2 vols. Leiden: Brill 1976. To be supplemented by idem, Jewish Elements in the Banū 

Sāsān, in: Bibliotheca Orientalis 33, 5-6 (September-November 1976), 289-94. 
718 His Kitāb al-maghāzi is preserved within the Musannaf of Abd al-Razzak al-Sanʿāni (126/744 - 

211/827). Maʿmar is said to have taken much of his material from Zuhri. 
719 Ibn Saʿd provides an extensive entry on him in his Ṭabaqāt, providing, inter alia, the information 

that he was one of Abū Ḥanīfa’s teachers. In EI2, Ibrāhīm al-Nakhaʿī, Lecomte miscalculates the CE 

death date with 717 instead of a split date of 714-15. 
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me news about the Garden or the Fire’.”720 Again, there is no explicit reference to tawakkul 

here, but the notion of a ‘lack’ of trust in God’s mercy is obvious; this is even ascribed to 

such famously pious and esteemed people as Nakhaʿī. Jesus is often found in the role that 

Nakhāʿī takes here, where Jesus serves as “a patron saint of all who renounce earthly 

ambitions for fear of moral contamination.”721 The most effective means to do so is to keep 

the afterlife or God before one’s eyes and act scrupulously out of fear of it.722  

The manuscripts from the 5th/11th century723 onwards have the same chapter 

headings as do the editions. It can only be assumed that the aim of citing these Hadiths about 

fear within this section served the purpose either of speaking out against tawakkul as it was 

practised by some, or of humanizing some of the great leaders of Islam in order to show 

every human’s weakness, and thus the importance of trusting solely and completely in God. 

In consequence, fear is framed more ompirtant for the individual than trust.724  

 Ibn al-Mubārak often stressed the similarity in the meanings of tawakkul with the 

notions of ṣabr and yaqīn, which would also later appear in the Six Books, as well as being 

seen earlier, in the Qurʾān.725 However, he or his students seem to have collected and 

arranged these sayings in such a way that his listeners, readers, and students would be in awe 

and bewilderment of seeing their role models humanized, awaiting death in a state of fear, 

worry, or uncertainty. He cleanses their imperfect character traits but at the same time leaves 

some room for speculation. From previous readings in his Zuhd it is possible to establish that 

this is a recurring pattern, one that starts with either an optimistic outlook that is later 

changed via a moral critique, or a negative description or prospect developing, via 

purification, into a positive, or at least positively perceived, outcome. Although Ibn al-

Mubārak does seem to purify the role models of early Islam in a manner close to that of later 

Sunni writers, he also leaves room for speculation. He does not erase any human failings 
                                                
720 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #437. 
721 Khalidi, Muslim Jesus, 33. 
722 “Be mindful of God (iḥfaẓ Allāh) and he will have you in mind. Be mindful of God and you will 

find Him in front of you.” Hannād, Zuhd #536. 
723 MS Leipzig 295 was identified by Sezgin as being from the 5th/11th century (471/1078); MS 

Leipzig 296 is dated before 731/1330, and Carullah 832 from 6th/12th cent. 
724 It is also plausible to presume that the order of the traditions in the Kutub al-zuhd changed over the 

course of manuscript copying, but due to the lack of early manuscripts we simply do not know. All 

three manuscripts examined have the same chapter headings on tawakkul and the same Hadiths. 
725 See Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd e.g. #431. 



 184 

from the picture, but tries to blend them with their striving for moral perfection. Accordingly, 

both Muhammad and Jesus were also worried about Judgment Day:  

 

‘How can I be comfortable when the one with the horn (ṣāḥib al-qarn) is 

holding it to his lips,726 his ears listening for when he will be ordered to 

blow, so he can blow?’ It was as if that was very hard on the 

Companions of the Prophet, so he said to them, ‘Say God is sufficient for 

us and what a good protector (wakīl) He is. On God we rely (ʿalā ‘Llāh 

tawakkalnā).’727 

 

While still expressing a degree of security, in Aḥmad’s Zuhd Jesus would “cry out in anguish 

like a woman whenever the Hour was mentioned,”728 something that is related to the 

zuhhād’s favored theme of weeping (bukāʾ), which again implies a high degree of piety.729 

The more one thinks about the Reckoning the more often one cries, and something similar 

can be found in the concept of those killed by reading, reciting, or recollecting parts of the 

Qurʾān (qatlā l-Qurʾān) in Thaʿlabī’s (d. 427/1035-6) work.730 The themes of crying as a 

symbol of the pious and of laughing as one of the ignorant had already been seen and 

developed in the writings of Ḥasan al-Baṣrī.731 Their pre-occupation with this theme also 

demonstrates just how important fear was in traditionist zuhd literature, and how closely this 

worldview was connected to piety and not only to renunciation.732 And, as the last part of this 

tradition and the following one, below, suggest, tawakkul is closely connected to fear of God 
                                                
726 To signify the coming of Judgment Day the angel of death Isrāfīl will blow the trumpet. 
727 See Wensinck, Concordance vii:305 (ʿalayhi, wa ʿalayhi, ʿalā 'Llāh tawakkalnā; right hand column). 

728 Aḥmad, Zuhd 57-58/#321 (trans. Khalidi, Muslim Jesus #38); variant Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #229 

(Muslim Jesus #6). On the Prophets’ and the Companions’ fear of the Fire in the Kutub al-zuhd and 

Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣannaf, cf. Melchert, Exaggerated fear, 287f. 
729 See, for instance, the abwāb in the Kutub al-zuhd of Ibn al-Mubārak, Wakīʿ, Hannād. 
730 Wiesmüller, Die vom Koran Getöteten. Würzburg: Ergon 2001.  
731 Cf. Ritter, Studien zur Geschichte der islamischen Frömmigkeit. I. Ḥasan al-Baṣrī, in: Der Islam, 

21, 1 (1933), 1-83. 
732 In the example of Jesus, it also serves the polemic that he was just an ordinary person like any 

other prophet, and not the son of God. As mentioned by van Ess (TG i:10-11), the Sura that Jesus was 

not the son of God but His servant and prophet was inscribed in the walls of the first religious 

structure of Islam, the Dome of the Rock, in Jerusalem.  
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and, at the same time, belief in Him as protector: “If my servant trusts in me (tawakkala 

ʿalayya), as soon as [he sees] the heaven and the earth [tremble], I will make for him an exit 

between the two [to enter paradise].”733 This is the main meaning of wakīl here, and so 

tawakkul is repeatedly and deeply connected with a person’s eternal fate.  

 This relationship with zuhd is also evident if we understand it as being the concern for 

this world only insofaras one acts in a morally correct fashion, and according to God’s 

will.734 This is what the pronouncements that are said to have been made on their deathbeds 

in, for instance, ʿUmar’s and ʿAmr’s cases express. They did not wholly doubt the mercy and 

protection of God, but instead hoped that their behavior in this world had been sufficiently 

good for a positive judgment. The zuhd traditionists thus attempted to show that even the 

most pious of people had more fear than hope. 

 

In Hannād’s Zuhd , in the section on tawakkul, the need to concentrate on fear and hope 

and to keep God in mind at all times is also highlighted. Of the eight items mentioned in this 

section, three focus on fear and hope, while others include the aforementioned yaqīn, ṣabr, 

rizq, and, for the first time, ḥubb. I will examine here only the main themes of fear and hope, 

and those traditions on sustenance afterwards, and we will see how deep the subtext of the 

Hadiths proves to be.  

 The first saying of this complex is quite different from normal in both phrasing and 

content, and is somewhat reminiscent of an expression found in Sufi literature when referring 

to the final stage of a certain ḥāl or maqām: “Ibn Fuḍayl said, ‘Tawakkul is completeness in 

belief (or the sum or fulfilment of belief jamāʿ al-īmān)’.”735 The isnād goes: Ibn Fuḍayl [b. 

Ghazwān] (d. 195/810-11 Kufa) – Ḍirār b. Murra (d. 132/749-50 Kufa; Sufyān transmitted 

from him) – Saʿīd [Ibn Jubayr] (d. 95/713-14; martyred).736 The chain of transmitters 

provides us with some useful information. First, it is a Kufan isnād and Sufyān al-Thawrī is 
                                                
733 Aḥmad, Zuhd 53/#293. 
734 Wagtendonk, Fasting in the Koran. Leiden: Brill 1968, 131: “Therefore, what Mohammed may 

have taken from Syrian Christianity was the austere spirit of taking earthly life seriously in contrast to 

the unconcern of the unbelievers, as well as the fear of God’s Judgement and the practice of voluntary 

fasting the giving of alms and the nocturnal recitation of the scripture, but not its extreme aspects.” 
735 Hannād, Zuhd, #534. Aḥmad, Zuhd 19/#103; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #30205 & 36490. 

Muḥammad b. Fuḍayl (GAS i, 96; Juynboll, Encyclopaedia of Canonical Hadith, 418-9) d. 195/811 

supposedly also compiled a Kitāb al-Zuhd and hailed from Kufa. 
736 Killed by al-Ḥajjāj b. Yūsuf. 
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again omnipresent, as he appears either as a name within the isnād or is somehow related (as 

student or teacher) to an individual within it. The person giving the definition of tawakkul is 

Saʿīd b. Jubayr, who was from Kufa and a renowned scholar in the field of qurʾānic recitation 

and exegesis, jurisprudence, and Hadith.737 He held various government offices under the 

ʿUmayyads but then participated in a revolt against Ḥajjāj b. Yūsuf (d. 95/714) in 81-2/700-

1.738 More than ten years after he fled, following the unsuccessful revolt, he was captured, 

brought to Ḥajjāj, and beheaded in Wāṣiṭ in 94/711 or 95/712. The stories that developed 

surrounding his capture and questioning “underline Saʿīd’s piety and condemn al-Ḥadjdjādj’s 

death sentence.”739 He therefore fits very neatly into the picture that the zuhhād or zuhd 

traditionists liked to shape of themselves and how they wished to represent their ideal way of 

living, that is, distance from governmental power, martyrdom for the right cause, speaking up 

against injustice, and firmness in matters of belief. This saying is also one of the few in Ibn 

Ḥanbal’s Zuhd where tawakkul is mentioned. Aḥmad was, after all, Hannād’s contemporary 

yet he did not transmit this Hadith via Hannād, but directly from Ibn Fuḍayl.  

 From this background information, we may conclude that this Hadith expresses a very 

fundamental thought: that one must carry out one’s duty and everything one does in life while 

keeping in mind that only God can judge you, and that the actions and judgments of the 

worldly rulers are as nought. Especially because of the connection of Ibn Ḥanbal and Saʿīd, 

the relation of this to amr bi-l-maʿrūf740 gains weight. If this was the sum of belief then 

tawakkul must have been highly regarded, and the fact that these words were stated by a 

martyr must mean that they were then regarded even more highly. Furthermore, īmān seems 

to hint at an inner aspect of belief. The term jamāʿ in this context may hint at a combination 

of inner and outer application, so that the execution of both is understood as the fulfilment of 

īmān. Tawakkul in this tradition thus means trust in God and acting according to His law. We 

will see in what follows what Hannād thought tawakkul was supposed to mean.  

 In the below, two sayings will receive special attention, one by Luqmān the Wise and 

one khabar via Aʿmash741 (d. 147 or 8/764-5) and the semi-historical figure Abū Wāʾil 

                                                
737 EI2, Saʿīd b. Djubayr (Motzki). 
738 See Sayed, Die Revolte des Ibn al-Ašʿat und die Koranleser. Freiburg: Schwarz 1977. 
739 EI2, Saʿīd b. Djubayr. 
740 See Cook, Commanding Right, 87ff. 
741 See EI3, al-Aʿmash (Juynboll). Juynboll mentions the muʿammarūn phenomenon under which 

Shaqīq supposedly falls. This, according to Juynboll, was the invented idea that people lived far 
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Shaqīq b. al-Salama (d.c. 82/701742). Shaqīq’s death at the battle of Jamājim hints at the 

second example of a rebellion against Ḥajjāj within the tawakkul section. It thus connects 

tawakkul and khawf directly and exclusively to God: 

 

We went out during the night, scared and passed by a bush in which 

someone slept. He was strapped to his horse that was grazing close to his 

head. We woke him up and asked him, ‘You sleep in a place like this?’ 

He raised his head and said, ‘I am fearful for the owner of the throne 

(ʿarsh) were He to know I feared anything but Him.’ Then he put his 

head back down and went to sleep.743 

 

The message is clear: only God should be feared, and nothing or no one else. This saying is 

reminiscent of the legendary anecdote about Shaqīq al-Balkhī falling asleep on the 

battlefield.744 He is also the person who allegedly introduced a multi-faceted understanding of 
                                                                                                                                                  
beyond reasonable age (often over one hundred years of age) in order to connect Aʿmash with the 

early generation of, for example, Ibn Masʿūd. Since Shaqīq is reported to have participated at the 

below-mentioned battle of Jamājim, this back-projection is insignificant at this point but does deserve 

to be mentioned. 
742 Ibn Ḥibban, Thiqāt iv:354: “[...] died after [the battle of] al-Jamājim (82/701).” He was supposedly 

born in the year 1 of the hijra (ibid.). This “battle of the monastery of skulls” was another 

unsuccessful rebellion against Hajjāj, which took place near a Nestorian monastery that lay about 28 

miles from Kufa. See EI1, Dair al-Djamādjim (Streck). Cf. Kennedy, The Armies of the Caliphs, 34; 

Hawting, The First Dynasty of Islam, 68-9. 
743 Hannād, Zuhd #539. Another saying by Luqmān that is also found in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd #912, 

under the section “dhikr raḥmat Allāh”, expresses a similar idea but here emphasizes hope, and 

through it mercy: “O son, hope in God, in such a way that hope does not let you feel safe from a 

loathsome act. Fear God, in such a way that the fear does not debase His mercy. He said, o my father, 

how am I to do this for I only have one heart? He answered, o my son, the believer possesses two 

hearts, one with which he hopes and one with which he fears.” Hannād, Zuhd #538. 
744 Since Muḥāsibī was strictly opposed to this attitude he explained: “Der Prophet zog zwei 

Brustpanzer übereinander an, und die Gläubigen trugen Schilde und kleideten sich mit 

Schutzgewändern; der Prophet ernannte Wächter während seines Gebets und hob den Graben aus (im 

Grabenkrieg), um sich dann einen Monat lang dahinter zu verschanzen - ohne daß ihm dies etwas 

angetan hätte noch auch den Gläubigen, weder in ihrer Gewißheit noch in ihrem Gottvertrauen, 

gegründet auf ihr Wissen, daß nur das Vorherbestimmte eintrifft [..] (van Ess, Gedankenwelt, 179).” 
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tawakkul.745 In both, the above-quoted tradition and in Shaqīq’s case this expresses a mental 

attitude that can be subsumed under tawakkul, and which expresses an absolute 

preoccupation with God, be it in connection with fear, hope, protection, or otherwise. It is 

important to note that these two individuals both bear the name Shaqīq, so a confusion or 

even merging of two different individuals into one could have happened, thus making Shaqīq 

al-Balkhī the ultimate representative of tawakkul. 

 In this example we are at some distance from the more conservative usage of 

tawakkul found in the Six Books, which focus more on sustenance, and much closer to the 

understanding that Shaqīq al-Balkhī and, through him, later authors, would relate. The 

audience for these sayings must have known, or were most probably taught, the meaning of 

both the content and its background. They surely knew who the transmitters were since both 

sayings are, considering their background information, directed quite firmly against 

tyrannical rule and in favour of individual sacrifice. This suggests the existence of certain 

circles, as van Ess has suggested, where a piety free from dependence on the state and 

focused on otherworldly religious conviction was lived, taught, and propagated.746 

 

In Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal’s Zuhd  there are five examples of Hadiths where the term tawakkul 

is included, some of which have been discussed previously. These sayings reflect what has 

already been seen, though sometimes in a more rigorous manner. The main concerns of the 

tawakkul-related items are magic, eschatology, God as the sole concern, īmān, taqwā, and 

qadr (predestination).  

The zuhd traditionists were predestinarians (anti-qadarites),747 something that fits well 

alongside the concept of relying on God (tawakkala) and having him as one’s sole concern.748 

This is also what the items concerned with superstition and magic hint at.749 After all, 

tawakkul is, in the collectors’ view, what makes faith (īmān) steadfast and upright750 and will 

                                                
745 Gramlich, Vorbilder ii:47ff. 
746 TG i:141ff. 
747 Aḥmad, Zuhd 250/#1408: “The acts of a man do not save him except his deeds and a man trusting 

in God will not obtain anything by it except God has written it.” 
748 Aḥmad, Zuhd 91/#468: “God revealed to Jesus: Make me your soul concern. Make me as your 

treasure for your return [to me]. Trust in me (tawakkal ʿalayya) and I shall suffice you.”  
749 Ahmad, Zuhd 52/#287. 
750 Ibid., 104/#530. 
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guarantee entry to paradise.751 This also fits the aforementioned definition in Hannād’s Zuhd 

that “Tawakkul is completeness in belief.”752 Simultaneously, the traditions in Ibn al-

Mubārak’s Zuhd on ʿUmar and ʿAmr and the tradition related by Ibn ʿAbbās bear witness to 

an exaggerated reliance placed on God by certain groups and the traditionists’ attempts to 

admonish them for it. 

 

III.5 Conclusion 

Several concepts of zuhd, and their practical application, have been examined. In the case of 

hunger, fasting, and seclusion it was seen that there were different understandings and 

applications of this in both practice and theory. These different streams could reflect different 

reconfigurations of Christian ascetic practices. While hunger seems to have followed certain 

common rules (although I did omit many examples of starving ascetics that can also be found 

in the hagiographical literature),753 seclusion seems to have been conceived of in various 

ways. This suggest that the zuhd traditionists of the 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th centuries saw 

themselves not only as compilers but as selectors and teachers, according to what they 

thought was acceptable within the boundaries of the Sunna. It seems as if different streams of 

zuhd existed in the first and early 2nd/8th century and the zuhd traditionists tried to rein in the 

more ‘extreme’ positions while also promoting a moderate form of renunciation. The very 

few examples of complete isolation are proof of the existence of these ‘extreme’ positions 

and cannot be seen as inventions by the hagiographers of the 4th/10th and subsequent 

centuries, but instead remain exceptional.754 This is also the case with fasting, as traditions 

against constant fasting suggest a wish to counter such extreme practices for different 

reasons. And this is probably due to a reconfiguration of previously existent practices that 

had to be reconfigured for Islam. This could have been why they addressed and headed 

sections in the zuhd collections with tawakkul, in order to stress fear and one’s duty of self-

                                                
751 Ibid., 53/#291 
752 See above (Hannād, Zuhd #534; Aḥmad, Zuhd 19/#103). 
753 Ibn Adham is said to have eaten clay, or even dust: “Wenn er keine erlaubte Speise fand, aß er 

Staub. Einen Monat lang aß er Lehm. [...] Als er einmal in eine Hungersnot geriet, befeuchtete er 

tagelang den Sand mit Wasser und aß ihn.” Gramlich, Vorbilder i:210. 
754 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #20 (ziyādāt): “By God, I wished I had someone using my belongings for 

me. The door would be shut on me, nobody would come to me, and I would not go out to anyone until 

I encounter God.” 
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provision rather than wandering into the desert without any provisions, as the mutawakkilūn 

are seen as having done in Sufi writings.755 Also in opposition to the Sermon on the Mount, 

the zuhd traditionists' stand seems more tempered than Jesus' renunciation of worldly matters 

in expectation for the kingdom of heaven. As we have witnessed in the previous chapter 

already, also this chapter proved that tempered renunciation was a major concern for the zuhd 

traditionists. 

 As has been seen, in the Qurʾān tawakkul is primarily connected to protection and 

patience during times of tribulation and only partially to fear (taqwā). In the Six Books it is 

sustenance and protection that form the main components of tawakkul. The Kutub al-zuhd 

also mention protection and sustenance, but their focus is predominantly on fear and death. 

Only at the end of my analysis did I come across a description on fear, which Melchert wrote, 

which fits our findings well. He describes an atmosphere, that of the seventh and eighth 

century renunciants’ world, rife with fear, with the words: “It is about insecurity and divine 

transcendence, not trust and nearness to God.”756 Thus, even traditions under the section 

tawakkul may predominantly highlight fear and uncertainty regarding the Judgment, as in Ibn 

al-Mubārak’s case. Hence, some zuhd collectors seem to have tried to frame fear in sections 

dealing, or declared to be dealing, with tawakkul.  

 In conclusion, it has proved possible to unpack the zuhd collections’ focus on themes 

connected to eschatology. Just like Jihad, tawakkul remained closely related to the themes of 

zuhd, that is, morality, refrainment from things that distract one from God, preoccupation 

with God’s Judgment, discussion of wealth, commanding right, and the qurʾānic notions of 

ṣabr and yaqīn. The Hadiths found under the tawakkul heading thus cover a wide variety of 

topics while at the same time trying to relate them to the creed that is specific for zuhd. In this 

way, yaqīn and tawakkul are often used and understood interchangeably.757 It has also been 

demonstrated that sayings such as Abū Dharr’s one-two Dirham tradition reflect a zuhd 

worldview that fits Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and the bird-Hadith, but less so the zuhd 

traditionists’ way of life. This probably also reflects differences in the ideas of various zuhd 

                                                
755 See Gramlich, Vorbilder i:202 in the person of Ibrāhīm b. Adham; ibid., 420 in the person of Abū 

Ḥusayn al-Nūrī: “Ich zog auf der Grundlage des Gottvertrauens in die Wüste.” Cf. ibid., 180, 329 

often in connection with the legendary Khadir.  
756 Ibid., 283. 
757 This is a common pattern in early renunciant literature. The words khawf, taqwā, khashya, and 

rahab are also used to mean fear. Ibid., 284. 
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traditionists. Some lived off riches inherited or earned through trade (such as Ibn al-Mubārak 

and Wakīʿ), while others lived frugally and never acquired more than basic necessities 

(Aḥmad and Hannād?). They all agreed that otherworldly benefit should be their primary 

focus, but did not unanimously believe in abandoning self-sufficiency.  

 The complete absence of the term tawakkul in many of the sayings under that heading 

posed a serious problem that I tried to overcome by interpretation, using historical and 

terminological contextualization in regard to uncertainty and fear, and opposition to the 

mutawakkilūn. As well as the constant, almost mantric repetition about God’s provision, fear 

stands out conspicuously. Worries and uncertainty concerning the Day of Judgment and the 

individual’s eternal fate were present far more in the Kutub al-zuhd than trust and protection, 

unlike in the Six Books or the Qurʾān.758 Renunciants would have their specific worldview 

because they were “subordinating their worldly interests to their salvation in the Afterlife.”759 

This is also where warfare and martyrdom come to the fore and take up a central position 

within the zuhd worldview, as shall be seen in the next chapter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
758 See ibid., 283. The importance of fear, like that of several other themes, is considerable. 

Unfortunately, there is not the space to include this topic here; this shall be investigated in a separate 

article at a later date. 
759 Ibid., 299-300. 
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IV. Renunciation and Warfare 

IV.1 Introduction 

Zuhhād were prominent in border warfare, especially against the Byzantine Empire in the 

west during the 2nd/8th century. As early as the 1st/7th century, piety and warfare went hand 

in hand.760 This continued to be the case, but some people wanted to participate in what they 

deemed to be one of the holiest duties of Islam, by volunteering and/or traveling to the border 

regions (thughūr). We do not know if they were connected to the regular troops or whether 

the majority acted independently, but it seems most likely that after their arrival they joined 

or followed those troops and fought in their ranks.  

 As M. Bonner has shown, primarily through use of biographical literature, many of 

these individuals were warriors with an ascetic and scholarly background.761 This chapter will 

consider the question of how reliable the biographical literature is, whether the information 

contained within it as regards individuals expanded over time, how descriptions of the 

character traits and the participation in warfare of the renunciant scholar-warriors are 

presented, and if these descriptions fit the content of the material found in the Kutub al-zuhd 

and Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād.762 Ibn al-Mubārak himself, one of the most famous and 

lauded of the scholar-warriors, who is even said to have annually interchangeably taken part 

in the Jihad or performed the pilgrimage (ḥajj),763 is the main focus of this chapter. He is the 

author of the earliest extant Kitāb al-zuhd and Kitāb al-jihād and, compared to the three other 

zuhd collectors examined in this study, gathered the largest quantity of material on warfare in 

his collections. Furthermore, information about his affiliation with warfare in the 

biographical literature764 is, unlike that for the other collectors, vast. The question remaining 

is how exactly he participated. We do not have any information in the biographical literature 

about Wakīʿ, Hannād, or Ibn Ḥanbal participating in raids; it seems as if these three promoted 

Jihad but did not make it their main priority. While Jihad also has a prominent position in the 

other Kutub al-zuhd, Ibn al-Mubārak remained its main proponent. In his Zuhd there are a 

                                                
760 TG i:141.  
761 Bonner, Aristocratic Violence And Holy War. Studies in the Jihad and the Arab-Byzantine 

Frontier. New Haven: American Oriental Society 1996. 
762 Ibn al-Mubārak, Kitāb al-Jihād. Edited by Nazīh Ḥammād. Jidda: Dār al-Maṭbuʿāt al-Ḥadītha, n.d. 
763 See Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 99. 
764 In Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat as well as in Ibn ʿAsākir’s Taʾrīkh Dimashq and Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī’s 

Taʾrīkh Baghdād. 
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large number of sayings dealing with war situations, but the focus lies not on the combat 

itself but on the intention (niyya) with which the warrior sets out to the battlefield. 

   

 Judging from Ibn al-Mubārak’s work, his understanding of history was a relatively 

linear one, starting with the early, ‘pure’ time of the Prophet and his first Followers, and the 

rightly guided caliphs, after which came the corruption and power struggles of the Umayyad 

regime, followed by its downfall, and so on.  He sees a constant decay of the ‘original’ ideas 

of Islam that was caused by people seeking material gains or power. Of course, al-zuhd fī l-

dunyā and its actively engaged form (Jihad and remembrance of the lifestyle of the Prophet 

and his Companions), were what was necessary to counter this corrosion. Ibn al-Mubārak 

does something that appears rather peculiar to modern readers: he places the ‘good old times’ 

into the here-and-now through approximating, for example, battlefield situations, while at the 

same time calling for the re-enactment of certain codes of conduct seen within them. To make 

my point clearer, he calls for people to follow the lifestyle and rules that he believed 

Muḥammad, his Companions, and Followers did. Furthermore, he tries to revivify and imitate 

this way of life in battle or the imagination. This is what Wansbrough termed from narratio 

to exemplum, that is, not only re-narrating the stories of the first Muslims but reliving them 

in order to set and highlight pious standards and examples. In a similar vein regarding late 

antique Christianity, Peter Brown called this imitatio Christi.765 In our case, this could be 

termed imitatio Muhammadi and of his Companions or, as an overarching term, imitatio 

propheti. The Companions and their Followers may have been regarded by Ibn al-Mubārak 

and his contemporaries as intermediaries between Muḥammad and themselves, as they aimed 

“to make Muḥammad palpable in one’s own time and place.”766 This is clearly the case when 

reading Ibn al-Mubārak’s Hadith material, and the descriptions of war and apocalypse 

especially.  

 My aim is not to engage in further discussion of linearity in historical writing or of the 

historical development of Jihad. Rather, I am trying to depict what kind of stories Ibn al-

                                                
765 Cf. Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 118-119. See also Melchert’s criticism on Bonner’s point here 

in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb Al-Jihād And Early Renunciant Literature, in: Violence in Islamic 

Thought. Edited by Gleave & Kristó-Nagy. Edinburgh University Press 2015, 62-3, that there is no 

shift from Jihad to siyar since “the material in neither book is presumptively older than that in the 

other; rather they are examples of contemporary genres.”  
766 Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 118.  
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Mubārak and the other zuhd collectors used in their descriptions of the first battles of Islam 

and how these narratives related to their own lives and the society around them. For Abū 

Isḥāq al-Fazārī (d. in or after 185/802), a contemporary and friend of Ibn al-Mubārak767 who 

wrote a Kitāb al-siyar768 that contains the legal norms for Jihad, “the historical narrative 

about the early community had become tied to the authority of the scholar who knows the 

Sunna and enforces it on his own.”769 He is part of what Bonner described as scholars 

embedding their knowledge of Jihad, fiqh, and leadership.  

 Over the course of this chapter, I will elaborate on different aspects of the zuhd 

traditionists’ literature, biographies and worldview, by investigating the origins of their 

convictions as seen in their texts, how these influenced the people and society around them, 

whether they acted upon their convictions, how far the sayings and narratives can be said to 

provide us with a worldview or a history of mentality, and so forth. Throughout this chapter, 

and thesis, I will attempt to shape a picture that can answer these questions as exhaustively as 

possible. The present chapter on warfare, martyrdom, and apocalypticism will provide several 

pieces of the puzzle. The main problem for the researcher is how to make sense of one or 

many sources composed sometime over a thousand years ago in a partly unknown setting, 

and how to extract the author’s intention from them. Furthermore, how do we evaluate the 

sayings we have and, more fundamentally, how are these sayings and narratives composed in 

terms of their language, style, and content?  

 I will argue that there are two options available for analysing the literature about 

Jihad: (a) the actual practice of engaging in combat, and (b) the theoretical, achieved through 

the recounting of battles. In my opinion the latter, (b), is more important in the literature 

under scrutiny than the former. What matters is the obligation for every able-bodied male 

Muslim to engage in Jihad as well as the state of mind in which he enters the fray, or with 

which he should be equipped even if there is no actual battle. I will, in what follows, explain 

the special role niyya (i.e. intention) plays here. As I have explained above,770 this must not 

be confused with the often anachronistically applied term of the “greater Jihad,” an idea that 

                                                
767 Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God: Jihād and Martyrdom in Islamic Thought. Oxford 

University Press 2013, 149. This work is the most comprehensive and thorough comparative study on 

Jihad and martyrdom in Qurʾān and Hadith that I am aware of.  
768 Abū Isḥāq al-Fazārī, Kitāb al-siyar. Edited by Ḥamāda. Beirut 1987. 
769 Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 119. Further functions of the narrative are discussed below. 
770 See p. 77. 
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seems to have circulated for the first time only in the 4th/10th century.771 Furthermore, I will 

suggest why niyya was stressed by Ibn al-Mubārak and by Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ.  

 

The state of research, methodology, focus 

Bonner, Sizgoric,772 Melchert, and recently Afsaruddin have worked intensively on trying to 

understand Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihad and (in part) its connection to Zuhd and Ibn al-

Mubārak’s own Kitāb al-zuhd.773 I will examine their examples and analysis before 

expanding on and adding further analysis of these, in order to highlight the variety, focus, and 

relationships of the genres. I will also refer briefly to Sizgorich’s argument, which stresses 

the importance of late antique Christian precedents for Muslim fighters.  

This chapter will be divided into a number of subsections that deal with the historical 

period in which this warfare took place, namely the 2nd/8th century, and its connection to our 

authors. I will base my analysis on our historical knowledge of this time, as well as on extant 

biographical literature774 about our authors, in order to establish how likely it was that the Ibn 

al-Mubārak took part in warfare. This will be followed by an examination of the descriptions 

of warfare and their main themes that are evident in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-zuhd and 

Kitāb al-jihād. Ibn al-Mubārak uses, as Bonner’s analysis of Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād 

and al-Fazārī’s Kitāb al-siyar showed, some Hadiths – mostly the short ones – that can be 

regarded as being of the Hadith genre, while others seem to belong to maghāzī or sīra 

literature.775  

 Another aspect that needs to be explored, since it underlines the importance of Jihad 

and its meaning, is the apocalyptical material found in the works on zuhd. It has been argued 

by Donner, Shoemaker, and also partly by van Ess that the thought of an approaching 

apocalypse or of the nearness of the end of the world shaped the mindset not only of the early 

believers,776 but also of later, mostly renunciant circles in Syria.777 The present chapter will 
                                                
771 Melchert, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb Al-Jihād And Early Renunciant Literature, 55. Cf. Cook, 

Understanding Jihad. Berkeley: University of California Press 2005, chapter 2.  
772 Sizgorich, Violence and Belief in Late Antiquity. University of Pennsylvania Press 2009. 
773 The latter is particularly stressed in the works of Sizgorich and Melchert.  
774 Wadād al-Qāḍī, Biographical Dictionaries: Inner Structure and Cultural Significance, in: The 

Book in the Islamic World. Edited by George Atiyeh. Albany: Suny Press 1995, 93-122. 
775 See Bonner, Some observations concerning the Early Development of Jihad on the Arab-Byzantine 

Frontier, in: Studia Islamica, 75 (1992), 5-31. 
776 Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, chapter 2. 
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present further evidence to support this idea, based on findings in the Hadith collections on 

zuhd. 

 

IV.2 Historico-biographical survey 

Jihad, or warfare, often in the form of scenes that take place on the battlefield, is a common 

theme, not only in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād778 but also in his Kitāb al-zuhd, where it 

has a more prominent place than in other Kutub al-zuhd.779 As van Ess has pointed out, 

“Jihad was right from the beginning more than an expression of worldly expectation for war 

booty. For those invading Syria it was the actual content of their religion.”780 Although van 

Ess was speaking about the first century of Islam, this is exactly what we still see over a 

hundred years after the invasion of Syria (630s CE), both in Ibn al-Mubārak’s collections and 

in the later medieval biographical information related to him. At the beginning of Islam and 

immediately after the emigration from Mecca to Medina (hijra), raids served to ease the 

material hardships of the muhājirūn (emigrants), while they were later justified as being war 

against Meccan polytheists.781 With the passage of time and the conquest of lands outside the 

Arabian Peninsula (futūḥ, lit. ‘opening’) other imminent threats to Islam appeared, and so the 

concept of Jihad was established and expanded with time.  

 As M. Bonner has shown, the Umayyads, and particularly the early ʿAbbāsids, 

engaged very actively in warfare with the Byzantine Empire on the northwest border.782 

Fighters would gather in Syria before heading out to the thughūr (borderlands) in eastern 

Anatolia, and predominantly in Cilician Armenia,783 where they would establish themselves 

in garrison cities such as Ṭarsūs, Malatya, ʿAyn Zarba (modern day Anazarbus), Marʿash 

                                                                                                                                                  
777 Van Ess, Der Fehltritt des Gelehrten. Die Pest von Emmanus und ihre theologischen Nachspiele. 

Heidelberg: Winter 2001, 162ff.  
778 Henceforth referred to as Jihad. 
779 There are also several examples in the other zuhd collections of Aḥmad and Hannād, but the 

appearance of war narratives seems to have been especially favored by Ibn al-Mubārak. Examples 

from those two zuhd collections will also be examined in this chapter. 
780 Van Ess, Fehltritt, 163. 
781 Ibid. 
782 See Bonner, Aristocratic Violence. 
783 Cf. Łewond, History of Lewond. Edited and tranlslated by Zaven Arzoumanian. Philadelphia: St. 

Sahag and St. Mesrob Armenian Church 1982. 
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(Marash), Antiochia (Antakya),784 etc. From these places they would head out to fight the 

Byzantine armies, and up to the reign of Hārūn al-Rashīd (r. 169-193/786-809) large parts of 

Anatolia, as far as the Bosphorus, were, if only temporarily, conquered.785 Renunciant 

warriors were famously present in these expeditions, as is evident from the biographical 

literature, especially Ibn Saʿd’s Ṭabaqāt al-kubrā.786  

 A statement that Bonner makes but does not elaborate on in any detail is that only a 

single one of all these renunciant warriors is said to have died in battle.787 How is that 

possible? These people were not known as trained fighters; on the contrary, many of them 

were scholars, a group not famous for being great warriors at any time. Except for their 

allegedly pure intention and battle experience, they had little to offer. This demands an 

investigation into the probability of border fighting by one specific person, namely Ibn al-

Mubārak, since none of the other zuhd traditionists studied here is known for participating.  

 The most fundamental problem encountered when researching the wars of the early 

ʿAbbāsids is the particular focus, or lack of it, in the primary sources. They do not discuss the 

nature of the army, its different units (volunteers, standing army, reservists), or tactics. They 

either engage in counting the years that a certain town remained in Byzantine or Muslim 

hands (e.g. Balādhurī, d. c. 278-9/892) or narrate “how certain individuals or groups [...] 

performed when fighting with or against each other.”788 Unfortunately, they do not mention 

the role of the renunciant fighters anywhere. While relying on the biographical literature 

                                                
784 All can be found in the Appendix of Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 157ff. 
785 Ibid., 74. Furthermore, after Hārūn the campaigns continued but were less successful, with the 

result that the Byzantine Empire was able to reconquer almost all of Anatolia by about 950 CE.  
786 Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā. Edited by Eduard Sachau et al. 9 vols. Leiden: Brill 1904-40, Cf. 

Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, and idem, Some Observations Concerning the Early Development of 

Jihad on the Arab-Byzantine Frontier.  
787 Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 158, note 3 mentions only one person who died in battle, but this 

occurred on the eastern frontier; the deceased was Ibrāhīm b. Shammās al-Ghāzī al-Samarqandī (d. 

221 or 222/834-6). However, Ibn Saʿd (Ṭabaqāt vii:185-188) says that many scholar-warriors died on 

the frontier (thughur): Awzāʿī died 157/774 in Beirut, Abū Isḥāq al-Fazārī died 188/804 in Maṣṣīṣa, 

ʿĪsā b. Yūnus died 191/807 in Ḥadath a fortress town near Tarsus, Majlad b. al-Ḥusayn died 191/807 

in Maṣṣīṣa, ʿAlī b. Bakkār al-Baṣrī 208/823-4 in Maṣṣīṣa, Ḥaytham b. Jamīl died in Antakya (n.d.), 

etc. Most of these died during Hārūn al-Rashīd’s caliphate, which suggests there was increased 

participation by renunciant warriors during his caliphate. 
788 Kennedy, The Armies of the Caliphs, ix. 
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alone might seem to be a slippery slope, for the moment we have little choice. H. Kennedy, 

who gathered together and evaluated all the historical primary source material, found so little 

on the Byzantine frontier wars, even including those of the famous caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd, 

that he wrote little more than two pages on a hundred years of warfare in this area that was, 

allegedly, so crucial for renunciant warriors.789 Several more general aspects deserve to be 

pointed out nevertheless.  

 With the arrival of the ʿAbbāsids, many aspects of the individual forces that made up 

the standing army were changed. For example, the ahl al-Shām were largely replaced by 

people from Khurāsān (ahl al-Khurāsān); this could be one of the main reasons why 

renunciants or other individuals wishing to fight moved from the eastern to the western 

border.790 In addition to his search for knowledge (riḥla fī ṭalab al-ʿilm, or simply riḥla) this 

could be how Ibn al-Mubārak came to the Byzantine borderlands to fight. The sources tell us 

that approximately 25,000 salaried troops were stationed in the garrison cities along the 

western frontier at the end of al-Mahdi’s and the beginning of Hārūn’s reign (c. 780’s CE). 

They tell us much less about how many volunteers fought alongside them and who the latter 

were, since neither they nor the reservists appear on the registers of the dīwān (here: military 

register). It does seem, though, that there were two types of troops or armies: the regular 

standing army, supported by reservists, and “the ghāzīs and murābiṭ(ūn), cutting themselves 

off from the regular army proper.”791 As previously mentioned, there are no reliable numbers 

for either group. 

Ibn al-Mubārak was about 14 years old when the ʿAbbāsids took power. Like his 

contemporary Wakīʿ, the biographical and hagiographical literature records that he met the 

famous caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd.792 Harūn did not become caliph until 169/786, when Ibn al-

                                                
789 Ibid., 105-107. 
790 Ibid., 96. Not all Syrian troops were exchanged. Some of them were, ironically enough, employed 

to suppress rebellions in the east (e.g. khawārij). 
791 EI2, Djaysh (Kedourie). On ribāṭ, see below. The terms used most often for warfare in the sources 

are ghazwa and, though much less frequently, rabaṭa. It seems that the meanings of these terms 

shifted over time, and by the 3rd/9th century the authors themselves were not sure how to differentiate 

between them. Cf. Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf x:#19842-3, #19800-19808. 
792 Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī, Tārīkh Baghdād/Tārīkh Madīnat al-Salām. Two editions exist, one from 

Cairo 1931, 14 vols. and a recent one from Beirut 2001, 17. vols., edited by Bashshār ʿAwād Maʿrūf. 

Ibn al-Mubārak in the two editions appears in vol. x:152-169 (1931) and vol. xi:388-409 (2001). Both 
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Mubārak was already around 50 years of age, rather old to be participating in warfare. If we 

focus first on his reported fighting, the only circumstance in which it is even remotely likely 

that Ibn al-Mubārak could have fought under him is when the caliph-to-be Hārūn commanded 

his first campaign, at the age of 14 or 17, in 780 CE,793 when Ibn al-Mubārak was 44. This 

episode is quite remarkable since not only did Hārūn’s father, al-Mahdī (r. 158-168-9/775-

785), send him out on campaign at such a young age, but Hārūn even managed to lead it 

successfully, after which he became his father’s favorite. But it had been under al-Manṣūr’s 

reign (r. 136-7 - 139-40/ 754-57) “that there began a movement of scholars and ascetics 

toward the frontier region.”794 This would also have been the ideal time, as regards his age, 

for Ibn al-Mubārak to have participated in warfare.795 Hārūn would later have to overthrow 

his elder brother, and the fourth ʿAbbāsid caliph, al-Hādī (r. 168-9/785-6), before being able 

to become caliph, which he did in 786 CE. Although this establishes that there is a small 

probability that the two of them met or even fought ‘together,’ Ibn al-Mubārak, like many 

other traditionist warriors, is well known for caring little about authority.796 It was even 

regarded as suspicious among renunciant scholars for someone to receive a stipend,797 while 

renunciant thought openly rejected the notion of receiving land in exchange for one’s 

‘service,’798 as the service should be performed for God alone.799 Ibn al-Mubārak was much 

more interested in his own standing before God than in following an imām.800 He is even 

repeatedly called the imām al-muslimīn,801 amīr al-muʾminīn,802 and, allegedly by Hārūn al-

                                                                                                                                                  
references will be provided, divided by a slash, while the work will in the footnotes henceforth be 

referred to as TB. 
793 Cf. Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 73. 
794 Ibid., 68. 
795 The caliphs under whom Ibn al-Mubārak is most likely to have taken part in battle campaigns were 

the three caliphs before Hārūn. In Manṣūr’s reign Ibn al-Mubārak was between 18 and 39 years of age 

and during Maḥdī’s (r. 775-785) and the one year of al-Ḥādī’s (r. 785-6) reign he was between 39 and 

50. Basing this idea on common sense, I would guess that from the age of 50 years at the latest, he 

had been supporting the warriors mentally rather than in batle.  
796 E.g., Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 108. 
797 TG i:141. 
798 Van Ess, Fehltritt, 188. 
799 See the section below on wajha ‘Llāh. 
800 Here leader of state authority.  
801 Ḥilyat viii:162f. Īmām is here used for scholarly expertise as well as for an example of piety. TB 
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Rashīd, sayyid al-ʿulamāʾ,803 which is to be understood here as a scholarly, spiritual, and 

pious leadership, not state leadership as Bonner suggested.804 By being called imām Ibn al-

Mubārak is not placed above his companions, let alone attributed with political leadership. 

The idea that is being held up is that of “serving and being served.”805 

 One important observation that gives us a partial explanation of this, and that must 

always be kept in mind, is that the stories about fighting and participation in warfare found in 

both the Jihad literature and the chronicles of, for example, Ṭabarī, often purely serve to 

idealize and celebrate those early figures such as Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ.806 In contrast to 

Christian ascetics, these figures are not explicitly known for living in poverty, remoteness, or 

isolation, although such is part of the implied picture. As they lived in the midst of the 

community and participated in its scholarly exchanges and in business they must have had 

little interest in complete seclusion. It was, rather, the intention by which each individual 

believer lived his life and defended his religion, if necessary on the battlefield, that mattered 

to them, as did their demand that others live according to the ideals that they themselves 

propagated. Fighting served as a topos on which they could hang their ideas. We encounter 

few polemics against Christians and Jews in the Kutub al-zuhd and in the Kitāb al-jihād; 

rather, the opposite is evident, in the shape of praise for monks.807 Their ideas are thus not 

directed against any particular group but rather against the corruption of their own society 

and religion. 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
x:163/xi:401. Ibn ʿAsākri, Taʾrīkh madīnat Dimashq. Edited by Sukayna al-Shihābī. 70 vols. 

Damascus 1977-2011,  xxxviii:323 (henceforth TD). 
802 TB x:165/xi:403. 
803 TB x:163/xi:401; TD xxxviii:379. 
804 See Bonner, Some observations, 27. The denominations are confusing, I must admit, but when 

reading all instances in TB with these denominations together it becomes clear that scholarly and 

character excellence are meant, not any type of ‘real’ political leadership. The people saw, as TB 

x:152/xi:392-3, makes very clear: “Ibn al-Mubārak fī aṣḥāb al-ḥadīth mithlu amīr al-muʾminīn fī l-

nās.” 
805 Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 122. 
806 See Sizgorich, Violence and Belief, chapter 6. 
807 Aḥmad, Zuhd on monks: #s 508, 1158, 1162, 1718, 2327. 
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IV.2.1 Missing biographical information on warring and ribāṭ 

Biographical information on Ibn al-Mubārak’s participation in warfare increased over time.808 

While we merely have the information that he died while returning from a campaign 

(ghazwa) and his role therein as an inciter (ḥathth ʿalā l-jihād) in Ibn Saʿd’s (d. 230/845) 

Ṭabaqāt al-kubrā,809 writers from the 4th/10th and 5th/11th century onwards, such as Khaṭīb 

al-Baghdādī (d. 463/1071), describe Ibn al-Mubārak as a fierce fighter who killed many 

opponents without showing any fear of them.810 This development in the biographical 

literature regarding his prowess as a warrior is very intriguing and may have several causes. 

