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Introduction

The most common misconception about the history of Andalusi mysti-
cism is that it is popular and therefore well-studied. While the extra-
ordinary impact of this tradition upon Islamic thought as a whole is
widely acknowledged, only its prominent fourth-/tenth- and seventh-/
thirteenth-century representatives have received some of the attention
they deserve. Broadly speaking, modern scholarship has accounted
for Muhammad b. Masarra al-Jabali’s (d. 319/931) surviving mystico-
philosophical treatises, as well as the central corpus of writings penned
by “The Greatest Master” (al-shaykh al-akbar) Muhyi al-Din b. ‘Arabi
(d. 637/1240). However, much of the formative early sixth-/twelfth-
century period remains terra incognita. We are a long way from
a nuanced appreciation of the ways in which figures such as Ibn
Barrajan (d. 536/1141), Ibn al-‘Arif (d. 536/1141) and Ibn Qasi
(d. 546/1151) contributed to Andalusi mystical thought and provided
a link between the early Masarri tradition and later elaborations of Ibn
‘Arabi. These middle-term scholars played a formative role in develop-
ing the Andalusi mystical tradition, but are largely forgotten, eclipsed,
and assessed through Ibn ‘Arabi’s interpretive lens in both medieval and
modern sources. What doctrines did they espouse? In what ways did the
teachings of Andalusis like Ibn Masarra, as well as Eastern scholars like
Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) bear upon them? To what extent
did they impact Ibn ‘Arabi and his contemporaries? How did they
perceive their own place within the Islamic scholarly tradition? And
how did they self-identify vis-a-vis the broader Arabic Sufi tradition in
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2 Introduction

the Eastern heartlands of Islam? Such questions have rarely been posed,
and even less have been answered."

This study of the formative sixth-/twelfth-century period of Andalusi
mysticism, which focuses in particular on Ibn Barrajan’s writings, is
intended as a contribution to the ongoing reassessment of the intellectual
developments of the late al-Murabitin period in al-Andalus. It also
affords a reevaluation and corrective of certain uncharted and misunder-
stood religious tendencies during this period. First, this study corrects
the assertion by some that the formative Andalusi mystical tradition was
a backward version of the classical Sufism of the East. It also corrects the
notion that this tradition was a passive fertile soil into which Ghazali’s
encyclopedic “Revival of the Religious Sciences” (Ibya’ ‘ulum al-din) and
Sufism were implanted. Eastern Sufi and renunciant literature written by
figures like Ghazali, Muhasibi (d. 243/857), Tustar1 (d. 283/896), and
Makki (d. 386/996), as well as Ash‘ari theology and certain elements
of philosophy, did inform the writings of Andalusi mystics during the
formative period, but to a much lesser degree than has been assumed.
Rather, champions of Andalusi mysticism espoused a symbiosis of
Qur’anic teachings and Sunni Hadith with the Neoplatonizing treatises
of the Brethren of Purity (Ikbwan al-Safa), the writings of Ibn Masarra,
and, through indirect contact, Fatimi Isma‘ili cosmological doctrines
circulating in the intellectual milieu of al-Andalus. As such, exponents of
this symbiotic mystical discourse were more interested in cosmology, the
science of letters, cyclical notions of time, and the principle of associative
correspondence between heaven and earth than in Sufi wayfaring, ethics,
and the psychology of the soul.

Al-Andalus was home to an indigenous mysticophilosophical tradition
that was distinct from the Arabic Sufi tradition that developed in the
central and eastern lands of Islam. This typological distinctiveness is
confirmed by the self-image that Ibn Barrajan, Ibn Qasi, and to a certain
extent Ibn al-‘Arif had of their own place within the Islamic tradition, as
well as their near-total neglect of Ghazali and the broader body of Sufi
writings. They tended to keep Sufism (fasawwuf) at arm’s length, and
rarely employed the term. As a case in point, Ibn Barrajan spoke of Eastern
Sufism only in the third person. That is, he described them as a distinct
group of pietists who developed their own set of terminology. He admired

