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necessary evils. However, these simplistic characterisations cannot encompass the full
range of the evidence, as we find many positive representations of women, and indeed
female saints, alongside brutal anti-woman declarations. This study attempts to nuance
these prevailing characterisations of medieval depictions of gender by providing further
evidence of Sufi attitudes towards women and femininity. It does so via a
comprehensive consideration of a prominent Persian Sufi poet, Farīd al-Dīn ‘Aṭṭār, in
the context of select Persian and Arabic hagiographies, Qur’an commentaries, and qiṣaṣ
al-anbiyā’. Analysis of the material reviewed suggests that gender representations are
not fixed, even within the work of a single author. I argue that these texts exhibit a
striking disconnect between their conceptions of ‘woman’ as a category and the
depiction of narrative women, especially Sufi women. I suggest that this tendency
reflects a Sufi philosophy of gender-egalitarianism and that philosophy’s inherent
conflict with predominant social hierarchies of the medieval Islamicate context. This
study shows the utility of engaging the classical Islamic tradition with contemporary
theory surrounding gender and identity, including corporeality theory and
intersectionality theory. It also employs more traditional formalist literary critiques
using the lenses of defamiliarisation and paradox/apophasis. Ultimately, this research
reveals the need for careful, critical studies of medieval views on gender, and
contributes to the bodies of literature on Islamicate sexualities and the construction of
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‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

1 INTRODUCTION
. ﺧﻮاھﺮی ﺑﻮد ﮐﮫ در اﯾﻦ راه دﻋﻮی رﺟﻮﻟﯿﺖ ﻣﯽ ﮐﺮد و ﺟﻤﺎﻟﯽ داﺷﺖ-  رﺣﻤﮫ ﷲ- ﺣﺴﯿﻦ ﻣﻨﺼﻮر را
: ﮔﻔﺖ، ﺑﺰرﮔﯽ ﺑﺪو رﺳﯿﺪ.در ﺷﮭﺮ ﺑﻐﺪاد ﻣﯽ آﻣﺪی و ﯾﮏ ﻧﯿﻤﮥ روی ﺑﭽﺎدر ﮔﺮﻓﺘﮫ و ﯾﮏ ﻧﯿﻤﮫ ﮔﺸﺎده
ﭼﺮا روی ﺗﻤﺎم ﻧﭙﻮﺷﯽ؟
 در ھﻤ ٔﮫ ﺑﻐﺪاد ﯾﮏ ﻧﯿﻢ ﻣﺮد اﺳﺖ و آن ﺣﺴﯿﻦ اﺳﺖ و اﮔﺮ از. ﺗﻮ ﻣﺮدی ﺑﻨﻤﺎی ﺗﺎ ﻣﻦ روی ﺑﭙﻮﺷﻢ:ﮔﻔﺖ
.ﺑﮭﺮ او ﻧﺒﻮدی اﯾﻦ ﻧﯿﻤﮥ روی ھﻢ ﻧﭙﻮﺷﯿﺪﻣﯽ
Ḥusayn b. Manṣūr Ḥallāj had a sister who claimed manhood (rajūliyyat) upon
the Sufi way, and who was also beautiful. Whenever she came to Baghdad, she
covered half her face with a veil and left the other half unveiled. An eminent
person encountered her and asked, ‘Why don’t you veil your entire face?’
‘First show me a man so that I might veil my entire face,’ she replied.
‘There is only half a man in all Baghdad, and that’s Ḥusayn. If it weren’t for
his sake, I wouldn’t even cover this half.’1

1

Najm al-Dīn Rāzī Dāyah, Marmūzāt-i Asadī Dar Mazmūrāt-i Dāvudī, ed. Muḥammad Riḍā Shafī‘ī-

Kadkanī (Tehran, 1973), 34-35. The thesis follows the transliteration system of Encyclopedia Islamica,
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Najm al-Dīn Rāzī (d. 654 AH /1256 CE) relates here a story revolving around
the sister of Ḥusayn b. Manṣūr al-Ḥallāj (d. 309 AH / 922 CE), himself a famous early
saint (valī) from Baghdad who was a martyr and exemplified the more antinomian
approach to Sufi practice.2 Ḥallāj’s sister, otherwise relatively unknown to us from the
source material, plays with the language of masculine and feminine and its unstable
relationship to biological sex.3 She unshackles the concept of ‘manhood,’ which
connotes the station of spiritual mastery, from maleness, and redefines it as a rank open
to people of both genders. Using a memorable and humorous image, she implies that

with the exception of v for وin Persian instead of w. Citations reproduce the transliteration style used by
other authors. Translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
2

I use the term ‘Sufism’ interchangeably with ‘Islamic mysticism’ throughout the text.