 First, we need to ask ourselves what can we do with this kind of information? On the 

one hand it was the rijāl author’s primary objective to establish and report on the reliability 

and trustworthiness (thiqa) of the Hadith scholars they were listing. A hagiographical work 

such as Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat, on the other hand, reported information on Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

piety, scholarly expertise, standing with the caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd and other governors, and 

many other aspects not openly related to his reliability in matters of Hadith transmission. Abū 

Nuʿaym’s concern was clearly directed towards shaping a picture of an Ibn al-Mubārak with 

an internally-focussed mindset, although he does provide several traditions transmitted 

through Ibn al-Mubārak that deal with warfare.811 Yet what is intriguing is that Khaṭīb, living 

just a few decades later than Abū Nuʿaym, suddenly reports, seemingly ex nihilo, all sorts of 

war stories about Ibn al-Mubārak that are not found in any earlier (extant) biographical 

encyclopedia. Most war narratives and other stories bear a miraculous and saintly character. 

Although his work is primarily concerned with Baghdad it also refers to many of the people 

who simply passed through the city, as Ibn al-Mubārak (from Marw) and Wakīʿ (from Kufa) 

did, although the latter possibly also lived in Baghdad during his childhood. Being the history 

of a specific city this work is from a different genre than ‘ordinary’ biographical literature, 

but the extant information on Ibn al-Mubārak, like that of all other persons of interest for rijāl 
                                                
808 See Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 108 (&110): “These stories appear in relatively late sources, 

and clearly they grew over time [...].” 
809 Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vii2:104-5: “Ibn al-Mubārak was named the poet of zuhd, the inciter of Jihad 

[...].” Hit, in present-day Iraq, is quite far from the frontier. He allegedly came back from the battle 

and then died there, although we do not know the reason for his death; was it a wound, or merely old 

age? 
810 TB x:167/xi:406. 
811 Ḥilyat viii:171-2 & 176. Nevertheless, Ibn al-Mubārak is merely the transmitter of war narratives 

and is not described by Abū Nuʿaym as having personally participated. See the subsection above I.2.1. 
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literature, was usually passed on through various works and down the centuries with little 

regard for the specific form of the genre. It is, of course, extremely difficult, and perhaps 

even impossible, to reconstruct where any one piece of information originated and how it was 

passed on, but we are able to establish a roadmap of biographical information through the 

literature that has survived to this day.  

Starting with Ibn Saʿd’s (d. 230/845) Ṭabaqāt al-kubrā and continuing until Khaṭīb – 

and in several instances continuing as late as Ibn Ḥajar’s (d. 852-3/1449) Tahdhīb al-

tahdhīb812 – almost two and a half centuries of biographical writing is covered. What should 

be asked when reading the information on Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ contained within them 

is: what exactly had been known and passed on about these two personalities? When was new 

information added and how significant was it? Something odd results from doing so. The 

case of Ibn al-Mubārak provides the clearest illustration of this, and so I will highlight his 

presentation first. As mentioned earlier, the only information related to his participation in 

fighting is that he died in Hīt, a city lying on the northern bank of the Euphrates river, after 

returning from an expedition in the year 181/797, and that he performed al-ḥathth ʿalā l-

jihād.813 This piece of information is not further elaborated on, except by Ibn Ḥibbān (d. 

354/965) in his (Fahāris/Taʿrīkh/) Kitāb al-thiqāt,814 who adds that he returned from 

Ṭarsūs,815 one of the frontier cities with the Byzantine Empire in eastern Anatolia. Where this 

piece of information came from is impossible to say. Nevertheless, it could be accurate, since 

it merely specifies the city from which Ibn al-Mubārak returned, and because Ṭarsūs is listed 

as having been one of the frontier cities in which Ibn al-Mubārak resided.816  

 Ṭarsūs was very important as an outpost garrison city on the Byzantine frontier in the 

early ʿAbbāsid period. For example, it was from there that al-Mahdī and Hārūn launched 

spring and summer raids on Byzantine territory. Al-Mahdī is said to have brought Khurāsānis 

with him to Tarsūs to increase its population817 and to establish it as a frontier town. Abū 

ʿAmr ʿUthmān al-Ṭarsūsī (fl. 4th/10th cent.) describes this event with the following words: 

“[...] the group of mounted people from Khurasan arrived, in the reign of al-Mahdī, together 

                                                
812 Ibn Ḥajar, Tahddhīb al-Tahdhīb. Edited by ʿAṭā Muṣṭafā ʿAbd al-Qādir. 12 vols. Beirut 1994.  
813 Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vii:103-4. 
814 Ibn Ḥibban, Kitāb al-Thiqāt vii:7. 
815 Ibid., 562. 
816 TB x:159/xi:396. 
817 Bosworth, The city Tarsus and the Arab-Byzantine frontiers, in: Oriens 33 (1992), 271. 
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with his envoys and his troops, with the aim of swelling the population of Tarsus.”818 These 

Khurāsānis could have included people like Ibn al-Mubārak who came as volunteers 

(muṭṭawwiʿa/mutaṭawwiʿa). Unfortunately, there is no evidence for who these volunteers 

were;819 this episode has been mentioned merely to show that Ibn al-Mubārak’s presence at 

Ṭarsūs is possible, and it is more likely that he moved west very early in his life, during his 

riḥla.  

 Another piece of information, found in Ibn Abī Ḥātim al-Rāzī’s (d. 327/938) al-Jarḥ 

wa-l-taʿdīl is that Ibn al-Mubārak “would spend the night in ritual prayer when he thought his 

comrades were sleeping.”820 This may be a reference to the expression “warriors by day, 

monks by night,”821 as it describes Ibn al-Mubārak as praying at night while in a battle camp. 

Apart from this, in no other biographical dictionary did I find any comments about him 

having fought, except for the colorful descriptions that appear suddenly in Taʾrīkh Baghdād. 

This is, of course, a problem, especially considering the reliability of these relatively late 

descriptions. 

 When Ibn al-Mubārak is said to have returned from his final raid (ghazwa), after 

which he died, he was at least 60 years old. If it had not been reported about Muhammad, in 

Ibn Ishāq’s Sīra,822 that he fought his last expedition towards the end of his fifties, I would 

have argued that the age of 60 would have been too old for him to be participating in such 

expeditions. Of course, this can again be read as a sign that Ibn al-Mubārak did not fight but 

merely encouraged the warriors with Hadiths about warfare and Jihad. Two hypotheses may 

thus be posited: either the stories in Taʾrīkh Baghdād were fabricated, for whatever reason,823 

or that Khaṭīb had access to additional source material and wrote in a genre (the history of 

cities) that had a different biographical focus. Another story not appearing before the Taʾrīkh 

Baghdād is that Ibn al-Mubārak alternated his annual duties of Jihad and the pilgrimage; this 

                                                
818 Ibid., from Shadharāt min kutub mafqūda fī l-taʾrīkh. Beirut 1988, 452-3. 
819 EI2, Mutaṭawwiʿa (Bosworth). 
820 Ibid., i:266-7. I am indebted to Christopher Melchert for calling this to my attention. 
821 Cf. Violence and Belief, chapter 5 & 6. 
822 Ibn Ishāq, Das Leben des Propheten. Würzburg: Edition Erdmann 1999. 
823 It may, of course, be that going to war against the Byzantines ended and, by then, much, if not 

almost all, of Anatolia had been lost to the Byzantines. Descriptions of the war heroes of the past 

could have served to stimulate later generations to take up arms to fight either for the empire or the 

cause of Islam. 
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could have originated from a similar report in which Hārūn or others were said to have done 

likewise.824  

 Something similar appears in the case of Wakīʿ. Information on his stay in ʿAbbādān 

does not appear until Taʾrīkh Baghdād, and is seen several centuries later in Ibn Ḥajar’s (d. 

852-3/1449) Tahdhīb al-tahdhīb, where it is also stated that Wakīʿ taught Hadith. No other 

specifics are given and there is no reference to fighting. Even in Yāqūt’s entry on ʿAbbādān 

in his Muʿjam al-buldān,825 which lists many people from among the zuhhād, Sufis, Qāḍīs, 

and so on who visited this remote place there is no mention of Wakīʿ. Furthermore, we find 

nothing about fighting or engaging in ribāṭ in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd, although which could be owed 

due to its overall brevity.826  

Concluding, I would advise that future research should be based not on the 

information found in a single biographical dictionary, simply because it may come in handy 

or establishes a certain point, but information given in a number of such works should be 

compared to establish a probable picture. I am particularly stressing this point because of the 

confusion and misguidance it may cause to people writing about a certain historical matter, as 

it may lead them to get incorrect ideas from previous scholarship, which itself may not have 

been carried out with the necessary caution in this difficult area. Considering the large 

number of renunciants or ascetics who allegedly went to the Syrian border and fought there, it 

is astonishing that, according to Bonner, so few died fighting.827 This is rather suspicious, and 

results in an urge to know what ‘really’ happened. It is hard to believe that all the warriors 

who allegedly took part in many such campaigns went on to die a natural death. This 

discrepancy should draw our attention to the function of these stories, which most probably 

sought to revivify the great warriors and moral exemplars of the past. Also, it may be closely 

connected to the broadening of the definition of martyrdom that had taken place within 

Hadith literature (see below, on martyrdom). To get an insight into the actual literature on 

Jihad, we will, in a separate section below (IV.2.3), examine the function of the narratives 

                                                
824 See Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 99. The same is recorded regarding Īsā b. Yūnus b. Abī Isḥāq 

(d. c. 187/ 802) in Ibn Ḥajar, Tahdhīb iv:447-9. He is a frequent source for Hadiths on ribāṭ in Ibn Abī 

Shayba’s Muṣannaf, see Afsaruddin, Striving, 131. 
825 Yāqūt, Muʿjam al-buldān. 5 vols. Beirut: Dār Ṣādir 1955-57, iv:74.   
826 There is much eschatological material that is not in his Zuhd but is in Hannād’s that has Wakīʿ as 

their transmitter, which suggests that many Hadiths from Wakīʿ did not find their way into his Zuhd. 
827 See note 62, which clearly hints at the opposite; that, in fact, many did die. 
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and perform a textual content analysis. But before I want to expand on the function and 

understanding of the term ribāṭ. 

 

IV.2.2 Ribāṭ 

Due to the importance and use of the term rābaṭa, its derivate forms (ribāṭ, murābiṭ), and its 

relations with military outposts or places of pious religious practice, a brief section will try to 

elaborate on our knowledge of it. Two of the authors being examined are connected to ribāṭ, 

one through his alleged stay in ʿAbbādān (Wakīʿ), the other through his various uses of the 

rootletters r-b-ṭ in his work on Jihād (Ibn al-Mubārak). The biographical literature provides 

several examples of warrior-renunciants who supposedly lived during the 2nd/8th century. 

My arguments in this section, as in other sections of this chapter, are that (a) we do not have 

convincing evidence that establishs these two zuhd collectors as having been fighters, or 

murābiṭ(ūn) and that (b) the ribāṭ Hadiths hint at a place and a practice connected to, but at 

times also distinct from, the doctrine of Jihad.  

 Up to the 3rd/9th century the ribāṭs (pl. ribāṭāt/rubuṭ/arbiṭa) were military outposts 

on the borders of Islam, mainly on the seashores of North Africa,828 but from the 3rd/9th 

century onwards they seem to have developed into abodes of pious worship.829 Very often 

they are associated with and inhabited by renunciants or Sufi-like figures who either fought, 

taught, or meditated in them. Also in Hadith the term ribāṭ seems to have played a 

supererogatory role in pious activity. As Meier put it “Ribāṭ/murābaṭa stands -[...]- in the 

middle between worship (ʿibāda) and war (jihād) and is connected in the texts at times with 

one or the other.”830 This is also where the problem of specification lies.  

 Generally speaking, ribāṭ was, just like zuhd, soon associated in scholarship with 

Sufism, and little historically-grounded work was undertaken to unravel the historical facts 

related to these boundary-region outposts. While ribāṭs were often established on the 

Palestinian seacoast as early as the first century of Islam and on the coastal line of North 

                                                
828 Meier, Almoraviden und marabute, in: Die Welt des Islams, 21, 1 (1981), 80-163. Kennedy, The 

Ribāṭ in the Early Islamic World, in: Western Monasticism ante litteram. Edited by Dey & Fentress. 

Turnhout: Brepolis 2011, 161-175. EI2, Ribāṭ (Chabbi). 
829 Meier, Almoraviden, 88-9. 
830 Ibid. 
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Africa,831 Andalusia, and possibly in the Byzantine borderlands of Anatolia around the 

2nd/8th century, as well as in the eastern provinces around the same time or just after, we 

know little about their inhabitants. Scholarship has often used Sufi-based sources that linked 

particular people to these places, links that were not mentioned in any historiographical 

works of the same period. According to A. Noth, there were four different kinds of ribāṭs,832 

while a general rule one could apply is that they had a civilian function in the east and a 

military one in the west.833 In his vast study on ribāṭs, which focussed on North Africa, F. 

Meier mentions that there were also ribāṭs that were initially used for military purposes but 

which were later turned into monastery-like structures when their military function was no 

longer required.834 Such also seems to have been the case with ʿAbbādān. Another problem 

that one encounters when searching for the meaning of ribāṭ is that not all ribāṭ-like 

structures are referred to in the sources using this term. There are many terms denoting 

similar structures, such as ḥiṣn (fort), qaṣr (castle), and all the thugūr towns of the Byzantine 

borderlands, such as Malatya and Tarsus.835 Strangely enough, the thughūr garrison towns of 

Anatolia were not, to my knowledge, named ribāṭ, unlike the many towns in North Africa, 

Andalusia, and the eastern Lands of the caliphate that were.836 Considering the various uses 

they were put to that have been highlighted, it is likely that the term ribāṭ is more closely 

associated with sea ports than inland forts, except when it referred to a caravanserai.837  

                                                
831 Khalilieh, The Ribāṭ system and its role in coastal navigation, in: Journal of the Economic and 

Social History of the Orient, 42, 2 (1999), 212-225. 
832 Noth, Heiliger Krieg, 72-83: militärischer Stützpunkt (outpost), Hospiz (hospice), Zentrum des 

Heiligenkultes (center of worship), ‘Kloster’ (monastery).  
833 Meier, Almoraviden, 84. 
834 Ibid. 
835 Eger, Ḥiṣn, Ribāṭ, Thaghr or Qaṣr? Semantics and Systems of Frontier Fortifications in the Early 

Islamic Period, in: The lineaments of Islam: studies in honor of Fred McGraw Donner. Edited by Paul 

M. Cobb. Leiden: Brill 2012, 427-455. 
836 EI2, Ribāṭ reminds us that sources of the 4th/10th century regard the Central Asian border as a 

“region of ribāṭs.” 
837 Cf. Khalilieh, The Ribāṭ system. There have been several attempts to identify the different 

nomenclatures for the garrisons although, according to Eger (Ḥiṣn, Ribāṭ, Thaghr or Qaṣr?, 428), 

none has succeeded in doing so due to the ambiguous and interchangeable uses of terms by the 

Muslim historians. 
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 Ṭabarī often relates the term ribāṭ to the ribāṭ al-khayl,838 the place where horses are 

tied up. This is also one of the uses to which Chabbi refers, through referencing Q 8:60, 

which describes preparations for military raids.839 In Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣannaf there is a 

Hadith that connects both aspects by using the words rabaṭa farsan fī sabīl Allāh, which here 

apparently mean ‘reining one’s horse for battle,’ and which therefore shift the word’s 

meaning in the direction of fighting.840 Ribāṭs could also be understood in a very literal sense 

as denoting several linked forts or outposts that established a strong and clearly arranged 

frontier line against the enemy. This is, unfortunately, not seen in the case of the Byzantine 

frontier cities that are not identified with ribāṭs.  

 As Yāqūt (d. 626/1229), in his Muʿjam al-buldān,841 and A. Knysh, using several 

sources, describe,842 ʿAbbādān,843 the famous ribāṭ and military outpost located at the mouth 

of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in the southeast part of the early Islamic Empire, was used 

as a base against pirates that would sometimes appear from the sea and for expeditions to 

India (Sind) during the 1st/7th and 2nd/8th centuries. Those conducting such activities seem 

to have consisted of “pious volunteers (ghuzāt, sing. ghāzī) who combined military service 

with supererogatory acts of piety and ascetic self-discipline,” among other groups.844 This is 

very similar to what we know from Bonner’s aforementioned work on the northwestern 

thughūr of Anatolia. Volunteers (muṭṭawiʾa) were common, appearing in almost all instances 

of ʿAbbāsid warfare, and were usually attached to the regular troops (murtazaq, jund, 

ʿaskar).845 Who these volunteers were is unknown, for the reasons mentioned earlier.846  

                                                
838 Ṭabarī, Tafsīr jāmiʿ al-bayān ʿan taʾwīl āy al-qurʾān. ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAbd al-Ḥusayn al-Turkī (ed.) 

Cairo 2001, 25 vols., xi:246. 
839 EI2, Ribāṭ. The qurʾānic phrasing in 8:60 and 3:200 suggests the readiness of the tethered horses 

for use in war. 
840 Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf x:#19844. 
841 Yāqūt, Muʿjam al-Buldān iv:74.   
842 See EI3, ʿAbbādān (Knysh).  
843 Other cities that functioned similarly to ʿAbbādān include Ḥims in northern Syria, and Qazwīn and 

Ṭāliqān in northern Persia; see Cook, Apocalyptic and Jihad, 79, note 45. 
844 EI3, ʿAbbādān. 
845 See Kennedy, Armies of the Caliphs, 96-99. 
846 (a) They were not included in the salary of the regular army and therefore not listed in the diwān, 

(b) almost the entire information on early ʿAbbāsid warfare of the primary sources remains brief and 

vague. 
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 When we turn to the application of the rootletters r-b-ṭ in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād, it is 

clear that they are used synonymously with j-h-d. It would be interesting to examine whether 

ribāṭ is used here in connection with niyya since, as Chabbi notes, there could have been a 

struggle among the traditionists of the 2nd/8th century over the interpretation of terms such as 

ribāṭ. It will be seen below that, in some cases, this is a very intriguing and reasonable 

suggestion. There are ten ribāṭ items in the K. al-Jihād,847 preceded by the Hadith about the 

mujāhid and the shepherd/renunciant848 and followed by one about the continuing of deeds 

after the mujāhid’s death849: “For everyone who dies, his deeds are sealed at the point in time 

when he died, except for the murābiṭ in the path of God. Rather his deeds continue to grow 

until the Day of Judgment and he is protected from the trials of the grave.”850 The murābiṭ 

and mujāhid are thus placed equally, and one could expect that this concept to moved from 

one kind of fighter/martyr to others, thus eventually including many different kinds of 

mujāhidūn.  

 Ḥasan al-Baṣrī quotes Q 3:200 and then comments on it. I will give it here in 

transcription since that is the only way the different terms can be recognized and thus the 

commentary fully understood: “Yā ayyuhā l-ladhīna āmanū iṣbirū wa ṣābirū wa rābiṭū.” 

Ḥasan then explains: “Their command is to be patient in their religion [...], be patient [when 

fighting] against the infidels (yuṣābiru-l-kuffār), and combat the polytheists (yurābiṭū l-

mushrikīn).”851 The same Hadith is used by Ṭabarī, in his tafsīr, as his first comment on Q 

3:200, which is followed by a number of Hadiths, which have Ibn al-Mubārak in the isnād, 

that also end with rābaṭa fī sabīl Allāh.852 Ṭabarī was, therefore, clearly influenced by Ibn al-

                                                
847 See Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #170, 171, 172, 173, 174, 176, 1/179, 180, 181, 182. Jihād #175: 

striving against the nafs. 
848 See Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #169. Preceded by variants of this Hadith (#167 & #168): “The Prophet 

told us about the war of Tabūk while he was resting on a palm tree.  Shall I tell you about the best of 

men and the worst? The best is he who acts in the path of God on the back of his horse or on his 

donkey (ʿayrihi) or on foot until he encounters death while walking. The worst of men is he who 

performing the prayer reading the book of God and does not act in agreement to any of it.” 
849 Ibid., #183. 
850 Ibid., #174. He often ascribes “posthumous rewards to the military martyr.” Afsaruddin, Striving, 

134. This is also extant in many other collections; cf. Cook, Apocalyptic and Jihad, 78, note 42. 
851 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #170. 
852 Another variant following in the tafsīr is “engaging in ribāṭ against the enemies of God,” which 

expresses the same idea. Ṭabarī, Tafsīr vi:333. 
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Mubārak. Ibn al-Mubārak, in turn, allegedly learned tafsīr from ʿAbd al-Razzāq,853 who also 

gave this jihadi interpretation in his tafsīr.854 

 In his Jihād Ibn al-Mubārak places emphasis on the importance of Jihad by ascribing 

special qualities to the martyr, in this case the growth and continuation of his good deeds. As 

Afsaruddin notes, in a canonical collection such as, for example, Muslim’s (d. 261/875) 

Saḥīḥ, we find a different version of it that does not even mention the martyr: “If a human 

being dies, then his good deeds stop except for three: continuous charity (ṣadaqa jāriya), 

beneficial knowledge, or a righteous child who prays for him.”855 Abū Nuʿaym, in his Ḥilyat, 

quotes Ibn al-Mubārak as disagreeing about praying for his father.856 This displays two 

opinions that influenced how this Hadith was shaped. The first is Ibn al-Mubārak’s placing 

the emphasis on fighting on the frontiers and seclusion, while the second praises scholarship 

and a good social attitude. In this example, Ibn al-Mubārak gives clear preference to fighting 

over communal benefits or charity. 

As we have seen above, Q 22:58-59:  

 

And those who emigrated (alladhīna hājarū) in God’s way and were 

slain, or died, God shall provide them with a fair provision; and surely 

God is the best of providers. He shall admit them by a gate that is well-

pleasing to them; and surely God is All-knowing, All-clement.  
 

is associated with martyrdom. In the ribāṭ Hadiths it is applied to ribāṭ and seclusion. The 

muhājirūn are mentioned in order to strengthen the view that performing one night of ribāṭ, 

                                                
853 See TG ii:554. I am not sure why van Ess did not critically analyse this information, since ʿAbd al-

Razzāq was separated from Ibn al-Mubārak by several decades. There is not space here to engage 

with this issue but felt the need to call it to attention. 
854 Ibid., note 1. 
855 Afsaruddin, Striving, 154. Afsaruddin places particularl emphasis on the Umayyad isnād of 

Shuraḥbīl b. al-Ṣamat al-Kindī,855 while the Hadith that can be read interchangeably, with anyone as a 

martyr rather than a specific murābiṭ, has a different isnād, one with ʿUqbah b. ʿĀmir (d.c. 58/677) in 

it. ʿUqbah was for some years the governor of Egypt under Muʿāwiya, which could prove 

Afsaruddin’s thesis plausible. However, if we look at Jihād #2/179, the same message, but with 

mujāhid rather than murābiṭ, is related by the Prophet, which would severely weaken Afsaruddin’s 

argument. 
856 Ḥilyat viii:166. 
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in the sense of warfare, has a value equivalent to fasting and standing in prayer during the 

whole month of Ramadan.857 Here, fighting, ribāṭ, and withdrawal from an evil society are all 

connected to the hijra. The Prophet’s and his Companions’ hijra858 is next reconnected to 

fighting, through the raids and battles of the Prophet for the survival of Islam. As we have 

seen above, in the tradition of the mujāhid and the secluded shepherd or valley inhabitant that 

is recorded in the Muwaṭṭaʾ, and, later, in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād and various other places, 

the connection between Jihad and retreat is evident. 

 In Taʾrīkh Baghdād we encounter a saying aiming to ascribe either the same semantic 

meaning or equalizing the level of value of ribāṭ and Jihad: 

 

Fuḍayl b. ʿIyād reported: ‘I saw Ibn al-Mubārak in a dream and I asked, 

‘Which deeds did you find to be the best?’ He answered, ‘The matter in 

which I engaged [during my lifetime].’ I asked, ‘Ribāṭ or Jihad?’ He 

replied, ‘Yes [both of them].’ I asked, ‘And which things were prepared 

for you [in heaven]?’ He replied, ‘I was granted pardon beyond 

forgiveness and a woman from the inhabitants of paradise or a ḥūr al-

ayn spoke to me.’859 

 

Despite the visionary character of this dream narrative,860 reward in the afterlife is again 

assured through participation in warfare, thus fitting the generally positive Jihad 

proclamation. 

 The qurʾanic appearances of r-b-ṭ merely suggest meanings such as “to be 

steadfast,”861 in the sense of one’s belief while defending Islam, or “to strengthen.”862 It is 

                                                
857 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #172. 
858 See Cook, Apocalyptic and Jihad, 80 and note 46. 
859 TB x:168-9/xi:408. 

860 Dreams seem to play a central role in the zuhd narratives concerning reception of information on 

the afterlife of the deceased. I was unable to find the time to engage in this interesting topic. Cf. 

Mittermaier, Dreams That Matter. Berkeley: University of California Press 2011. Also von 

Grunebaum & R. Caillois (eds.), The Dream and Human Societies. Berkeley: University of California 

Press 1966.  
861 (Arberry & Paret) Q 3:200 rābiṭū. Other instances where the same meaning is implied include Q 

8:11, 18:14, 28:10. 
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found in Q 3:200 in connection with ṣabr and taqwā, two other psychological aspects that 

protect a person from the fires of hell, which are mentioned in the two preceding verses, that 

is, Q 3:198-99. There is, therefore, no connection to any kind of warfare, nor to any kind of 

fortification. This idea only developed during the wars of conquest. The qurʾānic instances do 

not imply any kind of military action, but rather an internal struggle that is overcome by 

God’s strengthening of the person who requires it. In his translation of the Qurʾān A. Jones 

here uses a semantic mix of modern and ancient terms, even going so far as using the phrase 

‘fortification of the heart’ (Q 28:10), one which closely resembles the extra-qurʾānic usage of 

the word, for example, in Jihad literature. It is tempting to wonder whether a psychological 

dimension was at play in the later application of the word in Sufi circles due to its strong 

psychological reference. Furthermore, Jones translates rābiṭū as “make ready,”863 and so 

renders it in a similar manner to one of its current meanings, that is, “make fast,”864 as well as 

“bind or tie up,” which may relate to its later meaning of some sort of troop or fortification.  

 As Chabbi has pointed out in her vast EI entry on Ribāṭ, this “word needs to be 

constantly related to a context and a chronology since the sense has been very evolutive.”865 

One of her main arguments is that, up until the third century of Islam, ribāṭ did not denote a 

place, which is demonstrated by the fact that in all ten Hadiths on ribāṭ in the K. al-Jihād 

there is no mention of a place. Ribāṭ was sometimes apparently used synonymously with 

Jihād, and may have been understood by some as a special kind of Jihad, perhaps the frontier 

Jihād. For example, here the verb rābaṭa and its active participle murābiṭ are used by Ibn al-

Mubārak essentially as synonyms for jāhada and mujāhid. By the time Ibn al-Mubārak wrote, 

various terms had already been established to describe Jihad, such as ghazwa, qitāl, rabaṭa, 

and murābiṭ. That he uses rabaṭa interchangeably with jahada or qātala merely demonstrates 

that the terms must have had the same general meaning for him. Therefore, in his collections 

r-b-ṭ does not refer to a place but to an action.  

                                                                                                                                                  
862 “Rabaṭnā” Q 18:14 Arberry and Paret again, while A. Jones translates it as “we braced their hearts 

(wa rabaṭnā ʿalā qulūbihim).” See also Q 28:10, where God gives Moses’ mother’s heart strength 

after she exposed her child; here Jones translates it as “fortified.” 
863 Jones, The Qurʾān, 86. 
864 H. Wehr, Arabisches Wörterbuch für die Schriftsprache der Gegenwart. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 

1985. 
865 EI2, Ribāṭ.  
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Furthermore, in Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣannaf the word rabaṭa is also used to refer to an act, 

although one distinct from jahada: 

 

Abū Umāma and Jubayr b. Nufayr said: “There comes a time when the best Jihad 

is the ribāṭ.’ What is that?’ he was asked. ‘When being far from the ghazwa is 

good when there are many strong willed people, (i.e. because) booty is allowed, 

then the best way of Jihad is ribāṭ.866 

 

This Hadith seems to be saying that if many people go to war for material gain it is best to 

stay in a frontier city in a defensive position, perform dhikr, and live an ascetic-warrior 

existence. The question remains as to why rābaṭa is used in addition to jāhada and ghazwa? 

Ghazwa already had the ability to denote a raid into enemy territory. Maybe rābaṭa was used 

to frame not a raid or the general war against the unbelievers, or against the self, but a refuge 

point into which troops/volunteers could retreat if they found themselves in an unwinnable 

combat situation. It could be due to this understanding that the confusion with or ascription to 

a place occurred in the historical writings of the 3rd/9th and 4th/10th centuries. This 

interpretation is deducible from our sources, while their uses of the verb rābaṭa and its 

participle murābiṭ do hint at a specific type of service connected to fighting. After all, one 

cannot withdraw from enemy lines “day and night” and “performing one night of ribāṭ” may 

hint at a reference to a look-out post or something similar in a dangerous, life-threatening 

place, be it a building, a camp, or just near the enemy lines. Chabbi thus concludes that the 

warrior-monks must also have been an invention of, or only appeared after, the 3rd/9th 

century. Comparing this to my findings in the biographical and historical records, the 

evidence points towards a 3rd/9th century narrative that invented the ‘reality’ of these figures 

by a back-projection through time. It may well be, therefore, that the inhabitants of later 

ribāṭs were there for purely supererogatory purposes, meaning a life in a remote place, away 

from the ‘evils of society,’ where they lived on little sustenance and in harsh conditions, 

constantly meditated, prayed and recited the Qurʾān, as well as teaching Hadith and other 

branches of the religious sciences. As such, and due to the fact that there was no place called 

a ribāṭ on the Byzantine frontier, it seems very unlikely that Ibn al-Mubārak did indeed 

belong to this class of ‘warrior-monks,’ if they existed at all in the 1st/7th, 2nd/8th or 3rd/9th 

century. In many cases it seems that they were simply traditionists who engaged in some kind 

                                                
866 Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf x:#19807. 
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of warfare being rather of scholarly nature. His biography, in which he was primarily a trader 

and a scholar, hints at this. This also correlates with Wakīʿ's alleged Hadith teaching in 

ʿAbbādān. We cannot, however, so easily dismiss the information provided by Ibn Saʿd that 

he died after returning from a war expedition, information which was gathered only a few 

years, or possibly decades, after Ibn al-Mubārak’s death. Neither does Ibn Saʿd add eloquent 

descriptions about Ibn al-Mubārak’s life, which also increases the credibility of the 

biographical account. Ibn al-Mubārak obviously urged and stimulated people to join in Jihad, 

but only by using the correct moral bases. In so doing, he may have wanted to speak out 

against the general rhetorical appeal of rulers or jihadist groups – if I may borrow a modern 

term – to take part in Jihad out of attraction for the potential spoils. Ibn al-Mubārak, because 

of his particular attitude, being at once pious, disinterested in material gain in this world, and 

desirous of the next, would have wanted anyone with that same attitude, one he deemed to be 

morally correct, to take part in the Jihad. His K. al-Jihād and Zuhd both express this desire to 

encourage his fellow Muslims to follow a pious and, to him, morally correct path. 

 

At some point in the 2nd-3rd/8th-9th centuries ʿAbbādān became a magnet for renunciants, 

mystics, and others who felt the need to flee the centers of civilization and retreat to a remote 

place for seclusion, meditation, or pious religious practice. Wakīʿ is, as just mentioned, 

supposed to have taught Hadith there:  

 

‘He was a great scholar with a critical mind (jahbadh), Ibn ʿAmmār said. 

‘I told him, he narrated 40 wrong Hadiths in Basra that were defective.’ 

He replied, ‘He taught Hadith in ʿAbbādān nearly 1,500 and that is not 

much in a 1,500.867  

 

This information on Wakīʿ’s life in ʿAbbādān appeared for the first time in Taʾrīkh Baghdād 

and was then copied by Ibn Ḥajar.868 It implies that whoever criticizes Wakīʿ for any 

                                                
867 TB xiii:475/xv:658. This is also said of a 5th/11th century Andalusian scholar, ʿAbdallāh b. Saʿīd 

b. Lubbāb (d. 426/1045): “An den orten seiner ribāṭ-aufenthalte lernte man von ihm 

profetenaussprüche (Meier, Almoraviden, 90).”  
868 Ibn Ḥajar, Tahddhīb al-Tahdhīb xi:113. The second mention of Wakīʿ in ʿAbbādān gives us 

additional information about who was there with him: “Al-Ghulābī said, we were in ʿAbbādān when 

Ḥammād b. Masʿūdah (d. 202/817-818 in Basra) said to me, I would like you to take me to Wakīʿ, so 
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sloppiness when narrating Hadiths, should be aware that everyone could make a mistake, and 

that 40 allegedly deficient Hadiths out of a total of around 1,500 is not many. Since there is 

nothing mentioned about fighting, ʿAbbādān could by then have simply been a retreat for 

Wakīʿ and other renunciants, a place where they applied themselves to the reciprocal teaching 

of Hadith and renunciant practices such as dhikr, fasting, and the night vigil.869 Whether 

ʿAbbādān was indeed called a ribāṭ in the 2nd/8th century is not verifiable. It was part of a 

fortified complex near the sea, which may be why it was called a ribāṭ, if indeed it was. 

Wakīʿ is not known for having participated in a Jihad. He is, however, recorded in Ibn Abī 

Shayba’s Muṣannaf as having transmitted traditions that praise the performing of ribāṭ: 

“Complete forty days of ribāṭ.”870 In another report that could be seen as a variant, he states 

that taking part in a military campaign (safra/ghazwa) is better than fifty pilgrimages.871   

 It seems that ʿAbbādān and similar places had largely lost their military function in 

the early 3rd/9th century, and by then they functioned primarily as a retreat in which people 

practised zuhd-related practices such as fasting, dhikr, and the exchange of Hadiths and 

religious knowledge or wisdom. It may have functioned as a kind of nostalgic refuge for 

those wishing to transport themselves back to the early years of Islam, when piety, 

learnedness, and mujāhada still went hand in hand. 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
we went to him and when we left him Ḥammād said to me, I saw al-Thawrī and there is no one like 

this.” 
869 See Chabbi in her EI2, Ribāṭ article, where she sets the date of the ribāṭ - other terms for which 

were in use included khanqah and zāwiya - as an establishment of devotional practice for mystics and 

Sufis as no earlier than the second half of the 5th/11th century. In the case of individual zuhhād it 

might well be that places of supererogatory worship existed earlier, as certain individuals willing to 

perform worship in a remote or dangerous place may have chosen to do so as early as the 1st/7th or 

2nd/8th century. That Wakīʿ’s presence in ʿAbbādān is not mentioned until al-Khaṭīb in the 5th/11th 

century does, however, support Chabbi’s theory. Chabbi takes al-Muqaddasī (d. 378/988) and other 

geographers’ descriptions to be a posteriori ascriptions of the nomenclature of ribāṭ in the 2nd/8th 

century. 
870 Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf x:19804. In Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣanaf #s 19800-19808 all treat ribāṭ. 

Two Hadiths on ribāṭ are transmitted via Awzāʿī and Wakīʿ. 
871 Ibid., #19352. Cf. Afsaruddin, Striving, 130.  
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IV.2.3 War descriptions? The function of the narratives  

While reading the specific descriptions of war that can be found in early conquest narratives 

within the K. al-Jihād and K. al-Zuhd one cannot but notice that they focus not so much on 

glorious actions but on companionship,872 sacrifice, uprightness, and the like. Donner places 

what he calls maghāzī Hadiths873 under the main theme of describing the (idealized) umma, 

especially as it stood in contrast to the various other communities, such as the Jews and 

Christians, who were surrounding the Muslim one: “Reports on these matters underline the 

unity and cohesion of the original community in Medina and present it as engaged in 

collective action.”874 This is especially true in regard to the omission by Ibn al-Mubārak and 

the other zuhd authors in their works of references to the fitnas and other inter-communal 

struggles of the early community. Instead, Ibn al-Mubārak stresses the united fighting spirit 

of the early Muslims.  

 Ibn al-Mubārak describes these campaigns, often seemingly by taking the narratives 

found in maghāzī literature and then shaping them into Hadiths.875 He retold, and while doing 

so possibly reshaped, this material with a literary skill that makes the reader feel that they are 

actually on the battlefield or at an apocalyptic event. By re-experiencing or re-living these 

events he intended to bring what took place around one and a half centuries before him closer 

temporally, and to make it as immediate as possible. Sizgorich provides a brilliant analysis of 

this by explaining the almost complete absence of distinct battles:  

 

The narratives themselves drift in time, located (and barely so) only by the 

presence of the Prophet or his Companions. They seldom make reference to 

specific events which would confine them in an unrecoverable past, but instead 

describe situations and events which, in their timeless narration, collapse the 

present into the past and conjure a past resonant with the present.876  

 

                                                
872 Bonner places particular emphasis on companionship in his short description of Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

Jihād (Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 119-23).  
873 Maghāzī principally signifies the expeditions and raids organized by Muḥammad in the Medinan 

period. Cf. EI2, al-Maghāzī (Hinds). 
874 Donner, Narratives, 163. 
875 See Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 122-124. 
876 Sizgorich, Violence and Belief, 187. 
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Only in few cases do we have actual historical events such as, for example, Tabūk, Yarmūk, 

or Yamāma.877 But even when the event is given, as, for example, in the case of Yarmūk, 

below, the scene does not describe an actual battle but rather, as shall be seen in the section 

on martyrdom, the moral qualities of the fighters sacrificing themselves for one another.  

 It may be that these Hadith collections also served as motivating works for other 

believers, and even for fighters on the battlefield, since it is reported in the biographical 

literature that Ibn al-Mubārak read or recited from his works in the military camps.878 The 

emphasis of the work is, contrary to what one might expect, placed not on heroism or the 

bloody descriptions of a battle – although they are present – but rather on humility and 

uprightness, that is, the inner, moral qualities of the warrior. Ibn al-Mubārak, however, never 

dares to praise himself and seldom glorifies the actions of any individual warrior. Instead, he 

focuses almost entirely on the mindset with which the fighter stands on the battlefield. This 

example from the battle of Yarmūk is one of the few that is found in both of his works, the 

Zuhd and Jihād, further pressing the argument that these two sources should be read 

together879: 

 

Abū Jahm b. Ḥudhayfah al-ʿAdawī said: On the Day of Yarmūk880 I was 

hurried. I carried a bucket of water and I asked my cousin if he was 

thirsty. I would give him water and I washed his face, then he drank out of 

my hand. I asked him: May I feed you?’ And he signaled yes. Then 

a[nother] man moaned ‘ah’ and my cousin signaled to go with it [i.e. 

water] to him. He was Hishām b. al-ʿĀṣ, the brother of ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀṣ.881 I 

                                                
877 Tabūk in Jihād #167, Yarmūk #116, identically with Zuhd #525, and Yamāma Jihād #162. 
878 TD xxxviii:343 “[...] when Ibn al-Mubārak was reciting from his Raqaʾiq [...].” Also TB 

x:167/xi:406: “when Ibn al-Mubārak would recite from his ‘Raqāʾiq’, he would cry out like a cow (or 

bull) being slaughtered. None of us would dare to approach him or ask him something except he 

would cease [to weep].” On this quote see Bonner, Aristocratic Violence, 199 and Melchert’s critique 

of Bonner’s translation and interpretation in Melchert, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-Jihād, 63, note 45.  
879 Cf. EI2, Yarmūk (Kaegi). 
880 The battle of Yarmūk took place in 13/634. Ṭabarī states that Abū l-Dardāʾ was the qāḍī for the 

Muslim army and, besides other battles, he also took part in the conquest of Cyprus in 27/647 or 8, 

just as did Abū Dharr. See Encyclopaedia Islamica, Brill 2008, i:656. 
881 A very famous Companion of the Prophet Muḥammad, who was responsible for the Islamic 

conquest of Egypt, and who died in 42/663. 
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went to him and I asked: ‘May I feed you?’ Someone else heard it, 

groaned ‘ah’ and Hishām signaled to go with it to him. So I went to him 

but he was already dead. Then I returned to Hishām and he was also 

already dead, then I went to my cousin and he was also already dead.882  

 

As can be seen, there is nothing specific about the battle at Yarmūk, which is used to build an 

Islamic salvation history. This account merely reflects topics that are more important for zuhd 

than for Jihad, such as sudden death, sacrifice, and the glory of the martyrs. 

 In the Jihād we find a similar description of Abū ʿUbayd al-Thaqafī’s883 piety after 

his hands and feet were cut off during the battle of the bridge (Yawm al-Jisr) in 13/634. 

Again, this maghāzī story is well known within the heroic narratives of martyrs. Abū ʿUbayd 

recites Q 4:69: “Those who obey God and the messenger - they are with those whom God has 

blessed: the prophets and the loyal ones (ṣiddiqīna) and the witnesses (shuhadāʾ), and the 

righteous (ṣāliḥīn). They are fine companions,” while he is obviously lying somewhere 

bleeding to death. He doesn’t seem to feel the pain, though, since he is still able to answer a 

passer-by’s question that he is indeed one of the anṣār.884 Again, the narrative places little 

emphasis on the concrete historical events of the battle, in which the Muslims lost to a 

Sassanid Persian army, but instead softens the beating and suffering brought upon the fighters 

by their enemies through and expectation of a great reward in the afterlife. The more 

someone suffers and the greater his sacrifice, then the more secure is his place in paradise; 

such is what this and other sayings seem to suggest. ʿAbdallāh b. Jahsh (d. 3/625), a famous 

Companion who migrated with the Prophet to Medina and who died at Uḥud as a martyr, is 

also seen as only concerned with the enormity of his sacrifice – he has his stomach slit open – 

and the consequent reward he will receive from God. Emphasizing this, a comment on the 

Hadith goes: “I hope God makes the last part of his promise [reward] come true just as the 

first [martyrdom].”885 There are many other examples found in accounts of specific battles, 

all of which have the same abbreviated narrative form focusing primarily on piety, 

martyrdom, and reward, thus making it easy for the reader or hearer to comprehend the 

essential message: always keep the afterlife in mind, and remain upright in order to gain it. 

                                                
882 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #525. 
883 See Abū ʿUbayd al-Thaqafī, in: Encyclopaedia Islamica, vol. ii. 
884 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād, #133. 
885 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād, #85. 
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IV.3 The Relation of Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād and Kitāb al-zuhd 
This section intends to analyze and compare Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd and Jihād in order to 

unpack the main themes of these works. As I will propose, intent plays a central role for the 

author, and it may even be argued that it is more important than the act of Jihad itself. As 

mentioned earlier, several scholars have analyzed parts of Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād.886 

Sizgorich and Melchert have also taken Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd into account and have, in my 

view, come to the most convincing explanations.887 

 A recent work by Afsaruddin examined the different sections on Jihad from Hadith 

literature throughout the centuries, and thereby produced the first overview of its kind. She 

stresses first and foremost the Umayyads’ propaganda and influence on how war is portrayed 

in ʿAbd al-Razzāq’s and Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣannafs, and in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād. 

Afsaruddin frames Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād as an Umayyad work, and bases most of her 

interpretations on this premise. Yet how it could be an Umayyad work when Ibn al-Mubārak 

was only 14 years old when the ʿAbbāsids took power, and especially if we also accept the 

likelihood that its compilation was completed even later, that is, by Ibn al-Mubārak’s students 

or similar? Neither the last nor the first transmitters in the isnāds point to such an 

interpretation. She focuses solely on the Umayyad personalities when they are present in the 

isnāds, and draws her conclusions based on this. Such is, of course, a legitimate method, and 

the sample Hadiths she uses do indeed prove to have been influenced by individuals in the 

isnāds who had close ties with the Umayyad regime. These Hadiths may thus be interpreted 

as being at least partially based on the Umayyad need for war propaganda. But many others 

do not, and it seems more reasonable to ascribe the dominance of pro-active Jihad narration 

to the mentality that was flourishing in the borderland between the Byzantine Empire and 

Syria in the late 2nd/8th century. The Sasanids had, unlike the Byzantines, been easily 

defeated by the year 30/651, thus giving the western, Byzantine frontier much more 

importance and immediacy in matters of warfare for centuries to come. Thus, we should not 

ascribe a dominant Umayyad influence to every Hadith with a Syrian isnād, but instead 

regard the closeness of the frontier to the central Islamic lands before and during Umayyad 

                                                
886 Bonner, Sizgorich, Melchert, Afsaruddin. 
887 Melchert, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-Jihād, 60ff. Cf. Bonner, Violence and Belief, 180ff. 
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and ʿAbbāsid rule as being the main factor. Only those isnāds that clearly indicate Umayyad 

personalities, influences, or tendencies should be termed Umayyad.888  

 However, Afsaruddin, like Sizgorich and Melchert, did recognize the importance of 

niyya in Ibn al-Mubārak’s K. al-Jihād. Similarly, like Melchert and Bonner before her, she 

draws attention to the Andalusian work Kitāb faḍl al-jihād.889 This title itself indicates the 

central role of deeds, rewards, and virtue of participating in the Jihad. From Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

perspective, niyya would have been required in order to give the deeds their value. The 

importance of intention in both the Jihād and the Zuhd becomes clear from very beginning. 