! Ebstein’s analysis of the influence of Isma ili and Brethren thought on Ibn Masarra and Ibn
‘Arabi in Philosophy and Mysticism in al-Andalus is a welcome addition to the subject. See
also his article “Was Ibn Qasi a Sufi?”
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Sufis for codifying the ethical teachings and spiritual states and stations
of the renunciants (zubhad), but saw Sufis as being less mystically and
philosophically inclined than the Andalusi tradition to which he belonged.
He considered Sufism to be an intensely pious, behaviorally and ethically
oriented, individualistic pursuit of self-purification. Their divisions and
subdivisions of the virtues, states (sing. hal), and stations (sing. magdm)
were of little interest to him, for he preferred to focus on the crossing or
penetration ( ibra) into the unseen world (ghayb) through signs of God in
physical existence.

The Andalusi mystics of the formative early sixth/twelfth century,
and especially Ibn Barrajan, self-identified as “Mu‘tabirin,” or
“Contemplatives” (lit. practitioners of i tibar, or the Masarran ‘ibra
“crossing” into the unseen). Although the term Mu‘tabir is rooted in the
Qur’an (Q. 3:13,12:111, 16:66, 59:2) and is not the exclusive property of
Ibn Masarra and his followers, it is a designation that they most often
identified with and that captured their shared mystical orientation.
The Mu tabirtn, moreover, proclaimed theirs to be an Abrahamic
approach, since Abraham (Q. 6:74-79) arrived at knowledge of divine
unity by contemplating God’s signs in creation, thereby embodying Ibn
Masarra’s mysticophilosophical quest for certainty (yagin). Ibn Masarra
proclaimed the intellect’s (‘aql) ability to ascend to the highest divine
mysteries without taking recourse to revelatory knowledge, and his writ-
ings served as an important source of inspiration for the Mu tabiran.
Although Ibn Masarra was persecuted and accused of heresy, his resilient
ideas continued to resurface and evolve through the teachings of various
Andalusi mystics over the next 200 years, only to receive their fullest
elaborations in the early sixth/twelfth century. After the collapse of the
al-Murabitan dynasty in the mid-sixth/twelfth century and the rise of the
pro-Ghazalian al-Muwahhidun regime, the teachings of the Mu ‘tabirtun
were absorbed into the broader nascent Sufi tradition across the Muslim
West. These teachings were resynthesized in the voluminous works of
seventh-/thirteenth-century philosophical mystics such as Ibn ‘Arabi,
Harrali (d. 638/1241), Ibn Sab‘in (d. 668/1270), Shushtari (d. 667/
1269), and Tilimsani (d. 690/1291). Notably, these figures all settled
and died in the East, and their teachings left an indelible mark on
Islamic thought. With the rise of Sufi biographical compilations in the
Maghrib around the same period, the representatives of the Mu‘tabiran
tradition were subsumed under the generic category of “Sufi” and lost
their group identity. Given that the Mu‘tabirtn self-identified with
a different epistemological category, I refrain from describing them as
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“Sufi,” and instead I employ the term mystic (i.e., one who is interested
in the mysteries of the unseen world) or simply Mu tabir (singular of
Mu‘tabiran).

Thus, the full-fledged “Sufi tradition” of the Muslim West, which arose
as a distinct and institutionalized movement in the seventh/thirteenth
century, was neither imported from the East nor grew steadily out of the
renunciant tradition. Instead, “Sufism” comprised two major branches
that hark back, in the case of al-Andalus, to the early third-/ninth-century
Andalusi Umayyad period. The first is the praxis-oriented, intensely devo-
tional, renunciantory quest for the divine embodied by the renunciant
tradition of Seville, as well as later figures such as Aba Madyan (d. 593/
1197), Shadhili (d. 656/1258), Jazili (d. 869/1465), Zarraq (d. 898/
1493), and others. This tradition of “juridical Sufism” represents
a continuation of the early renunciant tradition of al-Andalus, with an
added layer of inspiration drawn from Ghazali’s teachings in particular,
and the Eastern Arabic Sufi tradition at large.