3

Contemporary feminist theorists have not only deconstructed the category of gender, which is

understood as the concatenation of social meanings attributed to a body of one sex. They have gone
further to destabilise the very notion of biological sex itself. As Denise Riley writes, historians should not
assume an ‘underlying continuity of real women above whose constant bodies changing aerial
descriptions dance.’ As early as 1989 Gisela Bock pointed to the need to forgo all reference to ‘biology’
as a stable category, a position now championed by the likes of Judith Butler. These are all excellent
theoretical developments for the field, but unfortunately, in practice, there is no way I can go this far.
These sources, while at various times challenging and reinforcing prescribed gender roles, in no way (that
I can see at least), meaningfully challenge the biological sex male/female binary. Possible areas to
investigate this question further would be the gender ambiguity of the beloved in the ghazal, and perhaps
the use of the mukhannath (catamite/hermaphrodite). Denise Riley, “Am I That Name?” Feminism and
the Category of “Women” in History (London: Macmillan, 1988), 7; Gisela Bock, “Women’s History and
Gender History: Aspects of an International Debate,” Gender & History 1, no. 1 (March 1989): 7–30;
Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: London: Routledge,
Chapman & Hall, Inc., 1990), 6-7.
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‘manhood’ is an honour that is not automatically conferred upon just anyone of the male
gender, nor is it exclusively available to men.4 This anecdote, therefore, points to a
slippage in the traditional categorisations of sex and gender in classical texts that needs
to be more fully examined. Social theorist Michel de Certeau argues that this is exactly
the kind of slippage in the sources that we should look for and interrogate. He writes
that traditional historiography ‘endlessly presupposes homogeneous unities (century,
country, class, economic or social strata, etc.) and cannot give way to the vertigo that
critical examination of these fragile boundaries might bring about: historiography does
not want to know this.’5
In the course of this thesis I try to show that the category of gender – even in
the premodern period – is delimited by one set of these very fragile boundaries. Though
looking past the artificial boundaries between ‘manhood’ and ‘womanhood’ might
prove vertiginous, this work argues that medieval Sufis in some cases do exactly that. In
other contexts, they shrink back again from the edge of the abyss and retreat into
familiar categories. As such this study aims to present the fundamental instability of the
concept of ‘woman’ (and by extension, ‘man’) as it plays out in select texts of the
premodern Persian and Arabic mystical tradition. As feminist historian Joan Scott
contends, ‘It is precisely the futile struggle to hold meaning in place that makes gender

4

Of course, she does so without dismantling the implied hierarchy of maleness as the higher rank to be

attained. This phenomenon is also recorded by Michel Chodkiewicz in his analyses of Ibn ‘Arabī. He
writes that ‘Rajuliyya for Ibn ‘Arabī is not linked to biological maleness: it expresses a general-neutral
human perfection. There are women who are rijāl and men who are not.’ Michel Chodkiewicz, “Feminine
Sainthood in Islamic Hagiography,” in Saints orientaux. Hagiographies médiévales comparés, ed. Aigle,
Denise (Paris: De Boccard, 1995), 109.
5

Michel de Certeau, The Writing of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 343.
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such an interesting historical object.’6 Here we seek out the battlegrounds of that
struggle and try to watch it in action.
When embarking on a literary-historical inquiry of this kind, it is tempting to
assume we know what we will find – a blatant and unrelenting misogyny that is more
disturbing than anything we would ever encounter in our supposedly enlightened age.
But the picture is more complicated than that. By investigating the constructions of
gender in a particular period, we can add to the literature that traces the contours of
gender relations as they have changed through various historical contexts. This wide
range of literature on gender history bolsters arguments against the immutability of
gender relations in the present. As Scott remarks:
There is no essence of womanhood (or of manhood) to provide a stable subject
for our histories; there are only successive iterations of a word that doesn’t
have fixed referent and so doesn’t always mean the same thing. If this is true of
‘women,’ it is also true of ‘gender.’ The relationship posited between male and
female, masculine and feminine, is not predictable; we cannot assume that we
know in advance what it is.7
Even within a given highly specific context, tradition, and period, the representation of
gender norms and expectations is not static, monolithic or entirely predictable.
The thesis considers these questions about the representations of gender in
medieval Sufi primarily by investigating the works of a prominent Persian poet, Farīd
al-Dīn ‘Aṭṭār (d. ca. 1221). By closely examining the narrative and biographical
treatment of women in ‘Aṭṭār’s texts, we discover that the author’s attitude towards
women in general statements diverges from the treatment they receive in detail. While it
is relatively easy to find examples of Sufi writers denigrating women, describing male

6

Joan Wallach Scott, The Fantasy of Feminist History (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 5.