Regarding the obligatory nature of Jihad, Melchert’s isnād analysis establishes what van Ess 

had also pointed out, namely that the Syrians were committed to forcing Jihad to be seen as 

obligatory, while mixed signals came from the Kufans, Basrans, and Hijazis.890 At the 

beginning Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād in particular, we find a code of practice; Jihad is, in his 

eyes and in the eyes of those whom he cites, not a choice but a duty. He therefore cites 

different verses from the Qurʾān’s Sūrat aṣ-Ṣaff (Q 61) that state that Jihad is a duty for every 

believer, although many would be reluctant and try to get out of it: 

 

They [the Companions] said: ‘If only we knew which acts were the best 

and most beloved to God.’ Then it was revealed (Q 61:10-11): 

O you who believe, shall I show you a trade that will deliver you from a 

painful torment? You should believe in God and His messenger and strive 

in God’s way (tujāhidūna fī sabīl Allāh) with your possessions and your 

persons. 

Ibn al-Mubārak then links Q 61:11 to the idea of warfare: 

They disliked this and thereupon was revealed: Q 61:2-4 ‘O you who 

believe, why do you say what you do not do? It is most hateful to God that 
                                                
888 The same could be said of a Ḥijāzī, Basran, or Kufan isnād. This seems plausible in the case of the 

Ḥijāz, where the focus seems to have been on piety rather than on warfare, as the latter was generally 

irrelevant for its inhabitants after the first century A.H. In the case of Kufa, it is more complex due to 

its Shīʿī domination and the mixture of scholarly, pious, and warring influences. Basra, a center of 

piety, would, I suspect, rather focus on this aspect. 
889 See Afsaruddin, Striving, 150. Melchert’s Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-Jihād and early renunciant 

literature lists and discusses the different manuscripts on the first 12 pages. Bonner, Aristocratic 

Violence, 119-125. 
890 See Melchert, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-Jihād, 60. 
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you say what you do not do. God loves those who fight in His way 

(yuqātilūna fī sabīlihi) in ranks, as though they are a solid building.891  

 

Here tujāhidūna is connected to yuqātilūna, thereby implying that jahada is clearly 

understood as the act of fighting. We can see that during this early stage of Hadith writing 

and collecting not only was maghāzi literature embedded in it, but that Hadiths were also 

used in the composition of works of tafsīr (qurʾānic exegesis).  The majority of the items in 

the Jihād state that Jihad is a religious obligation, and what stands out again in this Hadith is 

the claim that one should always follow one’s own proclamations, which here means that if 

you pledged to be a Muslim you must fulfil all the obligations that comewith it including, in 

this case, Jihad.  

 A second intriguing observation is that a connection with the eschatological verse 

following Q 61:10-11, that is, verse 12, is not made at this point. This verse reads: “He will 

forgive you your sins and admit you to gardens through which rivers flow, and to fine 

dwelling-places in the Gardens of Eden - That is the great triumph.” Within the zuhd 

literature these eschatological aspects of salvation and reward do usually follow, but it seems 

that, in this instance, staying true to one’s promise is the focus of the Hadith. Uprightness 

before reward would then mean that one should be firm and steady in matters of belief for the 

sake of God alone, not for His reward, just as the acquiring or teaching of Hadith could also, 

and ideally would, be undertaken for God alone, not for fame or money.  

 Three main aspects that reappear in almost every Hadith in the Jihād will be discussed 

in what follows. The first item of the Jihād lists these themes: shahīd, wajha ‘Lllāh, and 

niyya.892 

 

IV.4 Preconditions for Jihad: good acts, obligatory Jihad, and niyya 

With the very first item, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād makes it clear where the focus lies: 

                                                
891 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #2. Paret translates tujāhidūna fī sabīl Allāh not as struggle in the way of 

God but as “warfare for the sake of God (um Allahs willen Krieg führen).” I will not go into a detailed 

discussion of all possible meanings of this expression due to lack of space, and because Ibn al-

Mubārak clearly understands it primarily as fighting. For a detailed and very interesting discussion of 

the expression in early (pre 3rd/9th century) Hadith literature see Afsaruddin, Striving, ch.5, 

especially 118-119. 
892 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #10; for more see below. 
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ʿAbdallāh b. Salām said: ‘We discussed between us and asked: who of 

you goes to the Prophet and asks him which acts God loves most?’ He 

said: ‘We approached [him] so that he may tell one of us.’ He said: ‘The 

Prophet sent for us, man after man, then all of us. Then he made a sign to 

us and recited [Q 61:1-2]: “All that is in the heavens and the earth glorify 

God. He is the Mighty and the Wise. O you who believe, why do you say 

what you do not do?”, from the first [verse] to the last.’ Then ʿAbdallāh b. 

Salām recited it to us from its beginning until its end.’ Al-Ḥalāl said: 

‘Then ʿAṭāʾ b. Yasār recited it from its beginning until its end.’ Al-Awzāʿī 

said: ‘And Yaḥyā recited it to us from its beginning until its end.’893 

 

Every pious individual mentioned here is called upon to prove his uprightness in matters of 

belief and in order to fulfil his pledge. Some Hadiths suggest that, at Judgment Day, the 

believers are summoned to appear before God, questioned and, no matter how pious their 

answer might seem, ignored.894 What the Hadith quoted above highlights is the problematic 

relationship between pious intention – what could be called the bāṭin level of piety – and 

outward action. Zuhd, in its oft-reiterated reminder of inner truth, served as the ideal 

preparation for Jihad, as Jihad would then be carried out with the same disregard for the 

world and the self. The warrior was best equipped to fight if he had no concern for this life, 

its prestige, or the spoils of war. Melchert and Sizgorich point out that Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

Jihād and Zuhd should be studied together,895 as there is a shared focal point between the two 

works. As the Zuhd focuses on the conduct and mindset adopted by the renunciant, including 

such characteristics as disregard for this world (dhamm al-dunyā), its possessions and the 

striving for fame, so does his Jihād focus on niyya rather than on descriptions of or 

prescriptions for actual fighting. It is thus substantially about how the believer should view 

his place in this world as related to God and to his religious obligations. Melchert points out 

that there are many items in the Jihād that deal not with warfare but, for example, with zuhd 

psychology (e.g. khawf) and he states that the presence of many sayings “in the Kitāb al-

                                                
893 Ibid., #1. 
894 Sizgorich, Violence and Belief, 181-2; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #469. 
895 Melchert, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-Jihād, 63. Before Melchert, Sizgorich had also noted this; see 

Sizgorich, Violence and Belief, 182, comparing Jihād #7 and Zuhd #469.  
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Jihād with only the remotest connection to warfare show how far it is from the literature of 

law and how overlapping with the literature of renunciation.”896 Although there are many 

sayings reminding the believer to participate in the Jihad, many others simply reflect the way 

people behaved before, during, or after a battle, and which focus on stressing their moral 

conduct. Another saying is attributed to Ibn ʿAwf as he was fasting and could not eat because 

he realized that all the good Muslims had already died: 

 

Saʿd b. Ibrāhīm heard from his brother that a meal was brought before 

ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAwf but he was fasting, and he said: ‘Musʿab b. 

ʿUmayr was killed, and he was better than me. He was covered by his 

mantle and when his head was covered, his feet were open (uncovered), 

when his feet were covered, his head was not (i.e. he was poor) and I saw 

it. He said: And Hamza was killed and he was better than me. 

The world was made easy for us [to take]’, or he said ‘we were given 

from the world what we were given (i.e. we were given everything we 

needed). We were afraid that our deeds would pass us by (i.e. that our 

deeds would be made worthless by the comfort we lived in); then he 

started to cry and left the food be.897 

 

The saying quoted here relates the concepts of zuhd within the context of Jihad to ubi sunt 

and dhikr al-mawt (memento mori), poverty and humility, the corruption of wealth, and 

scrupulosity. This narrative deals with two highly respected people, who were heroes of 

Islamic warfare, but describes not their bravery on the battlefield but the perishability of the 

life of this world. 

 Wakīʿ’s and Ibn al-Mubrak’s zuhd collections both bear sections on niyya.898 As well 

as sincerity, niyya is also related to either emigration (hijra) or warfare: 

                                                
896 Melchert, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-Jihād, 63.  
897 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #521. 
898 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd, 93-98, #188-212 (bāb al-ikhlāṣ wa-l-niyya) & 224, #713-732 (bāb al-niyya 

maʿa qillat al-amal wa salāmat al-qalb); Wakīʿ, Zuhd 628-634, #s 350-4. The role niyya plays here is, 

as we have seen in various other Hadiths, quite general. Only when the Prophet speaks of the 

community having to pull on one rope, does niyya becomes the core of sincerity and aid towards a 

fellow-Muslim (Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #722). 
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The Messenger of God said, ‘Indeed, the acts are [judged] according to 

[their] intention, and every other matter as well. He who emigrated for 

God and His Messenger, he will encounter that which he emigrated for. 

And he who performed the hijra with intending this world to attain it or 

marry a woman, he will encounter what he emigrated for.899 

 

According to this prophetic Hadith, everyone will encounter what he is looking for, or, in 

other words, you will get what you deserve. Obviously women are displayed here as 

attaching oneself to this world especially, as we will see in the subsequent sections, through 

family ties. They, however, are also able to become part of the martyr's reward.  

 Niyya is naturally closely associated with waraʿ. If you search for God, you will 

encounter him, and if you desire fame in this world you will also receive it. This saying has 

the purpose of both warning and guiding the believer in every ‘fight’ for God and His Prophet 

to choose the benefit of the next world rather than of this one. If one’s mind is not guided by 

the potential benefit then it should be guided by the wish to avoid punishment.900 Ḥasan 

comments about Q 17:84 “Say: ‘Each man works according to his own manner (shākilatihi),’ 

with ‘according to his niyya’.”901 Ḥasan wants to point out here that shākilatihi is not fitra, 

that is, the natural disposition with which one is born, but that this ‘manner’ is a choice. The 

next phrase of that verse seems to imply that God knows very well who has chosen each path, 

or the people whom He has guided to each path (fa-rabbukum aʿlamu biman huwa ahdā 

sabīlan). Just as God guides His servants, the zuhhād themselves could guide or correct each 

other, and others, by censoring (nahy) certain things. ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd902 and Ḥasan al-

Baṣrī both encourage prohibition as part of understanding the term as meaning correction: 

Ḥasan said, ‘You do not give sincere council to your brother unless you order him with what 

                                                
899 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #188; Wakīʿ, Zuhd #351; Hannād, Zuhd #805. 
900 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #352: ʿAbdallāh [b. Masʿūd] said, ‘There are two escape/salvation routes and two of 

destruction. The salvation lies in niyya and nahy, while damnation results from couragelessness 

(qanūṭ) and self-complacency (iʿjāb).’ Also Hannād, Zuhd #803. 
901 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #350. 
902 See above Wakīʿ, Zuhd #352. 
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he lacks.’ Apparently niyya through zuhd means persuasion connected to nahy, as well as 

being the embodiment of correct conduct to benefit one’s Muslim brothers.903  

 In another example it seems that the intention behind an act is regarded as being even 

more important than the act itself, as it precedes the act and is accounted for even if the act 

has not been or could not be carried out. “Ibn al-Mubārak reported, ‘I heard Jaʿfar b. Ḥayyān 

(d. 165/782?)904 say: ‘The prerequisite (malāk) is acts of sound intention. However, a man 

acquires by his intention what he may never acquire by his act’.”905 This highlights the 

important place of the sincerity of intention before actually doing the act. Niyya is, as has 

been seen, connected to several other topics and seek to express correctness at both a 

doctrinal/psychological (taqwā)906 and a practical level. Honesty in one’s belief is repeatedly 

called for: “Zubayd said, ‘It appeared to me that niyya is inherent in everything, even in 

eating and sleeping’.”907 This saying explains why anything pious could have been placed 

under this heading. At other times the section headings in the zuhd collections make one 

wonder whether everything that is in a section, such as praise of God, sadness, etc. is really in 

its intended place.908 What is interesting in the section that includes niyya is that the Hadiths 

found within it are of a rather spiritual tone and concern love of God, and earning His 

                                                
903 Ibid., #354: Ḥasan, “The Muslim is his brother’s mirror.” 
904 It is quite conspicuous that Jaʿfar b. Ḥayyān appears in almost every isnād in this section. 
905 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #189. 
906 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #191 & 199, where ʿĀʾisha prompts Muʿāwiya to fear God and seek his 

pleasure, not that of the people. The intention here seems to have been understood by the compilers of 

the zuhd collections as encompassing a general guideline for belief and practice based in sound 

religious, mental, and practical understanding. Ibid. #192, where Luqmān the Wise prompts his son to 

fear God only for His sake and not for anything else.  
907 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #195. 
908 Just as in other sections, that on niyya also includes a variety of topics, some of which at times 

barely relate to the section heading. Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd e.g. #206 has Saʿīd b. Jubayr (d. 94 or 95 

/711 or 712 beheaded by Ḥajjāj b. Yūsuf), who was an important political and scholarly figure in early 

Islam (see EI2, Saʿīd b. Jubayr by Motzki), say, ‘The first to enter the garden are those who praised 

God in every state,’ or he said, ‘in good and bad times.’ This could stand anywhere in the Zuhd and is 

primarily related to piety. It can be connected to niyya, but it could also be connected to anything else 

to do with piety in general. Ikhlāṣ and niyya are obviously understood by whoever devised the section 

headings as being interrelated.  
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contentment through praise and obedience, among others.909 Sincerity (ikhlāṣ) is, like 

scrupulosity (waraʿ), naturally related to intention (niyya) in both words and deeds, just as it 

is in Q 61:2, a verse that, together with Q 61:4, Ibn al-Mubārak placed within the context of 

Jihad. 

It has been noted by Melchert that the sections on Jihād and Zuhd found in Ibn Abī 

Shayba’s Musannaf are of no less importance than Ibn al-Mubārak’s and that they were 

presumably compiled around the same time.910 Furthermore, Melchert established interesting 

connections between the two collectors, especially as regards their moralizing character as 

expressed through niyya, among other methods. Thus, we have one more source on Jihad 

from around the same time, one which does not stress its legal characteristics, as do the siyar 

works on Jihad, but is more focused on the virtues with which the believer or fighter should 

be equipped. A reward, for example, is always regarded as something one should refrain from 

in order to stand on the highest possible moral ground.911 This reflects the zuhd traditionists’ 

claim that they stood on higher moral ground than other (rationalist) believers, theologians, or 

jurists.  

It is not entirely correct to characterize Ibn al-Mubārak’s works merely as archaic and 

propagandistic.912 Ibn al-Mubārak quotes Abū l-Dardāʾ913 with an interesting saying, one that 

consists of only a few words: “Righteous acts stand before warring. You will fight by your 

                                                
909 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #204-9. #209 (also in Ḥilyat iii:108-110 under Ḥajjāj b. al-Furāfiṣa, and Ibn 

Ḥibbān’s Thiqāt vi:203) a companion of Sufyān al-Thawrī, described as having ascetic habits, such as 

refraining from food, drink, and sleep for extensive periods of time, e.g. 20 nights or 21, 24 days, 

ibid., 108): “Ḥajjāj b. Furāfiṣa (d. ?) reported that Budayl (?) said, ‘Who knows his Lord loves Him. 

And he who knows this world practices renunciation in it. And the believer does not amuse himself 

unless he is distracted from recollecting sadness’.” Aside from the typical zuhd character found in this 

Hadith, others (#206-8) seem to be preoccupied with constant praise. In Qushayrī’s Risāla, there is a 

description of his fasting: “Hajjāj b. Furāfiṣa was with us in Syria. He stayed fifty days without 

drinking water or taking his fill from anything he ate.” (Risāla, 259; Epistle, 158; Sendschreiben 209). 
910 See Melchert, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-Jihād, 58.  
911 Many items are at the beginning of the Jihād. 
912 Mourad, Early Islam between Myth and History, 15. 
913 Isnād: Mubārak-Saʿīd b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz-Rabīʿa b. Yazīd or Ibn Ḥalbas-Abū l-Dardā. 
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acts.”914 Its core message could be understood to mean that the good acts of everyday life are 

more important than fighting. This would then mean that the daily struggle to do good and 

behave properly is here perceived as crucial by Ibn al-Mubārak. It could also be understood 

as hinting at an inner attitude of niyya. As such, the obligation to act properly is just as, or 

even more, important outside times of imminent warfare. 

 As has been seen before, the largest part on the interior aspect focuses heavily on the 

intention of the warrior, rather than on a non-combative inner mystical struggle. The niyya 

defines the righteousness of the act of fighting, something that could also be seen as a 

reaction against the many fighters who seemingly only fought for the spoils of war.915 

Although there are many Hadiths calling for participation in warfare, they were always 

accompanied by a restriction, that is, the need for a correct inner moral attitude.  

 

IV.5 The Goals of Jihad: Seeking the face of God (wajha ‘Llāh) 

In many Hadiths in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād and in his Zuhd there are different classes of 

people fighting on the battlefields. Among them are those who fight for possessions and 

others who fight to “see the face of God (yurīdūna wajhahu or ibtighāʾ wajha ‘Llāh).”916 The 

latter category always attains salvation in the Garden in close proximity to God, while the 

former’s destiny is uncertain. Generally speaking, everybody who participates in Jihad and is 

not a hypocrite will be saved, even if he was a sinner.  The expression “seeing the face of 

God” or “His countenance” (man qatala yurīdu wajha ‘Llāh, or yuqātilūna ibtighāʾ wajha 

‘Llāh) is rather vague and thus the cause of some debate. It has been interpreted in qurʾānic 

exegesis and Hadith in three possible ways:917 

                                                
914 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #5:ʿAmalun ṣāliḥun qabla-l-ghazwa, fa-innakum innamā tuqātilūna bi-

aʿmālikum. This has been translated differently in the English translations of, e.g., Bukhārī’s Saḥīḥ; 

see below. 
915 See above Ibn Abī Shayba’s ribāṭ Hadiths. 
916 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #9: “They talked with ʿAbdallāh about a people who fight in the path of 

God and he (ʿAbdallāh) said, ‘It is not as you think or see. When the two armies meet the angels will 

ascend and they will write the people’s levels: so and so (fulān) fought for this world, so and so fights 

for possessions, so and so battles for remembrance. And about this so and so fights to see the face of 

God. For the one who was killed longing to see the face of God, he is in the Garden’.” 
917 See Baljon, ‘To Seek The Face Of God’ In Koran And Ḥadīth, in: Acta Orientalia, 21 (1953), 254-

66. 
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(a) to do something in obedience to the will of God (Nawawī on Muslim)918 

(b) without desiring to be seen or heard by men (Qasṭalānī on Bukhārī)919 

(c) in expectation of reward in the next world. 

Besides acting for the sake of God alone, it could also express a desire, need, or want to 

encounter God, and perhaps to be close to Him without the necessity of actually seeing Him. 

I would not go as far as interpreting it as the later Sufi idea of being dissolved into God, but 

there is clearly a feeling of comfort, blessing, and security in God’s presence. This serves as a 

reminder to the pious that they should spend their time in prayer and reciting the Qurʾān 

repeatedly, just as the zuhhād are described as doing, or, as Q 18:28 puts it:920  

 

Content yourself with those who call to their Lord morning and evening, 

desiring His countenance, and let not your eyes turn from them, desiring 

the ornament of the life of this world; and do not obey those whose heart 

We have made heedless of Our remembrance and who follow their 

desires and whose affairs are excess.  

 

From the readings found in Hadith, the Qurʾān, and their various commentaries, I believe the 

expression to refer to doing anything that is in accordance with God’s will, in order to satisfy 

him alone, rather than doing it for any selfish reason. Secondly, it includes the eschatological 

aspect of securing a place in paradise921 in the presence of God, as part of his affection for the 

                                                
918 Ibid., 256. 
919 Ibid. 
920 References in the Qurʾān with wajha ‘Llāh Q 6:52, 18:28, 30:38, 18:28*, 76:9, 92:20.  

*Paret: “Und halte (geduldig) an dich (zusammen) mit denen, die morgens und abends in frommer 

Hingabe zu ihrem Herrn beten! Und laß deinen Blick nicht über sie hinauswandern, indem du nach 

dem Schmuck des irdischen Lebens trachtest! Und gehorche nicht jemandem, dessen Herz wir vom 

Gedenken an uns abgelenkt haben (aghfalnā) und der seiner (persönlichen) Neigung folgt und kein 

Maß und Ziel kennt!” 
921 See Q 18:28. Baljon translates yurīdu wajhahu with “[...] seeking to secure His face,” and ibtighāʾ 

wajhi rabbihim (Q 13:22) with “[...] seeking to secure the face of their Lord [...],” thereby placing 

strong emphasis on the eschatological aspect. This interpretative translation is also applied by Baljon 

to Q 30:37-8 and Q 92:19-21, but not to Q 76:9, where the translation for the same wording, i.e., 

turīdūna wajha ‘Llāhi, is “for the sake of the face of God (See ibid.  257).” It is not clear to me why 

he chose to alter the translation in this last example.   
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righteous believers. As such, it should have been one of the favorite expressions of people 

with the mindset of Ibn al-Mubārak and others who were called zuhhād.922 Renunciation in 

this respect does not mean refraining from all worldly activity, but only from those things that 

divert one’s attention from God. An expression that I also encountered numerous times when 

reading the texts, and which is understood by Baljon as having the same meaning, is ibtighāʾ 

marḍāʾ Allāh or ibtighāʾ riḍwān Allāh, that is, seeking the favor or satisfaction of God.923 It 

has the same semantic meaning of seeking God’s grace, which will result in the reward of a 

place in paradise close to God, and can, therefore, be read synonymously. The aspect of niyya 

that is connected with wajha ‘Llāh can be seen in another qurʾānic passage that displays what 

is being demonstrated here (Q 92:19-21): “And no one has any favor [outstanding against] 

him that needs to be recompensed – but only through his desire to seek the face of his Lord 

the Most High; And assuredly he will be satisfied.” Here we have the reward, God’s face, and 

God’s satisfaction in three succeeding verses, thus underlining the immediate affiliation of 

those terms with the pure intention Ibn al-Mubārak constantly refers to. If the goal is not to 

serve God but to gain the rewards of paradise then the intention is less than pure. Ibn al-

Mubārak barely mentions rewards in his Jihād, and when he does it is only implicitly, such as 

through terms such as wajha ‘Llāh; he never mentions rewards explicitly. For him, fighting 

should be performed only out of submission to God and Islam. 

                                                
922 Baljon even provides a Hadith from the Jihād where seeking the face of God is directly connected 

with Jihad: “O Prophet of God, I want to join the jihād for seeking to secure the face of God and the 

paradise.” See ibid., 258. I did not find this Hadith in my Jihād edition, but did locate another one 

(Jihād #12): “A man said to the Prophet, ‘I stand on the station where I seek the face of God and I 

love to see my place.’ The Prophet had nothing to reply (refute?) until this āya came (Q 18:110): ‘Let 

those who hope to meet their Lord do righteousness work and not associate anyone with the service of 

his Lord’.” The only Hadith I see that resembles the one quoted by Baljon is Jihād #9, quoted below. 

There are many other qurʾānic verses that reflect the mindset of the zuhhād and which appear in Ibn 

al-Mubārak’s Jihād, such as Q 30:38, where we find the connection with the traveler (Ibn as-Sabīl), 

the needy (al-miskīn), and those who will be successful (al-mufliḥūna), clearly descriptions that the 

renunciants would have applied to themselves. 
923 Baljon, ‘To Seek The Face Of God’, 260: “In other traditions the ‘face of God’ became a symbol 

for the ‘will of God’.”  
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 The word for face, wajh, or its plural wujūh, is used 72 times in the Qurʾān, where it 

has various meanings,924 while the two expressions ibtighāʾ wajha ‘Llāh or wajh rabbihim 

are “used in the Qurʾān (13:22)925 in conjunction with ṣabr and not with the combative 

jihād.”926 It also has strong eschatological implications, for instance, in Q 22:88 and 55:27, 

where it is said that the face of God will be the only thing left when everything else has 

perished.927 Rippin has written a brief but thought-provoking article on the face in Islam, 

Christianity, and Judaism, where one of the theses that he posits argues that to show the face 

or to hide it has the same semantic meaning in all religions or linguistic expressions; this is 

that, just as we understand it today, “to turn away the face” is an expression of disgust or 

displeasure while showing one’s face represents mildness and approval.928 The pious believer 

seeks the face of God just as he hopes for approval of his actions. But longing for the face of 

God is not merely metaphorical. Instead, it represents the most basic aspect of religious and 

spiritual fulfilment, or the search for the meaning of life, or for the existence of God, as 

Rippin puts it:  

 

[...] the Qurʾān is suggesting that it is not so much that God has not 

hidden his face, that it is his people who must find his face. “Face,” it 

may therefore be said, is intimately connected to an expression of the will 

of the individual, the need for the human being to seek God. This is also 

conveyed in other uses of the word “face” in the Qurʾān.929 

 

                                                
924 See Rippin, “Desiring the Face of God”: The Qurʾānic Symbolism of Personal Responsibility, in: 

Literary Structures of Religious meaning in the Qurʾān. Edited by Issa Boullata. Richmond: Curzon 

2000, 117-124. 
925 Also Q 18:28. 
926 Afsaruddin, Striving, 150.  
927 See Rippin, Desiring the Face of God, 120. For the face in Arabic Islamic literature see Lange: 

“On That Day When Faces Will Be White or Black” (Q3:106): Towards a Semiology of the Face in 

the Arabo-Islamic Tradition, in: JAOS 124, 4 (2007), 429-445. 
928 Ibid., e.g., 121. Note also the connection to the widely-discussed theological topics of power and 

mercy, jalāl and jamāl. 
929 Rippin, Desiring the Face of God, 120. 
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Ibn al-Mubārak connects this to fighting, just as he connects it to the terms jāhada and qātala 

in order to give it a higher moral quality. And then there is the obvious connection to 

martyrdom: 

 

Zuhrī said that ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb went to a meeting in the mosque of 

the prophet and they commemorated the troop that perished in the path of 

God (i.e. in Jihad). One of them said: ‘They are the actors on God’s 

behalf, they die on his path, he obliges (wajaba) and makes them fall in 

their time of death for God’, and he uttered the saying: ‘God knows what 

their reward is.’ Then they saw ʿUmar. He said to them: What do you 

talk about? They answered: We talked about this troop’ and he said this 

saying and that saying and ʿUmar said: ‘By God, among the people are 

those fighting for the desire of this world, among the people are those 

fighting for glamor and reputation, among the people are those fighting 

for sudden death. They will not be able to do anything except God 

[wills]. Among the people are those fighting with the desire to see God’s 

face/to encounter God. Those last ones are the martyrs (al-shuhadāʾ).930  

 

Fighting out of a desire to see the face of God is the highest of all the desires of Jihad 

here. Even those who, as we will frequently see in the next section, fight for 

immediate death are excluded from this highest of categories. As such, in this Hadith 

there is a clear distinction between those who just want to die as a martyr and who 

actively seek their death, and those who fight and submit to anything God does to 

them, whether they die or not. In other Hadiths this distinction does not exist, since 

the definition of martyr developed, or from the beginning included, different kinds of 

deaths. But here ʿUmar distinguishes the intention of the warrior very strictly by 

placing the death-seeking martyrs second and those who completely submitted to the 

will of God first. This focus on the intention stands, to some extent, in contrast with 

the vivid descriptions found in the eschatological sections of Ibn al-Mubārak’s and 

Hannād’s Kutub al-zuhd. It could well be that this contrast was caused by the rift 

between idealism and realism; while the zuhd collectors aimed for purity of the mind 

and body, most fighters at the borders, among whom were those who valued zuhd, 

                                                
930 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #10. 
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probably aimed for some kind of reward in, or at least something to motivate them 

for, the afterlife.  

 

IV.6 Modalities of acquiring the goals 

IV.6.1 Martyrdom 

The numerous Hadiths found in the Jihād treat martyrdom in various ways. As shall be seen 

in what follows, martyrdom is primarily classified according to an individual’s intentions. If 

Jihad is regarded as the zenith of renunciant virtue and fulfilment in Ibn al-Mubārak’s eyes, 

then martyrdom is the zenith of the zenith. In much of the literature on renunciation and 

Jihad, superlatives describing the believer’s ideal levels devotion, most often manifested in 

self-denial, are frequently encountered. While the renunciant and the renunciant-warrior 

detaches himself from the world in order to purify his intentions, the martyr not only 

understands that he will die but actually looks forward to his death. The latter had been 

characterized as a relief from the burdens of this world in the context of earlier contemptus 

mundi and memento mori works, and martyrdom was seen from this perspective too, being 

the deepest but simultaneously the simplest level of religious understanding: “Khaythama 

asked, ‘Does death delight you?’ I answered, ‘No.’ He said, ‘I do not know anyone whom 

death does not delight except he who is inadequate (manqūṣan)’.”931 Khaythama apparently 

utters critique against anyone not being delighted about the proximity or thought of death 

(dhikr al-mawt), that is, in expectation of the afterlife. 

 The martyr may even go one step further to prove his complete devotion to God: if he 

is tied to this world because he has a family, then he must cut those ties in order to become a 

martyr. We have two examples of this, one more extreme than the other, but both of them 

place the necessity of becoming a warrior, and possibly a martyr, above the obligations of 

this world. This should be done even if it means jeopardizing the well-being of loved ones, 

for example if they are overcome by grief and poverty. During the Battle of Uḥud932 where, 

according to Islamic historiography, Ḥamza was killed in 625 CE – a clear precedent as part 

of a uniquely important martyrdom – the Prophet appeared (kharaja) and asked for one 

                                                
931 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #600. 
932 EI2, Uḥud (Robinson). 
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person to step forward and fill the gap.933 One of the helpers (anṣār), whose name was 

Dhakwān b. ʿAbd Qays, volunteered. While he prepared for his mission the Prophet said: 

  

‘Whoever wants to see a man preparing his eternal green place for the 

morrow, let him look upon this man.’ And he rushed away to his people, 

bidding them farewell and his women took hold of his garment and said: 

‘O Abū l-Sabuʿ [sic] [recte Sabʿi]934, you are leaving us and you will 

perish.’ And he gently pulled away his garment until he left them behind, 

and then he turned back to them and said, ‘The Day of Resurrection is 

promised to you.’ And then he was killed.935 

 

It seems that the final words of the martyr indicate not only that he is sure of his own reward, 

but that, in leaving his family behind, he is trusting that his reward will include them as well. 

That there is a promise to such an effect makes this interpretation plausible. Furthermore, 

martyrs are often believed to be able to perform intercession (shafāʿa) on behalf of someone 

on Judgment Day, an idea that may reflect a Syrian Orthodox Christian influence of the 

fourth century CE.936 He thus does not actually abandon them, but instead compensates them 

through his own and their sacrifice. This is accompanied by the belief that God will provide 

for them, just as he promised in the Qurʾān.  

 In the zuhd literature particularly, qurʾānic verses937 and Hadiths mentioning God’s 

provision are conspicuously highlighted.938 Besides the tremendous impact this story must 

have had on its listeners, the exemplary role of the anṣār is very important as, in Ibn al-

Mubārak’s eyes, it was they who had the purest of intentions towards the Prophet. They were 
                                                
933 The first part of the Arabic text, before it arrives at the martyrdom part, is quite cryptic. This is 

probably why Sizgorich summarized this part and did not translate it, and also why I will not attempt 

to do so. 
934 This is his kunya, mentioned earlier in the narrative. 
935 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #151, translation from Violence and Belief, 187. 
936 Tesei, The Barzakh and the Intermediate State of the Dead in the Quran, in: Locating hell in 

Islamic Traditions. Edited by Christian Lange. Leiden: Brill 2015, 31-55, at 47. 
937 Among others, Sūrat al-Ḥajj (61) and al-Ṣaff (22) are repeatedly cited in the Jihād with, e.g., Q 

22:58-59 and Q 61:11-12 concerning reward, sustenance, and the provision of the martyrs. See also 

Ṭabarī, Tafsīr ix:182 on Q 22:58-59; also Q 9:111 and Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #4. 
938 For more on this see my chapter Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God, below. 
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the first of the Medinans to support the Prophet’s claim, and without their help Muḥammad 

would probably not have made it. Ibn al-Mubārak sides with them and simultaneously 

removes any doubts concerning their position and loyalty for the Prophet that may have 

existed after his death.939 

 The second narrative examined here hints at a similar conclusion, that is, that the 

family is part of the martyrdom and not detached from it. In this case it is a family 

martyrdom, strengthened by the death of a son who takes on the role of commentator for his 

father’s doubts and re-establishes God’s righteousness and his father’s piety. A mujāhid, 

named Abū l-Ṣahbāʾ, has a dream revealing to him two martyrdoms. He interprets it as 

having a son-and-father-martyrdom. When the Turks come nearer he wavers940: “‘O my son,’ 

he said, ‘[Go] to your mother.’ And [Abū l-Ṣahbāʾ’s son] said, ‘O my father, you desire good 

for yourself, but you order me to withdraw’.”941 That the son reminds the father of the 

goodness of martyrdom is clearly an indication that no-one should consider death something 

bad, just as the earlier Hadith demonstrated when Khaythama was lecturing. The preliminary 

severing of family ties and piety are said to correct the ego and make one completely 

submissive to the will of God.942  

 

IV.6.2 Defining shahīd 

The definitions of shahīd, whose primary meaning is “witness,” that are found in Hadiths 

include a wide range of believers. This would not quite square with the understanding of 

people propagating participation in warfare.943 In connection with Jihad, the implied meaning 

of ‘martyrdom’ outweighs the literal translation of ‘witness,’ which is often understood 

simply as the characteristic of being Muslim and having said the shahāda.944 For example, 

Mujāhid, in ʿAbd al-Razzāq’s Muṣannaf, comments on Q 57:19 (“Those who believe in God 
                                                
939 On the role on the anṣār in the first civil war see, e.g., Muranyi, Die Prophetengenossen in der 

frühislamischen Geschichte. 
940 I took Sizgorich’s introduction to this Hadith and abbreviated it a little. Part of my motivation for 

using similar examples to those used by Sizgorich is because they were very well chosen and because 

he did not recognize the aspect regarding the provision that God will establish for the women and 

children left behind in addition to the reward that will await them.  
941 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #154 translation from Sizgorich, Violence and Belief, 188. 
942 See ibid. 188-189. Further Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #599, 600; Jihād #160.  
943 E.g. Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #3, 7, 10. 
944 EI2, Shahīd (Kohlberg). 
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and His messengers - they are the loyal ones and the witnesses (al-shuhadāʾ) with their 

Lord”): “Every believer is a witness.”945 Yet there were competing early definitions of 

shahīd. Furthermore, the definitions given in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād are more inclusive than 

one might expect, and exclusive statements are often even criticized within it.946  

 The possibilities of being a martyr include: falling off a mountain-top, being eaten by 

wild animals, drowning at sea, dying from the plague,947 dying in childbirth, a stomach 

ailment, dying as a murābiṭ,948 dying in your bed without sin, believing in God and his 

Prophet,949 being struck dead by having something fall on him (e.g. a wall), being fatally 

burned, and being killed in the way of God.950 The idea here is that martyrdom would include 

any righteous suffering on earth in the life of a believer. The murābiṭ and those who drown at 

sea are linked with the appearance of ribāṭs and with sea-battles, and their inclusion was 

probably part of a propaganda campaign developed to encourage people to take part in these 

activities.  

 One saying has the second caliph, ʿUmar, who is asked to define martyrdom, exclaim: 

“He who severely judges his self (alladhī yaḥtasib nafsahu).”951 Thus, in Ibn al-Mubārak’s K. 

al-Jihād a Companion is even said to have visited the funeral of someone who died naturally 

instead of going to that of a martyr, whereupon he says:  

 

It does not matter to me from which of the two graves I will be 

resurrected. God says: ‘And those who emigrated (muhājirūn) in 

God’s path and were slain, or died, God shall provide them with a fair 

provision; and surely God is the best of providers. He shall admit 

them by a gate that is well-pleasing to them (Q 22:58-9).’ And what 
                                                
945 Afsaruddin, Striving, 125. 
946 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #69; Afsaruddin, Srtiving, 156. 
947 For the early conceptions and interpretations of the plague see van Ess, Der Fehltritt des 

Gelehrten, where the plague is not only seen as a punishment or tribulation sent by God but also as a 

blessing and mercy. See also Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #524. 
948 This must have had a practical background, such as to attract young fighters to the thughūr. This 

will be further explored in the section on ribāṭ below. 
949 Afsaruddin, Srtiving, 125-6 (from ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Ṣanʿānī’s Muṣannaf). 
950 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #68, #69, and #129; Afsaruddin, Srtiving, 156. 
951 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #129, Afsaruddin, Srtiving, 157, translates “He who consecrates himself [to 

God] (alladhī yaḥtasib nafsahu).” 
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would a believer want more than being able to enter a well-pleasing 

gate and he is well sustained! By God, I do not care from which grave 

I shall be resurrected.952 

 

The Companion Fuḍāla b. ʿUbayd (d. 58/677-8?), trusting in God’s righteousness, interprets 

this verse with the conviction that every righteous believer will receive the same, be he a 

mujāhid or any other kind of ‘martyr’ that are included within the broad definitions of 

martyrdom. This is what can be found in the earliest Hadith works, such as the Muwaṭṭaʾ, as 

well as in Ṭabarī’s interpretation of the two verses Q 22:58-59. This last Hadith, as well as 

ʿUmar’s explanation, hint at a non-combative interpretation, and these could be understood as 

a reaction against the Jihad-driven piety of the first century. Ṭabarī, like Ibn al-Mubārak, sees 

verses 58 and 59 as a unit and as reliant on each other, and so he interprets them together. He 

gives several additional explanations to the Hadiths we find in the Jihād, including a variant 

reading of one of them, although this variant has the same message as the above-quoted 

Hadith about the two graves (Jihād #66). This puts an interesting twist on things. Ṭabarī 

connects the muhājirūn to qitāl (fighting) and, via this term, to Jihad (Q 22:58-59), as we saw 

in the first items of Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād, above. He interprets verse 58 as: “Those 

departed from their home [land] and their kin leaving this in satisfaction towards God and 

obedience and Jihad against his enemies and are then killed or die (i.e. a natural death), God 

provides for them on Judgment Day His gardens, a beautiful sustenance.”953 The 

interpretation adds two aspects: a) that the muhājirūn perform Jihad, and b) that their 

sustenance (rizq) is paradise. Neither is specifically mentioned in the Qurʾān but they are 

both hard to refute. That the term Jihad is used alongside qitāl indicates that the 

terminological shift that existed in Ibn al-Mubārak’s time had a significant long-term impact 

and influence on Islamic thought, in this case that of the 4th/10th century scholar Ṭabarī. 

Ṭabarī then uses Hadiths and further qurʾānic passages to develop an argument for the 

equality of the martyr954 (lit. the one killed, al-maqtūl) and the one who passes away naturally 

(al-mayyit), and to do so quotes the one Hadith that is similar to Jihād #66: 

                                                
952 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #66. Also in Ṭabarī, Tafsīr ix:182. 

953 Ibid. 
954 There is no mention of the term shahīd. Ṭabarī holds as closely as possible to the qurʾānic wording. 

To keep using the phrase “the one who is killed” is quite cumbersome, and since martyr has an equal 

semantic meaning I will use it here. 
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Fuḍāla was the amīr of the quarters. He went to the funeral of two 

men. One of them was a martyr, the other passed [naturally]. He said, 

‘I saw the people favoring the killed one. I see you favoring the martyr 

and you prefer him to his dead brother. By him who holds my soul in 

his hands, I do not care from which of the two graves I will be 

resurrected. Recite the speech of God - exalted is He - ‘and those who 

emigrated in God’s path and were slain or died,’ until ‘and surely, 

God is All-knowing, All-clement.’955 

 

This clearly shows that Ṭabarī has no doubts about the equality of the two different deaths, 

since they are both included in the concept of death fī sabīl Allāh. For the qurʾānic verse 59 

he states that both of them enter the Garden but distinguishes these two from various others, 

and here we can again see the influence that early pious literature had on later thought, to 

some extent at least. 

 

IV.6.3 Who among the martyrs will be saved? 

The second item in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād recites Q 61:10-11, where it is described that the 

audience “[They] disliked this,”956 whereupon Q 61:2-4 were revealed. The latter served as a 

commentary on the former, stressing that Jihad is a positive act, one that would both be 

rewarded by God and spare one the ‘painful chastisement’ of hell. Additionally, there are 

sayings that describe three different kinds of martyrs and their fate: 'saints', sinners, and 

hypocrites: 

 

ʿUtba b. ʿAbd al-Sulamī - and he was among the Companions of the 

Prophet - narrated that the Prophet said: The killed ones are of three 

kinds of men: A man, a believer, striving with his self (nafs) and his 

possessions in the path of God until he meets the enemy and fights them 

until he is killed. This is the purified martyr in the pavilion of God below 

his throne. The Prophets are better than him only on account of their 

prophethood. 
                                                
955 Ṭabarī, Tafsīr ix:182. 

956 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #2. 
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 [The second one is] a man, a believer, who is afraid for himself on 

account of the sins and wrongdoings. He strove with his self and his 

possessions on the path of God until he encountered the enemy and 

fought until he was killed. This is something that soaks up his sins and 

wrongdoings as the sword is an extinguisher of the wrongdoings. He may 

enter from any gate of the Garden he pleases. It has eight gates and hell 

has seven. Some are lower than others.  

 But the hypocrite is fighting with his self and his possessions on the 

path of God until he encounters the enemy, fights him and is killed by 

him. He is in the Fire because the sword does not erase hypocrisy.957  

 

The second type of Jihad is what Sizgorich described as “sanctified violence”958 or “the 

sword [that] scrapes away the sin.”959 The Hadith discusses several elements: (a) eschatology, 

with a short reference to the gates of heaven and hell, (b) a theological dogma that sin may be 

wiped out by sanctified warfare, that is, Jihad, (c) that prophethood is the highest degree a 

human being may reach by electedness, which is immediately succeeded by an upright 

believer’s self-sacrifice, and (d) that the only martyr who will not be saved and who is 

certainly in hell is the hypocrite (munāfiq). Some sayings are strongly reminiscent of the 

qurʾānic polemics against the polytheists and unbelievers or doubters, which contain 

descriptions of their punishments and the rewards for the righteous.960 The closeness of the 

                                                
957 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #7. 
958 See above. 
959 Ibid. 
960 The following Hadith, I believe, is important enough to provide in translation here. It is given as a 

note for the above quoted Jihād #7 as it is similar in content:  

The people on the warfare are of two types: one type goes out, increasing their recollection of God 
(yukthirūna dhikr Allāh) and their reminding of Him. They avoid (yajtanibūna) corruption during 
their ‘operation’ (masīr i.e. battle), they support the companion. They spend precious objects of 
their wealth [i.e. just like the Qurʾān asks them to do]. They are more delighted spending their 
money than benefit from their worldly possessions. And when they are in the lands of the enemy, 
they are ashamed in even this place [i.e. on the battlefield], that He would look down on doubt in 
their hearts and that they are a failure for the Muslims.  
 When they have the ability for embezzlement (ghulūl), they purify their hearts and actions from 
it (viz. corruption). Then the Devil (shayṭān) is not able to seduce them and whisper in their 
hearts. Through them God aggrandizes his religion and crushes his enemies.   
 As regards the other kind [of warriors] they go out and fight and their recollection of God does 
not increase and also not their reminding of Him. They do not avoid corruption [and do not 
support the comrade] (paratheses also in edition) and do not spend their possessions save 
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message in the qurʾānic passages and Hadiths demonstrates how deeply influenced and 

connected the renunciants’ worldview was with that primarily seen in the Meccan verses of 

the Qurʾān. The constant recitation of the Qurʾān, something that was of major importance to 

the pious renunciants, must have shaped their conception of the world around them to a much 

greater extent than other, ‘ordinary’ believers, who did not spend their lives emulating the 

Prophet or closely following the Qurʾān’s commandments.   

 

IV.7 Before the threshold: zuhd, jihad, and the final boundary-crossings 

In this section I will examine several examples from the K. al-Zuhd and Jihād to show what 

kind of mindset the renunciants held. A very important conviction was that the end of the 

world and Final Judgment could happen at any moment, thus making it necessary to be 

prepared and to point out the foolishness of wishing for long life, of erecting buildings, and of 

gaining wealth and fame. The material in the Kutub al-zuhd is a constant reminder of the 

imminent end, achieved through pious invocations. There are also, within these texts, 

descriptions of al-janna (the Garden), al-nār (the Fire), al-barzakh (Isthmus), al-mawt 

(death), and al-qabr (the grave). This suggests a worldview that did indeed believe that 

Judgment Day was near, that one should be prepared for it, and which placed great 

importance onto descriptions of what lay behind this day, rather than of the day itself.  

 The crossing of the boundary from this to the next life is sometimes described in 

visionary or dream sequences, which are used to emphasize purity and electedness. This 

focus on purity and election was connected to the sincerity of one’s belief, as has been seen 

throughout the Jihad paradigm. Tawakkul, khawf, and other central terms that have been 

discussed thoroughly in the previous chapter, were the focal points for reaching this pure 

state of belief. This was believed to be the only path that avoided punishment in hell.  