The second branch of the Western Sufi tradition was more philosophi-
cally inclined and controversial. This trend was — and saw itself as —
a distinctive mystical tradition which evolved parallel to the first and
drew comparatively little inspiration from Ghazali and the Eastern
Arabic Sufi tradition. It harks back to the teachings of Ibn Masarra,
which were forced underground periodically between the fourth/tenth to
the fifth/eleventh centuries, then reemerged as a fully developed mystical
philosophy with Ibn Barrajan and his peers in the formative early sixth/
twelfth century, and finally reached their pinnacle with the much more
elaborate writings of Ibn “Arabi and his likeminded peers in the seventh/
thirteenth century.

In the broadest terms, therefore, appreciating the nuance and complex-
ity of the formative Andalusi period inevitably complicates the historio-
graphy of medieval Islam, which posits a division between periphery
and center: the “Marginal Muslim West” (the Maghrib) and the
“Middle” Eastern heartlands (the Mashriq). Building on previous theore-
tical studies,” my suggestion is that medieval Islam was polycentric. Al-
Andalus, at least as far as the history of mysticism is concerned, was its
own productive “center” and the flow of mystical teachings between East
and West was thoroughly bidirectional. In other words, Andalusi mysti-
cism was not provincial but rather a world unto itself. Its luminaries drew

2 Bulliet, Islam. P. Nwyia and M. Asin Palacios maintained this position in their writings as
well.
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just as much from their own local traditions as they did from the works
of Easterners. Far from being an intellectually peripheral site of learning
that passively adopted Eastern influences, the Andalusi mystical tradition
both gave and received. Its intellectual distinctiveness and, one might
even venture to say intellectual autonomy during the sixth/twelfth century
vis-a-vis parallel trends in the Arab East is evidenced by a close reading of
its written output.

IBN BARRAJAN AT THE FOREFRONT OF THE MU TABIRUN
TRADITION

By far the most preeminent, influential, and prolific mystic of the forma-
tive period was Ibn Barrajan of Seville, whose full name was Abu al-
Hakam ‘Abd al-Salam b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Abi al-Rijal Muhammad
b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Lakhmi al-Ifriqi al-Ishbili (d. 536/1141). He stood
at the forefront of the Mu ‘tabirtn tradition, and marked the culmination
of the sixth-/twelfth-century nexus of a broad range of intellectual under-
currents. He was, by admission of his own contemporaries, the most
prominent, prolific, and senior Andalusi mystic of his day. He even earned
the honorific title “The Ghazali of al-Andalus” in his own lifetime. This
honorific has often been misread by scholars as a sign of Ibn Barrajan’s
intellectual indebtedness to Ghazali. In reality, this title simply denotes
that, like his great Persian counterpart, Ibn Barrajan was regarded by his
peers in al-Andalus as the supreme embodiment of the Islamic mystical
ideal combined with law-abiding orthodoxy.

The astounding breadth and depth of Ibn Barrajan’s knowledge shines
through every page of his works. One of the most remarkable features of his
oeuvre as a whole is his ability to seamlessly assimilate and draw from
various fields of learning to enrich his own teachings. He crafted his vision
of the Qur’an and Hadith with a broad array of unnamed sources that
formed part and parcel of his inherited worldview. In venturing into other
fields of learning, Ibn Barrajan displayed a high degree of intellectual
independence (that of a “mujtabid,” or independent legal thinker, to use
a juridical term) and was not merely synthesizing other authors’ works.
Notwithstanding differences in emphasis and scholarly approach among
early sixth-/twelfth-century Andalusi mystics, Ibn Barrajan’s influence and
the breadth of his scholarly achievements afford a unique window into the
religious and mystical tendencies of this formative period as a whole.
The bulk of this study will thus be devoted to analyzing and contextualizing
his teachings in relation to his peers and the broader Andalusi context.
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It would be no exaggeration to state that Ibn Barrajan’s entire scholarly
pursuit was driven by a singular purpose: a desire to attain absolute
certainty (yaqin) of the realities of the hereafter. Ibn Barrajan sought
to realize the supreme goal and essence of all revealed religion, which he
sometimes called the “Paradise of Certainty” (jannat al-yagin) wherein
the realities of the hereafter are concretely experienced in this world.
He taught that the key to reaching this sublime state is to undertake
“the crossing from the visible into the unseen” (al- ibra min al-shabid ila
al-gha’ib). That is, the human being can experience a concrete foretaste of
celestial realities of the hereafter by training the intellect, soul, and body to
traverse from the visible dimension of existence to the unseen world. Ibn
Barrajan praised those who acquired this empirical knowledge of the
self as Mu tabiran, literally, “Undertakers of the Crossing,” or simply
“Contemplators.”