 The act of writing or collecting literature could be regarded as an obligatory one for 

the pious, carried out in order to inform and teach the rest of the people about the impending 
                                                                                                                                                  

unwillingly (Q 23:70 kārihūna). They do not spend their property; they see it as a loss. The devil 
(shayṭān) causes them sadness [i.e. for having spend money on Jihad]. And when they are in the 
lands of the enemy they arrive with the latest of the latest and the last of the last. They seek hide at 
the top of the mountain, looking at what the others [lit. the people] do. 
 When God opened up [the lands to conquer] to the Muslims the lying increased in their speech. 
And when they had the possibility to embezzle booty they dared to [take it] before God. The devil 
told them that it is booty. As sure as their gain made them become opulent and proud, it will 
imprison them. The devil infatuated them with the pleasures of the world. Nothing of the 
recompense of the believers will be for them. Only their bodies are with them and what is on their 
journey is on their journey, their worldly possessions and their acts, various, until God gathers 
them on the Day of Judgment and they will be separated (Jihād #8). 
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end mentioned in the Qurʾān and the acts required for salvation. Since there was probably not 

much time left, fighting, retreating from the evils of society, and inward preparations that 

sought to purify one’s soul or self was the aim. Thus, any other occupation was regarded as a 

waste of time and possibly even as something that would lead one to hell. If we read these 

texts while all the time bearing this apocalyptic worldview in mind the literature then 

becomes more comprehensible. There are several layers in the zuhd and Jihad literature 

addressing this topic. The first Hadith we will look at leads us through the importance of 

correct belief, of purification of the self, and of steadfastness in the face of tribulation. 

Immediately connected to the apocalyptic is the occurrence of boundary-crossing. The story’s 

protagonists are either led from this world to the afterlife or they are martyrs who are already 

endowed with the pleasures of paradise in this world, either in dream or reality. The Hadiths 

do not necessarily have to be apocalyptically-focused to involve boundary-crossings but the 

active search for the crossing by the mujāhid who is searching for death on the battlefield, as 

a pre-enactment of the apocalypse, is often implied. 

 The connection between apocalyptic and Jihad has been mainly surveyed by D. Cook, 

who also explained some items from Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād, and by W. Madelung in his 

case study of Ḥims.961 Both realized that there is a close connection between the two that 

needs to be explored. The canonization process tried and succeeded to smooth out or 

eradicate many of the ideas found to be at the extreme end of religion. The same thing 

happened with the apocalyptic material that, many centuries after they first appeared, seemed 

out of place, since Judgment Day had not materialized as expected. Thus, much of this 

material was not included during the process of canonization. The early 2nd/8th to 3rd/9th 

century zuhd literature needs to be historically located and could be regarded as a link 

between the early theological and juridical schools and developments in Islam and its later 

Sunni synthesis. The terminological nomenclature “proto-Sunni”962 shows only one side of 

the coin, that is, the authors’ need to frame their theological views through Hadith scholarship 

and exclude other, differing opinions. Yet a much more of their overall material was also not 

included in the later canonization process, as can be seen from the many Hadiths, given as 

                                                
961 EI3, Apocalypse (D. Cook). Cf. idem, Studies in Muslim Apocalyptic. Princeton, NJ: The Darwin 

Press 2002. Also Muslim Apocalyptic and Jihad, in: JSAI 20 (1996), 66-104. And W. Madelung, 

Apocalyptic Prophecies in Ḥims in the Umayyad Age, in: JSS 31, 2 (1986), 141-185. 
962 See, e.g., Lucas, Constructive Critics, Ḥadīth Literature, and the Articulation of Sunnī Islam. 

Leiden: Brill 2004. Also Zaman, Religion and Politics under the Early ʿAbbāsids. Leiden: Brill 1997. 
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examples here, that do not appear in the ‘Six Books.’ This is also why D. Cook in part turned 

to early Hadith literature, as the apocalyptic material there still existed in its original form. 

This does not, of course, mean that all competing views were excluded from or harmonized 

in the later collections, but many of them were. In the latter we occasionally encounter 

Hadiths that mention Abū Hurayrā or Muḥammad warning of the near end, but this does not 

fit with the majority of Hadiths, which describe to a much greater extent what should be the 

everyday life or service of the Muslim.  

 The Kutub al-zuhd are not the earliest material, nor do they display the only 

worldview identifiable from the 2nd/8th or 3rd/9th century. They instead try to purify and 

revivify their image of the beginnings of Islam when it was a ‘pure’ religion. Zuhd is only 

one ideology of many that existed in the first two to three centuries of Islam, despite being a 

very strong one, that would become one of the trademarks of pious Muslims and later Sunni 

Islam, for example through the person of Ḥasan al-Baṣrī963 and others. Apocalypticism and 

Jihad played a significant role in this worldview; even the Muslims who took part in the 

conquests following the Prophet’s death would themselves often have marveled at the speed 

and success of their triumph over the huge empires surrounding them. This is perhaps why 

Hadiths emerged such as:  

 

Behold! God sent me [Muḥammad] with a sword, just before the Hour 

[of Judgment], and placed my daily sustenance beneath the shadow of 

my spear, and humiliation and contempt on those who oppose me, and 

whoever imitates a group is [numbered] among them.964  

 

It is quite difficult to explain the Muslims’ success during the early conquests. One 

explanation, or at least a thought that remains very intriguing and has led to a number of 

books and articles in recent years, lies in exploring the mindset of the Muslims or 

Muʾmins.965 This is the apocalyptic conviction, the belief that the end is nigh. Warfare would, 

in this respect, serve the primary purpose of retrospectively legitimizing itself through the 

belief that the conquests had to be undertaken in the shortest possible timeframe. Fighting 

                                                
963 See, e.g., Ritter, Studien zur islamischen Frömmigkeit I. Ḥasan al-Baṣrī, in: Der Islam 21 (1933), 

1-82. Cf. Mourad, Early Islam between Myth and History. Leiden: Brill 2005. 
964 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #105. 
965 Donner, From Believers to Muslims, in: Al-Abhath, 50-51 (2002-3), 8-53. 
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would then be an act of purification. This may be regarded in two possible ways: a conviction 

that was inherent in the movement, shaping it and its whole outlook; or, as many scholars 

have posited,966 as an internal level that was added to combat warfare after the main 

conquests had come to an end. Both hypotheses are equally logical. I do not believe, 

however, that the conquests could have been executed without the ideological conviction of 

large numbers of fighters. Most would not have risked their lives simply out of lust for the 

spoils of war, but instead did so in pursuit of a higher goal. Over time, and following the 

success of the conquests, a development in their desires towards the quick attainment of 

material wealth through spoils may well have occurred; some groups may always have been 

fighting solely for the spoils of war. As a reaction to this development, an ideological, 

morally charged superstructure could, later, have been partly fostered by state-independent 

groups or even individual scholars. Ibn al-Mubārak could serve as an ideal example at this 

point.  

 That the Muslims did not, in general, possess this ideology of purification and 

righteous intention when conquering a large part of the world is very likely. Apocalypticism 

may serve here as one of the arguments in favor of and causes for the early belief that one 

must hurry in carrying out one’s tasks, just as the items in the Kutub al-zuhd about qaṣr al-

amal and naḥy ʿan ṭūl al-amal reflect. In this respect, Hadiths that are focused on and 

directed towards the afterlife form the main part of the zuhd collections. Apocalyptic and 

boundary-crossing Hadiths stress this point even further, focusing not only on death and the 

warrior’s intention but also anticipating or imagining what happens next, that is, the crossing 

of the boundary from the here to the hereafter. This is expressed through various themes, 

such as the fall of humankind. Now, let us revisit the parable in which a group of people cross 

the desert and meet the Prophet, who leads them to two different green gardens, a Hadith that 

was translated and discussed above,967 but one to which I return here because it sheds light on 

the mindset of many renunciants who were occupied with the Judgment and allegiance to the 

leadership of the Prophet. When observing it in a more comprehensive religious context a 

circle of events can be traced. Adam’s and his spouse’s expulsion from the Garden is 

followed by life on this earth, which is a punishment. Only someone chosen by God to 

                                                
966 D. Cook, like nearly everyone who reads parts of Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād, recognized the high 

emphasis placed on the intention of the warrior. However, he interprets it as a later phenomenon that 

appeared as a result unaffected of combative warfare. See Apocalyptic and Jihad, 76-77. 
967 See above II.3.2.2 
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deliver the message of salvation and punishment such as the Prophet can lead Adam’s 

offspring back to the Garden. Therefore, the first boundary crossing leads from the Garden to 

this world, and the second back from this world to the Garden, and thus to God himself. This 

is the basis for Sufi literature often beginning by describing, interpreting, and aiming for a 

sight (ruʾya) of and proximity to God. None of this is mentioned here or elsewhere in the 

zuhd collections, thus leaving no trace or pattern for later Sufi thought, with the exception of 

the idea of return. But this is, of course, a general belief in monotheistic religions. 

The other act of boundary crossing we encounter is related to Jihad, and is a pre-

enactment of the apocalypse through martyrdom and the active search for death in battle. The 

warrior asks God for martyrdom, which is often related to leaving behind the family ties of 

this life, as noted earlier. There are also boundary crossings via visions, premonitions, or 

dreams that are, of course, the best means to see the otherworld or a predicted future event:  

 

We went to see Nawf al-Bikālī968 when a man approached him while I 

was with him and he said, ‘I saw you in a dream.’ Nawf said, ‘Tell it.’ He 

said, ‘I saw you leading an army, when you had a long spear with you 

that had a candle lighting the way for the people as its tip.’ Nawf said, ‘If 

you are right then I will be martyred.’969 

 

Nawf is martyred on the battlefield the following summer and exclaims right before his 

death: “O God, make my wife a widow and my children orphans, and grant Nawf 

martyrdom.”970 The longing for death by asking God for it, the cutting of family ties, the 

foretelling of the martyrdom, and the active search for it all express the mentality that either 

existed during the early days of Islam or would be later proclaimed to have existed and in 

                                                
968 He was the nephew of Kaʿb al-Aḥbār (d.c. 32/652-3 in Ḥims), known for uttering eschatological 

statements (see EQ, The Last Judgment, 142). He is also referred to as a storyteller (qāṣṣ) (see The 

History of al-Tabari, xxxix:272, note 1219). 
969 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #135. Translation partly from D. Cook, Martyrdom in Islam. Cambridge 

University Press 2007, 119. 

970 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #135. 
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order to revivify Islam through these Hadith collections. The active physical and spiritual 

boundary crossings are in this example present in one Hadith.971  

 Another story that demonstrates boundary-crossing in a dream is to be found in the 

Jihād several items later. Several mujāhidūn are raiding in Byzantine lands when they decide 

to plunder an orchard. One of them enters, falls asleep, and has a dream about meeting the 

ḥūr al-ʿayn, which he relates to his companions. 972 He receives the promise that both - he 

meets two paradisiac virgins - will soon be his wives. When the battle approaches, he storms 

off ahead and is martyred.973 Aside from the obvious instigative character of these Hadiths 

for Jihad, they also express some kind of visionary trait and highlight the importance of 

dreams. 

  The acts of boundary-crossing, as seen in the apocalyptic Hadith on tawakkul in Ibn 

al-Mubārak’s Zuhd and the dreams in the Jihād, also appear in an even more mystical guise, 

namely when the martyr, even before entering paradise, detects the scent of the fruits of its 

trees: 

 

Mujāhid recited: ‘Do not reckon those who were killed in God’s way as 

dead: No! [They are] alive with their Lord. They have provision [from 

Him] (Q 3:169).’ He commented, ‘They are provided with the fruits of 

the Garden and they smell its scent, even though they are not [yet] in 

it.’974 

 

                                                
971 A similar saying is in Jihād #141, where the martyr, a Companion, is granted his wish to die, 

although not on the battlefield but from a stomach illness that, as seen earlier, fell into the category of 

martyrdom.  
972 Jihad and martyrdom in Jihad during the first centuries of Islam are always thought of as having 

happened on a battlefield, never in any civilian area.    
973 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #143. The same message, with an even longer narrative, is in Jihād #145. 
974 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #59. This Hadith is also extant in Hannād's Zuhd, #154, where the comment 

on the verse is: "Their spirits are like green birds, flying in the garden to where ever they wish. 

They lodge by the candelabrums, pending the throne. Between them it is as follows [...]." The 

narration continues with an eschatological description. The following Hadiths in this section under 

the headline The stations of the martyrs (manāzil al-shuhadāʾ) is filled with eschatological content. Item 

#155 suggests that Hannād seems to have studied the same Hadiths or was quite influenced by Ibn 

Abī Shayba. 
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This very much reflects ideas seen in later Sufi circles, where the spiritual elect are even able 

to taste the fruit of paradise in this world.975  

 The qurʾānic passage in Sūrat al-ʿImrān is, as has been seen with various others 

before, full of the bounty provided by God to those who fight in his path or cause and the 

punishment and wickedness of those betraying their religion or refusing to fight. It is often 

placed in this context to underpin its position within the Qurʾān. Furthermore, the martyrs, as 

in the Qurʾān, will have no fear or sorrow for the reckoning of Judgment Day (Verse 170). 

Again, the Qurʾān paints a black-and-white picture by praising those who fought, or at least 

went out to meet the enemy with the will to fight, and those who did not defend the cause of 

God and did not stand by their fellow tribesmen while they were in need of defense.  

 To complete this survey one further element may be added, the appearance of angels. 

According to Muslim historiography, a tragedy occurred when ʿAmir b. Fuhayra was killed 

in Biʾr Maʿūna976 after an unknown number of Companions were betrayed, ambushed, and 

killed by tribesmen of the Sulaym and Kilāb after they were guaranteed safe-conduct. The 

narrative of this incident given in, for example, Wāqidī’s (d. 207/822) Kitāb al-maghāzī,977 is 

not elaborated on in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Jihād, as the author apparently assumes that his 

readers are familiar with the story. Only the aspect that Ibn al-Mubārak wished to focus on 

here is highlighted, which is the fact that Amir b. Fuhayra’s body was buried or carried away 

into the heavens by angels.978 Therefore, the martyr is again provided for by God and His 

                                                
975 Tustarī (d. 283/896) on Q 2:25 “Indeed I know one of the friends of God (awliyāʾ) who saw on the 

seashore a man who had before him the biggest pomegranate that there ever was. The friend of God 

(walī) asked him what he had before him, to which he replied, ‘It is a pomegranate that I saw in 

Paradise. I desired it so God granted it to me, but when He placed it before me I regretted my haste for 

having it while still in this world.’ That man [the walī] asked, ‘May I eat some of it?’ and the man 

responded, ‘If you have the capacity [or are foreordained] to eat it, then do so’; upon which he 

grabbed the fruit from him and ate most of it. When the man saw him eating the fruit he was 

astounded and said, ‘Receive glad tidings of Paradise, for I did not know your [spiritual] rank before 

you ate it; no one eats of the food of Paradise in this life except the people of Paradise’.” Keeler, 

Tafsīr al-Tustarī. Louisville: Fons Vitae 2011. A. Karamustafa mentioned this in his chapter on 

Tustarī (see Sufism The Formative Period. Edinburgh University Press 2007, 39).  
976 See EI3, Biʾr Maʿūna (Lecker). 
977 See The Life of Muḥammad. Al-Wāqidī’s Kitāb al-Maghāzī. Edited by Faizer. London: Routledge 

2011, 170, for an analysis and a translation of the story that accompanied this event. 
978 Ibn al-Mubārak, Jihād #81; Wāqidī ibid.; EI3, Biʾr Maʿūna. 
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angels in heaven, while he is either, as in this and aforementioned examples, able to directly 

enter the Garden, or is provided for on earth or in the grave. The angels provide the means of 

boundary-crossing here, just as the Prophet did in the narrative seen earlier. 

 Many of the war narratives may be termed miraculous, as this was part of the late 

antique depiction of saints. Furthermore, Ibn al-Mubārak is reported as having healed a blind 

man who had his eyesight restored through the invocation of God.979 I will provide only one 

example of heroism that is clearly connected to pre-Islamic saintly miracle stories, as well as 

to heroic Islamic war narratives: 

 

We went on a raid to Kābul and in the army was Ṣila b. Ashīm.980 

Nightfall came and I gazed at the people around and saw how the people 

were speaking about his (i.e. Ibn Ashīm’s) worship. He prayed at 

nightfall. Then he lay down and [...] his eyes calmed/rested. Then he 

suddenly got up and went away and I followed him. He started to pray 

again. 

 While he prayed, a lion advanced toward him until he was very close. 

I climbed on a tree and watched from above [manuscript corrupt] while 

he bowed down (sajada), and I said to myself, ‘Now he will eat him’. 

But nothing happened and he sat [performing the last part of prayer]. He 

said, ‘Lion, get your sustenance from another source’. Then the lion 

roared so mightily that a mountain could have split from it but Ibn Ashīm 

would continue to pray until morning and praise God in ways [so 

beautiful] I have never heard anything like it before. Then he said, ‘O 

God, I ask you to protect me from the Fire, for someone like me could 

not dare to ask you for the Garden. [...]  

                                                
979 TB x:167/xi:407. Khaṭīb seems to be the author of miraculous biographical material, rather than 

Abū Nuʿaym. This story appears, among others, in ʿAṭṭār’s Persian hagiography Tadhkirat ul-awliyāʾ, 

see Gramlich, Wunder der Freunde Gottes. Wiesbaden: Steiner 1987, 307. 
980 Cf. Ibn Saʿd quotes Ibn al-Mubārak, who transmitted a prophetic Hadith stating that one of my 

community named Ṣila will enter paradise, and he will let people enter it through his intercession 

(yadkhulu bi-shafāʿatihi al-jannata) (!). He died in 75/694 as a martyr in the first year of Ḥajjāj b. 

Yusuf’s reign in ʿIrāq in a ghazwa (Ṭabaqāt vii:#5198); Ibn Ḥibbān says in Kabul (Thiqāt iv:#3471). 
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 When we reached enemy lands and the commander said that no one 

should leave. [...] He (Ibn Ashīm) said, ‘God, please return me safe. [...] 

And when we met the enemy, he and Hishām b. ʿĀmir rode at the enemy 

and started slaying, killing, and destroying the enemy. They (the enemy) 

said, ‘[Only] two men from the Arabs came and did us so much damage. 

How would it have been if all had engaged us? Give the Muslims 

whatever they want [we surrender]!’ [...].981   

 

Ibn Ashīm, who is described in Ibn Saʿd’s Ṭabaqāt as a renunciant and saint, not only speaks 

to wild animals, he could even have beaten a complete army practically singlehandedly. His 

piety is expressed through his humility when he calls upon God to spare him the torments of 

hell but does not ask for paradise. 

 The zuhd traditionists’ main concern the preparation for Judgment Day and to 

consider how to pre-enact it, thus earning salvation for themselves beforehand. They dreamt 

or envisioned the afterlife and their salvation as well as the punishments of those who had 

gone astray.  

 

IV.8 Concluding Remarks 

As Donner and others have shown, the narratives of pious and zealous believers served the 

specific purpose of telling the history of nascent Islam while providing it with a post-

Muḥammadan firmness and uprightness in belief. Piety and loyalty towards the religion of 

Islam and its community would then crystallize in Jihad, which mirrored the attainment of 

ideal religiosity. These narratives employed very early figures to cement their points, ʿUmar 

being the prime example in the early zuhd of the 2nd/8th century literature.982 Sizgorich has 

shown that the themes of humble dietary concerns and zeal in fighting and for martyrdom 

existed throughout the late antique period in Christianity as well as in Islam.983 The way that 

the Muslims set themselves apart or uniquely changed the focus of these narratives was 

through Jihad. This must have been the main function of the ‘monasticism-Jihad’ Hadith. It 

can also be explained by the unique situation in which Islam evolved, one that was between 

two major world powers, the Byzantines and the Persian Sassanids. Had the Muslims not 

                                                
981 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #863. 
982 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #513. 
983 See Sizgorich, Violence and Belief, especially chapters 5 & 6. 
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adopted the principle of Jihad and idealistically propagated its rewards they may have 

disappeared as quickly as they had arrived on the historical landscape of the 1st/7th century.  

 This propagation of warfare naturally also had many negative consequences, 

including that it carried within itself the dangerous potential to get out of hand, as can be seen 

in the khārijī movement or in what is happening today with militant groups. Probably as a 

result of this danger, the juridical literature of Jihad developed and set standards and rules 

that had already been partly supplied by the Qurʾān. But the legal sphere alone would not 

have been enough to bestow upon Jihad a proper religious ideology that would make it able 

to represent Islam properly. This is why, in my view, Ibn al-Mubārak and many writers after 

him stressed the inner part of the warrior. He was to be educated about the ‘real’ goal and 

intention of Jihad, which was that it should be carried out for God and his religion alone. Any 

desire for the spoils of war, money, land, fame, or other such things would corrupt the 

sought-after purity of the religion and must therefore be condemned and negated. It was thus 

a pious reaction to the corruption of society and religion, and possibly for this and later 

generations a means of viewing Islam as a belief that was elevated above all others. The 

danger this carries is, of course, like any other belief or philosophy claiming to have the truth 

or higher moral standards, that anyone who has not bought into this particular set of ideas is 

seen as on a lower level morally. As all human beings are created with imperfection, the 

pious literature of which the Zuhd and Jihād are a part could also be regarded merely as a 

guideline to bring one’s own belief and practice of it as close as possible to perfection. This 

is, like everything else Ibn al-Mubārak wrote about, a very individual matter. No-one can 

bring another person to the aspired-for level. It is wholly the individual’s task, demonstrated 

and emphasized by the Qurʾān and many Hadiths showing each individual believer appearing 

alone before God on the Day of Reckoning. Everyone is responsible only for their own 

actions and not those of others.  

 This is also where Jihad and ‘commanding right’ partly differ.984 Although we have 

sayings relating to ‘commanding right,’ they are directed towards telling the truth and not 

being silent in cases of injustice. Silence, as one of the main aspects of the renunciant life, is 

to be disregarded only when the believer is witness to a wrongdoing or saying. The question 

of what a proper rebuke and action in the case of ‘commanding right’ would be is too vast a 

field to enter at this point. It may well be the case that the renunciants or the renunciant 

                                                
984 In Ibn al-Mubārak's letter to Fuḍayl in my Appendix, commanding right and participation in 

Jihad come together. 
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worldview had two kinds of representatives, the pious scholars who are said to have 

participated in warfare from the times of the Companions onwards, and those preoccupied 

instead with devotional acts. Furthermore, the latter may have included those people who 

initiated or shaped the later development of Sufism, that is, from the 4th/10th century 

onwards, who are known to have concentrated not on fighting but on different forms of 

worship and inner devotional concentration. Even early figures who were involved in both 

asceticism and Sufism, such as Sarī al-Saqaṭī (d. 253/867) or Darānī (d. 220/835),985 and who 

might be recognized or stand for a transition from asceticism to Sufism,986 were more famous 

for their concern for inner acts of piety than for war. In later generations, fighting was to be 

almost completely neglected by Sufis of the formative period, from the 4th/10th century 

onwards.  

 The separation of Jihad, niyya, martyrdom, ribāṭ, apocalypticism, and commanding 

right is an artificial one, since all these themes can appear in one and the same Hadith. I have 

made this separation in order to highlight the different layers within the Jihad Hadiths 

appearing in the literature and to show how closely they are connected to the ideas that we 

find in the zuhd collections. In the end they need to be seen as a whole, showing Jihad and 

martyrdom and their different layers as a complex, consisting of different floors and rooms, 

but all part of the same structure. 

 Yet how can we handle the different definitions, by placing the mujāhid higher than 

the believer who performs supererogatory acts at one time, and putting them on the same 

level at another? I believe the two must be treated similarly, as they are in Ṭabarī’s various 

and widely varying Qurʾān interpretations. Alongside the message in favor of combative 

warfare, there were also theological debates. As a serious scholar one must take account of 

these different aspects, at times stressing one above the other, according to what was being 

argued for or focused on.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
985 See Gramlich, Abū Sulaymān al-Dārānī, in: Oriens, 23 (1992), 22-85. 
986 See Melchert, From Asceticism to mysticism. Also Sizgorich, Violence and Belief, 191ff. On the 

relationship of Ibn Adham and Sarī: “This Sarī’s ancestors were men like Ibrāhīm b. Adham, whose 

school Sarī joined after his conversion to asceticism, and Ibn al-Mubārak.” Ibid., 194. 
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V. Eschatology in the Kutub al-zuhd 

V.1 Introduction 
What to include under the term eschatology is not at all straightforward. For example, is 

death eschatological? Although death itself tells us nothing about the hereafter, it is the 

starting point for anything eschatological that may be witnessed, something often described 

as an afterlife experience.987 There were also examples, especially but not exclusively in 

mystical Islam,988 when the afterlife was believed to have been witnessed by the living 

through some kind of visionary boundary-crossing, as they crossed into paradise or hell, or by 

the dead visiting them in a dream or vision. Such experiences must be included in 

assessments of what we know about Islamic views of the afterlife for, apart from revelation, 

how else can such ‘knowledge’ come to us unless through these boundary-crossings? Since 

death is of great importance in zuhd, it has already been studied in a previous chapter. Death 

is the focus of an enormous quantity of traditions in the Kutub al-zuhd, and so I have decided, 

out of considerations of space, to only include here traditions that deal directly with heaven 

and hell and where they relate to the events of Judgment Day.  

 The eschatological information within the traditions may be divided into the 

following categories: narratives about death (mawt), the punishment or terrors of the grave 

(ahwāl al-qubūr), the happenings at Judgment Day/Resurrection Day/Day of Reckoning, and 

descriptions of the properties of paradise and hell (ṣifāt al-janna, nār). As mentioned, I will 

restrict my analysis to the Reckoning and actual descriptions of heaven and hell. As such, I 

will try to unpack how heaven and hell are presented in the Kutub al-zuhd and if we are able 

to discern distinctive features connected to zuhd itself, such as the afterlife’s topography, the 

role of females, rewards and punishments, martyrdom, purgatory, salvation from hell (khurūj 

min al-nār), the vision of God (ruʾyat Allāh), and so on. In total, five zuhd collections will be 

analyzed for their eschatological content. The main focus will be on whether and how 

specific aspects of zuhd find expression within the traditions on the afterlife, and what these 

specific aspects are. As such, I will study each collection separately, one after the other, and 

see which collector(s) focus(es) on which aspects, and whether there is significant overlap 

between the five works.  

 

                                                
987 E.g. the ‘punishment of the grave’ (ʿadhāb al-qabr). Cf. EI3, Barzakh (Lange). 
988 Cf. Lange, Paradise and Hell in Islamic Traditions. Cambridge University Press 2016, ch. 7. 



 250 

V.2 The Kutub al-zuhd 
As we know, the earliest known Kitāb al-zuhd is Ibn al-Mubārak’s, followed by that of Wakīʿ 

b. al-Jarrāḥ, and then Asad b. Mūsā’s (132-212/750-827) incomplete zuhd collection. Asad b. 

Mūsā’s work consists exclusively of eschatological traditions, which amount to 104 items. 

Ibn al-Mubārak’s ziyādāt chapter on ṣifat al-janna and ṣifat al-nār, in comparison, contains 

58 and 60 items respectively, resulting in an overall total of 118 items, and thus a few more 

than Asad b. Mūsā’s. Since Asad was mainly interested in southern Arabian Yemeni, former 

Christian stories, Lesynski already in 1909 might have had quite an intuition in comparing 

the eschatological parts of Asad’s Zuhd to Christian and Jewish eschatological material.989 

Asad is primarily known as the transmitter of Ibn Hishām’s Kitāb al-tījān, and particularly 

the part associated with Waḥb b. Munnabih.990 His proximity to the biblical heritage could 

have been related to his two places of residence and interest. He was born in Egypt, the 

former center of late antique Christian desert monasticism, while Yemen was his place of 

interest and the second largest Jewish-Christian dominated realm nearby.  

 Besides Ibn al-Mubārak’s and Asad b. Mūsā’s quite substantial eschatological 

sections, a quarter of Hannād b. al-Sarī’s (d. 243/857) Zuhd work contains eschatological 

traditions.991 These constitute roughly half of the first volume of the two that make up the 

printed edition. His Zuhd is by far the most well organized compilation according to topics. It 

features 21 sections on paradise with 182 items, 18 sections on hell with 116 items, and 

several sections on Judgment Day, the punishment of the grave, and further eschatological 

specifics, such as the bridge (ṣirāt) and the people of the heights (aṣḥāb al-aʿrāf). From 

among the Kutub al-zuhd only Asad b. Mūsā’s work, which is regarded as incomplete, has a 

similar preoccupation with eschatology. Hannād’s Zuhd includes various dogmatic 

standpoints (e.g. purgatory and punishment), descriptions of numerous otherworldly aspects, 

be they topological or other, and begins with a description of the paradisiacal females. He 

also expounds the extra reward (ziyāda) that the chosen ones from the inhabitants of paradise 

receive, which is a vision of God. 

                                                
989 Leszynksky, Mohammedanische Traditionen über das jüngste Gericht. PhD Diss. Universität 

Heidelberg 1909. 
990 EI2, Asad b. Mūsā (Khoury) & Wahb b. Munabbih (Khoury). Idem, Wahb b. Munabbih. 2 vols. 

Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 1972. 
991 The first 351 out of 1442 traditions deal with eschatological topics, which relates to 166 of the 656 

pages in the printed edition 
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 Wakīʿ’s Zuhd deals primarily with the common themes of renunciation, such as the 

thought of death, fear, and weeping. It also represents the approach of a believer who is 

preoccupied with Heilsungewissheit to everyday topics. Due to this ‘simplicity’ as well as its 

limited nature, it will serve as the foundation and starting point of my analysis of the zuhd 

collections. Additionally, several dogmatic points that are mentioned in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd will 

serve as an introduction for further discussion of the other collections. 

 The traditions in Aḥmad’s Zuhd in which paradise and hell are mentioned are 

characterized by their salvation-focused piety and practice. Aḥmad devotes the majority of 

his attention to topics such as weeping out of fear for the Reckoning, scrupulosity (waraʿ), 

sincerity as opposed to dishonesty, trade with wine and swine, muʾmin versus kāfir, the 

importance of following religious law based on the obligations set down in the Qurʾān, etc. 

Naturally, other traditions, such as those concerning a lack of sleep due to constantly 

performing the vigil, weeping, poverty (i.e. the poor will enter paradise many decades or even 

centuries before the rich), and other topics closely connected to zuhd are also related to 

salvation. However, the most intriguing traditions are summaries of apocalyptic narratives 

found in apocryphal biblical texts, such as the Ezekiel apocalypse. This significant place 

given to Judeo-Christian stories in Aḥmad’s Zuhd can be explained by his work’s partial 

derivation from Mālik b. Dīnār’s Zuhd, a book that has not come down to us but which we 

know that Ibn Ḥanbal used as his model.992 In this, the genre of qiṣaṣ al-anbiyāʾ was merged 

with the Hadith collections on zuhd. Ibn Ḥanbal also seems to have not specifically focused 

on themes prominent in later literary descriptions of zuhhād, but placed piety most 

prominently in focus.  

 In general, traditions containing eschatological content and terms are quite popular 

throughout the whole collection. In the first tradition of the work, displaying its non-specific 

zuhdish and conservatively pious character, eschatology is evident: “Whoever in the 

mornings goes to or comes from the mosque, God prepared for him all the dwelling places 

[of paradise].”993  Why is this tradition included in a zuhd collection? Zuhd is here, and in all 

other zuhd collections, primarily understood as piety. It is ‘renunciation’ only insofaras it is 

related to the practice of prayer, recitation, remembrance of God (dhikr), etc. And this is 

almost exclusively how Ibn Ḥanbal regards zuhd. When weeping is mentioned it is connected 

to fear, which is quite natural, but other aspects of renunciation, such as lack of food, are 

                                                
992 See Gramlich, Vorbilder i:66 & Pietruschka, Apophthegmata Patrum in muslimischem Gewand. 
993 Aḥmad, Zuhd 3/#1. 
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almost completely absent from his work. There is little suggestion of renunciation, rather 

there is the condemnation of this world, which is then fixed only in relation to piety. Piety is 

then further explicated as, for instance, the night prayer that has been magnified by standing 

(qiyām) while performing it, which is connected to the often-cited qurʾānic verse 32:16 

“[those] who are impelled to rise from their beds [at night] to call out to their Sustainer in fear 

and hope; and who spend on others out of what We provide for them as sustenance.” This 

omnipresent theme of piety is nearly always related to the believer’s eternal destiny. Its 

various aspects, especially the biblical narratives, will be discussed in detail below. 

 

V.2.1 Eschatological material in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd 

Wakīʿ’s Zuhd does not include a chapter on Judgment Day, resurrection, paradise, or hell, so 

it is necessary to see where its main focus lies and whether we are able to trace the main ideas 

behind the traditions and the qurʾānic glosses on the eschatological and apocalyptic 

references that are found within it. Most traditions with eschatological aspects deal with death 

rather than imagining of the afterlife. Because of the relative brevity of Wakīʿ’s Zuhd with 

only 539 traditions,994 many aspects of eschatology and apocalyptic that we encounter in 

most other Kutub al-zuhd are here absent.  

 Since Wakīʿ’s Zuhd represents the most fundamental aspects on almost every topic 

connected to zuhd, I have chosen it as the starting point for this chapter’s section. Whenever 

eschatological terms appear in his Zuhd they are very closely connected to the zuhd 

worldview that has been encountered up to now. The traditions cited here may, therefore, be 

regarded as representative of examples in other zuhd collections outside specifically 

eschatological sections. As such, I will start with Wakīʿ’s Zuhd, while my analysis of 

eschatological traditions in the Zuhd collections will show their constant evolution into more 

complex and multi-faceted imaginings of the afterlife within traditionist literature. Since 

Wakīʿ figures in many of the isnāds for the eschatological traditions found in Hannād’s Zuhd, 

we must assume that eschatology was important for Wakīʿ’s worldview, which will be 

scrutinized in what follows. 

The first three traditions in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd all include the terms al-ākhira and al-zuhd fī 

l-dunyā, thus defining the framework in which zuhd and all subsequent traditions are to be 

understood, that is, in expectation of the afterlife and the Judgment that precedes it. 

                                                
994 In comparison, Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd bears more than 2,000 traditions and Hannād slightly over 

1,400 traditions. 
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Definitions of zuhd are given almost exclusively through references to the renunciation of 

this world in regard to material goods, flawless moral behavior, and preparation for one’s 

judgment;995 these ideas have all been seen in previous chapters. Important to note here is that 

the Last Judgment is omnipresent in these definitions. The practice of connecting eschatology 

with renunciation of this world is represented in the first three Hadiths by significant figures 

from early Islam, such as the second caliph ʿUmar and other Companions such as Abū Wāqid 

al-Laythī996 (d. 65 or 68?/684-5 or 687-8), the mufassir and qāṣṣ Muḥammad b. Kaʿb al-

Quraẓī997 (born c. 40/660-1, d. between 108/726 - 120/738), and the military commander and 

Qurʾān reciter (qāriʾ) Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarī (d. c. 42/662).998  

 

V.2.1.1 Death and the conduit towards the afterlife 

Death will only be dealt with briefly here as a precondition for the afterlife (and was 

discussed in the chapter Tempered Renunciation). Constant reminders of death are uttered via 

individuals known for their renunciant lifestyle, such as ʿUmar’s son ʿAbdallāh (d. 73/693), 

who relates a well-known and, in later Sufi circles, well-loved instruction from the Prophet: 

“O ʿAbdallāh [b. ʿUmar], be in the world like a stranger or a passing wayfarer and prepare 

                                                
995 See Wakīʿ, Zuhd #1-3, and #6 where Sufyān al-Thawrī defines al-zuhd fī l-dunyā as a lack of hope 

(qaṣr al-amal), not eating coarse food, and not wearing the ʿabāya (possibly a sign for bragging that 

one is a religious man, a great scholar, or very pious). 
996 Ibn Ḥajar stresses that he participated in several campaigns, e.g. Badr and Tabūk. He transmitted 

from, amongst others, the Prophet, and the first two caliphs, Abū Bakr and ʿUmar. See Ibn Ḥajar, al-

Iṣāba fī tamyīz al-ṣaḥāba. Edited by ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAbd al-Muḥsin al-Turkī et al. 16 vols. Cairo 2008, 

xiii:77-80, #10816.  
997 He was originally from Kufa and an ally or confederate (ḥalīf) of the anṣār. The literature tries to 

stress that he was born during the Prophet’s lifetime. The Prophet himself is said to have predicted 

that a man will appear under the Kahānīn (Canaans/Priests?) who will outclass anyone in his 

knowledge of the Qurʾān (yakūnu aʿlam al-nās bikitāb Allāh). People later identified this man as 

Muḥammad b. Kaʿb. See Ibn Ḥajar, Iṣāba x:552-3, #8574. Cf. in TG ii:687f. van Ess writes that “al-

Quraẓī apparently argued for predestinarian exegesis,” which could be an obvious reason why the 

zuhd traditionists relate from him. 
998 He was a Companion and an influential figure in early Islamic history, for example in regard to the 

conquest of Persia and in his position as the governor of Basra and Kufa. See below, in the section on 

Hannād’s Zuhd. 
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your soul for death.”999 Also, Rabīʿ b. Khuthaym (d. 63/682-3?) provocatively asks, “What is 

better to wait for than death?”1000 We learn elsewhere that his habit was to go out at night to 

the cemetery and there talk to the dead.1001 Others were so afraid of death that they wished to 

be turned to dust in order not to face the Reckoning.1002 Regarding qurʾānic commentaries, 

especially on Sura 75 (al-qiyāma), in which death is also the focal point in the Qurʾān, 

humankind is made to stand before the Judgment and each individual is questioned regarding 

his acts. In the renunciant’s worldview death generally triggers the thought of the reckoning 

and punishment, and only seldom the reward or bliss of the Garden. The doubters and liars 

are described in the Qurʾān and tradition as looking for a way out by arguing or excusing 

themselves, but their efforts are in vain. They are pictured as not believing in the resurrection, 

which identifies them as unbelievers, and so they act in this life however they wish. Only 

those who believe in the resurrection will be saved, for they lived their lives in expectation of 

the afterlife. It is belief in God’s ability to resurrect that is the focus here. We will encounter 

this important topic in a more nuanced rendering in Ibn Ḥanbal’s Zuhd, where the apocryphal 

Ezekiel apocalypse is employed for the same purpose.  

 The Prophet Muḥammad is seen offering an explanation for how to prepare for death. 

First he recites (Q 39:22), “[What about] those whose bosoms God has expanded for 

submission, so that the enjoy a light from their Lord,” then adds the explanation,  

 

‘The light, when it settles down in the heart, widens (infasaḥa) and 

enlightens (insharaḥa) it.’ They asked: ‘O messenger of God, is this of 

the most erudite things to know?’ He answered, ‘Yes, it defies the 

deception (i.e., keeps you from walking the wrong path), is the guide 

towards the gate of eternity (dār al-khulūd), and it is the preparation for 

death before the coming of it.’1003 

 

While this seems a rather spiritual explanation, the light mentioned seems to express belief 

per se, something that leads people to prepare for death, and through which their entrance to 

                                                
999 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #11.  
1000 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #88. 
1001 See EI3, Asceticism (Melchert). 
1002 See above. 
1003 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #15; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #315; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #35456. 
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paradise is gained. Some, like Mujāhid, even understood that whole passages only related to 

death when commenting on Q 79:1-4:  

 

“By those that pull to destruction,” he said, ‘this is death.’ (Verse 2) “By 

those that rove,” he said, ‘death’. (Verse 3) “By those that swim,” he 

said, ‘death,’ (verse 4) “And by those that outstrip,” he said, ‘death.’1004 

 

Mujāhid, along with many other early mufassirūn it seems, were preoccupied primarily with 

fear for death and not, for instance, with the angels and their possible role as those who 

perform the ‘plucking out’ and ‘drawing out’.  

 

V.2.1.2 Weeping to ward off punishment in hell 

The renunciants and other believers who carried the knowledge of the uncertainty of 

salvation asked themselves how they could avoid or at least limit the possibility of being 

punished, and came to the following conclusions. Put simply, through performing sincere and 

pious acts, such as weeping, renunciants knew they could save their souls from punishment. 

In the chapter on weeping (bāb al-bukāʾ), which is, as has been seen, a well-known and 

prominent theme in zuhd, there are several sayings expressing the fear and piety of the 

individuals involved, and qurʾānic commentaries are basis for most of these.1005 Abū Hurayra 

knew that he who “cries out of awe for God will not enter the Fire, until someone returns the 

milk to the udder.”1006 Qāsim b. Abī Buzza (d. 124 or 125/741-3; Meccan), who transmitted 

from Mujāhid, said:  

 

‘Ibn ʿUmar recited (Q 83:1): “Woe to the skimpers!”, ‘and then 

continued’ (Q 83:6) “the Day when men will stand before the Lord of 

all beings (yawm yaqūmu-l-nās li-rabb al-ʿālamīn),” he cried then he 

fell down [in prostration] (i.e. asking forgiveness) and refrained from 

further reciting.’1007 

 
                                                
1004 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #41. 
1005 E.g. Q 53:59-60, Q 73:12-13, Q 83:1&6. 
1006 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #23; Hannād, Zuhd #465 (via Ibn al-Mubārak); Aḥmad, Zuhd 178/#994. 
1007 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #27; Hannād, Zuhd #330 (via Wakīʿ); Aḥmad, Zuhd 192/#1067 (via Wakīʿ). 
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As has been highlighted previously, the renunciants were quite fond of ʿAbdallāh b. 

ʿUmar.1008 Just like those who were killed by the Qurʾān,1009 many pious and God-fearing 

individuals, following the Prophet’s example, fell unconscious when they recited (Q 73:12-

13): “With Us are fetters and the hot fire (jaḥīm), And food that chokes and a painful 

punishment,” “and he (i.e. the Prophet) went unconscious, thunderstruck.”1010 Abū Dharr, 

similar to Ḥasan al-Baṣrī’s usual utterances, wonders about those who, even after receiving 

the message, enjoy their lives insouciantly.1011  

 This may suffice to draw a picture of the non-specific preoccupation with Judgment 

Day. To be fair, it must be highlighted that death and weeping are not the only matters with 

which the zuhhād were preoccupied. Amongst all the traditions on death, Wakīʿ inserts a 

saying in which the Prophet reminds the believers not to forget life when a man said, “May 

God praise us in death,” the Prophet adds, “and in life.”1012 However, this remains a rare 

exception, and one may wonder what the aim of placing this Hadith there was when its 

message jars so sharply with all those others on dhikr al-mawt.  

 

V.2.1.3 Doctrinal and theological traces: modes of salvation 

There are several doctrinal standpoints in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd that also appear in later zuhd 

collections, such as the instant salvation reserved specifically for martyrs and the ten chosen 

ones. Here, for example, the idea found in Q 41:8 is applied to all righteous believers within 

Mujāhid’s commentary: “Those who believe and do righteous deeds (ṣāliḥāt) will have an 

unbroken reward (ajrun ghayr mamnūn),” ‘that is, without being reckoned.’1013 

 But what about an individual’s fate in the transition from pre-Islamic times to Islam or 

even a family’s fate in respect to solely pre-Islamic times? These questions seem to have 

been matters of serious theological dispute. Religious scholars asked themselves what the fate 

of the Prophet’s parents, uncle, and his family more widely was, since their deaths often 

                                                
1008 ʿAbdallāh b. ʿUmar deserves a separate monograph because of the special role he played for the 

pious, renunciants, and the muḥaddithūn. Cf. EI3, ʿAbdallāh b. ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb (Görke). 
1009 Wiesmüller, Die vom Koran Getöteten. 
1010 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #28; Hannād, Zuhd #267; Aḥmad, Zuhd 27/#146. 

1011 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #31; Hannād, Zuhd #468; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #35827. 
1012 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #57; Aḥmad, Zuhd 379/#2240 (via Wakīʿ). 
1013 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #85. 



 257 

preceded the advent of Islam. We see this in, among other places, Asad b. Mūsā’s Zuhd, 

below, and also in a broader sense in Wakīʿ’s, when some Muslims ask the Prophet:  

 

‘Do we take acts from the Jāhiliyya [to the Reckoning]?’ He answered, 

‘Whoever acts good in Islam will not be blamed for what he did during 

the Jāhiliyya but whoever does bad things in Islam will be blamed for his 

earlier and later actions.’1014 

 

This only includes those who witnessed the coming of Islam and does not answer the original 

question. According to the tradition quoted in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd, the believer must be aware that 

(a) converting to Islam erases his earlier sins but only if (b) he behaves properly as a Muslim, 

otherwise he will be accounted for to the full. There were earlier pious figures from among 

the theologians who could be associated with the adherents of zuhd,1015 such as Abū Bakr 

Ḥassān b. ʿAṭiya al-Muḥāribī (d. between 120/738 and 130/748)1016, who was a native of 

Basra and contemporary of Ḥasan al-Baṣrī, who claimed that a sin, once it was recorded by 

an angel, could not be erased. The only thing one could do was repent within three hours of 

the sinful act and ask God for forgiveness.  

 But ‘karma’ also has its place here, when Muḥāribī mentions that the sinner is also 

punished in this life, through the injustices that befall him.1017 This also fits very nicely 

alongside a tradition found in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd, in which the Prophet asks: “What would be 

more appropriate than that God punishes His ‘friend’ (ṣāḥibihi) in this world and thereby 

saves him from infringement and cutting him off from His mercy in the afterlife?”1018 This 

statement very closely resembles the punishment of the grave (ʿadhāb al-qabr), about which 

some traditions tried to stress that the Muslim who endures it will be spared punishment in 

the hereafter,1019 thus meaning it resembles a process of purification for the next world. Just 

                                                
1014 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #96. Ahmad, Musnad vii:#3886. 

1015 He practiced dhikr at dusk and fostered nightly exercises (qiyām bi-l-layl) (ibid).   
1016 TG i:90-91; “ein Perser, der aus der Gegend von Beirut nach Damaskus gekommen war, jedoch in 

Baṣra geboren und dort aufgewachsen.” 
1017 TG i:90-1. 
1018 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #243. 
1019 See Hamza, To Hell and Back. PhD Diss. Oxford 2002, Appendix 8. Cf. Erklund, Life between 

death and resurrection according to Islam. Uppsala: Almquist & Wiksell 1941.  
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as Muḥāribī’s adherence to Qadarism remained the subject of fierce debates,1020 so did the 

traditionists’ viewpoint regarding the negation of sins committed before the coming of Islam 

and the punishment of the grave.  