Ibn Barrajan’s epistemology of certainty occupies the bulk of his
writings. He promoted i tibdr as a means of both undercutting and
broadening the religious polemics of his day. For him, this contemplative
ascent was a way of out the endless legalistic particularisms of Maliki
jurists; the “chains of transmission” or isndd-centered epistemology of
Hadith scholars; the anti-intellectualism promoted by al-Murabitan
theological literalists; the excessive transcendentalism of Ash‘ari theo-
logians; the far-fetched abstractions of the Aristotelian philosophers; as
well as perceived esoterist (batini) deviations of Fatimi Isma‘ilis who
trumped the divine law.

However, while Ibn Barrajan was hailed as the “Ghazali of al-
Andalus,” he and his namesake differ tremendously in approach and
output. In sharp contrast to Ghazali, who mastered philosophy (falsafa),
theology (kalam), jurisprudence (figh), and other Islamic sciences with
an eye to engaging each discipline at its own level and buttressing his
spiritualizing vision of Islam, Ibn Barrajan had little interest in proving
his mastery of the formal intellectual and religious sciences. While he
wielded a certain command of these fields of learning, Ibn Barrajan never
sought to directly confront nor engage in what he perceived as futile
juridical, theological, or philosophical arguments. Characteristically, he
perceived all branches of learning, including the transmitted (naql7) and
intellectual ( ‘aqli) sciences of Islam, as well as other bodies of knowledge
such as medicine, and speculations about cycles of time and deter-
mination (dawa’ir al-taqdir), as points of ascension into the unseen.
In his last work, he summarized his epistemology of certainty in
statements such as:
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The path is one, the way straight, the calling one. Those who are called upon are
many: some are called from nearby (Q. 50:41), others from afar. And God prevails
over His affair!®

For Ibn Barrajan, undertaking the ‘%bra was an all-consuming quest
for the divine in everything. It was an act that surpassed conventional faith
in the hereafter. He reminded his readers that the Arabic word for faith
(iman) itself entails a conviction and certainty (amn) that goes beyond
abstract belief. That is, the supreme goal of religion is a concrete realiza-
tion of the presence of higher realities in this world, as seen through God’s
signs (ayat Allab) in the cosmos, the Qur’an, and in the human being. For
the true Mu ‘tabir, realities of the hereafter are concretely experienced in
this life. For instance, Ibn Barrajan insisted that the idea of traversing the
thin bridge over hell (sirat) on Judgment Day should be experienced here
and now, for the believer builds his bridge by his actions and spiritual
states. Or again, quenching one’s thirst at the Prophet’s Pond (bawd) can
be done in the herebelow by clinging to the guidance of revelation, and the
sweetness of the beatific vision (al-ru 'ya al-karima) is anticipated by God’s
exclusive signs in the world, like sun and moon. Thus, Ibn Barrajan saw
God’s associative signs in the universe, revelation, and man as open
passageways into the next world which are accessible to every believer,
provided he or she has mastered the art of deciphering the grace (baraka)
and wisdom (hikma) behind them.

Ibn Barrajan’s writings, which have been largely passed over in silence
by modern scholars, or even dismissed as the derivative and preliminary
thoughts of a secondary figure, deserve to be studied closely. At first
glance, his oeuvre appears to be a work-in-progress, a loosely drafted
stream of reflections, lacking the richness of Ibn ‘Arabi’s expositions and
the clarity of Ghazali’s “Revival of the Religious Sciences” (Ibya’ ‘ulum
al-din). Indeed, many scholars have made this point. A closer look at his
ideas, however, reveal an outstanding, internally coherent, and original
thinker who challenged the predominant religious discourse of his day,
and whose unique hermeneutics and cosmological vision were absorbed
by later codifiers of the Philosophical-Sufi tradition. But the richness,
eclecticism, and subtlety of Ibn Barrajan’s teachings are easily overlooked
by the hasty reader for two reasons. First, he usually dictated his works
orally and quite unsystematically. Second, he never cited his sources or
named his intellectual opponents. Ibn Barrajan perhaps felt compelled by
the intellectually rigid sixth-/twelfth-century Maliki milieu to write with

3 Ibn Barrajan, Idah al-bikma, eds. Béwering and Casewit, 910.
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8 Introduction

cautionary discretion and to conceal his intellectual affiliations and
agenda. Moreover, he wanted his writings to appeal to a broad reader-
ship. Thus, names of his teachers and sources are deliberately omitted; his
criticisms of other figures and groups are usually expressed in the third
person; and he avoided terminological markers from works of Sufism,
theology (kalam), the Brethren of Purity, and Isma‘ili writings. Rather
than locating himself within a particular school of thought, he found
reference for his ideas in Qur’anic verses, Hadith, Biblical passages, and
sayings of the Companions, and expressed them in ad hoc fashion.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Scholars of Islamic thought of the Iberian Peninsula have yet to develop
a clear understanding of Ibn Barrajan’s worldview for the simple reason
that his works have up to recent years remained scattered in manuscript
libraries.* Fortunately, a number of Arabic text editions of Ibn Barrajan’s
works began to appear just as this current study was being prepared.
The main thrust of secondary literature on Ibn Barrajan remains biogra-
phical. These newer scholarly inquiries, most recently by Bellver and
Kigiik, have refined our understanding of the important status which
Ibn Barrajan enjoyed among his contemporaries in sixth-/twelfth-century
al-Andalus, as well as his role in shaping and disseminating mysticism in
the region. However, such scholarly inquiries are noticeably dependent
upon the patchy and often-conflicting data furnished by the medieval
biographical sources. Ibn Barrajan’s own works have yet to be analyzed
as a whole. The over-dependence on biographical literature is problematic
because the image of mysticism portrayed by biographers such as Ibn
Bashkuwal (d. 578/1183) and Ibn al-Abbar (d. 638/1260) during the
fifth to seventh-/eleventh to thirteenth-centuries in which Ibn Barrajan
lived do not accurately reflect the actual unfolding of this tradition at the
time.” That is, the biographers distorted Ibn Barrajan’s self-understanding
of his own place within the Islamic tradition.®

Aside from biographical studies, many researchers who have dealt with
Ibn Barrajan’s thought have tendered largely unsubstantiated conjectures
based on a very brief perusal of his works, or on contextual inferences

* See the bibliography of this book for an overview of the excellent extant manuscript
tradition of Ibn Barrajan.

3 Urvoy, Le monde des ulémas Andalous, pp. 60, 63, 69, 73, 76, 79, 107,108, 119, et seq.

© See Chapters 2 and 3.
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from studies of his contemporaries, Ibn al-‘Arif and Ibn Qasi, and the
history of the al-Murabitin persecutions of mystics and theologians dur-
ing the sixth/twelfth century. Asin Palacios, who first intuited that Ibn
Barrajan was influenced by the doctrines of Ibn Masarra, was remarkably
accurate in his assessment but was unable to substantiate his claim tex-
tually. In the wake of Asin Palacios, scholars like Gharmini, Faure, Bell,
and most recently Kiigiik echoed Goldziher’s narrative, which portrays
Ibn Barrajan as a receiver and propagator of Ghazali’s ideas in al-
Andalus.” Others, in particular Gril and Bellver, have advanced our
understanding of our author on his own grounds, but they have yet to
take Ibn Barrajan’s works and teachings into account as a whole.