 Closely connected to it stands the doctrine of exiting the Fire (khurūj min al-nār),1021 

which appears as a technical term for the first time in Hannād’s Zuhd and will be closely 

examined below. Traces of this idea exist in (Ibn al-Mubārak’s1022), Wakīʿ’s, and Asad b. 

Mūsā’s Zuhd. Wakīʿ links it to God’s mercy, which is something quite unusual for a second 

century traditionist zāhid. A man who is brought forth on Judgment Day to receive his verdict 

fearfully waits for his judgment but soon recognizes that not all his sins were listed and 

counted against him. He then confesses that some sins were missed out. The Prophet, who 

tells this anecdote, then starts laughing, as Abū Dharr describes, “in such a way that his molar 

teeth showed.”1023 While we are not sure yet why exactly the Prophet laughs, the canonical 

Hadith in Muslim’s Ṣaḥīḥ develops this incident into the doctrine of khurūj min al-nār, as 

Abū Dharr says that the Prophet stated:  

 

“I know the last people of paradise to enter paradise, and the last 

people of hell to be brought forth from it (khurūjan). [It will be] a man 

who will be brought forth on the day of resurrection [...] He will say, 

‘O Lord, I did things that I do not see here.’ And I saw the Messenger 

of God laughing until his molar teeth showed.”1024 

 

It seems the Prophet’s laughter reflects an alleged inside knowledge of God’s mercy and that 

the man’s ultimate fate would be paradise. God’s mercy is recurrently stressed in Wakīʿ’s 

Zuhd, including in a chapter devoted to it (bāb al-raḥma). 1025 In addition to traditions such as 

                                                
1020 TG i:91. 
1021 Cf. Hamza, To Hell and Back. 
1022 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #283 (ziyādāt), where God orders the angels to retrieve “whomever He 

wills from hell.” The angels recognize them by the “sign of prostration” [i.e. on their forehead], 

meaning that those who prayed will be rescued. See also ibid. #319, where the damned remain in hell. 

#283 is an exception in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd. 
1023 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #367. 
1024 Muslim, Ṣaḥīḥ i:173, #308; Ibn Mājah, Sunan ii:#4339. 

1025 The most frequent first transmitters are Aʿmash (EI3, Juynboll) and Sufyān al-Thawrī.  
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these, pre-Islamic sources are quoted that at times closely resemble the ethical teachings of 

the Christian and Jewish heritage, and which may have been inspired by it: “It is written in 

the ḥikma1026: ‘Those who forgive will be forgiven.’”1027 This mercy, however, is only 

reserved for believers who do not act inconsiderately. For example, a man who kills an 

animal for amusement and not for food is described as arriving at the Reckoning crying for 

help (yaʿijju).1028 As will be seen below, the doctrine of khurūj min al-nār received increasing 

mention over time, in Asad’s and Hannād’s Kutub al-zuhd, even though there is not a clearly 

linear development. It seems instead as if it remained an individual choice as to whether a 

zuhd traditionist favored a rigorist viewpoint or one where God’s mercy (raḥma) and 

omnipotence is stressed. 

 

V.2.1.4 Other themes connected to eschatology in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd 

Nearly all the traditions dealing with the afterlife in Wakīʿ’s Zuhd have a ‘zuhdish’ undertone 

to them, such as stating that the poor (fuqarāʾ), the ‘helpers’ (anṣār), and the ‘emigrants’ 

(muhājirūn) will be the first to enter the Garden1029 or highlighting important moral character 

traits such as piety, uprightness, and humility. Wakīʿ adds another topic to the zuhd theme, 

love.1030 It seems as if, at times, he represents a softer version of zuhd, one that includes 

spiritual components while also reminding one of the importance of following a moderate 

lifestyle, something which is opposed to extremism in renunciatory attitude and practice. It 

also appears that the traveling scholar’s lifestyle and his transmission of knowledge is treated 

in a fairly direct manner, as shall be seen below. 

 Wakīʿ starts off with the famous saying of Ḥasan al-Baṣrī that the poor will enter the 

Garden forty years before the rich.1031 In Ḥasan’s tradition given here, the rich are forced to 

lie on their backs and crawl forward to the gates of heaven. They are identified as the rulers 

                                                
1026 The ḥikma is most probably the Wisdom of Solomon. 
1027 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #498. Aḥmad, Zuhd 49/#274; Hannād, Zuhd #1326; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf 

#25874. 
1028 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #505; Hannād, Zuhd #1335 (via Wakīʿ). 
1029 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #138; Aḥmad, Zuhd 35-6/#193 (via Wakīʿ). Also Wakīʿ, Zuhd #143; Ibn Abī 

Shayba, Muṣannaf #36159 (via Wakīʿ); variant in Hannād, Zuhd #590. Cf. Wakīʿ, Zuhd #133 & 134. 
1030 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #331; Ibn Abī Shaybā, Muṣannaf #26256. For its appearance in the Six Books see 

Wensinck, Concordance i:378-9.  
1031 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #138. See footnote 99. 
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and sovereigns (ḥukkām al-nās) of al-dunyā, and placed in opposition to the poor and the 

modest. Those who acted in opposition to the law are then severely punished.1032  

 The common aversion to the ruling classes that the zuhhād were notorious for is 

repeatedly alluded to after that.1033 The poor of the muhājirūn are even allowed to enter the 

Garden 500 years before everyone else. This is one of the few instances when Wakīʿ 

mentions the reward for those who fought and died in battle. Superlatively heightening the 

blessed, the tradition displays them as poor, emigrants, and martyrs. This combination of 

attributes clearly marks them out as special. The following Hadith was uttered by ʿUbayd b. 

ʿUmayr (d. before 70/689-90) a Meccan judge known for his admonition of playful and 

imprudent lifestyles;1034 Wakīʿ received it from Aʿmash (d. 147 or 148/764-5), who was 

known to “corroborate the lofty position of the Prophet’s Companions among all other 

Muslim of the first hour, which played a crucial role in discussions on the succession 

issue.”1035 Here, a rare connection to Jihad, but clearly in the context of the emigration to 

Medina, is seen, as the emigrants are described as arriving with “blood dripping from their 

swords and lances.”1036 The dromedaries on which they supposedly enter the Garden even 

appear before them, too.1037 This fascination with martyrs on mounts entering paradise or 

riding in it will be discussed extensively below in the section on Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd. 

 Love (al-ḥubb fī ‘Llāh) is not only bestowed by God on his servant1038 but is also a 

basis for belief: “By him in whose hands my soul is, you shall not enter the Garden until you 

believe. And you do not believe until you love without any ulterior motive. If you do this and 

love one another peace shall spread amongst you.”1039 This is then juxtaposed with 

righteousness, piety (birr), and truthfulness, and subsequently contrasted with immoral 

                                                
1032 Ibid. 
1033 This idea was already present in the Ethics of the Fathers (Pirke Abot), Mishna p.10, #10: “Love 

work and hate mastery, and seek no intimacy with the ruling power.”  
1034 Cf. EI3, Asceticism (Melchert). 
1035 EI3, al-Aʿmash (Juynboll). 
1036 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #143. 
1037 Ibid. 
1038 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #134 & 135; both are prophetic traditions. Cf. TG ii:606.  
1039 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #331; Ibn Abī Shaybā, Muṣannaf #26256. For its appearance in the Six Books see 

Wensinck, Concordance i:378-9. 
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behaviors, such as lying which, according to the tradition, leads to nothing but the Fire.1040 

Just like Ibn al-Mubārak and Asad, below, Wakīʿ explains the qurʾānic admonition that the 

rich will not be forgiven for their greed and stinginess, while those who love God will stand 

on pulpits of light on Resurrection Day.1041 What exactly this love consists of is not clear 

from the traditions, but it may have served as a predecessor to the later idea of mystical love 

of God. 

 Wakīʿ’s narrations of various eschatological Hadiths are all closely entangled. 

Immorality, for instance, is contrasted with characteristic zuhd ideas such as renunciation of 

this world, the night prayer, lack of hope, and admonitions against laziness. Ṭūl al-amal is 

thought to lead to laziness and laxness, which ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd sees as a thorn in the side: 

“How hateful it is to me to see a man unoccupied. It is neither of the matters of this world, 

nor those of the afterlife.”1042 Ṭūl al-amal is also thought to represent ignorance with regard 

to the apocalypse: “ʿUmar said, ‘Being slow is good for everything except in regard to 

matters of the afterlife’.”1043 The fourth caliph ʿAlī adds: 

 

‘Length of hope makes you neglect (lit. forget) the afterlife. [...] This 

world will soon be behind you and the afterlife (al-ākhira) is near. Each 

one of them has sons (banūn). Be of the sons of the afterlife, not of this 

world. Today the act counts not the reckoning, but tomorrow the 

reckoning, not the act.’1044 

 
It is evident at this point that, from the early and most probably also the 2nd/8th century 

zuhhād’s perspective, the afterlife is not something that will happen the distant future but 

                                                
1040 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #397; Hannād, Zuhd #1365; Aḥmad, Zuhd 149-150/#809; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf 

#26112. 
1041 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #333. 
1042 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #369; Aḥmad, Zuhd 159/#872 (via Wakīʿ); Hannād, Zuhd #676. 
1043 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #261; Aḥmad, Zuhd 119/#623 (via Wakīʿ); Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #36769 (via 

Wakīʿ). 
1044 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #191; Aḥmad, Zuhd 130/#692; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #255; Hannād, Zuhd #509; Ibn Abī 

Shayba, Muṣannaf #35636; Muʿāfā b. ʿImrān (d. 185/801), Zuhd p. 304, #220. Muʿāfā b. ʿImrān's Zuhd 

seems to consist mainly of traditions with eschatological content. An analysis or at least use of this 

source must be executed in the future to reconstruct a more complete picture of zuhd second 

Islamic century traditionism. 
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something that either exists already or could occur tomorrow.1045 In a night prayer the 

Prophet recites two qurʾānic verses (Q 3:190-191) by which the people are reminded of the 

clear signs through which God demonstrates that he is the creator of all beings to “those 

possessed of understanding.” Verse 191 then continues with one of the zuhhād’s favorite 

verses about people who perform dhikr at night, standing, and ends with the supplication to 

be guarded from the Fire.1046 As well as the obvious zuhd themes of vigil and dhikr, verse 

193 reflects the renunciants’ desire to be among the pious (abrār) who will surely enter 

paradise. The muqarrabūn are another important representative of zuhd ideals:  

 

Al-Rabīʿ b. Ḥaytham commented on (Q 56:88-89) “If he is one of those 

bought near, there will be rest and fragrance and a garden of bliss”: ‘This 

is with him who dies and it (i.e. the bliss/reward) is concealed for him in 

the paradisiacal afterlife.’ He further commented on (Q 56:92-3): “But if 

he is one of those who deny the truth and go astray, [His] hospitality will 

be of scalding water”: ‘This is for him who dies and concealed for him is 

the hellish afterlife.’1047 

  

Lastly, traveling scholars, who were mainly traditionists, are addressed when the famous 

Companion Ibn ʿAbbās – who in western scholarship is known for having transmitted huge 

quantities of eschatological Hadith – is cited as stating: “A man does not travel clothed with 

knowledge, except God makes the way to the Garden easy for him.”1048 Seeking knowledge 

through travelling (riḥla fī ṭalab al-ʿilm) is thus, according to this tradition, a gate to paradise. 

Wakīʿ transmitted this tradition from Abū Sinān Saʿīd b. Sinān al-Shaybānī/al-Burjamī (d.?), 

                                                
1045 Cf. Shoemaker, The Death of a Prophet. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press 2012. 

And The reign of God has come, in: Arabica 61 (2014), 514-558. Shoemaker argues against the 

neglect of imminent eschatology in the Qurʾān and tradition that was characteristic of much of 

Western scholarship on Islam in the 20th century (e.g. Bell & Watt). 
1046 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #225. Shīʿī isnād featuring [Abū] Jaʿfar [al-Bāqir], the son of Husayn’s b. Abī Ṭālib.  
1047 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #53; Aḥmad, Zuhd 340/#2008. 

1048 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #517; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #26641. Also Wakīʿ, Zuhd #435 and #436 could be 

understood as an admonition of careless transmission of Hadith. Prophet: “The slanderer will not enter 

the Garden (Wakiʿ, Zuhd #442).” 
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who is known to have hailed from Kufa but lived in Rayy,1049 and who had the appellation al-

zāhid.1050 This was probably also where he taught Ibn al-Mubārak and Sufyān.1051 He is said 

to have performed the pilgrimage annually, which already gives him reason enough to stress 

this tradition. This is yet another example of how traditions were collected within zuhhād 

circles, that is, according to their wish or need to legitimize their own interests and doctrines. 

I would not go so far as to call these traditions ‘invented,’ since focusing on certain specific 

traditions during sermons or lessons would also achieve the desired effect of influencing the 

audience into following certain specific modes of conduct and belief. They merely needed to 

be collected from the extensive pre-existing corpus and then arranged in order to best meet a 

specific goal. 

While this brief survey may have highlighted the most important general aspects of 

eschatological traditions in zuhd, the following Kutub al-zuhd will provide a more nuanced 

imagining of the afterlife’s topography, punishments, rewards, and doctrinal discussions. 

 

V.2.2 Ibn al-Mubārak’s ṣifat al-nār and ṣifat al-janna 

Ibn al-Mubārak has two sections on eschatology, and these focus on the properties of the 

Garden (ṣifat al-janna) and the properties of the Fire (ṣifat al-nār). As has been seen before, 

most of the traditions collected by Ibn al-Mubārak do not lead back to the Prophet1052 but to 

his Companions and Followers.1053 Roughly a quarter of the traditions found in the sections 

on paradise and hell consist of qurʾānic commentaries. Famous mufassirūn, such as Muqātil 

b. Sulaymān (d. 150/767), Mujāhid b. Jabr (d. 103/721 or 104/722), ʿAbdallāh b. Masʾūd (d. 

32/652-3?), Ḍaḥḥāk b. Muzāhim (d. 105/723), and the arch-renunciant Ḥasan al-Baṣrī (d. 

110/728), are all quoted for elaboration on eschatological qurʾānic verses.  

 Ibn al-Mubārak transmitted eschatological Hadiths only from Sufyān al-Thawrī, in 

16+1 occurrences. The next most prolific direct transmitter would be Maʿmar [b. Rashīd] (d. 

154/770; a Basran), with seven traditions, and Rashdīn [b. Saʿd al-Qaynī] (d.188/804; from 

                                                
1049 Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vii:109. 
1050 Dhahabī, Siyar aʿlām al-nubalāʾ. Edited by Rawwād Maʿrūf.  25 vols. Beirut: Muʾassasat al-

Risāla 1996, vi:406. 
1051 Ibn Ḥajar, Tahdhīb al-Tahdhīb ii:#25. 
1052 10 on heaven, 15 on hell, and in total 25 out of 119. 
1053 The most important Companions are Abū Hurayra (10x), ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd (9x), and Ḥasan 

(5x). 
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Egypt), who died in the caliphate of Hārūn al-Rashīd, with five. Most other teachers or direct 

transmitters only appear once. Regarding eschatological traditions, Ibn al-Mubārak transmits 

from 57 individuals in total. It seems that he wanted to boast about the huge number of 

teachers he had had; these were essentially traditionists from whom he had heard Hadith. He 

simply wanted to impress his audience with his erudition. One would have to assess the 

complete Kitāb al-zuhd in order to get a full picture, but regarding the eschatological 

traditions it has not proved possible to sketch a network of scholars from the asānīd. 

 

V.2.2.1 Ṣifat al-nār 

Let us then look at the content. We encounter the usual topographical descriptions about the 

vastness of the afterlife, with its valleys, hills, and rivers, as in the Six Books and various 

other collections, such as in, for instance, Suyūṭī’s (d. 911/1505) al-Budūr al-sāfira fī ʿulūm 

al-ākhira1054 (Shining Full Moons of Eschatology). Regarding hell there are well-known 

traditions, for example, the one that states that if a stone were it cast into hell, would fall for 

seventy years until it reached the bottom.1055 Other traditions speak of the distance covered 

from one gate of paradise to the next, the size of the angels, the amount of iron in the chains 

with which the damned are shackled – this could be a hint regarding the zuhhād’s 

preoccupation with warfare, possibly related to prisoners of war – the punishments with all 

their cruelty, the juxtaposing of the vastness of paradise with the cramped conditions in hell 

for sinners, the size of the hell-beasts (scorpions and snakes mostly), descriptions of all kinds 

of good and bad smells and liquids, and much more. Beside the topographical, botanical, and 

zoological details and the descriptions of various punishments, we do find that certain 

particular features, such as purity, generosity, and Jihad, are also frequently present, and these 

evidently are related to zuhd.  

 If we start with the traditions on hell, we encounter many sayings regarding the fluids, 

(mainly blood, pus, and urine) which are juxtaposed with the absence of any excrement or 

bodily fluid whatsoever in paradise. Concerning smells, the odor of musk1056 seems to be 

omnipresent in the Garden, but we will address that later, in the analysis of the traditions on 

paradise. Blood and pus are closely connected to the punishments. First the damned are 

                                                
1054 Suyūṭī, al-Budūr al-sāfira fī ʿulūm al-ākhira. Edited by Abū Muḥammad al-Maṣrī. Beirut 1991. 
1055 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #301 and 302 (ziyādāt). 
1056 Cf. van Gelder, Four Perfumes of Arabia, in: Res Orientales 11 (1998), 203-211. EI2, Misk 

(Dietrich); EQ, Smell (Stewart); EQ, Odors and Smells (Marín).  



 265 

beaten, then they are forced to drink the pus that seeps from their bodies’ wounds.1057 There 

are also even more cruel descriptions of the punishments of hell that I will not engage with 

since they do not provide us with any specific insight. The most important point seems to be 

that God, just as in the Qurʾān, shows no mercy towards the damned, nor does he provide 

them with any hope of salvation.1058 The inhabitants of hell are continuously and repeatedly 

punished in the cruelest ways: their skin, flesh, and bones are, after being ripped off, burned, 

or melted, restored, only to be destroyed again, thus creating an image of never-ending pain 

and suffering. Scorpions and snakes the size of mules chase, sting, and bite, acid-like pus and 

boiling water lets their skin burn or rolls up their lips from cauterization. These images are 

also found in the Qurʾān (23:104, 38:57, 25:13, etc.), and they probably relate to the often 

terrible hygienic conditions of the battlefield.1059  

 As well as the preoccupation of many zuhhād with the Qurʾān, and therefore with 

qurʾānic images of punishments, the specific environment of Late Antiquity in the Middle 

East may have left traces in some of these eschatological traditions. Burning of the skin may 

have its origin in the desert climate while the terrible smells, blood, pus, and other insanitary 

nuisances and diseases such as worm infestations could be related to battlefield or battle 

camp circumstances. It could well be that the zuhhād who were involved in border warfare 

experienced these insanitary situations with disgust or at least tried to clean themselves of the 

blood and dirt of the battlefield. Purity has, in general, a very important place in the history of 

Islam1060 and it also appears repeatedly in the zuhd traditions. Proof of this can be found in a 

tradition that states that impurity will be a reason for otherworldly punishment.1061 Just as in 

the traditions about the Garden, where cleanliness1062 and perfumes are omnipresent, 

                                                
1057 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd (ziyādāt) #328. 
1058 Among the only traditions on paradise where the damned are pardoned is #284, in which God 

“orders the angels to take out from the Fire whom He wills and they (i.e. angels) take them out. They 

recognize them by the marks of prayer (sujūd). When they are pulled out of the Fire they are burned 

but the water of life (al-ḥayāt) will be poured over them and they will grow like the seed’s sprout that 

is in the mud of the torrent.” 
1059 The frequency of plague outbreaks could be seen as an argument in favor of such an 

interpretation. Cf. Van Ess, Der Fehltritt des Gelehrten. 
1060 Cf. e.g. Katz, Body of Text. The Emergence of the Sunni Law of Ritual Purity. State University of 

New York Press 2002. 
1061 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #328.  
1062 EQ, Cleanliness and Ablution (Katz). 



 266 

traditions about hell attest to its stench and impure liquids. One tradition even has it that a 

man who did not clean himself properly while performing the ablutions before praying and 

consequently had urine traces on his clothing is sent to hell as a punishment.1063 This might 

reflect some distinctive feature of eschatological Hadiths in zuhd collections regarding 

cleanliness, both outer and inner, which imply bodily and mental purity. In the Qurʾān, too, 

purification can be understood both spiritually and physically,1064 as Q 2:222 links the two by 

mentioning repenting (al-tawwābīn) and performing the ablution (al-mutaṭahhirīn) within a 

single verse. Although I do not believe that any ordinary believer would imagine a urine stain 

on his clothes would cause him to end up in hell, those individuals who had meticulous 

standards in religious matters, such as Ibn al-Mubārak and many others of the zuhhād, may 

have thought differently. It seems clear that Ibn al-Mubārak took the qurʾānic mention of 

ablution very serious and aspired to be among those whom God loves due to being one of the 

people “who keep themselves pure (Q 9:108).” Connected to this is another qurʾānic 

comment about the erection of a mosque that was “founded on piety (taqwā) from the first 

day. [...] In it there will be men who love to keep themselves pure (Q 9:108),” thus again 

linking ritual and mental purity. That the Qurʾān’s mention of ritual purity “seems to be 

thematically linked with the concept of the covenant”1065 is yet another indication of how 

central ablution was for the zuhhād, since the covenant is a recurring theme in the zuhd 

traditions that reference the obligations to God and sinful character of humankind.1066 

Additionally, purity is heavily connected to good moral behavior.1067 Last but not least, the 

purity in this world reflects a desire to reach the purity of eternal existence in paradise. One 

story of Ibrāhīm b. Adham’s position towards that which is ḥarām and ḥalāl pictures him 

fasting on the battlefield due to his refusal to eat anything that was left behind by the 
                                                
1063 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #328. Here, those who did not cleanse themselves [ritually] after urinating 

on themselves have their entrails ripped out and dragged along the ground. 
1064 EQ, Cleanliness and Ablution (Katz) states about a similar qurʾānic verse: “The praise of ‘those 

who purify themselves’ (al-muṭṭahhirīn) in Q 9:108, although it seems to invite a metaphorical 

interpretation, is traditionally understood to refer to the practice of cleansing the affected parts with 

water [...].”  
1065 Ibid. 
1066 Cf. EQ, Adam & Eve (Schöck). While it is generally believed in Islam that the sin was not passed 

on by Adam to his offspring, the constant presence of Adam’s sinfulness and the reoccurring 

expression “Ibn Ādam” suggests otherwise. 
1067 EQ, Cleanliness and Ablution (Katz). 
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Byzantines.1068 Although these traditions do not prove any especially ascetic but rather a 

scrupolous character, they do relate quite clearly that mental and ritual purity go hand in hand 

together. 

 Some traditions seem to reflect Ibn al-Mubārak’s personal interest in and 

preoccupation with generosity, charity, and correct behavior, such as the giving of alms and 

freeing of slaves (items #327&8, 335), and not engaging in slander, haughtiness, and so on. 

The freeing of a slave and the giving of alms to the needy are, of course, qurʾānic (e.g. Q 

90:13-16), but they are used here to frame their punishment: “Ṣaʿūd is a mountain in hell. 

When they place their hands on it they melt, when they take them off [the rock] they come 

back.”1069 The message intended here is, in my opinion, that those who were greedy, stingy 

with their possessions, and unwilling to free a slave – all acts performed by the hand – will be 

punished by their hands melting. Many other examples could be cited here to show that every 

kind of sin has an equivalent punishment; for example, the wine drinkers are often said to be 

forced to drink boiling water, pus, and other hot liquids that burn through their intestines and 

exit through the anus or the feet.1070 Ibn al-Mubārak is, after his role in Jihad, primarily 

known for his generosity and charity.1071 He financed pilgrims, gave gifts to individuals and 

families, and never took any wage for teaching religious knowledge. As such, he must have 

been deeply dissatisfied with those Muslims who accumulated wealth and possessions and 

did not share them. Such was also the case for those who failed to take their religion seriously 

and did not fulfil their duties towards God.1072 

 Last but not least, Jihad seems to have a prominent role in the eschatological 

traditions on both hell and paradise. A slightly obscure tradition, to those not acquainted with 

the genre, is reminiscent of the qurʾānic statements on Jihad that were discussed in the 

previous chapter, where the Prophet berates those who talk much but act little.1073 This 

                                                
1068 See Gramlich, Vorbilder i:184. 
1069 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #335; Asad b. Mūsā, Zuhd #18; Q 74:17. Leszinski translates saying that 

the rock melts, but since the verb (dhābat) is feminine and jabal is masculin, as in Q 59:21, the verb 

can only relate to the hands.  
1070 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #314 (ziyādāt); Aḥmad, Zuhd 20/#108 (via Ibn al-Mubārak). 
1071 See above my Introduction. 
1072 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #336. 
1073 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #325. See my previous chapter Renunciation and Warfare. 
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corresponds to the qurʾānic “why do you say what you do not?”1074 This tradition is followed 

a few items later by an exhortatory one that is focused on Jihad:  

 

Muʿāwiya used to send Yazīd b. Shajara1075 to his armies if they were 

about to go into battle to see whether there were cowards among the 

Muslims. Yazīd would gather them and preach to them about Judgment 

Day, that they [the mujāhidūn] would be recognized by God by their 

names and by the sign (simāʾ) and the light that surrounds them at 

Judgment. Some have a light but others [i.e. those who did not participate 

in Jihad] do not. Then he would launch into a description of the torture 

by snakes, scorpions, and vermin in hell. 1076 

 

Thus, those who are not wholly dedicated to the cause of God will be known to Him and 

singled out by names and signs to be punished in the hereafter. It is clear that such traditions 

fit very well into a zāhid’s worldview because of the latter’s linkage of the concepts of Jihad, 

niyya, apocalyptic, and the punishment. An eternal separation of the righteously pious and 

sincere, on the one hand, and the cowardly hypocrites, on the other, as we have and will 

continue to encounter in the zuhd traditions, is described here.   

 The last three traditions in Ibn al-Mubārak’s section on hell include but little 

eschatological material, but more zuhd-specific themes. Another speaks about the friends of, 

or closeness, to God:   
 
Three types of people are close to (friends with) God (waliya, awliyāʾ 

Allāh) and enter paradise: those who fulfil what is due to God and do not 

postpone it to a day which they never reach;1077 those who do good deeds 

                                                
1074 Q 61:2. 
1075 He was a military commander under Muʿāwiya who was famous for his exhortatory speeches in 

the battle camp and even in the middle of the battle itself. Cf. Madelung, Sucession, 292: “[...] he was 

a man inclined to ascetic worship.” Cf. Cook, Understanding Jihad, 28-29.  
1076 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #330. 
1077 Alludes to the concept of qaṣr al-amal. 
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openly and protect secrets; those who wed their good deeds with good 

thoughts.1078 

 

It is clear that the concept of closeness to God in paradise plays an important role here. This 

tradition sums up many of the religious duties that lead to entrance into the Garden, and 

correct intention and one’s acting upon it are clearly highlighted.  

The final two Hadiths serve as comments on the one cited above. They tell of an 

outstanding example of uprightness from the Followers’ (tabīʿūn) and the Companions’ 

(saḥāba) generation. In order to become an inhabitant of paradise, one should refrain from 

postponement of good deeds, give alms, act charitably, and hide any supererogatory acts in 

order not be honored or praised. Many renunciants kept their constant recitation of the Qurʾān 

and their humble lifestyle to themselves as far as possible, for they did not wish to become 

the object of interest or even veneration. 

 The last tradition on hell in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd to be discussed here is another 

exegesis by Ḥasan al-Baṣrī on a Meccan Sūra (Q 51:17-18): “Little of the night they used to 

slumber. And in the mornings they used to seek forgiveness.” On such a basis one may argue 

that the renunciants did not ‘invent’ zuhd doctrines out of nothing, but took their ideas 

primarily from the Qurʾān, if not from Christian role models. In the last traditions Nuʿaym b. 

Ḥammād and Ibn al-Mubārak subsequently appear in the isnād. This last tradition seems to 

place all prior ones within the framework of zuhd, the proximity of qurʾānic statements, and 

the importance and immediacy of the Qurʾān for the zuhhād and their self-legitimization 

through it. 

 

V.2.2.2 Ṣifat al-janna: purity, women, scents, and mounts 

The first tradition of this section on al-janna in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd is a ḥadīth qudsī that 

presents a conversation between Moses and God, which resembled an idea that can be seen in 

the Sufism of later centuries. It puts all the subsequent traditions into perspective by stating 

that, for the true believer, God should be the only desired “thing,” not the pleasures of 

paradise:  

 

                                                
1078 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #244 (ziyādāt). 
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Moses asked his lord, ‘Oh Lord, who of your servants will be closest to 

you in the Garden?’ He [i.e. God] replied, ‘A servant who stays in my 

proximity after the people of the Garden have entered it [...]’.1079  

 

The Hadith continues that all the objects and riches Moses longs for do not equal the value of 

the ‘special things’ that the people of purity will witness in paradise. Some commentators 

deemed this ‘special thing’ to be the visio beatifica. Thus, we have two themes, one of which 

is closeness to God, while the second is the ineffability of specific otherworldly rewards.  

 The eschatological traditions on paradise in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd include, like those 

on hell, well-known topographical descriptions, qurʾānic commentaries, and descriptions of 

the ornamentation or embellishments of paradise itself and of those inhabiting it. However, 

there are some traditions surrounding what could be perceived as zuhd-specific imagery in 

which one aspect comes to the fore, riding on mounts, such as horses or dromedaries, and 

visiting each other on them.1080 Furthermore, we find a concern for pleasant odors,1081 

especially perfumes, women – though it is not always clear if the ḥūr al-ʿayn (Houris), wives, 

or unmarried women are referred to – and the absence of all bodily fluids.1082 Topographical 

descriptions describe the vastness of the Garden (al-janna), the houses of the female 

inhabitants,1083 various ornamentations such as embellished garments,1084 the Garden’s 

surrounding walls,1085 its trees and plants.1086 Descriptions of the embellishments are 

particularly extensive, repeating the number of pearls, highlighting silver and gold, naming 

various gems such as chrysolite and peridot, comments on the various kinds of women, their 

status, and characters.  

 There seem to be three classes of women in Paradise: (a) the ḥūr al-ʿayn, (b) wives 

(zawja, pl. azwāj), and (c) females in general (imraʾa [min nisāʾ ahl al-janna]). It may not be 

surprising that women are very clearly present in the traditions on paradise,1087 but it is 
                                                
1079 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #227 (ziyādāt). 
1080 Ibid., #239, 271. 
1081 Ibid., #231. 
1082 Ibid., #242 & 243. 
1083 Ibid., #247, 249 & 250. 
1084 Ibid., #254. 
1085 Ibid., #251. 
1086 Ibid., #228. 
1087 Cf. Al-Azmeh, Rhetoric for the Senses., in: Journal of Arabic Literature 26, 3, 215-231. 
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interesting that the ḥūr al-ʿayn are not clearly differentiated from former earthly women. 

What role the hūr al-ʿayn play is not entirely clear from the traditions here. First of all, it 

seems important to mention that the earthly women stand above the ḥūr al-ʿayn on account of 

their earthly deeds.1088 Furthermore, husbands and wives are described as reflections of each 

other1089 and are richly embellished by their numerous garments.1090 The women’s beauty 

exceeds the imagination while neither wives, the unspecified female inhabitants, nor ḥūr al-

ʿayn are described as being more beautiful than the others. Their garments and skin are 

transparent, so that one can see even through their flesh to the bone-marrow of their shank-

bone (mukh sāqihā),1091 which was apparently considered something beautiful at the time. 

The “seeing through” probably originated from pale-skinned women being an ideal of beauty, 

as they still are today in many parts of the globe. One tradition states that the ḥūr al-ʿayn are 

secluded in houses of hollow pearls,1092 while another says that the houses of the inhabitants 

of paradise (dār al-muʾminīn fī l-janna) consist of pearls.1093 Only once is this imagining 

mocked, when the love for musk, a scent for pleasure, is degraded and instead placed by a 

desire for adorned females: 

 

Among the riches (mazīd) of the Garden are clouds passing by the 

inhabitants of paradise. They (i.e. the clouds) ask: ‘What do you wish for 

us to rain on you?’ [...] ‘Anything you call for, they will rain [it] upon 

them.’ Kathīr b. Murra said: ‘If God makes me witness this, I will surely 

say: Rain on us adorned females (jawārī muzayyanāt).’1094 

 

Kathīr b. Murra al-Ḥaḍramī (d. 18/639) was apparently less ‘romantic’ and modest, while 

others, such as Ibn al-Mubārak, who was also known for his poetry, focuses on beauty and 
                                                
1088 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #255. 
1089 Ibid., #259: “Every man of the inhabitants of the Garden sees his face in the face of his female 

companion and she sees her face in his. He sees his face in her chest and she on his. He sees his face 

on her wrist and she sees her face on his forearm. He sees his face on her leg and she sees her face on 

his. She wears a garment that changes color 70 times each hour.” 
1090 Ibid., #258. 
1091 Ibid., #254 it is the wives (sing. zawja) who have transparent skin and in #260 the Houris. 
1092 Ibid., #247-9. 
1093 Ibid., #262. 
1094 Ibid., #240. 
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perfumes. One wonders why he added this specific tradition to his collection. When 

preaching exhortatory sermons in battle camps, stirring the image of paradisiacal women as 

reward seems to have been quite a common practice.1095 Perhaps he also wanted to put a 

smile on the warriors’ faces during this drawn-out and serious matter before the battle that 

may lead to their deaths.  

 Particularly important for the idealized image of women in paradise, akin to a 

qurʾānic verse describing their purity,1096 is that, like other inhabitants of paradise, they do 

not urinate, excrete, menstruate, emit female semen, saliva, mucus, give birth, or break wind. 

The same goes for men, as they do not ejaculate, etc. The only fluid that apparently exists in 

paradise is sweat that smells of musk.1097 Musk seems to be omnipresent as the most 

important fragrance in Ibn al-Mubārak’s traditions, while henna1098 and saffron are also 

mentioned favorably. Musk, one of the most precious and expensive essences of Late 

Antiquity and the Middle Ages,1099 represents the importance attached to the smells of 

paradise in the Qurʾān,1100 which, after vision, is the second most significant sense. The 

olfactory sense apparently used in the Qurʾān to heighten the delights of taste1101 is 

reproduced in the tradition, when a qurʾānic image (Q 83:25-26) of the latch with which “a 

drink that is white like silver”1102 in heaven is sealed is identified as musk. Relating this 

tradition, Abū l-Dardāʾ adds that the seal has the function of keeping “others than the pious 

(al-abrār, sing. birr)” from drinking it. He adds that anyone from this world (al-dunyā) 

would lose his mind were he to taste or smell this drink.1103 The qurʾānic message is thus 

reinterpreted to foster the zuhhād’s or the pious believer’s sense of the uniqueness of the 

reward. Rather strangely, perfumes or scents are never linked to women, although their 

appearance, garments, skin, etc. is lavishly described. In the Qurʾān this connection is also 
                                                
1095 Muranyi, Qairawaner Miszellen I, in: ZDMG 136 (1986), 512-35, especially 532. 
1096 Q 2:25 fīhā azwāj mutahhara “There they will have pure spouses.” 
1097 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #242. Cf. Lange, Paradise and Hell, pp. 19, 148,who  mentions that sweat 

smelling of musk replaces excretion. 
1098 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #231 the only time Henna is mentioned it is called “the master of 

herbs/smells/aromatic plants of the Garden (sayyid rayḥān al-janna).” 
1099 EQ, Odors and Smells (Marín). 
1100 EQ, Smell (Stewart). 
1101 Ibid. 
1102 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #276. 
1103 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #276. 
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not drawn, possibly because of the close connection of this theme to pre-Islamic poetry.1104 In 

the tradition, musk was said to have been one of the Prophet’s favorite scents and perfume 

was considered part of bodily cleanliness.1105 This fits very well with Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

preoccupation with hygiene and purity in the eschatological traditions. 

 In addition to the idealizing and purified image of women that seems to reflect a 

longing for cleanliness we have encountered before in the traditions on hell, there are the 

traditions on riders that appear to typify the mujāhidūn, which is something that clearly 

reflects Ibn al-Mubārak’s own interests and life. 

 

Among the pleasures of paradise is that people visit each other on their 

noble steeds; every Friday they are given splendid horses that neither 

urinate nor drop dung. They are met by a cloud, the likeness of which no 

eye has seen, to which they say: ‘Rain upon us!’ Then God sends a wind 

that scatters a dune of musk over their hand and over the forelocks and 

heads of their horses. People have as many sidelocks (jumma, pl. jumām) 

as they like. Musk settles on these locks, on the horses and on the 

clothes.1106 

 

These riders mount horses or dromedaries, meet each other at any time and God twice on 

Fridays,1107 and on occasion ride in the shade of a monumental paradisiacal tree.1108 When 

                                                
1104 EQ, Smell. The most significant place where the scent plays a role in the Qurʾān is in Sūra Yūsuf, 

where the eponymous personality’s scent (rīḥ) restores Jacob’s sight (Q 12:96). “According to 

exegetical traditions attributed to Anas b. Mālik (d. 91-3/710-12), Ibn ʿAbbās, Mujāhid (d.c. 100/718) 

and others, Joseph’s shirt originated in heaven.” Ibid. These same traditionists and exegetes 

(mufassirūn) are among those occurring most often in the eschatological traditions under observation 

here. Concerning Arabic poetry, there is a direct connection with musk as the perfume of women in 

Imruʾ al-Qays (first half of the sixth century): “When they stood up, the scent of musk wafted from 

them like breath of the eastwind bearing the fragrance of cloves.” Tr.  Jones, in: Early Arabic Poetry. 

II: Select Odes, Reading, 1996, 59. For many more examples on the scent of women and perfumes in 

Arabic Poetry and Arab civilization in general cf.: Van Gelder, Four Perfumes of Arabia, in: Parfums 

d’Orient, Res Orientales 11 (1998), 203-211. 
1105 EQ, Odors and Smells. 
1106 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #239.  
1107 Ibid., #242. 
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they visit God “they look at God and He looks at them (yanẓurūna ilā ‘Llāh wa yanẓuru 

ilayhim).”1109 This clearly represents the anthropomorphic visio beatfica doctrine most zuhd 

traditionists ascribed to. Another example is that God planted the paradisiacal tree and shades 

the riders with His hand (inna ‘Llāh gharasahā bi-yadihi).1110 The fact that the riders see God 

and that He is described as having and acting with a hand corresponds to 

anthropomorphism.1111 One tradition even has it that God manifests Himself before the 

inhabitants of paradise (fa-yatajallā lahum) as an extra gift (ziyāda).1112 Another tradition 

sees the Prophet explain that God will only be recognized by His servants, but that they will 

see him as clearly as one sees the sun when there are no clouds or the moon when it is full 

moon.1113 At this point it is stated that God’s mercy does allow some to exit the Fire.1114 This 

is the only instance within the eschatological traditions found in this specific Kitāb al-zuhd in 

which God’s mercy allows for the boundary from hell to paradise to be crossed. In the end, as 

was also the case with the hell traditions, there is a saying that can exemplify the overarching 

relationship of the message with zuhd: 

 

A man came to the Messenger of God and asked him, ‘Tell me 

Messenger of God about those sitting next to God on Resurrection Day.’ 

He said, ‘They are the God-Fearing (al-khāʾifūna), the obedient (al-

khāḍiʿūna), the modest (al-mutawāḍiʿūna), and those who recollected 

God much (al-dhākirūna ‘Llāha kathīran).’ He said, ‘Oh Messenger of 

God, are they the first to enter the Garden?’ He said, ‘No.’ He asked, 

‘But then who are the first?’ He answered, ‘The poor (al-fuqarāʾ) 

precede all other people who enter the Garden [...].1115 

 
                                                                                                                                                  
1108 Ibid., #266 & 267. 
1109 Ibid. 
1110 Ibid., #267. 
1111 These statements are rarely found in the Kutub al-zuhd, and using statements such as these to 

reconstruct the theological view of the traditionists from these alone remains quite difficult. Only on 

God’s attributes and his predestination is material extant.  
1112 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #282. 
1113 Ibid., #284. 
1114 See above. 
1115 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #283. 
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Almost all main themes of zuhd are included here, such as the fearful or God-Fearing, the 

modest or humble, the obedient, those recollecting God, and the poor. Those, according to 

this tradition, who piously commit themselves to the religious obligations and devote their 

lives to God alone are rewarded by Him with His nearness. This nearness to God for the 

blessed and His aversion for the damned has a special place in these early collections, one 

that would develop into specific genres about the vision of God and the doctrines on nearness 

to Him developed in Sufism and beyond. We may also infer from the traditions that there are 

special ranks among the blessed who can witness what others cannot and experience “what 

no eye has seen, no ear has heard, and no heart has conceived.”1116 Besides the 

aforementioned khāʾifūn, khāḍiʿūn, mutawāḍiʿūn, fuqarāʾ, and dhākirūn, they bear various 

other honorific names. For example, the ahl al-ṣafwa1117 (people of friendship) and the 

ʿubbād al-ṣāliḥūn1118 (righteous servants) can sense what no man has sensed, while al-

muqarrabūn1119 (those near to God) are permitted to drink from the paradisiacal well called 

tasnīm (Q 83:27-28), where the companions of the right (aṣḥāb al-yamīn)1120 also mingle, 

while those who aḥsanū l-ḥusnā1121 (those who do good) are even allowed to see God by 

means of His manifestation (tajallī). All these terms contribute to a nomenclature for people 

who hold a special paradisiacal rank who obtained closeness (al-muqarrabūn) to and 

friendship (ahl al-ṣafwa) with God, who were extremely faithful regarding the regulations of 

purity and uprightness (aṣḥāb al-yamīn & ʿubbād al-ṣāliḥūn), and who also possessed other 

features, ones which can be generally covered by the terms ideal moral values and obedience 

in regard to their religious obligations (i.e. purity), which Ibn al-Mubārak cherished and most 

probably also preached. Ḍaḥḥāk al-Muzāḥim (d. 105/723-4 or 106/724-5), a mufassir from 

Khurāsān, explains with a comment on Q 3:163, “They [are set in] degrees with God, 

according to their virtue, but those who are positioned lower do not see this.”1122 His point is 

that lower-level inhabitants are not distressed about being lower but the higher ones are 
                                                
1116 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #227. Hannād, Zuhd #1 & 2. The do-gooders are also termed ʿubbād al-

ṣāliḥīn. 
1117 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #227. 
1118 Ibid., #273, a ḥadīth qudsī uttered by the Prophet and transmitted via Ḥammām b. Munabbih and 

Abū Hurayra. On Ḥammām cf. Lange, Paradise and Hell in Islam, chapter 2. 
1119 Ibid., #275. 
1120 Ibid. 
1121 Q 10:26, here in Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #282. 
1122 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #246. Cf. on Ḍaḥḥāk TG i:14. 
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distinguished from them as a reward for their virtue and are able to recognize this higher 

position. Thus, they are allowed to see what the ‘lower class’ in paradise may not. 

To conclude, certain characteristics within these eschatological traditions that connect their 

content to topoi in zuhd and Jihad can be established: riders, weeping, generosity, etc. While, 

with regard to the zuhhād’s mindset, uncertainty dominates and leads to fear, so much so that 

some of them even wish for a return to nonexistence; any trace of dhamm al-ākhira, which 

would later develop predominantly in Sufism, is lacking. The afterlife is depicted as the ideal 

otherworld, paradise as free of earthly smells and fluids, and hell as an intensely cruel, 

smelly, disgusting, and frightening abode: it is, one could say, an amplification of this world.  

 

V.2.3 Asad b. Mūsā’s Zuhd: Jihad, trade, fear, and scrupulosity 

V.2.3.1 Structure and methodology 

The manuscript of Asad b. Mūsā’s Zuhd seems to be missing all of its sections except the 

eschatological.1123 It deals with traditions about hell – though not paradise – including its 

topography, properties (mountains and valleys, drinks and food, beasts) and punishments, the 

resurrection and the reckoning, the bridge that the resurrected have to cross, the intercession 

of the Prophet, God descending and showing Himself, and the accountability of those who 

are resurrected. At least half of these traditions are qurʾānic glosses. While some of these are 

similar to Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd and a few almost identical, most are not. However, they do 

cover the same general topics,1124 such as Jihad and martyrdom,1125 fear,1126 and 

scrupulosity.1127 I will, in what follows, try to summarize the main themes and the clear 

relationship between some of Asad’s eschatological traditions and zuhd. It has been 

mentioned before that, rather surprisingly, Asad made little use of Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

material.1128 Van Ess commented that this may have been due to the fact that Asad only met 

Ibn al-Mubārak after he had completed his work.1129 Yet it may also have been that he did not 
                                                
1123 EI2, Asad b. Mūsā (Khoury) and his edition of Asad’s Zuhd, 39.  
1124 Leszynsky did not recognize this, since understanding of zuhd until recently has limited it merely 

to asceticism oriented on Christian patterns. See the chapter Re-viewing Zuhd. 
1125 Asad. b. Mūsā, Zuhd #86. The item numbers in Khoury’s edition are identical with those in recent 

Arabic edition by Bashshār ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Jābī. Beirut: Dār Ibn Ḥazm 1999. 
1126 Ibid.,  
1127 Ibid., mostly in the last section of Asad’s Zuhd (p. 73-4 in Lezsynsky’s Diss.). 
1128 TG ii:726-7. 
1129 Ibid. 
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see the need to reproduce the same traditions that Ibn al-Mubārak had used, as he wished to 

add new or different material to the genre. Before beginning my summary of Asad’s Zuhd, in 

order to describe Asad’s scholarly network, for Hadith at least, I will look at the first 

transmitters to analyze who Asad’s teachers were, and how they were connected to 

eschatological Hadiths, zuhd, and Jihad. 

 Out of a total of 104 traditions, almost fifty percent are prophetic.1130 The other 

traditions come from well-known transmitters of eschatological and exhortatory Hadith, such 

as Ibn ʿAbbās (d. c. 68/687-8), ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd, and Ḥasan al-Baṣrī. For the purposes of 

this study, I will regard the transmitters closest to Asad b. Mūsā as more valuable for our 

attempt to sketch the traditionists’ scholarly circle, their preferences, and the origins of their 

traditions. For the pre-canonical collections, it almost does not matter whether the Prophet, 

Ibn ʿAbbās, or someone else is believed to have been the origin of a saying, qurʾānic gloss, 

etc. More important is the content of the traditions that each collector included in order to 

create his own particular image of paradise and hell, as well as from whom he transmitted, or 

learned, them. This informs us of his preferred images, theological standpoint (i.e. anti-

predestinarian, anthropomorphic, etc.), interpretation of qurʾānic verses, and aim of 

transmitting, and so teaching, traditions with a particular focus. Some traditions seem to have 

originated in the same circles as those used by Ibn al-Mubārak and other zuhd traditionists. 

For this analysis, it is my aim to unpack what the zuhd collections focus on rather than to 

examine whether traditions were attached to an important individual of early Islam in order to 

give them more weight or importance. Also, it does not seem evident to me that the zuhd 

traditionists would undertake such an approach. For them, it was comparatively insignificant 

if the Prophet himself or one of his Companions described or explained any particular aspects 

of, in this case, the afterlife. The argument for this idea can be seen in the relatively small 

number of prophetic Hadiths found in the zuhd collections overall. It was the content of each 

saying that gave it its function, being preached, for example, in the mosque or in a battle 

                                                
1130 44 out of 104 traditions are Prophetic. The most important transmitters are Ibn ʿAbbās (8x), 

ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd (7x), and Ḥasan al-Baṣrī (6x). Ibn ʿAbbās and Ibn Masʿūd figure relatively 

prominently in all the Hadith collections being examined due to their significant qurʾānic exegesis. 

For Ibn ʿAbbās four out of eight traditions are qurʾānic exegesis, and for Ibn Masʿūd four out of 

seven.  Ibn Masʿūd is knowingly attributed with many traditions of an eschatological and admonitory 

nature (EI2, Ibn Masʿūd). Ḥasan is the third most frequently quoted Companion with six traditions, of 

which three are exegetical comments and two are apocalyptic descriptions of Judgment Day. 
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camp, and that the content was preached from someone admirable. Another important aspect 

is, of course, that these collections were made before Shāfiʿī, who is largely held responsible 

for establishing that only the prophetic Hadiths have authority.  

 

V.2.3.2 Analysis of content 

Turning to their content, the properties (ṣifāt) of hell, including its topography, zoology, and 

drinks were common knowledge among the traditionists. Asad, like Ibn al-Mubārak, covers 

the valleys, mountains, and rivers mentioned in the Qurʾān, aiming to provide additional 

explanations of the verses via tradition (tafsīr bi-l-maʾthūr).1131 Furthermore, the beasts of 

hell, that is, scorpions and snakes, are described similarly, being the size of mules and 

camels.1132 Several traditions are identical, for instance, when it is told that worms screaming 

like wild beasts run or crawl between the flesh and bones of the damned.1133 The isnād of this 

particular tradition features one identical personality, ʿAmr b. Maymūn [b. Mihrān]1134 (d. 

145/762 or 147/764), while Asad has Wakīʿ as his first transmitter.1135 Another similar 

tradition that is extant in both collections features one of the drinks of hell that is mentioned 

in the Qurʾān, the one that, according to ʿUmar, like oil foam (muhl), melts the faces of the 

damned.1136 The final tradition that bears some similarity refers to the polytheists who pray to 

the sun, moon, or idols, and who do not recognize God when he shows Himself to the 

resurrected, thus sealing their fate in hell.1137 

 

                                                
1131 Tradition #11 in Asad is more or less identical with nos. 302 & 336 in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd. 

They cover the topography of three places: ghayy, wayl, and ṣaʿūd. 
1132 Asad, Zuhd #21-26 & Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #312. 
1133 Asad, Zuhd #23 & Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #311. Asad heard this tradition from Wakīʿ, who may 

have heard it from Ibn al-Mubārak. 
1134 His father was a governor under ʿUmar (EI2, Maymūn b. Mihrān, F. Donner), while he himself is 

said to have heard Hadith from Ḥasan al-Baṣrī and Zuhrī, and then taught Hadith to Ibn al-Mubārak 

and Sufyān al-Thawrī (e.g., Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vii:177; Ibn Ḥibbān, Thiqāt v:417-8). He must have 

had quite a position in the traditionist circles of those days. 
1135 Wakīʿ is present three times in the isnād in Asad’s Zuhd. 
1136 Q 18:29; Asad, Zuhd #27; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd # 314-316. 
1137 Asad, Zuhd #55-57; Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #283-4. 
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V.2.3.2.1 Jihad 

Yet it is the traditions that do not appear in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd that are of particular 

interest. We find aspects in Asad’s Zuhd that highlight other aspects related to the 

renunciants’ general preoccupation with the afterlife, and which also give us some ideas 

about Asad’s personal concerns. His collection starts with a comment by Ibn ʿAbbās, who 

also features prominently in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd, on Q 9:82, where it states, “Let them 

laugh a little and let them weep much.” This qurʾānic verse is clearly related to those verses 

before and after, which place it in a Jihad context:    

 

Those who were left behind rejoiced at sitting still behind God’s 

messenger, and were averse to striving in God’s way with their 

possessions and their persons. They said, ‘Do not go out in the heat.’ Say, 

‘The fire of Jahannam is hotter, did they but understand (Q 9:81).’ 

 

And verse 83-84 sums up with:  

 

So, if God returns you [from war]1138 to a party of them and they seek 

your permission to go out [to the next combat], say, ‘You will never go 

forth with me. You will never fight an enemy with me. You were content 

to sit still on the first occasion. So sit with those who stay behind.’  

Never pray over any of them who has died nor stand over his grave. They 

disbelieved in God and His Messenger, and they died as reprobates. 

 

This quite clearly relates the damned, mentioned by Ibn ʿAbbās as having little to laugh and 

much to weep about in the afterlife, to those who fail in their duty to participate in Jihad. His 

comment continues, “This world (al-dunyā) is little (lit. short). Let them laugh in it as much 

                                                
1138 The square brackets are additional information inserted by Paret: “Wenn Allah dich nun (vom 

Kriegszug) zu einer Gruppe von ihnen zurückkehren läßt und sie dich dann (bei der Veranstaltung 

eines neuen Feldzugs) um Erlaubnis bitten, (mit dir) ausziehen zu dürfen, dann sag: Ihr werdet 

niemals mit mir ausziehen und gegen einen Feind kämpfen. Ihr waret zuerst damit zufrieden, daheim 

zu bleiben. Bleibt nun (auch jetzt) daheim (zusammen) mit denen, die (wegen körperlicher Gebrechen 

oder dergleichen) zurückbleiben!” 
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as they wish. Their weeping will have no end when it ends and they come to God.”1139 Thus, 

Jihad and the fugacity of this world unite in the early Islamic personalities’ piety, 

renunciation of this world, and fulfilment of their religious (and political?) duties. It clearly 

shows how the zuhd traditionists viewed their task to live and propagate the ideals of the 

early times, to renounce the world as the Qurʾān repeatedly exhorts, and to participate in 

combat on God’s behalf.1140  

 Asad’s natural death and the missing biographical information on his Jihad activity 

suggest that he himself was not a soldier or a participant in Jihad. From his scholarly circle 

more information on his possible preoccupation with Jihad can be derived. His immediate 

teachers, who are also the most common transmitters listed in his Zuhd,1141 were directly 

connected to Jihad. When we start with Asad’s most frequently quoted teacher, Ibn Lahīʿa, 

who has been mentioned before, and consider the important role he played in transmitting the 

raids of the Prophet and many traditions in Ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥakam’s (d. 257/871) Futūḥ 

Miṣr,1142we cannot but see Asad’s teacher was preoccupied with Jihad. Asad must have 

learned much from Ibn Lahīʿa concerning the Islamic conquests of the time of the Prophet 

and soon after, and as he lived in Egypt he probably felt personally attached in some way to 

this important part of Islamic history. His second most frequently quoted teacher of Hadith 

was Ḥammād b. Salama (d. 167/784), who is less significant than the next two of Asad’s 

teachers as regards Jihad. He ‘merely’ influenced Asad in his concern for apocalyptic and 

eschatological Hadith, and, as an advocate of anthropomorphism and a qāṣṣ,1143 he 

transmitted a qurʾānic gloss about the ziyādāt in Q 10:26 being the visio beatifica for the 

inhabitants of paradise.1144 This is yet another example of ghāzīs promoting the vision of God 

                                                
1139 Asad, Zuhd #1. 
1140 This is how Noth translated yujāhidu fī sabīl Allāh “für die Sache Gottes [Krieg führen]”, see 

above. 
1141 The most important first transmitters are: 15x Ibn Lahīʿa, 12x Ḥammād b. Salama, 10x al-

Mubārak b. Faḍāla, 7x Marwān b. Muʿāwiya [al-Fazārī]; He transmitted from Wakīʿ only three times 

and from Fuḍayl b. ʿIyād only once. 
1142 EI2, Ibn Lahīʿa (Rosenthal). 
1143 TG ii:376 ff. 
1144 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #282. This tradition is not found in Asad’s Zuhd, most probably due to the 

fact that the chapters on paradise are missing in the extant manuscripts. Ḥammād b. Salama’s 

Musannaf circulated in Spain and was one of the first systematic compilations of its kind. He is also 

known to have compiled one of the earliest Isrāʾiliyāt collections and even worked as a qāṣṣ, but 
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as the trademark that identifies them with the circle of alleged warrior-scholars. This vision 

of God is to be identified with and related to the rewards for the martyrs. Even more 

important for Asad’s relationship to Jihad were Mubārak b. Faḍāla (d. 164/781), who is 

named by Ṭabarī as one of Ḥasan al-Baṣrī’s students,1145 and Marwān b. Muʿāwiya [al-

Fazārī] (d. 193/809), from Kufa. The former is said to have spent some time in ʿAbbādān, 

something that is aligned with the obviously renunciant character of his traditions,1146 while 

the latter was the cousin of Abū Isḥāq al-Fazārī1147 and lived for some time in a border town 

(thaghr).1148 It is again possible to see the active scholarly network of zuhhād and the 

mujāhidūn working together with, or in succession of, each other and thereby promoting the 

same set of ideas concentrating on warfare. We thus also have evidence that Asad b. Mūsā 

was a zuhd collector who at least had an interest in the ‘holy war.’ The question remains 

which renunciants acted as warriors and if the zuhd traditionists really took an active part in 

combat action or whether they merely incited the fighters. The evidence in the previous 

chapter hints to the latter. Furthermore, martyrdom is indirectly mentioned in one tradition, 

when a man asks God to return him to earth so he can die ten more times for His sake (fa-

uqtala fī sabīlika ʿashara marrātin).1149 He is juxtaposed with a greedy person who asks God 

for forgiveness for his accumulation of wealth, but God does not pardon him and so he is 

tortured in hell.1150  

 

V.2.3.2.2 Legitimate and illegitimate wealth 

In this context, one tradition is given which explicitly deals with trade and money. All the 

categories of the saved that are listed reflect the lifestyle of a number of zuhd traditionists. 

Three are mentioned: (1) those who praised God whatever state they were in (al-ḥammādūna 
                                                                                                                                                  
abandoned this when the position was no longer held in high esteem (Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vii2:39). 

Suyūṭī (Laʿālī i:312, 314) relates a story about him where he preached that Muḥammad received an 

apple in paradise, from which comes forth an Houri destined for ʿUthmān, the martyr (TG ii:378). 
1145 TG ii:67. Four out of the six sayings of Ḥasan in Asad’s Zuhd are transmitted via al-Mubārak b. 

Faḍāla. 
1146 TG ii:66f. and 102ff. 
1147 Ibn Ḥajar, Tahdhīb al-Tahdhīb iv:52 (left column). 
1148 Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vii2:73 Kāna min ahl al-kūfa thumma atā al-thaghr faʾaqāma bihi thumma 

qadama Baghdād faʾaqāma bihi [...] thumma kharaja ilā Makka faʾaqāma bihā famāta bihā.  
1149 Asad, Zuhd #86. 
1150 Ibid. 
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ʿalā kulli ḥālin); (2) those whose “sides draw away from their couches as they call out to their 

Lord in fear and desire, and spend from that which we have provided from them (Q 32:16)”; 

and (3) those “men who are not diverted by trade or commerce from remembrance of God or 

the performance of prayer or the giving of zakāt. They fear a day when hearts and eyes will 

be turned about (Q 24:37).”1151 All three of these categories relate to zuhd. The third class is 

one that Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ, and possibly Asad, too, could relate to. The Qurʾān 

mentions trade (tijāra) as a legitimate means of earning money but warns against misusing 

wealth and neglecting prayer and worship in favor of commerce. This is also exactly what 

traditionist zuhd stands for. Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ must have been aware and were 

possibly even exposed to criticism of their wealth, but sought to counter such criticism 

through pious adherence to the religious obligations mentioned, primarily, in the Qurʾān. In 

addition to that, Ibn al-Mubārak was, as I mentioned in the Introduction, described in 

biographical literature as utilizing his wealth to finance others' pilgrimage. Sufyān al-Thawrī 

argued that wealth may be a way to independence, one that allows a scholar to devote himself 

to religious scholarship alone, without having to take gifts from donors or satisfy their 

underlying intentions.1152 While Ibn al-Mubārak reacted by giving charitably, Wakīʿ, as proof 

of his humility, seems to have retreated to sparsely populated areas or even places with 

harmful living conditions, such as ʿAbbādān. 

 

V.2.3.2.3 Piety and purgatorial punishment 

Fear and scrupulosity (waraʿ) are the final two topics favored by Asad’s within the 

eschatological traditions. Fear, in the Qurʾān and Hadith, is believed to be a sign of the pious 

and the inhabitants of paradise.1153 Ultimately, scrupulosity remains sine qua non for the 

believer, since everything will be accounted for on Judgment Day. Abū Dharr has the 

penultimate word in Asad’s Zuhd stating, “By Him in whose hand is my soul, indeed, even 

the sheep will be questioned about having rammed its companion, and [also] the stone [will 

be questioned] that he had hurt a man’s finger.”1154 Various body parts will confess on behalf 

of him who is unwilling to tell the truth, and there will be no escape from one’s 

                                                
1151 Ibid., #78. 
1152 Judd, Religious Scholars, 81f. 
1153 Asad, Zuhd #77 according to Q 32:16, #79. Here khawf and taqwā are used synonymously.  
1154 Ibid., #103. 
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transgressions.1155 This is how the zuhhād perceived fear and scrupulosity, by warning, 

through their collected and recited Hadiths, everyone they could.  

 Only at the very end of Asad b. Mūsā’s Zuhd do we find the possibility of exiting the 

Fire, while in previous traditions the eternity of punishment in hell had been stressed. The 

technical term for this is khurūj min al-nār1156 (exiting the Fire), one that will also be 

encountered in Hannād’s Zuhd, discussed below. A development seems to have taken place 

in which an escape from hell was regarded as being possible after a period of “purgatorial” 

punishment. What we do not find in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd, that is, sinners gradually paying 

off their sins through temporary punishment in some kind of upper layer of hell, does appear 

in Asad’s and Hannād’s Kutub al-Zuhd. Previous scholarship ascertained that it was 

originally the traditionists who fostered this possibility of purgatorial punishment.1157 

Through gradual developments in this eschatological genre the idea of punishments at 

different levels was introduced. Hence, a gradual perception of paradise and hell, understood 

layer-wise, was shaped. The first signs become apparent in Asad’s Zuhd, while Hannād’s 

Zuhd shows a gradual movement away from the deepest layers of hell, with its punishments 

and valleys, via the highest layer of hell to the isthmus (barzakh), with the further promise of 

being able to leave the Fire and move into the lowest layer of paradise.1158 Hannād has one 

chapter on the exit from the Fire and one on eternal punishment, termed al-khulūd fī l-nār, 

meaning both are represented. Asad’s intention could have been to allow for a positive 

outcome for those who were close, or even related, to the Prophet.1159 In his first chapter, 

focusing on the lightest punishments in hell, Abū Ṭālib (d. c. 619 CE), the Prophet’s uncle 

who protected Muḥammad during his lifetime but never converted to Islam,1160 is explicitly 

                                                
1155 Ibid., #90. 
1156 Hamza, To Hell and back.  
1157 Ibid., 74. Concerning qurʾānic exegesis Hamza states: “It seems that as this body of traditions 

circulated more widely, the exegetical tradition sought support for the idea of temporary Hell from the 

text of the Qurʾān.” 
1158 See the chapters in Hannād’s Zuhd. 
1159 Ibn Wakīʿ’s Zuhd has a tradition in which the Prophet laughs after witnessing the judgment of a 

believer who apparently is treated with mercy. Since this description hints at a positive outcome we 

may conclude that the Prophet knows that outcome and so is not laughing out of spite. Regarding 

God’s cunning (Q 3:54 and 4:142) for a possible interpretation applied to confuse his servants, see 

makr see TG ii:694 and iv:432. 
1160 EI2 and EI3. Shīʿī sources at times state that he did convert on his deathbad (see ibid.). 
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mentioned.1161 This follows on from discussions of the otherworldly abode of the Prophet’s 

parents and grandfather. Abū Ṭālib suffers the lightest punishment in hell, having to wear 

sandals of hot coal which cause his brain to boil. In the course of this ‘affair,’ and although it 

is mentioned in the Qurʾān that the Prophet may not intercede on behalf of polytheists (Q 

9:113),1162 even in respect to family members, the doctrine of intercession developed quite 

firmly.1163 Thus, the fate of some sinners becomes unclear or less irrevocable.  

 Furthermore, Asad discusses a number of important doctrines through his Zuhd, such 

as the aforementioned intercession of the Prophet (shafāʿa), the place of specific sinners, 

such as members of the Prophet’s family whose positions remained debated among scholars 

and across the Sunnī-Shīʿī divide. Further doctrines include aniconism, seen in a tradition 

where the fashioner of images is sent to hell,1164 the punishment of the grave that every 

Muslim must undergo but which spares them the punishments of hell,1165 and Muḥammad as 

the seal (al-khātim) of the Prophets.1166  

 To sum up, Asad b. Mūsā also applies a specifically zuhd focus to his eschatological 

material and engages in several dogmatic discussions, placing him in a similar scholarly and 

theological environment as Ibn al-Mubārak. Both believed that the blessed will see God with 

their own eyes and that only the pious and pure will enter paradise, while Asad seems to have 

fostered the concept of purgatorial punishment. 

 

V.2.4 Eschatology in Aḥmad’s Zuhd: The Ezekiel Apocrypha 

Many eschatological traditions in Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal’s Zuhd reflect quite primitive, pious 

Sunni mainstream stances and ideas about zuhd but comparatively little in regard to its 

renunciatory character, instead focusing more on its understanding as a pious ideal. This is 

also the case with hagiographical or Sufi literature in comparison to the traditionist literature 

on zuhd in general. Aspects related to zuhd, such as weeping, fear, poverty, scrupulosity, 

uncertainty, etc., are omnipresent, but are always part of a larger pious, and less specific 
                                                
1161 Asad, Zuhd #6. 
1162 Cf. Q 2:48, 254 and 39:44. EI2, shafāʿa (Schimmel). 
1163 Ibn Saʿd mentions in his Ṭabaqāt that Abū Ṭālib will be granted some relief in hell by being 

removed from the deep fire to the shallow one (ibid., i:124). After that the step out of hell does not 

seem so far after all. 
1164 Asad, Zuhd #78 (al-muṣawwirīn). 
1165 Ibid., #75.  
1166 Cf. TG i:29. 
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renunciatory, picture. Sincerity (sidq) is thus related to piety (birr), while lying (kadhb) is 

related to immorality (fujūr). The poor are seen in the same light as in other works, as 

entering paradise many decades1167 or even centuries before the rich, if the rich are to enter at 

all, for their arrogance and greed might prove to be their damnation. Furthermore a focus is 

placed on sins, such as those of Adam and David, two Prophets who had to suffer for their 

transgressions.1168 Usually, these special religious figures are then saved by their repentance, 

and are described to be constantly praying and begging God for forgiveness.1169 Other 

important figures, such as the Prophet and two of his successors, ʿUmar and ʿUthmān, are 

pictured weeping excessively until their beards are soaked with tears when pondering their 

otherworldly fate.1170 This is then intensified by another thought seen previously, namely that 

some pious figures would rather die than know their eschatological fate.1171 Abū l-Dardāʾ 

completes this train of thought by stating that the only cure or healer (ṭabīb) that can save him 

from his longing for the Garden (ashtahī l-janna) is God.1172 This is also the only instance, 

besides Shaqīq al-Balkhī’s terminology of shawq ilā l-janna in ādāb al-ʿibādāt,1173 where 

this notion of longing for paradise is mentioned. The subsequent Sufi dhamm al-ākhira 

(contemptus ultramundi) is never implied. Abū l-Dardāʾ here represents several pious 

practices, such as performance of the night vigil (tahajjud), recollection of God (dhikr), and 

                                                
1167See above. Ḥasan says 40 years. The poor are always displayed as God’s favorite 

servants/worshippers, as they also are in Aḥmad, Zuhd 217/#1218 where a story, representative of 

Aḥmad’s simple understanding of the two classes of people (believer and unbeliever), disguised as 

fishermen, is told. The kāfir receives many fish in this world and nothing in the next while the muʾmin 

returns with an empty net but will be well provided for in the next world. 
1168 Instances are numerous; see e.g. Zuhd Ādam and Zuhd Dāwūd in Aḥmad’s Zuhd. 
1169 Aḥmad, Zuhd 71/#369. 
1170 Ibid., 108-9/#560; 129/#683. In 193/#1072 another version this thought is expressed through a 

description of ʿUmar’s son, ʿAbdallāh: Nāfiʿ said, ‘Ibn ʿUmar was reciting in his prayer and came to 

the verse in which the Garden was mentioned. He stopped and asked God for it. He called for it and 

wept. Then he recited and a verse came in which the Fire is mentioned. He called out and sought 

protection from God.’ 
1171 Ibid., 129/#685 here it is ʿUthmān. And ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd 161/#882. 
1172 Ibid., 134/#715. 
1173 See above, the chapter Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God, where I suggest that this treatise 

seems to part of the intellectual milieu of at least a century later. 
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the moral improvement of one’s character.1174 This final point, the improvement of one’s 

character, is seen as a person’s most challenging task, finding expression, inter alia, in Abū 

Hurayra’s statement: “The funeral comes closer and little is left. How difficult the road to 

ascent from the cradle to heaven or hell,”1175 and also in the notorious ʿUtba b. Ghazwān’s (d. 

17/638) speech, discussed earlier, which describes the rise and decline of this-worldly 

power.1176  

 Nevertheless, Ibn Ḥanbal makes mention of God’s all-encompassing mercy, which is 

at times inserted amongst all those traditions on uncertainty in order to counterbalance the 

generally pessimistic expectations of the next world:  

 

Yūnus b. Maysara b. Ḥalīs/Ḥulays (d. ?) said, ‘It is written on the board 

(lawḥ) before God (bayna yaday Allāh): I am God, there is no deity but 

me, the merciful, all-compassionate. I have mercy and show mercy. My 

mercy precedes my wrath and my forgiveness precedes my 

punishment.'1177 

 

Still a person’s pride is repeatedly stressed as the cause of their downfall,1178 while laxness 

concerning what is forbidden (here: swine and wine) are also a part of it.1179 Overall, the 

imminence of the Hour is omnipresent and cannot be regarded merely as marginal.1180 Those 

mentioned in Q 32:16, it is constantly claimed, are the only ones certain of salvation. 

Ultimately, they are the role models for zuhd and what seems to have constituted the 

constantly praying, recollecting, reciting, barely sleeping ideal believer, the zāhid.1181 The 

rich and powerful need to be constantly aware of and to reflect on their acts. Rulers should be 

                                                
1174 See in Aḥmad’s Zuhd (Zuhd Abū l-Dardāʾ). 
1175 Ibid., 178/#995. 
1176 See the previous chapter, Renunciation and Warfare. 
1177 Aḥmad, Zuhd 168/#939. 

1178 Ibid., 182/#1016. 
1179 Ibid., 179/#1001. 
1180 Ibid., 180/#1006, 186/#1031. Cf. Shoemaker, The Reign of God has come. 
1181 Ibid., 211/#1169, where ʿAmr b. Maymūn commented on Q 3:92 “And you shall never attain 

piety (al-birr),” i.e. ‘the Garden,’ meaning that those who will not attain piety are equal to those who 

will not attain the Garden. Thus, only the pious will enter the Garden. 
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just, for tyrants will surely enter hell, while the wealthy need to be generous, an ideal 

encountered repeatedly in Ibn al-Mubārak’s biography but also his Zuhd and later taken up by 

Ibn Ḥanbal, an admirer of his.1182  

 One further significant term shall be explored here, dhikr.1183 This term has, to my 

knowledge, not previously been studied from a renunciant traditionist standpoint. Instead, as 

is so often the case, the specifically Sufi practices and interpretations of this term have been 

emphasized.1184 It is also found fairly regularly in early, pre-canonical Hadith collections, be 

they muṣannafs, musnads or of specific topics, such as our collections on zuhd. Again it is 

Abū l-Dardāʾ who is the bearer of a tradition on dhikr in Ibn Ḥanbal’s Zuhd: “‘All those 

whose tongues are moistened by the recollection of God (dhikr Allāh) enter the Garden,’ and 

he started laughing.”1185 We also encounter this term in traditions with a similar content in 

other zuhd collections. But what can we infer from this? Little to nothing hints that there was 

a specific practice that led to spiritual insight, but it should certainly be regarded as connected 

to zuhd and prayer, perhaps as a special form of nightly prayer (tahajjud).1186  

What Ibn Ḥanbal ‘adds’ to the general themes of zuhd are narratives originally 

derived from biblical works that show traces of apocalyptical literature, which were 

reconfigured to fit Islam’s doctrines. For instance, we encounter the Ezekiel narrative about 

the resurrection of dry bones here, which is exploited to underline God’s ability to resurrect 

the dead. The unbelievers are described, as they are in the Qurʾān,1187 as denying God’s 

ability to revivify the dead and, thus, any life after death. According to interpreters of the 

Qurʾān alluded to in 2:243, Ezekiel has this message: “Consider those people who abandoned 

their homeland in fear of death, even though there were thousands of them. God said to them, 

‘Die!’ and then He brought them back to life again.”1188 But neither Ezekiel nor Daniel, of 

whom the latter is mentioned in a single line in a tradition stemming from Wahb b. Munabbih 

(d. 131/748), are explicitly mentioned in the Qurʾān. While we know about Ezekiel’s visions 

of, inter alia, the angels from the Bible, and the revivification of the scattered bones as a 
                                                
1182 Ibid., 186/#1031, 197-8/#1095 in which Ibn ʿAwf distributes 40,000 (!) Dinars amongst various 

clans and the mothers of the believers. 
1183 Dhikr needs a separate monograph diachronically studying its semantic evolution.  
1184 For literature see EI2, Dhikr (Gardet). 
1185 Aḥmad, Zuhd 136/#725. 
1186 TG ii:104-5. 
1187 Q 30:50ff.; 34:42-54; 71:7-25. 
1188 Cf. EI3, Ezekiel (Rippin). 
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manifestation and proof of God’s omnipotence from the qiṣaṣ genre (e.g. Thaʿlabī),1189 the 

tradition found in Aḥmad’s Zuhd represents a mixture of different stories, here combined 

within Wahb’s narrative. In this Ezekiel’s vision, which occupies two to three pages in the 

printed edition of Aḥmad’s Zuhd, is solely eschatological, encompassing a vision of God’s 

throne and His angels circumambulating it, a vision of paradise, the battlefield where the 

scattered bones and spirits (arwāḥ) are reunited, and, lastly, a vision of punishment in hell. 

The visions of paradise and hell seem to be inserted simply to fit a Muslim context, briefly 

referring to some of the pleasures of paradise, such as the magnificence of women, with the 

sexual connotations regarding their virginal restoration after being deflowered, and botanical 

descriptions of a paradisiacal tree demonstrated in the form of its fruits and fertility. Certain 

peculiarities, such as the angel’s legs that are pictured as wheels consisting of chrysolite, are 

astonishing, while other aspects of it show that sapphires and gold are also part of paradise’s 

ornamentation, a motif that has been seen before in the traditions on paradise. In other 

versions of this story the wheels are the feet of God’s throne, not of the angels.1190 Hell’s 

punishments, on the other hand, are barely described, only that the bodies and souls are 

likewise tortured forever. More intriguing are the similarities with biblical passages, which 

clearly show the Judeo-Christian knowledge that was transmitted, via converts, to Islam 

(most famously Wahb b. Munabbih and Kaʿb al-Aḥbār), and which must have had a profound 

impact on the apocalyptic worldview and the preoccupation with the Hour characteristic of 

Muslim renunciants, in addition to the qurʾānic apocalyptic narratives. It seems that these 

passages and traditions were extremely widespread in these circles, which again hints at a 

close connection between some late antique apocalyptic Judeo-Christian circles, probably 

renunciants or monks, and the renunciants of Islam. If we additionally consider that Aḥmad 

heard a K. al-Zuhd of Mālik b. Dinār, who is also known for having trasmitted much biblical 

material, the transmission of religious knowledge and its reconfiguration becomes evident. 

When we observe the text closely several interesting points are manifested.  

 Many themes in Ezekiel perfectly fit the zuhhād’s preoccupations, such as the 

admonition against worship of idols and a prophet’s demand for their destruction (Ez. 6), the 

                                                
1189 Thaʿlabī, Arāʾis al-majālis, 415-8 (transl. W.M. Brinner). 
1190 TG i:399 “Die Merkabā-Literatur, häufig auch als “Mystik” bezeichnet, geht aus von den 

Thronvisionen bei Ezechiel (1.4ff.) und bei Daniel (7.9f.). Der Thron ruht auf Rädern; er ist eigentlich 

ein Wagen (hebr. merkabā).” The heyday of merkabā literature was from the 3rd until the 6th century 

CE, thus fitting quite well into the early Muslim context. 



 289 

immanence of the Hour (Ez. 7), the end-of-time battle against Gog and Magog1191 (Ez. 38f.), 

the revivification of the dead on the battlefield (Ez. 33-39), and many other topics, such as the 

Reckoning, guilt, repentance, and God’s mercy (Ez. 15-20). Ezekiel is said to have had these 

visions and received his assignment as a prophet during the Babylonian exile after he was 

expelled from the so-called Southern Kingdom of Judah during the sixth century BCE: 

 

As Jeremiah and Ezekiel saw it - the Book Jeremiah also has an 

apocalyptic part bearing traces of the same message - the people’s 

idolatrous infidelity to their covenant with God, reaching back to the 

beginnings of history […], had finally outrun God’s patience. And 

alongside apostasy was the corruption of the social order (idolatry and 

immorality were bound together in the minds of the biblical authors): the 

oppression of the governed by their rulers, the trampling of the poor […] 

until not one righteous person could be found in Jerusalem to stem the 

onset of God’s retributive fury (Ez. 22).1192  

 

These themes are identical to what Ibn Ḥanbal and other zuhd collectors were preoccupied 

with. Immorality, despotic rule, the punishment of the rich,1193 oppression of the poor, the 

primordial covenant with God, idolatry, and the often-mentioned disbelief and mockery of 

Muḥammad by the unbelievers are repeatedly cited as proofs for the poor state of the 

community, both in the past and present. This, in the view of the zuhd traditionists, can only 

be countered with piety, renunciation, and constant worship of God, whether it be practically, 

for instance, through prayer, or mentally, through recitation and dhikr. Even the interpolation 

of God’s mercy into passages seemingly exclusively devoted to admonition finds a precursor 

in Ezekiel. Ezekiel also “propounds the doctrine of the eternal availability of divine 

forgiveness, thus countering the despair that was bound to follow on acceptance of his 

interpretation of events.”1194 Ezekiel explains this with the non-inheritable nature of guilt 

from fathers to sons “and He (God) judges him as he (the sinner) is now, not as he was 

                                                
1191 Cf. Cook, Studies in Muslim Apocalyptic. 
1192 Ezekiel (Greenberg), in: Encyclopedia of Religion. Edited by Lindsay Jones. 15 vols. Detroit: 

Thomson Gale 2005, v:2944. 
1193 See Ez. 7, 19. 
1194 Encyclopedia of Religion v:2944. 
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yesterday.” God’s mercy is only mentioned as an aside in between all the traditions on fear of 

the Reckoning, weeping for fear of punishment, and so on. Suddenly, it seems, a tradition on 

divine mercy is interpolated, stressing God’s overarching mercy. One wonders how this 

complex, which in later Islamic literature is often referred to as the dichotomy of jamāl 

(“kindness”) and jalāl (“majesty”), was solved, if the focus, as the literature suggests, was 

heavily weighted towards punishment, and whether it had any impact on the audience either 

one way or the other.  

 Ezekiel was born in Tel-Abib, located in Babylonia on an arm of the Euphrates. This 

is also where Wahb b. Munabbih’s tradition is set; he apparently knew this biblical 

background very well. There, on the shores of the Euphrates, Ezekiel (or merely his head, 

thus resembling the story of Jesus and the skull)1195 is taken on a journey by an angel (Gabriel 

or Michael?) to see God’s throne and the angels circumambulating it.1196 Although He is 

seen, God himself is not pictured.  

 Early exegetes, such as Mujāhid or Ḥasan, denied the possibility of a beatific 

vision,1197 while Muqātil allowed it.1198 This is in contrast to what we know about the 

mujāhidūn or ghāzīs of the thughūr on the Byzantine borderlands, who were preoccupied 

with the paradisiacal afterlife.1199 The circles of interest in this regard must have been very 

contradictory. While it is likely that early traditionists denied such beatific visions, Ḥanbalī 

anthropomorphism and more mystical trends (e.g. Dhū l-Nūn)1200 seem to have fostered a 

vision of God that involved the idea of a closer connection with Him and, later, the Sufi idea 

of the vision as the ultimate reward in paradise, possibly even understood as a spiritual vision 

(ruʾya bi-l-qalb). Theologians later differentiated between a this-worldly vision and an 

otherworldly vision. Furthermore, Asad b. Mūsā, as mentioned above, transmits that only the 

believers (of monotheism) get to see God and identify Him, through their belief. Any 
                                                
1195 Cf. Tottoli, The Story of Jesus and the skull in Arabic literature: The emergence and growth of a 

religious tradition, in: JSAI, 28 (2003), 225-259. 
1196 Cf. TG iv:402, especially note 11. 
1197 TG iv:411. 
1198 Sinai, The Qur’anic Commentary of Muqātil b. Sulaymān and the Evolution of Early Tafsīr 

Literature, in: Tafsīr and Islamic Intellectual History. Edited by Görke & Pink. Oxford University 

Press 2014, 113-43. 
1199 TG iv:412; Muranyi, Qairawaner Miszellen I, 532. 
1200 Ibid. Cf. note 11, where, for instance Dārimī’s (d. 282/895) Radd ʿalā l-Jahmiyya is given as a 

source, contemporary of Aḥmad’s son ʿAbdallāh (d. 290/903). 
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specifics regarding the vision are lacking: “He (God) says, ‘What are you waiting for?’ They 

say, ‘We are waiting for our Lord.’ Then He says, ‘I am your Lord.’ They say, ‘[We wait] 

until we see you.’ Then He becomes manifest before them (fayatajallā lahum), laughing.”1201 

Although tajallī is a strong hint towards corporeality, no elaboration on the visual nature as to 

the specific appearance of God is given. Van Ess is of the opinion that this vision, often 

exemplified in the Hadith of the full moon, that is, “you will see God as you see the moon 

when it is full”1202 should not be understood as a visio beatifica but a brief glance, not a 

permanent vision.1203 The vision of God on the Day of Reckoning is to be differentiated from 

a permanent vision in paradise. However, Asad’s traditions describe the manifested Lord 

leading His community across the bridge.1204 This speaks for both, a vision of God at the time 

of – or just after – the Reckoning and an actual vision of God, manifested in bodily form.  

 Often the ‘ultimate reward’ or the extra reward (ziyāda) of the pious and righteous or 

the “good-doers” mentioned in Q 10:26 is connected in the zuhd collections, by the 2nd/8th 

century commentators, to the expression “what no eye had seen, no ear has heard, and no 

heart has conceived,” which could mean anything and was thus also related to the visio 

beatifica.1205 Ibn al-Mubārak, for instance, relates that on Fridays the chosen ones meet one 

another, and also God, sometimes even twice the same day.1206 For many renunciants 

connected to the aṣḥāb al-ḥadīth and the ghāzīs, martyrs (shuhadāʾ) were the most prominent 

of those who entered paradise before the common Muslims. In Ibn al-Mubārak’s poetry it is 

possible to see that his preoccupation was paradisiacal females.1207 This could have been due 

to the specific, lyrical genre, since in his Hadith collections riders and mounts (i.e. the 

animals of the mujāhidūn or ghāzīs), their meetings with one another and with God, and the 

ornamentations were at least as important as the ‘magnificent’ females of paradise.  

 As for Ibn Ḥanbal, it is not clear from his retelling of the Ezekiel vision what his 

standpoint was. His anthropomorphism leads one to the conclusion that he, too, supported his 

predecessor’s opinion of a beatific vision. The Hadith are, after all, the sources to refer to 

                                                
1201 Asad, Zuhd #44 
1202 Asad, Zuhd #44. 
1203 TG iv:412-13. 
1204 Asad, Zuhd #44. 
1205 TG ii:550-1 and iv:413. 
1206 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #242 (ziyādāt). 
1207 TG iv:421. 
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when arguing for a vision of God, since the Qurʾān, even in 75:22-23 (“Upon that day faces 

shall be radiant, gazing (nāẓiratun) upon their Lord”), does not provide an unambiguous 

answer.1208 Van Ess provides an interesting ḥadīth qudsī, allegedly transmitted by Ibn Ḥanbal 

and traced back to Ibn ʿAbbās, in which God proudly presents those who did not deny the 

vision of Him, His quality (kayfiyya), and His form: “These are my servants, who did not 

deny Me; they fulfiled the sunna of the Prophet and did not fear any reprimand in regard to 

God.”1209 They are then allowed to enter paradise without a reckoning.1210 

 In contrast to the lack of a description in Wahb’s tradition of God’s specific, 

manifested outward nature, the angels’ faces are described precisely and almost exactly, as in 

the Bible, having four faces (human, eagle, bull, and lion; as in Ez.10), six wings resembling 

the cherubim, and wheels instead of legs or feet. The angels hide parts of their bodies or their 

face with the help of their wings1211 (Ez.1,11) while circling and praising their Lord. When 

God speaks to Ezekiel in Aḥmad’s Zuhd, he is addressed as “Ibn Ādam,” just as in the Bible 

(Hebr. ben adam), and commanded to bring God’s message to his people. We may infer from 

this that this terminology originates in Judeo-Christian circles but was appropriated by the 

traditionists’ frequent usage of it, since there is not one mention of Ibn Ādam in the Qurʾān; 

only banū ādam is present.1212 Finally, the angel takes Ezekiel to the battlefield where, 

according to this tradition, 10,0001213 people lost their lives (Ez.37). The number seems to be 

an oral or Muslim addition or specification to the text made either by Wahb or one of the 

subsequent transmitters. These dead are, in qurʾānic tafsīr, said to have fled either from a 

plague or from another calamity to the outskirts of the city, identified by mufassirūn to have 

                                                
1208 Further examples in the Qurʾān with which commentators argued pro-visio are: 53, 5-11; 17, 1; 6, 

75. As Melchert states in an article cited below (see footnote 288): “Controversy seems to have begun 

in the second/eighth century.” This is also what we see in the sources of Hadith. 
1209 TG iv:423. 
1210 On the vision of God cf. Melchert, The Early Controversy Over Whether the Prophet Saw God, 

in: Arabica 62 (2015), 459-476, and Tuft, The Ruʾyā Controversy And The Interpretation Of Qurʾān 

Verse VII (Al-Aʿrāf): 143, in: Hamdard Islamicus 6, 3 (1983), 3-41. 
1211 “Two wings covered their faces made of light and with two wings they covered their body” ibid., 

Aḥmad, Zuhd (Zuhd Yūsuf). 
1212 This is particularly so in Sura seven (al-aʿrāf) of the Qurʾān, with varying connotations. 
1213 Ṭabarī numbers between 3,000 and 90,000 (EQ, Ezekiel). Thaʿlabī also mentions several opinions 

regarding the exact number, in which he cites Abū Rawaq as counting 10,000 as well. 
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been Dāwardān, a town near Wāsiṭ,1214 but found death there as well. In Thaʿlabī’s qiṣaṣ they 

are described as having fled “for fear of death.”1215 In Aḥmad’s Zuhd they were an army of 

idol worshippers who thought they could escape death, which is represented as God’s 

command or punishment. Thaʿlabī explains, 

  

‘[...] most of the town’s people fled until they reached a wide valley. 

When they had reached that valley in which they sought safety and 

survival, behold, there was an angel at the lower end of the valley and an 

angel at the upper end, each of whom called out to them ‘Die!’ and they 

all died.1216  

 

The Qurʾān commentators, on the other hand, gave the same record as Aḥmad preferred, “Al-

Ḍaḥḥāk, Muqātil, and al-Kalbī1217 said: ‘These people really fled from battle (jihād), because 

one of the Israelite kings commanded them to go out and fight their enemy’.”1218 Again, Jihad 

appears within the zuhd context; it serves the purpose of a subtext, interlaced as a moral 

admonition not to forsake God’s command to strive on His path, through Jihad. This must, 

here, be understood in a very specific way. Aḥmad did not support any caliphal authority 

except for the ‘righteous’ first four caliphs. In his and the early commentator’s view, the 

Israelite king had carried out God’s command, just as the rāshidūn caliphs had done. 

Disregarding this command was equal to disregarding God’s command, who would then send 

death upon the disobedient. God’s command is, after all, inevitable. Birds and wild animals 

had ripped apart and scattered the remains of the dead, but after Ezekiel spoke God’s 

commandment their bones,1219 skin, veins, and spirits (arwāḥ) are reattached and they are 

revivified. They are then identified as idol worshippers and punished accordingly.1220 This 

brief episode again serves to demonstrate God’s power to resurrect, and thus the reality of the 
                                                
1214 Thaʿlabī, ʿArāʾis, 415. 
1215 Ibid. 
1216 Ibid. 
1217 All individuals frequently encountered in the Kutub al-zuhd. 
1218 Thaʿlabī,ʿArāʾis, 416. 
1219 Ez. 37,7: “And the bones came together, bone to his bone,” resembles the qurʾānic phrase 

75{qiyāma}:29 “Und [wenn] sich Bein mit Bein [im Todeskampf] verfängt” Paret), often commented 

on in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd. 
1220 Aḥmad, Zuhd 83/#423. 
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afterlife where the Reckoning is implemented and the punishment of all the enemies of God 

is assured.  

 Nevertheless, it can be wondered why a biblical story had to serve this purpose. Ibn 

Ḥanbal had no problem taking his literature from biblical sources, as prophets before 

Muḥammad - or individuals Islam considered as prophets - were generally considered to be 

part of Islam. The Ezekiel episode, appearing for unknown reasons in the section zuhd Yūsuf, 

partly serves the monotheistic picture promoted by Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, and is 

partly taken directly from the book of Ezekiel, the apocryphal Bible text. It is then 

transformed to fit the Muslim imagining of paradise and hell, while it also promotes the 

imminence of the Hour, which is expressed clearly in Ezekiel 7,11-25:  

 

The time is come, the day draweth near: let not the buyer rejoice, nor the 

seller mourn: for wrath is upon all the multitude thereof. [...] They have 

blown the trumpet, even to make all ready; [...] Destruction cometh; and 

they shall seek peace, and there shall be none.  