Aside from important and commendable editorial groundwork
undertaken by Arab researchers, scholarship on Ibn Barrajan in Arabic
secondary literature is generally poor and entangled in modern Athari/
Salafi versus Ash‘ari/Sufi polemics. Arab authors who have written
about Ibn Barrajan and the spread of Ash‘arism in the Maghrib, such
as al-Qari, Thnana, and Hosni, have provided very informative insights
on the period in general, and on Ibn Barrajan’s biography and Qur’anic
hermeneutics in particular. However, these studies are guided by
a prescriptive analysis of the tradition and are hampered by an unrelent-
ing anachronistic attempt at reassuring the reader that Ibn Barrajan was
an orthodox Sunni (Ab! al-sunna wa-I-jama ‘a) however defined by the
modern author.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS

Chapter 1 analyzes the complex and multilayered factors that set Andalusi
mysticism in motion from the early third/ninth century to the sixth/twelfth
century. These include the longstanding and popular Andalusi tradition
of renunciation; the early mysticophilosophical school of Ibn Masarra
(d. 319/931) which had an enduring influence in later periods; the absorp-
tion of the broader body of Sunni Hadith and legal theory (usul al-figh)
during the Umayyad and Ta’ifa period; polarizing epistemological rival-
ries over the miracles of saints (karamat al-awliya’) and the legitimacy
of mystics’ claims to esoteric knowledge by means of inner purification;
and the burning of Ghazali’s monumental “Revival of the Religious
Sciences” (Ihyd’ ‘ulam al-din).

7 EI, “Ibn al-‘Arif,” “Ibn Barradjan,” and “Ibn Kasi” (A. Faure); Gharmini, al-Madaris al-
stfiyya, p. 193; Bel, “Le Sufisme.”
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Chapter 2 intervenes in the historiography of al-Andalus by challen-
ging long-held assumptions about Ibn Barrajan and his peers’ intellectual
indebtedness to Ghazali in the early sixth/twelfth century and by positing
the existence of a self-consciously distinctive Mu‘tabiran mystical
tradition with pronounced cosmological and occult leanings. This chapter
demonstrates, based on the contents and chronology of Ibn Barrajan’s
works, that Ibn Barrajan was already an established author and a respected
mystic before Ghazal’s writings were even introduced into al-Andalus.
Ghazal’s influence on Ibn al-‘Arif and Ibn Qasi is also negligible, as
evidenced by a close analysis of their life and writings. I argue that the
transition to institutionalized “Sufism” in al-Andalus and North Africa thus
took place approximately fifty years after the death of Ibn Barrajan and
his peers, that is, at the turn of the sixth/twelfth to seventh/thirteenth
century. This transition from an indigenous Andalusi mystical tradition —
the Mu'tabirin - to an institutionalized pan-Sunni tariga Sufism was
cemented by the self-consciously Sufi tariga movement of Aba Madyan as
well as the North African Sufi hagiographers like Tadil’s (d. 627/1230-1)
Tashawwuf ila rijal abl al-tasawwuf.

Building on and supplementing previous biographical examinations
of Ibn Barrajan, Chapter 3 analyzes Ibn Barrajan’s life and works based
upon not only the medieval biographies but also his own multivolume
written corpus. Of special significance are Ibn Barrajan’s early years,
ancestral origins, formative education, the implications of his misunder-
stood epithet “Ghazali of al-Andalus,” his retreat from the city of Seville,
and the scholarly output of his students. This chapter also features
a discussion of Ibn Barrajan’s political views on Muslim rulership, end-
times, his summoning to Marrakesh for trial, and the obscure circum-
stances surrounding his incarceration and death.

For such a major figure in Islamic thought, it is surprising that the
exact number, sequence, contents, and titles of Ibn Barrajan’s works are
a source of confusion in a large number of medieval and modern sources,
which Chapter 4 explores. Ibn Barrajan articulated his teachings in
four main works, of which only three have survived in full. The first,
“The Guidebook to the Paths of Guidance” (al-Irshad ila subul al-rashad),
survives only partially in the Mamluk scholar Zarkashi’s Burhdin
and appears to be somewhat different in tone from his later works.
The Irshad seeks to demonstrate the concordance or mutual overlap
(mu ‘addada) between the Qur’an and the Sunna by showing how each of
the ahadith narrated by Muslim in his Sabib align in meaning with the
Qur’an. Ibn Barrajan’s second work, “A Commentary on the Beautiful
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