 

There has been little to no research carried out in Islamic Studies on the Muslim transmission 

of the Book of Ezekiel.1221 Daniel, who is also mentioned in Aḥmad’s account of Ezekiel, is 

the author of another Old Testament apocryphal book with apocalyptic traces. The close 

connection between these works and their influence on apocalypticism in Islamic literature 

needs further study.1222 Here, too, the term Ibn Ādam (Aramaic bar enash) appears, and may 

                                                
1221 Only in qurʾānic studies have some commentaries been examined. Cf. EQ, Ezekiel (Tottoli). 
1222 EI2&3, Dāniyāl (Vajda) and Daniel (Tottoli). Cf. Cook, Studies in Muslim Apocalyptic. In this 

study Cook collected, translated, and analyzed an enormous amount of apocalyptic material related to 

Islam, and noted that Christian elements seem to have been influential in these works. Intriguingly, on 

some occasions when the books of Daniel are mentioned, Jihad plays a dominant role, while warfare 

with the Byzantines and important border towns like Ṭarsūs are mentioned (p. 373ff.), as has been 

encountered before in the chapter on Renunciation and warfare. This narrative seems to be a piece of 

Shīʿī-Jihad propaganda, describing the conquest of Byzantine lands and its defeat by a man called 

Muḥammad b. ʿAlī. According to the narrative, this man, then named Imām al-Ḥasanī, will conquer 

and destroy Constantinople. After that Jesus will arrive and identify adherents of the Antichrist, who 

are the polytheists, and they are killed. It is interesting that Jesus is the one who is, in the Islamic 

sense, speaking against polytheism, as this is clearly also a polemic against the notion of the Trinity 

(arab. tathlīth from thallatha, i.e. ‘to make three’). Altogether, this does not relate to Daniel as such 
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have been the origin of its future use (Daniel 7,13-14) in Islamic sources. Daniel, according 

to Wahb’s report, who is the main transmitter of accounts about him,1223 was forced by 

Nebuchadnezzar into exile, together with Ezekiel. The appearance of Daniel is not further 

elaborated on. The mere mention of his name must have focused the audience’s thoughts onto 

apocalyptic events:  

 

Apocalyptic revelations are attributed to Daniel the Elder, it being 

suggested that a book recording such predictions was found in the coffin 

supposed to contain the remains of Dāniyāl (whoever he might be) which 

was brought to light at the time of the Muslim conquest of Tustar, and 

buried again with the body at the command of caliph ʿUmar.1224  

 

The imminence of the Hour, in conjunction with partly transformed biblical stories, shaped 

the zuhhād’s worldview at least until the third Islamic century. 

 There are thus several ideas apparent here. The indirect vision of God,1225 that is, God 

not being seen ultimately because the enormousness of His throne envelops in shadow all that 

is between heaven and earth,1226 the direct vision of His angels, the inevitability of God’s 

decree, the punishment of the mushrikūn and those disobeying God’s commandment to 

participate in Jihad, God’s ability to resurrect the dead, the truth of bodily resurrection 

(corporeality), bliss, and punishment of both body and soul. 

 

V.2.5 Eschatological aspects in Hannād’s Zuhd: women and the vision 

V.2.5.1 Introduction to structure and topics 

This work begins with the female inhabitants of paradise, namely the Houris (al-ḥūr al-ʿayn) 

and the women of paradise (ṣifat nisāʾ al-janna) in general, and this section is then followed 

by the state (ḥāl) and shape (ṣuwar) of the people of paradise, their food and drinks. After 

these particulars heaven and hell themselves are described, including topographical 

                                                                                                                                                  
but rather to apocalyptic narratives that were in some way connected to Christianity and Judaism. For 

more on Daniel in Muslim literature see ibid., 8 note 20. 
1223 EI3, Daniel. 
1224 Ibid. 
1225 Cf. TG iv:411 ff. 
1226 Cf. TG iv:408-9. 
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descriptions of the landscape (e.g. rivers and valleys), plant and trees, certain winged animals 

(ṭayr), and ornamentation. After this there are descriptions of the houses of the prophets 

(manāzil al-anbiyāʾ) and the martyrs (shuhadāʾ). Then several topics related to the 

Reckoning are listed, such as the entrance into paradise (dukhūl al-janna), the intercession 

(shafāʾa), the people of the heights (aṣḥāb al-aʿrāf), the possibility of leaving hell (al-khurūj 

min al-nār), and, following this, the arrival in hell (wurūd al-nār) and the eternal abode there 

(al-khulūd fī l-nār) of the damned. That the possibility of leaving hell is listed before the 

entrance into it suggests that this is to be seen in relation to the intercession mentioned a few 

chapters (bāb, pl. abwāb) earlier. Then follow the descriptions of hell, its heat (ḥārr), depth 

(qaʿr), inhabitants and their punishments (ʿadhāb), hell’s landscape (awdiya, i.e. valleys and 

what runs in them sharābuhā), the properties and condition of the damned and their types or 

colors (alwānuhum), which refers to their black or burnt faces, and their disgrace by being 

punished (ahwān ahl al-nār ʿadhāban). These descriptions of hell are then followed by a 

section on the isthmus (barzakh), the bridge (ṣirāṭ) that humankind has to cross, the Judgment 

itself, its terribleness, and what happens during it, and finishing with the interrogation and 

punishment of the grave (kalām al-qabr, ʿadhāb al-qabr).  

 Regarding the astonishing detail and quantity of eschatological Hadiths in Hannād’s 

Zuhd, one could almost go as far as calling him the Ṭabarī of early eschatological traditions. 

After all, he was the Hadith teacher of Ṭabarī, as well as of Tirmidhī, as can be seen from the 

large number of traditions Tirmidhī transmitted from him.1227 The eschatological traditions 

are then followed by a number of typically zuhd topics, such as enduring tribulations (al-ṣabr 

ʿalā l-balāʾ), weeping (bukāʾ), discontinuing impermissible acts, and not committing sins 

(ḥaṭṭ al-khaṭāyā), all of which were probably meant to direct the believer’s behavior, in order 

to increase their chance ending up on the right side after death. Early eschatological works in 

Islam do not follow a specific order,1228 as each author seems to have let his own interests and 

intent guide the ordering of the chapters.  

I will omit examining the ornamentations of paradise and instead resume by 

concentrating on certain previously-discussed topics, such as the discussion on Q 10:26, 

intercession, leaving hell (al-khurūj min al-nār), and the eternity of hell (khulūd fi l-nār), as 

well as assessing how these specific aspects are displayed in Hannād’s collection, before, 

lastly, looking at any new aspects found in Hannād’s Zuhd. But, initially, let us look at the 

                                                
1227 A preliminary count found 275 traditions in Tirmidhī’s Sunan that were transmitted from Hannād. 
1228 Cf. Lange, Paradise and Hell in Islamic Traditions, chapter 2, 71ff. 
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first traditions and the possible motive for placing the section on the female figures of 

paradise at the beginning. It would not do the collection justice to skip this part. It seems, as 

van Ess has suggested, that both those from among the ahl al-ḥadīth who fought on the 

borders of Islam and the following generations of scholars, who were in close contact with 

them, stemmed from the same scholarly circle and regarded their predecessors and teachers 

as their exemplars, had a rather strong preoccupation with the paradisiacal women, be they 

Houris or females in general. It is surprising that even Qurʾān commentators such as Ḍaḥḥāk 

and Mujāhid meditated about the form and size of women’s breasts in paradise, which is 

possibly alluded to in Q 78:33.1229 

 

V.2.5.2 Paradisiacal females 

The two chapters on the women of paradise (al-ḥūr al-ʿayn and ṣifat nisāʾ al-janna) together 

total 30 traditions, 18 about the Houris and 12 about paradisiacal females in general. Only 

four of these are prophetic. The majority of the traditions, twenty-two out of thirty, are not 

sayings but, rather, are from Qurʾān commentaries. Often it is only the commentator’s 

‘opinion’ (raʾy)1230 that determines which qurʾānic verses are supposedly speaking of Houris 

and which of paradisiacal females in general. One of their categories would, for instance, be 

the wives of the inhabitants of paradise. 

 The most frequent first (closest to Hannād) transmitter is Wakīʿ, with eleven 

traditions. Out of those, eight are from Sufyān al-Thawrī. Thus, the close connection and 

scholarly network can be seen to have included at least three of the four zuhd traditionists 

chosen for this study, that is, Ibn al-Mubārak, Wakīʿ, Hannād, and – the odd one out – 

Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal. Hannād also transmits one tradition within these two chapters from Ibn al-

Mubārak,1231 who transmitted from Ibn Jurayj1232 (d. 150/768), who in turn transmitted from 

Mujāhid. Ibn Jurayj, together with Sufyān al-Thawrī and Sufyān b. ʿUyayna, was one of the 

first authors of an extensive Muṣannaf.1233 A tradition which appears in Ibn al-Mubārak’s and 
                                                
1229 Hannād, Zuhd #34-38. 
1230 This technical term is definitely not easily translatable. For its application see EI2, Raʾy (Wakin & 

Zysow). 
1231 Hannād, Zuhd #27. 
1232 His most important teacher ʿAṭāʾ b. Abī Rabbāḥ (d. 114 or 155/732-3). Cf. EI3, ʿAṭāʾ b. Abī 

Rabbāḥ (Motzki). 
1233 EI2, ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Ṣanʿānī (Motzki). Van Ess mentions that ʿAbd al-Razzāq was one of Ibn 

al-Mubārak’s teachers in tafsīr (TG ii:554). 
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Hannād’s Zuhd reports the purity of females in paradise, and they are described as not 

producing any kind of excrement or fluid.1234 Next come Mujāhid and Ḍaḥḥāk, each of whom 

have five traditions, in the form of exegetical commentaries, the most frequent one in these 

two chapters on females in paradise in Hannād’s Zuhd. Apparently, the warriors were 

preoccupied with the women in paradise, describing their purity,1235 the size and form of their 

breasts, their beautiful voices,1236 (sexual) pleasure,1237 their splendor of the whiteness of 

their thighs1238 (a beauty ideal that has been seen before), hollow pearls or gems as their 

houses,1239 and, connected to that last point, their enclosure in those same dwellings.1240 

While we have seen the ornamentations of their houses before, the particular focus on their 

being essentially trapped inside, thus keeping them concealed only for their destined partners 

(and I believe those mufassirūn who were engaged in warfare saw them as their, and 

especially the martyrs’, reward), deserves notice. Despite the fact that all females in paradise 

are virgins and that their virginal status is renewed after every deflowering, the early 

commentators still seem to have placed high value on this point: “Al-Ḍaḥḥāk [b. Muzāhim] 

commented on Q 55:72 “With lustrous eyes, restrained in tents,” ‘shut off in pearl (durr) 

tents’.”1241 Mujāhid commented on the same verse: “Their minds, sights, and hearts are 

concealed for their spouses only. They do not want anyone but them (i.e. the male partners) 

in their pearl tents.”1242 The Prophet allowed himself a joke regarding the beauty and virginal 

status of women. When an old woman approached him and asked him for future entrance into 

paradise he told her bluntly that old women do not enter it. When ʿĀʾisha reproached him for 

this he replied that she had misunderstood since all women are transformed to young virgins 

when they enter the Garden.1243 This represents one of the few instances when Muslims 

themselves seem to have joked about the absurd expectation for ‘perfect women’ imagined as 

                                                
1234 Hannād, Zuhd #27. 
1235 Ibid., #27-29. 
1236 Ibid., #9. 
1237 Ibid., #9. 
1238 Ibid., #11ff. 
1239 Ibid., #15,18. 
1240 Ibid., #16,17. 
1241 Ibid., #15. 
1242 Ibid., #16. 
1243 Ibid., #24. 
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young, virginal, musk-effusing, pale-skinned, and full-breasted lust-filled beings1244 who 

stimulate men with amorous, flirtatious gestures.1245 Mujāhid and Ḍaḥḥāk had apparently 

participated in warfare and were thus interested in the rewards of the fighter and martyrdom.  

 This mode of thought was apparently passed on from teacher to student down the next 

three generations of scholars and border fighters. The most extensive tradition fitting this 

context hails from Thābit al-Bunānī (d. 120/741 or 127/745), a pious figure who was listed in 

the fairly early biographical dictionaries, such as Ibn Saʿd’s Ṭabaqāt, and who was gladly 

appropriated by later Sufi hagiographers, such as Abū Nuʿaym in his Ḥilyat. He is said to 

have stopped at every mosque he passed to pray inside.1246 Furthermore, according to Ibn 

Saʿd he promoted little sleep at night and much prayer,1247 while Abū Nuʿaym hyperbolizes 

these aspects by adding that Thābit recited the whole Qurʾān daily and that he would fast all 

year long.1248 Thābit records a battlefield narrative. This relates that Mālik b. Anas was with 

him and that a man named Abū Bakr, who is then identified as a ghāzī, declared his wish to 

die in combat. This story is further elaborated by several interesting aspects. Abū Bakr 

refuses to marry in this world so as to save himself for the ḥūr al-ʿayn he believes will be his 

spouse in the afterlife. His wish is so intense that he starts dreaming about them, or possibly 

even experiences a vision. In this vision he moves three times from one garden to the next, 

and every new garden is greener and more beautiful and every woman, who also increase in 

quantity with each garden, is more beautiful than the last. He asks them if they are Houris (al-

ʿaynāʾ) but they reply that they are merely their servants but tell him that he will meet her 

soon. Then, in the last garden, he finally meets her but is forbidden to touch her since he is 

still of this world (dunyā). Just after Abū Bakr finishes his story, they (Thābit, Mālik, and 

Abū Bakr) are called to battle and realize that the enemy is just ahead. When Thābit looks up 

he is dazzled by the sun and sees the head of Abū Bakr cut off by an enemy.1249 Thābit is thus 

the witness and narrator of this man’s wish to die as a martyr coming true, and his narrative 

of boundary-crossing from this world to the next and back again closely resembles a tradition 

                                                
1244 Ibid., #30-32. 
1245 Ibid., #34. 
1246 Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vii2:3; Ḥilyat ii:321: fa-kāna Thābit kullamā marra bi-masjid dakhala fa-ṣallā 

fīhi.  
1247 Ibid. 
1248 See Ḥilyat ii:321.  
1249 Hannād, Zuhd #25. 
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previously encountered in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd, where vision-like experiences shaped the 

setting. But Abū Bakr, the anonymous narrator of the story, promotes something that we have 

rarely encountered before, that is, celibacy. Only in the hagiographical works and Sufi 

manuals will this become a topic again. As before, traditionists mention these thoughts but 

embedd them in moderate narratives in order to temper them. Martyrdom also holds an 

important place in Hannād’s Zuhd and even has a separate chapter devoted to it, termed bāb 

manāzil al-shuhadāʾ (on the dwelling places of the martyrs, previously discussed in the 

chapter on Renunciation and Warfare), which is succeeded by a section on the previously 

mentioned qurʾānic phrase (10:26) “Goodness itself and an increase of it for those who do 

good! [Neither blackness nor shame shall cover their faces! These shall be inmates of 

Paradise, therein they shall abide forever],” alluding to the special reward (al-ziyāda) of some 

who will be identified in the following. 

 

V.2.5.3 Al-Ziyāda 

There is a separate section on the extra reward that certain believers will enjoy. The traditions 

within this chapter relate to the aforementioned Q 10:26 and make two things vey clear: (a) 

God will be seen in the afterlife and (b) a special class of inhabitants of paradise will be 

granted this ultimate reward. Only four traditions relate to this chapter, one of which is 

prophetic, two transmitted by Wakīʿ with military commanders as their origin, and one by 

Aʿmash (d. 147 or 8/764-5), who was encountered in the previous chapter. To recapitulate, 

when the enmity between ʿAlī and Muʿāwiya developed he was summoned as an arbitrator. 

Following, and as a result of, this experience he withdrew to Mecca and took no further part 

in politics. Vagliery writes that as a scholar: 

   

Abū Mūsā1250 was very highly thought of for his recitation of the Ḳurʾān 

and the prayers, for he had a pleasant voice (Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaḳāt , ii/2, 

106), but above all his name continues to be connected with ḳurʾānic 

                                                
1250 The first Muslim military commander was Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarī, a companion of the Prophet who 

died most probably in 42/662. He is known for having participated in numerous battles, especially in 

Iran, having conquered important cities such as Nihawand, Tustar, and the province of Khuzistan. He 

held the post of governor of Basra and Kufa several times. 
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studies, for he established a muṣḥaf which locally outlived the 

composition of the vulgate of ʿUt̲h̲mān.1251  

 

The second tradition stems from Ḥudhayfa [b. al-Yamān] (d. 36/656), who was discussed in 

an earlier chapter, in which he was one of few to promote seclusion or even complete 

isolation.1252 He was one of the muhājirūn, having emigrated with the Prophet from Mecca to 

Medina.1253 In Ibn Saʿd’s Ṭabaqāt, Wakīʿ is identified as the main figure who relates stories 

of him. In one, Ḥudhayfa entered Mecca and Medina on a donkey, placing his legs on the 

pack-saddles (resembling Jesus), chewing on a dry bone, and drinking water from his hand or 

a small canister.1254 He carried almost nothing with him and it is not difficult to recognize 

that, according to this narrative, he lived like an ascetic. They are thus representatives of two 

main aspects of zuhd, that is, military service in allegiance to the Prophet and a renunciant 

lifestyle. Both Abū Mūsā and Ḥudhayfa identify the ziyāda reward as being able to see God 

in paradise, with the terminology used being of qurʾānic origin: al-naẓar ilā wajhihi (wajhi 

‘Llāh).1255 To underscore this doctrine, a prophetic Hadith is added, repeating the same in 

detail:  

 

The Messenger of God recited, “li-l-ladhīna aḥsanū l-ḥusnā wa-l-

ziyāda,” then said, ‘When the people of paradise enter the Garden and the 

people of hell the Fire, it is called out: ‘Oh people of paradise, for you is 

an appointment (mawʿid) with God. He wants you to meet it.’ They ask: 

‘What is it [we shall meet]? Has God not made our scales heavy [with 

good deeds], whitened our faces, made us enter the Garden, and dragged 

us out of the Fire (yajurrunā)?’ Then He unveiled (yakshifu) and 

manifested (yatajallā) and they looked at Him (yanẓurūna ilayhi). He 

(Prophet) said, ‘By God, there is nothing given and more beloved to them 

                                                
1251 EI2, Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarī (Vaglieri). 
1252 See my chapter Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God. 
1253 Ibn Ḥibbān, Thiqāt iii:80. 
1254 Ibn Saʿd, Ṭabaqāt vii2:64. 
1255 Hannād, Zuhd #169 (Abū Mūsā) has the additional Allāh while #170 (Ḥudhayfa) does not. 
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than the sight of Him (al-naẓar ilayhi) and this is the extra [reward] (al-

ziyāda).1256 

 

This is very clearly explained so that no doubt can remain regarding the beatific vision and 

that this is what is meant in the Qurʾān by al-ziyāda. Two aspects must be pointed out that 

have not been seen in the previous two traditions. First, that the same terminology of tajallī 

has been used as in Asad b. Mūsā’s Zuhd, and, secondly, that the inhabitants of paradise have 

departed from the Fire or have been shown and then spared it, thus possibly promoting the 

concept of khurūj min al-nār. The manifestation (tajallī) speaks for God’s own corporeality, 

but is not further explained except through the possibility of His vision. Aʿmash is of the 

opinion that the noblest (ashraf) of the inhabitants of paradise dwell in places where they are 

able to see their Lord from morning to evening.1257 

 The famous “orthodox” theologian Ashʿarī (d. 324/936) maintained that such a vision 

of God is possible (a) only in the afterlife and (b) only by the believers.1258 This stems partly 

from Q 83:15, but even more so from the aṣḥāb al-ḥadīth, the proto-Sunnis, who are, in part, 

our zuhd traditionists. They further differentiated between those deserving the ziyāda, as we 

have seen. Only the best of the best of mankind, partly expressed by the phrase aḥsanū l-

ḥusnā, that is, in their view the abrār (Q 83:18 & 22) and muqarrabūn (those close to God, Q 

83:21 & 28), will be blessed with the sight of God. To sum up, the zuhd traditionists clearly 

understood God anthropomorphically, as they allowed him a manifested form and possibly a 

face (wajh) which the blessed believer may see in the hereafter. Their conception of belief 

seems to have been simple or practical rather than spiritual, literal more than metaphorical. 

They clearly interpreted Q 75:22 literally and used the same terminology as the Qurʾān, that 

is, ilā rabbihā nāẓiratun. To posit a connection to later mystical trends, including Sufism, 

often seems far-fetched, at least in regard to the second and early third Islamic century 

traditionists. The zuhd authors clearly followed the anthropomorphist trend. Their interest in 

this kind of reward and in its sensual pleasures might stem from their background, and 

specifically their lives on the battlefield or in proximity to it. Their ideas were later diluted 

but would enter mainstream Islam through the increasing domination of Hadith in the Islamic 

sciences and theological debates. 

                                                
1256 Hannād, Zuhd #171. 
1257 Hannād, Zuhd #172. 
1258 EI2, Ruʾya (Gimaret). 
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V.2.5.4 Exiting the Fire and eternal stay 

The eternal nature of people’s position in hell or heaven is, except in the case of some minor 

verses discussed below, quite explicit in the Qurʾān.1259 Nevertheless, there is some 

ambiguity regarding who will go to hell for all eternity – for it often seems that a specific 

group of people are viewed as remaining there forever1260 – and this led scholars to holding 

various opinions, especially as regards those verses that seem to be stating that everyone will, 

at the very least, see hell, come close to it, or even enter it, as in Q 19:71-72: “There is none 

of you who will not go down to it (wāriduhā); that is a fixed decree for your Lord. Then We 

shall rescue those who are god-fearing; and We shall leave the wrong-doers crouching there.” 

These two verses could imply that some people are allowed to leave hell after enduring some 

kind of purgatorial punishment. Ibn ʿAbbās (d. 68/687) was of the opinion that “all  will have 

to pass through Hell before going to Paradise,”1261 and the early personalities and the zuhhād 

seemed to have understood it in the same way, while adding the possibility of removal from 

it:  

 

ʿAbdallāh b. Rawāḥa [al-Anṣarī] (d. 8/629) wept on being called out to 

Jihad. He explained to his wife, ‘By God, I have not wept from fear of 

death [...] but rather on account of God’s saying “There is none of you 

who will not go down to it (Q 19:71).” ‘I am sure I am going down to it, 

but I do not know whether I shall escape or not.’1262 

 

Other early individuals made similar comments, such as the Kufan Abū Maysara (d. 63/682-

3), who, when going to bed, said: 

 
                                                
1259 Hamza, To Hell and Back, 24 & also 44ff. On the eternal nature of punishment and bliss: Q 2:39, 

82, 162, 167; 5:36f.; 32:12, 14, 20. Cf. ibid., 96ff. for the early exegetes’ discussions.  
1260 E.g. Q 5:36-7. “For those who do not believe: [...] They will have a painful punishment. They will 

wish to leave the Fire, but they will not leave it. They will have a lasting torment.” Also Q 32:20 “As 

for those who are profligates, their refuge will be the Fire. Whenever they will desire to leave it they 

will be returned to it, and they will be told, ‘Taste the torment of the fire which you used to deny.” 
1261 Hamza, To Hell and Back, 100. 
1262 Wakīʿ, Zuhd #32; variants in Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #309 & 310; Hannād, Zuhd #227 (via Wakīʿ in 

bāb wurūd al-nār), Aḥmad, Zuhd 200/#1109 (via Wakīʿ); Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #35872. Translation 

from Melchert, Locating Hell In Early Renunciant Literature, 108. 
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‘Would that my mother had never born me.’ His wife said, ‘Abū 

Maysara: God has done well by you, having guided you to Islam.’ He 

said, ‘Yes, but God has made it clear to us that we are bound for the Fire 

without making clear to us that we are going out of it.’1263 

 

In contrast to the traditionists’ view, represented by Ibn ʿAbbās, Hamza argues, using the 

Qurʾān (28:23), linguistic analysis, and a response to Ibn ʿAbbās by his opponent Nāfiʿ (d. 

66/685), that the rendering provided by Arberry, that is ‘approaching with the intention of 

reaching the edge of,’ “should stand as the preferred meaning since otherwise the verse 

would mean that all people, believers included, will have to enter Hell and only afterwards 

would they be saved and admitted into Paradise.”1264 This further suggests that it was the 

traditionists who developed the idea of temporary punishment in hell. It may also explain 

why the zuhd traditionists were so worried and preoccupied with fear of the final Hour, for 

some of them obviously expected to ‘go through hell.’  

 Two other verses seem to imply the possibility of being saved from Hell, Q 6:128 and 

Q 11:105-7, but only in a manner that Hamza called “obscure provisio,”1265 meaning that, in 

the end, God’s mercy is seen as being the last possible resort, as in, for instance, Q 6:128: 

“except as God wills.” This could, perhaps naturally, be used to interpret almost anything as 

advocating God’s all-encompassing mercy. Hannād seems to have attempted to resolve this 

issue by including one chapter on those for whom the possibility of leaving the Fire is open, 

and on those others who will stay in hell forever. Who, then, according to the tradition, are 

those who will be damned and those who will be saved after being purified in hell? It seems 

the early 3rd/9th century zuhd traditionists were of the opinion that only those who were 

placed in the highest level of hell1266 may utimately be released, by one of two different 
                                                
1263 Cf. Q 19:71. Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #312; Hannād, Zuhd #228; Aḥmad, Zuhd 363/#2118 (via Ibn 

al-Mubārak) (zuhd ʿāṣim b. Hubayra); Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #36050. Translation from Melchert, 

Locating Hell In Early Renunciant Literature, 107-8. 
1264 Hamza, To Hell and Back, 102. For the complete discussion see ibid., 100-108. 
1265 Ibid., 47. For the discussion of the exegetes ibid., 98ff. 
1266 Hannād, Zuhd #210. Hamza states: “In three particular verses the Qurʾān does seem to suggest 

grades of punishment in Hell, although not in terms of duration but in severity (43).” This means that 

at some point in time, probably during the course of the second/eighth century, exegetes developed 

the idea that severity and level could be associated with duration, which was then again fostered by 

the traditionists. 
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means: (a) God’s mercy, or (b) intercession. This is also what we find in Aḥmad’s 

Musnad.1267 Once, they are described as monotheists or people of divine unity (ahl al-

tawḥīd),1268 and another as ahl al-īmān, people of belief, which is a rather general designation 

for Muslims. Only in one example, Mujāhid’s commentary on Q 15:2, “Perhaps those who 

are ungrateful will wish that they were among those who have surrendered themselves,” 

identifies them as those who say ‘lā ilāha illā ‘Llāh’.1269 Thus, with this tradition it seems he 

restricted them to being Muslims only. They leave hell with burned faces but are cleansed by 

the rivers of paradise or by water sprinkled upon them by the inhabitants of paradise. No 

specific information regarding those who are in the highest layer is provided. Hannād 

expands on the idea of intercession by stating that angels, messengers, prophets, and even the 

righteous or flawless believers (lit. servants al-ʿubbād al-ṣāliḥīn) are all able to intercede on 

behalf of those being punished.1270 Having been in purgatorial punishment and been burned, 

they can then leave hell, after which may wash off their burn-marks in a paradisiacal river 

called al-nahr al-ḥayawān and perform the ritual ablution (yaghtasilūna) in it. They are then 

presented as having been ‘reborn.’1271 Tirmidhī transmitted a variant of this Hadith from 

Hannād.1272 Another tradition has it that God planted a tree for them near one of the walls of 

paradise, which is apparently pictured here as lying next to hell, which helps those leaving 

the Fire to escape its heat.1273 Whether they climb this tree in order to get past the wall or 

merely sit in its shade is unclear. The idea of purgatorial punishment is thus clearly fostered 

within these traditions. 

 As for those who are thought to suffer eternal punishment in hell, exceptions are also 

made. This aspect is dealt with ambiguously in Hannād’s Zuhd. The first idea relevant to this 

that deserves attention is the well-known theme of the appeals by the inhabitants of hell, 

directed either to Mālik, identified here as the guardian angel of hell,1274 or God (Q 43:77 & 
                                                
1267 Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, Musnad vii:#4337 & xiv:#8516. Cf. To Hell and Back, 74. 
1268 Hannād, Zuhd #206. 
1269 Ibid., #209. 
1270 This doctrine seems to have spread to later, inter alia, ‘canonical’ Hadith collections and Ṭabarī’s 

Tafsīr, see EI2, shafāʿa (Wensinck, Gimaret, Schimmel). 
1271 Hannād, Zuhd #205. For a discussion of the concept of shafāʿa in the Qurʾān see To Hell and 

Back, 48ff. 
1272 Tirmidhī, Jāmiʿ (Ṣīfat jahannam, bāb 10). 
1273 Hannād, Zuhd #210 
1274 Cf. Burge, Angels in Islam. London: Routledge 2011. 



 306 

23:108), which are ignored. To deprive them of any hope whatsoever a white ram (kabsh 

amlaḥ) is brought forth, identified as representing death, and then slaughtered to underline 

that there will be no death for them, but eternity spent in hell.1275 This is backed up by several 

qurʾānic passages detailing their eternal punishment (e.g. Q 43:74 “The sinners will remain 

forever (khālidūna) in the torment of Jahannam”; Q 35:36 “Those who are ungrateful will 

have the fire of Jahannam. They will not be done with it and die, and there will be no 

alleviation for them of its punishment”). It seems as if certain Hadith scholars wished to 

foreground the severity of these punishments but also felt the need to allude to God’s mercy, 

which then led them to impose limits even on aspects such as eternity. The descriptions of 

heaven and hell in the Qurʾān all emphasize hell’s eternity and the impossibility of escape.1276 

We have seen this before in the sayings on fear and uncertainty in which, rather jarringly, 

God’s mercy is also repeatedly stressed, something that may reflect ambiguities in the 

Qurʾān, but also, and more importantly, different traditions. The word discussed is khulūd, 

which means eternity to some and an undefined period to others. In this regard Ḍaḥḥāk, 

ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd, and ʿAṭiya all comment on Q 104:8 “It is closed over them,” meaning 

the Fire (nār Allāh, as in the preceding sixth verse), thus implying that there is no escape 

from it.1277 Abū Hurayra, on the other hand, in accordance with a certain Halāl al-Yaʿmarī (d. 

?), explained what the period termed al-ḥuqb is supposed to represent without referring back 

to the term khālidūna: “eighty years of which one year consists of 360 days and every day [in 

hell] is a thousand days [on earth].”1278 The section ends with descriptions of the 

punishments, or rather the feeling of darkness and blindness, in the deepest layers of hell, 

which are supposedly reserved for those deserving eternal chastisement.1279 Emphasis is 

given to the opinion of those who believed in an eternal punishment, just as, previously, the 

severity of the punishment and fear of it prevailed over God’s mercy, at least in terms of the 

number of traditions devoted to it.   

 

                                                
1275 Hannād, Zuhd #212 & 213. 
1276 See To Hell and Back, 44. 
1277 Hannād, Zuhd #215-218. 
1278 Hannād, Zuhd #219. Halāl, in item #220, gives a similar count. Item #220 is transmitted via Wakīʿ 

and Sufyān, who again appear together and transmit five out of a total of fifteen traditions ‘together’, 

while Wakīʿ also transmits two more with different succeeding transmitters. 
1279 Hannād, Zuhd #221-226. 
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V.3 Doctrinal eschatological standpoints among the zuhhād  

When dealing with the imaginings and images of the afterlife, the zuhhād’s opinions are 

especially interesting and diverse. We can list three main attitudes they suggest as regards the 

afterlife: (a) fear occasioned by uncertainty; (b) the longing for paradise (shawq ilā l-janna); 

and (c) contemptus ultramundi (dhamm al-ākhira).1280 After investigating these seemingly 

diverse positions taken by the zuhhād,1281 it becomes clear that (b) and (c) originate 

predominantly in the thinking of adherents to Sufism from the late 3rd/9th century, and that 

they appear increasingly frequently from the 5th/12th century onwards, while uncertainty and 

fear about the Resurrection dominate the thoughts of the early zuhhād (i.e. 1st/7th and 

2nd/8th century), most famously represented by Ḥasan al-Baṣrī. In only two exceptional 

examples does longing for paradise appear, once in Shaqīq al-Balkhī’s (d. 194/810) epistle 

ādāb al-ʿibādāt, as one of the stages of spiritual development, and once in the zuhd 

traditions.1282 It is not entirely clear to which category (zāhid or mystic) Shaqīq belongs due 

to the ambiguity of zuhd-taṣawwuf relations during the 2rd/8th century. By longing for 

paradise the believer (i.e. Shaqīq) expresses his wish to ask God for paradise in prayer, as one 

step in the longer process of wishing for God alone. This seems to resemble a mystical, stage-

related development of belief and may, therefore, not be part of the zuhd tradition as such. It 

should also be noted that the traditions concerning Shaqīq seem interspersed with 

hagiographical elements. In any case, earlier authorities did not foreground an optimistic 

longing for paradise. Numerous utterings of, for instance, ʿAṭāʾ al-Sālimi (d. 140/757), a 

renunciant from Baṣra, are given in Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat, in which he prays to God to spare 

him from the Fire:  

 

Sāliḥ al-Murrī said: ʿAṭāʾ did not ask God for paradise. Therefore I spoke 

to him, ‘Our father has narrated to me from Anas b. Mālik that the 

Prophet said, God says: ‘Look at the reckoning of my servant! If you see 

that one prayed for paradise, let him have it. And if one asked me to 

                                                
1280 Lange was probably the first to frame this expression. 
1281 A count in Gramlich’s Vorbilder reveals that uncertainty about salvation was particularly 

prevalent among the early renunciants (1st and 2nd AH), with eleven examples found, while disregard 

for the afterlife, whether paradise or hell, occurred fourteen times in all, although these were mostly 

people known for their Sufi affiliation and who were from the late 3rd, 4th and 5th AH.  
1282 Nwyia, Trois Oeuvres Inédites De Mystique Musulmans, 17-21. 
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spare him the hellfire, let him be spared.’  Upon that ʿAṭāʾ replied, ‘It is 

sufficient for me, if He protects me from hellfire.’1283 

  

This is, to my knowledge, the most dominant theme in early zuhd eschatology, that is, 

uncertainty regarding the outcome of God’s judgment1284 and thus fear of punishment, which 

is often accompanied by weeping (bukāʾ). Ibn al-Mubārak has a saying from Sāliḥ al-Murrī 

that closely relates to this thought: “Were the thinking of death to leave me for a moment, it 

would corrupt my heart.”1285 It is, as was seen in the tawakkul section of a previous chapter, 

uncertainty and a lack of absolute trust and optimism that dominated the renunciants’ 

worldview on eschatological matters and the Judgment itself. Tawakkul could have been 

introduced over the course of the 2nd/8th century,1286 thus fostering a more optimistic 

concept that countered or balanced themes as khawf, bukāʾ etc. In the utterings of the early 

renunciants uncertainty is what constitutes their imagination of the Resurrection and the 

Reckoning.1287  

 Besides the Jihad context that also appears in the eschatological traditions in the 

Kutub al-zuhd, many zuhd-specific themes are expressed that place the aforementioned fear 

and uncertainty, weeping, laughing, inconsiderate acts, generosity, and charity (alms-giving) 

in opposition to greed, stinginess, obscene language (and general misbehavior), dhikr al-

mawt, and qaṣr al-amal. Special emphasis should be placed on the bakkāʾūn, those who were 

constantly worried about damnation and the punishments of hell. Some of them wished not to 

live, and instead to turn to dust or similar in expectation of Resurrection Day.1288 Others died 

                                                
1283 Gramlich, Vorbilder i:129 (from Ḥilyat). 
1284 See the section tawakkul in the earlier chapter Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God. 
1285 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #260. 
1286 Reinert, Lehre, 16ff. 
1287 See the many examples given in Gramlich’s Vorbilder, e.g. pp. 23, 24, 27 Muḥammad b. Wāsiʿ 

(d. 123/740-1 or 127/744-5), p. 47 Thābit b. Aslam al-Bunānī (d.c. 127/744-5), p. 69 & 74 Mālik b. 

Dīnār (d. 131/749 or earlier), p. 223-4, 256 Ibrahīm b. Adham (d. 161/777-8), etc. Most examples 

stem from Abū Nuʿaym’s Ḥilyat. 
1288 Aḥmad, Zuhd 161/#882: “ʿAbdallāh said, ‘Were I to be between the Garden and the Fire and were 

I to chose between the acceptance of my deeds and between nonexistence (lā akūnu shayʾan), I would 

prefer nonexistence.’“ 
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out of a fear of hell, but are predicted salvation by the Prophet himself.1289 They may have 

followed the Prophet’s exclamation:  

 

Oh you people, weep! For if you do not cry [now], you will [later]. For 

sure, the inhabitants of the Fire cry until their tearful eyes liquefy in their 

faces, as if they were little streams. Then this stream is paused and 

instead blood will flow and turn the eyes into pus and coarse skin will 

replace it.1290  

 

As such, Ibn Masʿūd, using terms discussed in the first chapter on the shortness of hope (qaṣr 

al-amal) and on thoughts of death (dhikr al-mawt), allegedly declared, ‘I am astonished at 

those who laugh though the Fire is right behind them, and at those who are hopeful although 

death is at hand.’1291 These traditions on weeping, fear, and uncertainty could be easily 

supplemented by sayings found in later sources, since most zuhhād seem to have suffered 

fear due to the uncertainty surrounding their eternal fate. Gramlich has gathered material 

from various sources on early (i.e. 1st, 2nd and early 3rd AH) and later (end 3rd and 

following centuries) ascetics, and when their sayings on paradise and hell are examined, it 

becomes clear that the early renunciants in particular were racked by fear and uncertainty 

while later figures, inspired by Sufi ideas, would regard thinking about the next world as a 

distraction from focusing on God alone (dhamm al-ākhira). 

 Early authorities, such as the famous Companion Abū l-Dardāʾ, not only worried 

about the sinful acts for which they would have to justify themselves but also those acts that 

he did not consider wrong or did not know were wrong.1292 His thoughts fit with those of 

people who regarded zuhd as meaning refraining from what was permitted and not just the 

forbidden.1293 Uncertainty is the most dominant theme in the zuhhād’s conception of 

Judgment Day. After all, hell was made for Adam, and thus for us, so how can we be sure 

about our salvation? “When the Fire was created the angels became greatly alarmed. When 

                                                
1289 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #320 (ziyādāt). 
1290 Ibid., #295. 
1291 Ibid., #323. 

1292 Ibid., #326. 
1293 See the different definitions of zuhd in Gramlich’s Weltverzicht, 12f. 
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Adam was created, they calmed down and forgot what had troubled them.”1294 This can be 

read as a warning to keep punishment and hell in mind at all times and fulfil all religious 

obligations.1295 It could also be understood as meaning that the angels were calmed for they 

became aware of Adam’s intrinsic goodness and the fact that hell plays a minor role. 

However, Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal has a similar tradition in his Zuhd that speaks against the latter 

interpretation, in which the Prophet asks the angel Gabriel why the angel Michael never 

laughs. Gabriel answers that Michael stopped laughing or smiling when hell (al-nār) was 

created, thus contradicting an optimistic interpretation.1296 Even though hell is understood as 

having been created for Adam’s descendants, the Angels are pictured as being aware of the 

seriousness of the incident. 

 

V.4 Conclusion: scholarly networks and outlook 

The traditionists’ scholarly networks at work here are in need of further investigation. Abū 

Muʿāwiya, for instance, who relates four traditions in the two chapters on paradisiacal 

women, is the kunya of Muḥammad b. Khāzim al-Ḍarīr (113-195/731-810),1297 who 

apparently was also a teacher of Ibn Abī Shayba and Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal. ʿAmr b. Maymūn [al-

Awdī], who is not to be confused with Maymūn b. Mihrān’s son ʿAmr, is the common 

transmitter of four traditions.1298 He was from Kufa as well, died, according to Ibn Saʿd, in 74 

or 75/693-4 or afterwards, and had famous individuals from whom he narrated, such as the 

second caliph ʿUmar, the famous companion ʿAbdallāh b. Masʿūd,1299 the pious but complex 

figure Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī, and many others. His students, people who transmitted from him 

and whom we find in Hannād’s Zuhd were, each with two transmissions, ʿAṭāʾ b. al-Sāʾib (d. 

136/753-4), who was also from Kufa and Abū Isḥāq [al-Sabīʿī/Sabayʿī ?] (d. c. 129/746-7; 

Hamadan & Kufa). Ibn Saʿd transmits from Awdī’s student Abū Isḥāq that whenever Awdī 

entered the mosque he was seen practising dhikr (idhā dakhala-l-masjid faruʾiya dhakara 

'Llāh). Dhikr here may display the practice of the pious, who constantly remember and reflect 

on qurʾānic phrasing both in awe, as in Q 8:2 “The true believers are those whose hearts are 

                                                
1294 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #321. 
1295 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #343 & 344.  
1296 Aḥmad, Zuhd 69/#359. 
1297 Ibn Ḥibbān, Thiqāt vii:441-2. 
1298 Hannād, Zuhd #10,11; 12 & 13 are original sayings. 
1299 Hannād, Zuhd #10,11; the other two traditions are his own. 
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afraid when God is mentioned; those whose faith is increased when His verses are recited to 

them and who put their trust in their Lord,”1300 and in calmness, as in Q 13:28, “Those who 

believe and whose hearts are at rest in the remembrance of God – in the remembrance of God 

hearts are at rest.” This shows how important the mosque, prayer, and the possibly ‘spiritual’ 

aspect of dhikr Allāh were. Ibn Ḥibbān says that Sufyān al-Thawrī in turn related from both 

his student ʿAṭāʾ and Abū Isḥāq, which again shows the close network the traditionists of, 

inter alia, piety and zuhd had. Sufyān always seems to be the most well-known and 

connected scholar and the person who is the most frequent transmitter in Ibn al-Mubārak’s 

and Wakīʿ’s Kutub al-zuhd. He probably was the one who, if not the source of zuhd thought, 

propagated the traditionist’s rather conservative perspective, in form of zuhd, which stood in 

contrast to the extravagant forms and varieties it had had in early times, suggesting Christian 

influence in regard to asceticism or, simply, if Islamic, in extreme perceptions of 

renunciation.  

Judging from the information gathered, zuhd, eschatological expectations, martyrdom, 

and further topics such as the vigil and paradisiacal visions or dreams must be seen as being 

one single complex of thought in the eyes of second Islamic century traditionism. It is not 

obvious, judging from Wakīʿ’s Zuhd, that also he was occupied with the pleasures of 

paradise. Since his Zuhd is his only work that has reached us, as well as its relative brevity, 

much information on his worldview has been lost, unless there is to be further engagement 

and search in other compilations. In Hannād’s compilation we saw material related by Wakīʿ 

that had not appeared anywhere previously. This suggests that (a) Hannād and Wakīʿ were 

closely connected and (b) that we must study these early sources further to grasp a more 

comprehensive picture of a specific person’s and, through him, his circle’s worldview. Often 

this is carried out using much later biographical works in which information is often confused 

and exaggerated. Celibacy is but one of the many hidden and possibly misrepresented and 

misunderstood aspects of renunciation.  

The eschatological descriptions, in both their quantity and detailed descriptions, 

highlight the importance the zuhd collectors ascribed to them. They must be understood in 

particular in relation to views of warfare and martyrdom within renunciant circles. The vision 

of God and the reward of sexual pleasures in paradise played a major role for the pious 

traditionists and those participating in combat. The collectors of zuhd traditions juxtaposed 

                                                
1300 Incredibly enough, tawakkul and dhikr are both mentioned here in a single verse. Translation 

slightly revised. 
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exhortatory sayings with traditions about the rewards of paradise as they fused biblical stories 

with Islamic perceptions, as in the case of Ibn Ḥanbal. The importance of eschatology for 

zuhd thought is also underlined by (a) recurring themes, such as death, fear, and uncertainty, 

and (b) the detailed descriptions of the afterlife and its interaction with theological and 

doctrinal concerns.  

 All the collectors included similar and often the same material, that was common to 

their scholarly circle. However, every one of them placed a different degree of emphasis onto 

specific aspects. While Ibn al-Mubārak focused primarily on otherworldly pleasures, he 

argued against engaging in warfare simply for the reward. Here, this primarily means the 

material rewards of this world, that is, booty. For Wakīʿ and Hannād, martyrdom in a more 

general sense played a role in one’s otherworldly reward, while Hannād seems to have been 

more interested in the precise nature of otherworldly females than was his teacher. Aḥmad b. 

Ḥanbal did not seem to be interested in paradisiacal females or otherworldly reward, and 

instead focused on God’s omnipotence and majesty. For him, scrupulosity and the 

unshakeable belief in His power to do anything He pleases remained the focus, rather than 

any otherworldly imaginings.1301 Asad b. Mūsā again seems to have concentrated, like 

Hannād, on creating exactly such an otherworldly picture by providing narratives that 

describe God, the angels, or the Prophet descending or interceding on Judgment Day and the 

fates of the sinners. Thus, every traditionist collected whatever he deemed most important, 

based on his personal interest, in his work. 

It remains to conclude (a) that in the Kutub al-zuhd a purgatorial punishment is 

described as taking place in the highest layer of hell, from which some are saved by the 

intercession of various actors, and (b) that the deepest layer of hell is reserved for eternal 

punishment. Furthermore, while 2nd/8th century zuhd traditionism, here represented by Ibn 

al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ, did not seem to be especially interested in the idea of purgatorial 

punishment or intercession, early 3rd/9th century traditionists (e.g. Hannād, Asad, and 

Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal) did study the concept quite deeply, and by no means in a theologically 

homogenous way. We have several examples of intercession in Ibn al-Mubārak’s Zuhd with, 

amongst others, Wakīʿ in the isnād, and generally these have shorter chains which suggests a 

rather different transmission path than the main part of his Zuhd. In one instance, the Prophet 

decides to hide his ability to intercede, which is described as his special supplication (daʿwa), 

                                                
1301 This counts only for his Zuhd not his Musnad. 
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and it also mentions that only those who practice polytheism (shirk) will not be saved.1302 

Then there is another tradition that found its way into the Six Books, in which the Prophet 

choses intercession above half of his people entering paradise directly,1303 meaning that with 

intercession more will gain the ability to enter it. In his Musnad, Ibn al-Mubārak has a 

tradition where the Prophet states: “Fasting and recitation of the Qurʾān will intercede on 

behalf of the servant.”1304 Then an explanation of fasting is provided, which states that any 

food and desire should be abandoned during daytime just as sleep should be avoided at 

night,1305 thus representing a supererogatory renunciant lifestyle. The commentaries on this 

tradition collected by the editor do not fail, naturally, to mention that this tradition is 

weak.1306 More important for our purpose is to note that the idea of shafāʿa was apparently 

extended to include supererogatory pious acts, such as the aforementioned vigil, fasting, 

recitation, prayer, and so on. This shows that Ibn al-Mubārak preferred to foreground every 

believer’s own responsibility for their salvation rather than hoping for the Prophet’s 

intercession, while in later collections the Prophet’s intercession is stressed and thereby a 

development toward an at-times merciful Judgment can take place. 

 Only once is it explicitly mentioned that God orders His angels to retrieve whomever 

He wills from hell,1307 which allows us to establish that Ibn al-Mubārak and Wakīʿ mentioned 

‘intercession’ and ‘exiting the Fire,’ even if their propagation was not as active and ‘creative’ 

as their students’ would be. Hence, it seems as if the debate surrounding this received or 

attracted specific attention by the end of the second and the beginning of the third Islamic 

centuries, at least in zuhd traditionist circles.1308 As mentioned earlier, it has become apparent 

during this study that only in later Sufi circles did a devaluation of the afterlife take shape. 

Nowhere in the Kutub al-zuhd do we find any mention that a preoccupation with the afterlife 

is a distraction. 

 
                                                
1302 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #1068, variant #1621 ff.; Ibn Abī Shayba, Muṣannaf #32300 et al. 
1303 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #1625, #380 (ziyādāt). 
1304 Ibn al-Mubārak, Musnad #96. 
1305 Ibid. 
1306 See ibid., p. 58, footnote on #96. 
1307 Ibn al-Mubārak, Zuhd #284 (ziyādāt). 
1308 Hamza states that it was mainly the traditionists who were responsible for the doctrine of 

purgatorial punishment, as well as its stern supporters and fosterers the Ḥanābila (To Hell and Back, 

25). 
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Conclusion and Outlook 
When beginning my research on asceticism/renunciation in 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th century 

Hadith collections named Kutub al-zuhd I expected to find close links to the early classical or 

formative literature of Sufism. Maybe this was a naive assumption simply in view of the 

differences in the literary genres of Hadith and Sufi literature, even though Sufi manuals’ 

authors also saw themselves as Hadith scholars, despite clearly having their own 

understanding of what Hadith scholarship meant.1309 Furthermore, the omnipresent claim 

found in scholarly primary and secondary literature of zuhd being Sufism’s predecessor 

caused me to think that I was missing something when reading, translating, and analyzing the 

traditions in the Kutub al-zuhd, since there were nearly no examples of mystical/spiritual 

thoughts in the Sufi sense, nor could I find many miraculous or saintly traces in many of the 

collector’s biographies either. Furthermore, supererogatory religious acts resembling some 

Sufi or Christian ascetic/monastic practices were in the minority in the zuhd collections when 

compared to exhortations against extreme ascetic lifestyles or practices. Still, this established 

that the call for moderate renunciant practice might have been a reaction against some 

Christian ascetic practices in this area and time, in order to form a distinct Muslim 

renunciatory identity and practice. It turned out that one needed to take a very close look at 

the traditions so their Sitz im Leben could be grasped, which would then allow for a more 

complete understanding of what their purpose was, the development of zuhd, and its main 

aspects and aims. 

 The question I started out with concerned the 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th-century zuhd 

traditionists’ worldview. Closely related to this question was what constituted zuhd, that is, 

what it consisted of, what its main practices were, what its stand toward warfare was, what 

the place of eschatology within it was, and what it promoted. Furthermore, we were 

confronted with the aforementioned relationship of zuhd with both late antique Christian 

asceticism/monasticism and 4th/10th-5th/11th century Sufism. I attempted to answer a 

specific set of content-related questions in each chapter while also relating it to information 

on zuhd and its authors from later centuries. 

 The biographical anecdotes found in the literature of later centuries posed enormous 

problems. Juxtaposing the various biographical dictionaries and observing the appearance of 

                                                
1309 Sufi manual or ṭabaqāt authors, such as Qushayrī, Sarrāj, and Sulamī did use asānīd, but these 

chains of transmission mainly included important personalities for Sufism, not traditionist Hadith 

scholarship. 
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information under scrutiny diachronically was able to partly solve the difficulties of 

differentiating the reliable and the unreliable or implausible biographical information. In such 

a way, I was at times able to discern new information, when it appeared, and how it related to 

previously-existing anecdotes about, for instance, participation in warfare or seclusion from 

society or the centers of power. In attempting to establish probabilities, the Sitz im Leben of 

the zuhd collectors and their works was essential. The environment, including the political, 

societal, and doctrinal circumstances, in which they were composed was all the more crucial 

when attempting to understand why zuhd came to be so important in the second Islamic 

century, how it found its expression, why it was often related to warfare, and why it was 

merged into later Hadith scholarship and Sufism.1310 My aim in all this was not first and 

foremost to verify or falsify anecdotes but to reconstruct the lifestyle and worldview of 

various collectors and their works. This was achieved by comparing the historical context and 

the traditions’ content to reach the most plausible conclusion. 

The chapters of this dissertation tried to highlight aspects of renunciatory models and 

concepts, as well as related practices. First, I described which concepts zuhd encompassed 

and what constituted its worldview. In searching for examples of possible transmissions of 

ideas, an analysis of the content of the traditions was performed, primarily as it related to 

inner Islamic ideals, that is, without referring to a transcendent ascetic or mystical religious 

aspect. The most important role models within Islam were the Companions, while the 

message of the Qurʾān was naturally heavily influential in shaping zuhd, as the many 

instances of qurʾānic exegesis in the zuhd collections reveal. Even more so, recitation of the 

Qurʾān was one of the most important practices of the renunciants through which a religious 

duty and an inner concentration on both the afterlife and God, and thereby away from the 

matters of this world, were attempted. In this service of God one had to be pure, both bodily 

and mentally, ready to sacrifice one’s life, humble, and charitable. At the same time, parts of 

biblical passages, the mention of monks, and pre-Muḥammadan prophets and their 

apophthegmata or apocryphal material were all taken into account and as far as possible set in 

context and relation.  

 The content of Kutub al-zuhd was taken to represent zuhd in second and early third 

century traditionist Islam. While reading and analyzing the traditions, several major concepts 

and foci became apparent for which the individual chapters were composed. While the first 

                                                
1310 Due to limitations of space and time I had to exclude zuhd poetry (zuhdiyyāt), except for the short 

mention in my Introduction. 
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chapter (Re-viewing Zuhd) tried to contextualize and describe zuhd in its time and places, 

including in regard to late antique Christian asceticism and monasticism and early medieval 

Sufism, subsequent chapters aimed at focusing the analysis onto the traditions in the Kutub 

al-Zuhd themselves. Major concepts in their particular relevance for early Islam were 

selected and demonstrated in order to express their quite distinctive, though still Islamic, 

character. Wherever similarities to concepts of Christianity appeared, they were mentioned, 

such as contemptus mundi – hawān/dhamm al-dunyā, memento mori – dhikr al-mawt, etc. 

while the traditions were interpreted based on their historical context within Islam. At times, 

late antique works or compilations resembling similar conceptualizations were consulted for 

comparison. The belittling and degrading this world because of how it contrasts with the next, 

the major concepts of renunciation that were often distinct from Christian asceticism, a focus 

on warfare, and an overall eschatological orientation, turned out to be of major importance. 

However, most traditions seemed exclusively to fit the Islamic context due to the specific 

circumstances in which the religion evolved and continued to expand. But also, how 

renunciant or ascetic practices were carried out was often unique in Islam in due to its attempt 

to find distinctive ways of combining the Prophet and his Companion’s alleged lifestyle with 

supererogatory religious practices. Here, the Companions figured more prominently than 

Muḥammad himself, as they and the Followers often crossed the boundaries of communal 

restrictions to elevate their religious service. 

 The second chapter, Tempered Renunciation, dealt with a basic concept in renunciant 

thought, the renunciation of this world (al-zuhd fī l-dunyā), and sought to explain its 

emergence and meaning. The question that developed throughout the chapter was: how could 

this world merely be seen as worthless and reprobate place when it was God’s creation? I 

pointed out that the many instances where Adam is mentioned in the Hadith literature bear 

witness to the emergence of this question. It is mentioned in the Hadiths in the zuhd 

collections that Adam was cast into this world as a retribution for his sins and it thus served 

as his and his offsprings’ prison.1311 Furthermore, it is mentioned that hell was also created 

for Adam.1312 Although original sin is not widely accepted in Islamic theology, in 2nd/8th 

century Hadith literature it seemed to have had a prominent place. Concerning the Qurʾān, the 

renunciants focused on its mentions of this world being devalued, and overlooked those 

where this world found was described positively.  

                                                
1311 See my chapter Tempered Renunciation. 
1312 See my chapter Eschatology. 
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 While this chapter dealt with the worldview of zuhd, the next two chapters (Hunger, 

seclusion, and trust in God and Renunciation and Warfare) dealt with its the practice. The 

third chapter attempted to uncover how hunger, fasting, seclusion, and trust in God were 

pictured and practiced by the zuhd traditionists and their forerunners. Additionally, these 

concepts were juxtaposed with what is found in Sufi manuals. Applying this analytical and 

comparative methodology, several conclusions could be drawn. First was that renunciatory 

practice tried to prevent extreme practices, such as constant fasting or complete isolation, by 

juxtaposing sayings that limited the time permissible for those practices, thereby stripping 

them of their permanence and thus their extreme nature. For instance, when the time period 

al-dahr was stated, some people interpreted it to mean “continuously,” while others said that 

it meant three days in a month.1313 We thus have proof there were different streams or 

interpretations of zuhd practices. While some sayings found their way into the Sufi 

collections, others were taken up by later Hadith literature or entirely discarded, and the 

practices of fasting and seclusion in particular were reinterpreted. While, in general, moderate 

fasting and seclusion was promoted in the zuhd collections, Sufi manual authors also 

promoted more extreme pratices, according to their personal preference. There was also a 

shift in specific concepts that is traceable from the zuhd collections to Sufi manuals. In the 

zuhd collections, for example, it was the Prophet and his family’s hardship that was 

emphasized within the concept of hunger rather than fasting, and, here, hunger was 

understood as involuntary. Thus, the focus lay on retracing the hardships of the Prophet and 

how he endured them. The aim was to relive these sacrifices in order to become cleansed of 

the superfluous matters of this world.  

 What clearly characterizes zuhd is its omnipresent occupation with the otherworld. 

Fundamentally, everything is carried out in expectation of the afterlife, be it to gain a reward 

or the fear of God’s Judgment. A close look at the tawakkul sections within the zuhd 

collections shows that, in these circles, fear was regarded as more important than hope and 

that uncertainty was probably used as a reaction against the mutawakkilūn who were, for 

instance, identified with people setting out on journeys without proper, or any, provisions. It 

has been repeatedly highlighted that one of those mutawakkilūn was thought to have been 

Shaqīq al-Balkhī. If we regard Shaqīq’s epistle on the stages of spiritual development, known 

as ādāb al-ʿibādāt, as authentic, there was at least one more attitude of zuhd, that being that it 

was just one of the stages in the development of love for God. However, this love of God 

                                                
1313 See my chapter Hunger, seclusion, and trust in God.  
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plays but a small role in the Kutub al-Zuhd. It appears merely in relation to love for whom 

and what God loves, and what he hates. For Shaqīq, zuhd was, just as in Sufism, judging 

from the manuals, merely the first of several stages in the development and refinement of 

one’s character.1314 It included, amongst others, a concept of fasting that is similar to how the 

zuhd traditionists regarded it, that is, not eating up until one is satiated. This epistle included 

the specifically Sufi stage-wise development, which precedes its time by at least half a 

century and which therefore makes the whole text suspicious in my eyes. It ultimately seems 

that this epistle is a back-projection that later Sufis ascribed to Shaqīq. This does not, 

however, mean that mystical ideas did not exist in the first or second century of 

Islam. Instead, it seems as if, through this later Sufi understanding, the idea of a ‘transition’ 

from asceticism to Sufism was additionally fostered, one that thence entered Western 

scholarship. This transition or a close adherence to Sufism is not actually seen within the 

zuhd collections under scrutiny in this research. On the contrary, it instead seems as if 

mystical and renunciatory trends, from the very beginning, existed parallel to one another, 

sometimes closer to and sometimes farther from each other in content. I am now quite 

positive that no such transition took place in a general sense but that it was a later invention 

of early medieval times, or, at most, that a transition only occurred in a very limited sense. 

 The second practical application of zuhd was warfare. This was connected to 

renunciation through the stressing of specific aspects, such as the pure intention (niyya) of the 

warrior in executing it for God’s sake alone. An absolute trust in God and allegiance to Him 

and His Prophet led to a desire for martyrdom and the reliving of the Prophet’s and his 

Companions’ experiences in warfare. Many instances of renunciants appearing on the 

battlefield against the Byzantine Empire are seen in biographical dictionaries, such as Ibn 

Saʿd’s Ṭabaqāt al-kubrā, Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī’s Taʾrīkh Baghdād, and Ibn ʿAsākir’s Taʾrīkh 

madīnat Dimashq.1315 In this chapter, I examined the respective zuhd collectors’ stance on 
                                                
1314 Yaḥyā b. Muʿādh said: “Hunger is an exercise [riyāḍa] for the novices/aspirants [murīdūn], a trial 

[tajriba] for the repentant [tāʾibīn], a discipline [siyāsa] for the zuhhād and a blessing for the ʿārifīn 

(Qusharī, Risāla, 259; Epistle, 158; Sendschreiben, 209).” This relates zuhd and taṣawwuf 

sequentially, which I have been trying to critically scrutinize. Yaḥyā thus regards zuhd as the stage 

directly before Sufism, which are both preceded by that of the novices (murīdūn) and the repentant 

(tāʾibūn). Others followed in this vein, such as, for instance Kharrāz (d. 310/922-3), who said, 

‘Hunger is the meal of the zuhhād, while dhikr is that of the ʿārifīn (Risāla, 98; Epistle, 57; 

Sendschreiben, 83).’ The renunciants are presented as being spiritually below the Sufis. 
1315 See my chapter Renunciation and Warfare. 



 319 

participation in warfare as seen in their works, which also included and analyzed Ibn al-

Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād, and established the probability of the collectors’ personal 

participation in battles or their living in former or active military outposts (ribāṭ). It seems 

probable that all the collectors propagated Jihad while none of them actually participated in 

battle. Furthermore, propagation of Jihad and the manner in which it was promoted changed 

according to the collectors’ personal preoccupations. Ibn al-Mubārak sticks out from among 

the four collectors in this study for his views, which contrast with those of the other three 

(Wakīʿ, Aḥmad, Hannād), all of whom took a rather quietist stance. However, Ibn al-

Mubārak’s focus also lay on the intention with which the warrior set out to battle. Without a 

correct inner alignment to perform this service for the sake of God alone – not for this-

worldly but for otherworldly reward, if for one at all –the act itself would become void. 

While Wakīʿ, a contemporary of Ibn al-Mubārak, seems to have practiced, through seclusion, 

a type of ‘war duty’ in the famous ribāṭ of ʿAbbādān, neither Aḥmad nor Hannād are known 

to have participated in any war-related activity. While we do not know much about Hannād’s 

biography – once he is described as having lived like a monk1316 – Aḥmad is known for 

promoting the concept of “commanding right,” thus addressing Muslim society rather than 

any foreign enemy. Some conceptions of zuhd, such as participation in warfare, seem to have 

partly developed historically while others were instead a product of an individual scholar’s 

choice. Inherent to all zuhd practices, no matter what the focus lay on, was the prospect of 

one’s eternal fate. This is why my final chapter focuses on how the afterlife was pictured in 

the renunciant traditionists’ imagination. 

 Eschatology was examined primarily in respect to the early Muslim imagining of 

heaven and hell as collected in the Kutub al-zuhd. The material on eschatology, as well as on 

warfare, bore distinctive traits that fitted with renunciation. Eschatology in the Kutub al-zuhd 

is related to renunciation through its focus on a special otherworldly reward (ziyāda) for the 

pure and obedient souls and those who died in the path of God. This special reward is 

identified with seeing or meeting God in the Garden. It is furthermore repeatedly connected 

to warfare, as the emigrants (muhājirūn), helpers (anṣār), and renunciant warriors – but also 

the poor – who have the privilege of entering paradise long before the rest of humankind 

enter it riding on mounts (dromedaries or horses). Furthermore, a particular focus on the 

purity of the inhabitants of paradise on a physical level is also stressed, as bodily fluids are 

described as - except for sweat smelling like musk - nonexistent, while the air is filled with 

                                                
1316 See my Introduction. As I explain there, this alludes to his missing marital status. 
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the scent of musk. The unique characteristic of traditionist Islamic renunciation is most 

apparent in its attempt to moderate supererogatory religious practice – while not omitting 

extant extreme practices – and its immediate relation to warfare and martyrdom on the 

battlefield. A partial explanation for this can be found in the aim to pre-enact the Judgment 

and in expectation of an eschatological reward. Here, the qurʾānic stress on the afterlife 

seems to have had a major impact on the thought-world of early Muslims. They interpreted 

the message through denial of the world and a reorientation toward the otherworld, in which 

nearness to God and an idyllic state – for those in paradise – would be restored, while horrific 

punishments would await the damned in hell. 

All chapters tried to frame and explain the specific shape of zuhd in 2nd/8th and early 

3rd/9th century traditionist Islam in order to gain a better and more comprehensive 

understanding about what constituted zuhd and how we can grasp its emergence, continuity, 

and reconfiguration by later groups. With this study, I sought to unpack what the term zuhd 

included in Hadith literature in the pre-Sufi and pre-canonical period, that is, before the 

second half of the 3rd/9th century. At first, I thought it would be possible to trace the 

renunciant attitude or concept in Islam. Only later did I become aware that there was, like in 

Sufism, not just one idea of renunciation but many, which sometimes resembled the aims and 

convictions of pious Hadith scholars, at others bore Christian monastic traces or demarcations 

from it, and on other occasions reveal ideas that resemble or were taken over by later Sufi 

authors. One of my findings or conclusions is thus that there were different streams and 

concepts of renunciation during the first two Islamic centuries that were fostered by different 

groups, some of which were closer to the ‘mainstream’ Sunna, and that promoted a moderate 

lifestyle, while others were rather extreme, and aimed for seclusion or even the promotion of 

martyrdom. Martyrdom is not primarily regarded as sacrificing one’s life for God in any way, 

but, instead, primarily through death on the battlefield. This is related to the narratives found 

in Islamic history of Muḥammad’s and his Companion’s sacrifices on the battlefields during 

the first decades of Islam.  

 Since the traditionists collected a large amount of material on zuhd or what they 

considered to be part of zuhd, one is able to find traces of multiple influences. Christian 

asceticism, as well as a particularly Islamic understanding and composition of this 

asceticism/renunciation, exist side by side, although most traditionists tried to stress the 

genuine Muslim nature of zuhd, amongst other things, to differentiate themselves from late 

antique Christian asceticism and monasticism or extreme ascetic practices within the Muslim 

community. It seems that this procedure differed with each collector. Some, like Aḥmad b. 
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Ḥanbal, had no problem with, and, on the contrary, even seem to have fostered, the idea of 

the monk being the ideal renunciant, and so included much biblical material in his zuhd 

collection, while others refrained from doing so and instead took a modified Muslim Jesus as 

an exemplar, if at all. It also seems as if the second century zuhd traditionists regarded 

resemblance to Christian ascetic practices as something to avoid, as they did in matters of 

specific supererogatory religious acts, though this divide slowly became less tense over the 

subsequent decades and centuries. Sufism incorporated many other extreme practices than 

those we see in the zuhd collections, such as the promotion of complete isolation or constant 

fasting. In this respect, it was a common practice by some zuhd traditionists to embed 

traditions mentioning extreme practices with ones promoting moderate models of 

renunciation without stripping them of their supererogatory character. This served to 

relativize their content when not blending in with mainstream Sunni thought.  

 Although I did not plan any comparisons with Christian ascetic/monastic concepts, it 

turned out to be inevitable due to specific Islamic understandings of, sometimes in adherence 

to and at other times distinct from, these, as well as the huge amount of biblical apocryphal 

literature in the zuhd collections and the meetings with monks recorded specifically in 

Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal’s Kitāb al-zuhd. The literature itself shows that it did not avoid biblical 

literature itself, rather that there was a need for distinction in certain models of 

supererogatory practice. Considering this, there is an essential need for an analysis of early 

Christian Arabic texts as well as manuscript research regarding early translations into Arabic. 

This will be the only way to establish the whether and how a transmission of such knowledge 

took place during the first and second Islamic centuries. Christian monastic life was clearly 

present throughout Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, while Muslims were, for a long time, the minority 

in these lands. These facts aim not at diminishing the unique contribution of Islam but instead 

at helping to explain the socio-historical circumstances in which Islam unfolded and 

developed with its renunciatory ideas. Although a connection to Christian asceticism was, 

with time, increasingly rejected, the ideas and systems extant in Christian ascetic-mystical 

thought as seen, for instance, in the writings of Isaac of Nineveh, entered into the spheres of 

mystical Islam rather than any earlier mystical or spiritual ideas entering zuhd thought. 

While, in Christian asceticism, mysticism was an aspect from the very beginning, Islamic 

renunciation, as it is seen in the Kutub al-zuhd, was not particularly receptive of mystical 

thought. This is also where it becomes difficult to explain the alleged transition from zuhd to 

taṣawwuf but also from Christian asceticism to Muslim renunciation. Also, here, there needs 

to be much more research into the various translations into Arabic. My current work stands at 
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the very beginnings of research into zuhd, its various forms of expression, and its relations to 

Sufism and Christian asceticism. 

 In the Kutub al-zuhd there are sayings that seem not to fit the traditionists’ aim of 

defining zuhd. Anonymous fighters who did not marry, instead saving themselves for the 

eternal Houris, as well as various Companions, such as Abū Dharr, who wished not to be 

bound to family duties or who placed sincere acts before participation in Jihad, instead appear 

as representatives of an ascetic mode of pious religious practice. More examples were 

provided in the chapters above which would not have fitted into the ideals of mainstream 

Sunni Islam but instead expressed the wish for the ultimate service of God without being 

confined by this-worldly occupations or responsibilities, as is also to be found in almost any 

religion that developed ascetic streams. Here, the late antique Christian ascetics and monks 

could – due to reasons of time and place (7th-9th CE Mesopotamia, Syria, and Egypt) – have 

served as the principle role models for Muslim ascetics and renunciants. Their lives and wise 

sayings would later be recorded, mainly in the hagiographic and Sufi literature that became 

very popular in Arabic, and even more so in Persian, from the 11th century CE onwards. 

Ascetics or renunciants who may have modeled their lifestyle on that of ascetics from other 

religions, even those as extreme as the Christian Stylites or Anchorites, would not have been 

interested in writing texts for instruction, but are instead known to have given sermons with 

various characteristics. Their lives were sometimes depicted in hagiographic and Sufi ṭabaqāt 

literature. A close comparison of the different genres of Hadith, poetry, Sufi, and adab could 

help us reconstruct and shape a solid picture of how renunciation found multiple forms of 

expression in Islam and what the renunciants’ convictions were. This is what future 

scholarship on early Islamic renunciation and asceticism should concentrate on. With this 

work, I have tried to carry out this task in regard to Hadith material. Much more is to be done 

in regard to diachronic and synchronic analysis, as well as to the sheer amount of material 

that there was not space to examine.1317  

 In this context, it is again important to underline that the zuhd Hadith scholars 

obviously felt the need to qualify and reshape existing ascetic practices for the Muslim 

community. Their aim was to fit the existing practices into a moderate, piously religious 

                                                
1317 There are several Hadith collections with sections on zuhd, both precanonical (Ibn Abī Shayba’s 

Muṣannaf which was at times consulted) and canonical (Tirmidhī and Ibn Mājah being the most 

important), that I did not have time to look at. Also, several other Kutub al-zuhd, written throughout 

the centuries, remain neglected (Muʿāfā b. ʿImrān, Ibn Abī ʿĀṣim, etc.). 
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lifestyle for Islam by focusing on traditions that primarily fostered piety and a moderate type 

of renunciation, and which included the terms of supererogatory religious practices. Practices 

that did not fit a lifestyle of the ‘middle course’ were reconfigured by the Prophet, 

Companions, Followers, or Hadith scholars into a piously devoted religious practice that 

would still function within the community of believers by redirecting religious urges into 

supererogatory exercises of prayer, recitation, scrupulosity, and belligerence that would 

benefit the community as a whole and not only the individual. In so doing, God was not 

sought but served by individual and communal charitable and devotional ideals. For instance, 

one was not supposed to accumulate wealth, and proof of this was considered to be that pious 

people had almost nothing left when they died. Exemplars are Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal and Hannād 

b. al-Sarī, who seemed to have lived a renunciatory life in the material sense, while Ibn al-

Mubārak and Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ accumulated wealth through trade or gained it by inheritance 

and after practiced renunciation on a psychological level instead by refraining from comforts 

and extravagance. For them, as for their teachers, materiality was not the problem as such but 

mental dependence and reliance upon it.  

 This form of zuhd promoted by the traditionists seems to have been practiced at least 

from the first half of the 2nd/8th century, starting with Ibn al-Mubārak’s and Wakīʿ’s 

teachers and role models, such as Sufyān al-Thawrī and Awzāʿī. Two focal points in this 

traditionist zuhd were participation in warfare and scrupulously pious religious practice, 

expressed and lived through humbleness, sincerity, supererogatory prayer, vigil, recitation of 

the Qurʾān, not laughing and spending little, and earnestness in one’s affairs. Starting with 

Sufyān al-Thawrī, who can be considered the most influential teacher of zuhd traditionism, 

concepts were taught and transmitted to the next generation and the one after that via Ibn al-

Mubārak and Wakīʿ to Hannād and Aḥmad. Their versions of zuhd traditionism are, textually, 

among the most well documented persuasions available to us for this early time in Islam. 
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VI. Appendix: 

 

VI.1 Ibn al-Mubārak’s poem on Abū Ḥanīfa1318 

He adorned the lands and whoever lived in them, 

Imām al-muslimīn Abū Ḥanīfa, 

with traditions and law and ḥadīth, 

as the verses of the psalter (zubūr) [have adorned] a scroll (ṣaḥīfa),1319 

I understood your discourse and answered you [r questions], 

replying in praise of Abū Ḥanīfa, 

As Abū Ḥanīfa was pious, 

God-fearing, worshipping, not spiritless (jīfa)  

he transmitted traditions and elaborated on them, 

like the flight of the falcons/hawks from a cliff (munīfa), 

There is no one like him in the east  

nor in the west and neither in Kūfa, 

I saw the detractors/critics like fools, 

contrary to the truth with weak arguments, 

he spends the nights deprived of sleep, 

and fasted the days for fear of God/God-consciously, 

he safeguarded his tongue from all untruth, 

and does not cease to safeguard his limbs/chastity, 

he abstains from the forbidden and amusement, 

and seeking God’s favor is his obligation, 

[Tell me] Who was like Abū Ḥanīfa in his manner? 

to the people of poverty (ahl al-faqr) in the year (sanna) of Jaḥīfa1320, 

How can we permit that insult befalls a scholar (faqīhan)? 

for he left behind for religion a great legacy. 

For Ibn Idrīs1321 had uttered, 

                                                
1318Majallat maʿhad al-makhṭūṭāt al-ʿArabiyya. Jāmiʿat al-Duwal al-ʿArabiyya, Cairo 1955 (vol. 27), 

p. 468.  
1319 Ibn Masʿud - Prophet mizmār.  
1320 Charitable Abū Ḥanīfa. 
1321 I.e. Shāfiʿī. 
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a saying correctly transmitted bearing subtle wisdom, 

the people are dependent for their knowledge (fiqh), 

on the knowledge (fiqh) of imām Abū Ḥanīfa.1322 

 

VI.2 Ibn al-Mubārak’s poem to Fuḍayl b. ʿIyāḍ1323 

O servant of the two holy places (al-ḥaramayn), when you see us,  

you will realize that your servanthood was merely a play so far, 

whose cheek is smeared with his blood, 

and our necks are smeared with blood, 

and his horse becomes weary of heroism, 

In the morning hour our horses become fatigued, 

for you is the fragrance, 

for our odor is the hoof’s dust, the splendid dust, 

The saying of our Prophet reached us, 

a saying truthful and sincere without a doubt, 

‘The horse’s dust can not coexist in 

a man’s nose, with the burning of the Fire’s abode.’ 

This is the book of God speaking to us: 

“the martyr does not die”,1324 without a doubt. 

                                                
1322 Variants, other transmitters, etc. 
1323 Ibn ʿAsākir, TD xxxviii:354-355. Allegedly Ibn al-Mubārak dictated this poem to Ibrāhīm b. Abī 

Sukayna in Ṭarsūs: “He was about to leave and I took off with it toward Fuḍayl b. ʿIyāḍ in the year 

170 or 177.” (Ibid). The story continues: “I met Fuḍayl in the holy mosque (masjid al-ḥarām) [in 

Mecca] with his book (bikitābihi ?). When he read [the verses] tears poured from his eyes then he 

said, ‘Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān spoke sincere and advised me.’ Then he said, ‘Are you from those who 

write Hadith (i.e. ahl al-ḥadīth)?’ I answered, ‘Yes, o Abū ʿAlī.’ He said, ‘I will write down this 

Hadith (kirā’a ? in responsa?) for you. He carried a book of Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān to me, and Fuḍayl 

dictated to me, that a man asked the Messenger: ‘Teach me an act enabling me to receive the reward 

of the martyrs in God’s way.’ The Prophet asked him: ‘Are you able to pray and not become tired, and 

are you able to fast without ever breaking it?’ He said, ‘O Prophet of God, I am too weak to do this.’ 

Then the Prophet said, ‘By Him in whose hands is my soul, even if you were able to execute this, you 

would not reach the merit of the martyrs on God’s path. Regarding the martyr’s horse, it enacts during 

grazing while tied on a long rope to acquire through this deeds.’“  
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands 
 

Deze dissertatie onderzoekt het concept van verloochening (zuhd) doormiddel van een de 

vroegste genres over zuhd, namelijk Hadith verzamelingen die getiteld zijn met Kitāb al-

Zuhd (“Het boek over zuhd”), daterend van de middel tweede/achtste eeuw tot aan de middel 

derde/negende eeuw. Zuhd is om verschillende redenen erg interessant: het wordt 

aangenomen een sleutelrol te spelen bij de vroege mystieke bewegingen van islam, bij de 

relatie tussen christelijk monastiek leven uit de laat antieke tijd en de vroege islam, en het 

veronderstelde pure karakter van de eerste generatie moslims. Helaas kan het niet bevestigd 

worden dat de worteld van zuhd in de christelijke monastiek te vinden zijn, noch dat zuhd een 

voorloper op de mystiek en soefisme was. Dit genre geeft een uniek beeld weer van wat 

verloochening betekende in de specifieke context waarin deze ‘boeken der verloochening’ 

werden geschreven. Het is deze betekenis van islamitische verloochening die onze aandacht 

dient te trekken, daar de aanwijzingen voor verdere vragen en onderzoekingen vaak 

verborgen zijn in cryptische gezegdes en vertellingen. Deze vertellingen stellen een vroeg 

voorbeeld voor van de apophthegmata collecties (wijze spreuken van gezaghebbende 

religieuze leiders) in islam die in de eeuwen daarna beduidend zouden ontwikkelen en zelfs 

‘hagiografische’ biografieën van Hadith verzamelaars zou omvatten. In deze dissertatie hoop 

ik licht te schijnen op hoe zuhd werd begrepen onder Hadith verzamelaars en in vroege Koran 

exegese; hoe het concept wordt weergegeven in de Kutub al-Zuhd; en wat tussen de regels 

door gelezen kan worden aangaande het ontdekken van hints over andere religieuze en 

doctrinaire standpunten van binnen en buiten de islam zelf. Zuhd heeft verschillende aspecten 

die typisch voor haar zijn. Zo is er een religieus aspect die naar voren komt door vroomheid 

en zorgvuldigheid. Er is een politiek aspect die inherent is in de verwijtingen van leiders en 

de politieke elite in het algemeen en de noodzakelijkheid van het deelnemen in oorlog. Er is 

ook een sociaal aspect, die naar voren komt doormiddel van een morele code en 

gedragsbeperkingen (armoede) en geboden (bijv. amr bi-l-maʿrūf). Verder kan zuhd gezien 

worden als de daadwerkelijke kern van het islamitisch geloof, want dan kan verlossing door 

correct religieus gedrag als de hoofdzaak van een gelovige beschouwd worden en zuhd de 

correcte filosofie en toepassing. 

Tot nu toe heeft het onderwerp van zuhd niet adequate aandacht gekregen. Enkel 

wetenschappers van soefisme, zoals Tor Andrae, R.A. Nicholson, A.J. Arberry, Louis 

Massignon, Richard Gramlich en –niet direct een kenner van het soefisme- Ignaz Goldziher, 



 350 

hebben aandacht geschonken aan de asceten –in hun ogen de voorgangers van soefisme. Zij 

lieten het echter na om een diepgaande analyse te leveren over hoe ze tot deze conclusie 

kwamen en in plaats daarvan vertrouwden ze op soefibronnen van de vierde/tiende, 

vijfde/elfde en volgende eeuwen. De Kutub al-zuhd waren of niet tot hun beschikking, of ze 

pasten simpelweg niet in hun overtuigingen en werden daarom achterwege gelaten. De 

inhoud van de Kutub al-zuhd is in enige mate inderdaad een weerspiegeling, of liever gezegd 

werd overgenomen, door auteurs van soefihandboeken, zoals Sarrāj (gest. 378/988) en 

Qushayrī (gest. 465/1072), terwijl geestelijke gedachten over het algemeen ontbreken. Waar 

in plaats daarvan de nadruk op wordt gelegd in voor-kanonieke Hadith verzamelingen over 

zuhd, is vroomheid en de noodzaak om de volgende twee dingen te begrenzen: overijverige 

overbodige religieuze handelingen, zoals celibaat of complete en voortdurende afzondering 

en ten tweede –dit kan uiteraard geïnterpreteerd worden in verhouding met de vorige- een 

verschil met laat antieke christelijke monastiek. Dit betekend niet dat soefisme geen ideeën 

en manieren van leven overnam van de ascetische rolmodellen. Wat ik bekritiseer in mijn 

dissertatie is enkel dat wetenschappers de transitie van verloochening naar mystiek als 

natuurlijk beschouwden. Zoals we realiseren van het zuhd bronnenmateriaal, er is niet veel 

mystiek of ascese te vinden in de soefi-manier. Ik denk dat twee mogelijke interpretaties 

genoemd kunnen worden om te verklaren waarom soefisme en verloochening zo nauw met 

elkaar worden geassocieerd. Ten eerste, verschillende stromingen van zuhd kunnen hebben 

bestaan in de eerste twee eeuwen van de islam, een die mystieke en spirituele ideeën gunstig 

was en een ander die gericht was op vroomheid en gehoorzaamheid. Ten tweede, soefisme 

veranderde en overschaduwde interpretaties van zuhd en veranderde de levens van vrome 

individuen in levens van heiligen waardoor wat voorheen conservatieve vrome informatie 

was nu gespiritualiseerd werd. Een andere mogelijkheid die zeker in overweging genomen 

dient te worden, is dat beide processen gezamenlijk aan de gang waren. 

De inhoud van de zuhd verzamelingen is door mij bestudeerd om een beeld te schetsen wat 

zuhd betekend, hoe het verstaan behoord te worden en waaruit het bestaat. In aanvulling op 

deze inhoudsanalyse gekoppeld met isnād analyse, voor zover het noodzakelijk was om een 

intellectueel netwerk weer te geven van aanhangers van zuhd en niet zozeer voor de 

betrouwbaarheid van een Hadith, is ook een historische studie ondernomen naar de levens 

van de vier Hadith verzamelaars van zuhd vertellingen - ʿAbdallāh b. al-Mubārak (gest. 

181/797), Wakīʿ b. al-Jarrāḥ (gest. 197/812), Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal (gest. 240/855) en Hanād b. 

al-Sarī (gest. 243/857). Hiermee mikte ik op het toepassen van een diachronische methode 

door te noteren wanneer informatie over iemands leven eerst ontstond en of verdere 
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informatie was toegevoegd voor een specifieke reden. Zo zien we bijvoorbeeld dat Ibn al-

Mubārak gedurende de kruistocht beroemd werd voor niet alleen terugkeren van een 

oorlogsmissie, zoals opgeschreven in Ibn Saʿd’s (gest. 230/845) Ṭabaqāt, en niet enkel in een 

kamp zat, zoals in Ibn Abī Ḥātim’s (gest. 327/938) al-Jarḥ, maar heldhaftig deelnam in 

gevechten en verscheidene tegenstanders in een keer versloeg. Het lijkt dat hij eigenlijk een 

aanmoediger (ḥathth) was van jihād/ghazwa, al kan het niet worden uitgesloten dat hij 

inderdaad deel heeft genomen aan gevechten. Wat in mijn bevinding helaas ontbrak in veel 

eerdere studies van deze teksten is de relatie tussen bepaalde theologische, doctrinaire en 

wereldbeschouwelijke overtuigingen in de teksten in relatie tot de biografieën en 

levensomstandigheden van hun auteurs. Vaak worden hun visies weergegeven zonder de 

levensomstandigheden van de auteurs daarin mee te nemen. Zelfs wanneer deze wel in 

ogenschouw genomen worden, worden ze slechts heel beknopt en daardoor onbevredigend 

behandeld. Wanneer het om religieuze opvattingen gaat, of zoals in ons geval het wereldse 

leven en het hiernamaals, hebben mogelijk factoren van buiten een belangrijke rol gespeeld. 

Hoe kunnen we de opkomst van een preoccupatie van een intellectuele elite, groep of cirkel 

met verzaking van het wereldse in combinatie met een heropleving en circulatie van 

apocalyptische teksten op een specifiek punt in de geschiedenis zonder de omstandigheden 

van die tijd in ogenschouw te nemen, in historisch, politiek en sociaal opzicht? Waarom zou 

iemand zo vurig verlangen naar de dood? Hoe moeten we begrijpen dat de schepping van 

deze wereld wellicht niet als een zegening van God gezien wordt? Hoe moeten we begrijpen 

dat die schepping niet tot schoonheid gerelateerd werd, maar tot deceptie, en dat naar het 

slagveld gaan om te sterven iets wenselijks was, en ook het bewust in armoede leven? 

Wanneer dit in de context van de bloedige machtsstrijden en coups d’état, revoluties, 

constante oorlogsvoering en hachelijke levensomstandigheden geplaatst wordt, kan men 

beginnen te begrijpen dat een doodswens als een natuurlijke reactie gezien kan worden. De 

verzamelaars en andere zuhhād waren duidelijk van mening dat de tijd waarin zij leefden 

door en door corrupt was, wat ook tot ‘manipulatieve’ veranderingen in de islam zorgde, 

zoals blijkt uit hun verwerping van heersers en leiders. Hun doel was om terug te keren naar 

de enige tijd die zij als puur beschouwden, en zuhd, in al zijn facetten, was de meest 

effectieve manier om dit te bereiken. Zuhd verschafte puurheid in contrast met deze corruptie 

en manipulatie, bescheidenheid in de confrontatie met faam en rijkdom, en vechten en 

strijden tegenover luiheid en het weglopen van verantwoordelijkheden voor de islamitische 

zaak, zoals zij het noemden. Het was de koran dat dit geloof ondersteunde en er zelfs een 

oorzaak voor was. De nabijheid van het einde der tijden, de beloofde beloning voor goede 
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daden en martelaarschap, en angst voor alle verschrikkelijke bestraffingen van de hel, 

vormden de basis van hun wereldvisie en hun ‘predikingen’. 

 Hoewel de generatie van de Metgezellen en de daarop volgende generatie getuigen 

waren van ingrijpende veranderingen tijdens de politieke machtsstrijden van de nog jonge 

moslimgemeenschap en zelf ook betrokken waren bij deze twisten, werden ze toch als ideale 

rolmodellen voor navolging voorgesteld. Deze voorstelling lijkt dikwijls erg op latere, 

meestal mystieke, heilige figuren in het islamitische ‘biografische’ genre. Dit betekent 

uiteraard niet dat de eerste generatie vrij van fouten was, aangezien er bijvoorbeeld veel 

bewijs is voor opvolgingstwisten direct na de dood van Mohammed, een duidelijk afdrijven 

van de derde van de zogenaamde ‘rechtgeleide kaliefen’ (al-khulafāʾ al-rāshidūn), ʿUthmān, 

van de meningen van de Metgezellen Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī (d. 32 or 31/651-3), en de 

opkomst van de voor- en tegenstanders van de vierde kalief, ʿAlī. De conceptie van de zuhd-

verzamelaars was een geïdealiseerde versie van deze personen dat tot de dag van vandaag 

bestaat, geculmineerd in het idee dat het niet toegestaan is Mohammed, de rāshidūn-kaliefen, 

en de Metgezellen, aan kritiek te onderwerpen. De burgeroorlogen die veroorzaakt waren 

door de opvolgingstwisten werden min of meer compleet genegeerd in de bronnen als 

resultaat van dit doel van idealiseren in zuhd-traditionisme. 

 Deze dissertatie heeft zich ontwikkeld vanuit een beginpositie die zuhd in zijn 

historische (laatantieke) context plaatst binnen het politieke en religieuze milieu van die tijd. 

Het eerste hoofdstuk verschaft een algemeen begrip van zuhd in zijn verscheidene facetten, 

specifiek aandacht bestedend aan de centrale concepten van verloochening, en legt uit hoe 

zuhd zowel op zichzelf begrepen en beschreven kan worden als in relatie tot zowel 

laatantieke christelijk ascetisme/kloosterwezen en het soefisme. Hoofdstuk Twee richt zich 

op slechts één concept dat ik als de hoeksteen van zuhd beschouw, namelijk verachting voor 

deze wereld. Het derde hoofdstuk geeft een terminologische discussie weer van de centrale 

concepten die ook in latere ḥadīth aanwezig zijn en meer specifiek in soefiliteratuur, die 

handelen over mentale en praktische aspecten van religieuze preoccupaties zoals honger (jūʿ), 

vertrouwen op God (tawakkul), en afzondering (khalwa, ʿuzla). In dit derde hoofdstuk 

worden de overeenkomsten en verschillen in de concepten zoals ontwikkeld en toegepast 

door verschillende groepen (de ḥadīth-geleerden en auteurs van soefihandboeken) 

uiteengezet. In het vierde hoofdstuk wordt de speciale relatie tussen zuhd en jihad, of ghazwa 

(‘rooftocht’) bediscussieerd, zoals dat uit tradities naar voren gekomen is, inclusief 

oorlogsvoering, in de Kutub al-zuhd en Ibn al-Mubārak’s Kitāb al-jihād of, zoals het ook 

bekend stond Kitāb faḍl al-jihād (“De verdiensten van jihad”). Verder wordt er biografische 
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informatie verzameld en geanalyseerd zowel vanwege de inhoud als vanwege de 

mogelijkheid dat de verscheidene auteurs werkelijk deelnamen aan oorlogsvoering. Jihad 

werd begrepen als een religieuze verplichting, bewijs van iemands oprechtheid in het geloof, 

en een voorbode van de oordeelsdag waarbij het oordeel vermeden kon worden en directe 

toegang tot het Paradijs middels het martelaarschap verkregen kon worden. Het vijfde en 

laatste hoofdstuk concludeert het onderzoek door zich te richten op de eschatologische 

verbeelding van de Kutub al-zuhd en tracht uit te leggen waar de preoccupatie met 

eschatologische thema’s, zoals het constante denken over de oordeelsdag en het hiernamaals 

vandaan komt. Eschatologie, een sleutelconcept van de wereldvisie van zuhd, zal ons door 

alle hoofdstukken heen leiden en de basis voor de conclusie vormen, middels een analyse van 

de beschrijving van het hiernamaals in het bronmateriaal.   

 Alle hoofdstukken proberen de specifieke vorm van zuhd in de 2e/8e-eeuws en vroeg 

3e/9e eeuwse traditie-georiënteerde islam te framen en uit te leggen, om zo een beter en meer 

omvattend begrip te krijgen over wat zuhd nu behelsde en hoe we de opkomst, continuïteit 

ervan kunnen begrijpen, en de herformulering door latere groepen. Met deze studie heb ik 

geprobeerd te ontrafelen wat de term zuhd behelsde in ḥadīth-literatuur in de pre-soefi en pre-

canonieke periode, voor de tweede helft van de 3e/9e eeuw. Aanvankelijk dacht ik dat het 

mogelijk zou zijn de verloochenende attitude of concept in de islam te kunnen herleiden. 

Later werd ik mij bewust dat er, net als in het soefisme, niet slechts een enkel idee van 

verloochening was maar meerdere, die soms gelijkenis vertoonden met de doelen en 

overtuigingen van vrome ḥadīth-geleerden, en soms sporen van het christelijke 

monnikenwezen bevatte, en op andere punten ideeën uitdroegen die gelijkenis vertonen met 

of overgenomen zijn door latere soefi-auteurs.  

 Eén van mijn bevindingen of conclusies is dan ook dat er verschillende stromingen en 

concepten van verloochening waren in de eerste twee eeuwen van de islamitische jaartelling, 

die door verschillende groepen gecultiveerd werden, waarvan sommigen zich dichter bij de 

soennitische hoofdstroom bevonden, en een gematigde levensstijl propageerden, terwijl 

anderen behoorlijk extreem waren, en afzondering nastreefden of zelfs verheerlijking van het 

martelaarschap. 
 