7

Ibid, 11.
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weakness in feminine terms, or praising strong women as masculine, this paradigm is
set up by the sources only to be upended again and again by actual women appearing in
the texts. Women often function as a surprising reversal of expectation in these texts. In
this way they can be shown to reverse the misogynist paradigm which associates
women with the lower, exterior form and a lesser capacity to make spiritual progress on
the Sufi path. This does not imply that ‘Aṭṭār had a ‘positive’ view towards women in
general. In order to feature in these texts, it seems that a woman had to be a successful
spiritual aspirant in some form. The women of ‘Aṭṭār’s works ultimately tend to
represent the exception that reinforces the norm, which assumes the ontological
category of female is fundamentally incapable.
This disconnect between the general statements on women and their narrative
representation is a reflection of conflicting influences which pervade ‘Aṭṭār’s and other
Sufi writers’ worldviews. The discrepancy arises from the clashing of the patriarchal
context surrounding medieval writers with Sufism’s theoretical egalitarianism, which
places prime importance on the seeker’s ability to purify the inner soul, not his or her
external appearance, race, gender, class, able-bodiedness, etc. Sa‘diyya Shaikh posits in
this regard that ‘core Sufi assumptions are inherently critical of power configurations
that assert the superiority of particular human beings on any basis other than spiritual
stature.’8 Following in this vein, I hope to illuminate in the course of this study the ways
in which woman is part of a much larger strategy in ‘Aṭṭār’s and other Sufis’ writings.
Using this strategy, Sufi writers destabilise the perceived spiritual hierarchy by
systematic reference to the Other as the ultimate source of spiritual knowledge.

8

Sa‘diyya Shaikh, Sufi Narratives of Intimacy: Ibn ’Arabī, Gender, and Sexuality (University of North

Carolina Press, 2012), 13.
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What is at stake in pointing out this discrepancy? This observation destabilises
our entire understanding of medieval male authors’ stated misogynistic views on
women and does not allow us to assume we understand gender relations as they are
represented in literature in this period without careful investigation. It posits a
fundamental tension and inconsistency surrounding the author’s efforts to delineate and
maintain gender difference, while subverting it at the same time. One can hardly subvert
a known paradigm without referencing it first. The thesis does not argue that the reader
should discount what the authors say when they make gendered generalisations, which
typically result in the denigration of femaleness, in favour of lauding them when they do
subvert misogynistic gender norms. It does not aim to determine ‘what Sufism says
about women,’ in the same way as studies that offer, for example, a definitive
interpretation of ‘what the Qur’an says about women’ or ‘what the hadith says about
women.’ These studies tend to establish a uniform position on gender by deciding
which parts of the contradictory tradition are ‘authoritative.’ As Leila Ahmed observes,
individual Muslim authors are often not monolithic in their gender positions, let alone
the broad set of texts used as a basis for Islamic law.9 Arguments regarding ‘women’s
position in Islam’ often represent ‘a contestation over which among these various legal
positions count as authoritative Islamic knowledge.’10 Kecia Ali writes with some
ferocity on this hunt for ‘real Islam’ and particularly its implications for the broader
debates on ‘women in Islam.’ She writes, ‘The so-called woman question is central to
both anti-Muslim polemic and the apologetic counter-discourse that adopts a
terminology of liberation to describe the way ‘true’ or ‘real’ Islam respects and protects

9

Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate (New Haven:

London: Yale University Press, 1993), 64-69.
10

Shaikh, Sufi Narratives, 5-6.
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women, despite the existence of potentially oppressive ‘cultural’ practices. The
limitations of these dichotomous approaches are evident…’11 Recognising these
limitations, this study does not pursue ‘real Islam’ or ‘real Sufism’ at the expense of a
‘false Sufism’ that we may not like or that may not conform to our modern sensibilities.
Rather than reduce the conflicting representations of women to ‘legitimate’ and
‘illegitimate’ categories, this study tries to accept the contradictory nature of these Sufi
medieval authors’ attitudes towards women. It points out fluctuations in their
representations of gender, and explains them through reference to their own context and
by making a distinction between the author’s conception of the category of woman and
the representations of women as individuals or as allegorical symbols. I argue that while
in some instances ‘Aṭṭār follows the gender-effacing premises of Sufi thought to their
logical conclusions, in which women can be the locus of spiritual authority, in other
cases, context, tradition, and convention intervene and lead ‘Aṭṭār to describe spiritual
progress in a typically gendered fashion with maleness firmly on top of the social
hierarchy. As Shaikh has argued convincingly regarding the work of Ibn ‘Arabī, not all
Sufis have displayed a consistent commitment to the gender-egalitarian approach
suggested by a mystical worldview. However, one can use their focus on the inner soul,
to the effacement of outer characteristics, as a way to open up more women-friendly
readings of these texts from within an authoritative and revered tradition of medieval
Islamic thought.
Indeed, in the course of an in-depth study of the role of gender in ‘Aṭṭār’s
writings, I have come to reject the validity of demanding internal consistency from our

11

Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islam: Feminist Reflections on Qur’an, Hadith and Jurisprudence

(London: Oneworld Publications, 2006), xii.
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authors on this and many other matters. Despite the care and consideration with which
these texts were composed, it is simply not possible to imagine that ‘Aṭṭār consistently
provides us with the same angle on every theme or motif. To do so would be quite
uninspiring for both composer and audience. Rather, he provides different and even
seemingly contradictory angles on the same themes in different contexts. A good
example of this would be the differing views on marriage and having children that arise,
just within the Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’ alone. At some junctures, wives and children are
presented as unbearable burdens distracting the mystic from the path. In the biography
of Ibrāhīm b. Adham, he pithily explains why he does not marry:
 ﭼﺮا زﻧﯽ ﻧﻤﯽﺧﻮاھﯽ؟:ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ
 ھﯿﭻ زن ﺷﻮﯾﯽ ﮐﻨﺪ ﺗﺎ ﺷﻮھﺮ ﮔﺮﺳﻨﮫ و ﺑﺮھﻨﮫ داردش؟:ﮔﻔﺖ
. ﻧﮫ:ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ
 اﮔﺮ ﺗﻮاﻧﻤﯽ ﺧﻮد را طﻼق. ﻣﻦ از آن زن ﻧﻤﯽﮐﻨﻢ ﮐﮫ ھﺮ زﻧﯽ ﮐﮫ ﻣﻦ ﮐﻨﻢ ﮔﺮﺳﻨﮫ و ﺑﺮھﻨﮫ ﻣﺎﻧﺪ:ﮔﻔﺖ
 زن داری؟:دھﻤﯽ! دﯾﮕﺮی ﺑﺮ ﻓﺘﺮاک ﺑﺎ ﺧﻮﯾﺸﺘﻦ ﻏﺮه ﭼﻮن ﮐﻨﻢ؟ ﭘﺲ از دروﯾﺸﯽ ﮐﮫ ﺣﺎﺿﺮ ﺑﻮد ﭘﺮﺳﯿﺪ
. ﻧﯽ:ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﻓﺮزﻧﺪ داری؟:ﮔﻔﺖ
. ﻧﯽ:ﮔﻔﺖ
. ﻧﯿﮏ ﻧﯿﮏ اﺳﺖ:ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﭼﮕﻮﻧﮫ؟:دروﯾﺶ ﮔﻔﺖ
. آن دروﯾﺶ ﮐﮫ زن ﮐﺮد در ﮐﺸﺘﯽ ﻧﺸﺴﺖ و ﭼﻮن ﻓﺮزﻧﺪ آﻣﺪ ﻏﺮق ﺷﺪ:ﮔﻔﺖ
‘Why do you not want a wife?’ he was asked.
‘Does any woman take a husband so he may keep her hungry and
naked?’ he countered.
‘No,’ they replied.
‘That’s why I don’t marry,’ he explained. ‘Any woman I married would
remain hungry and naked. If I only could, I would divorce my very self (khud).
How could I bind another to my saddle?’
Then turning to a dervish who was present, Ibrāhīm asked him, ‘Do you
have a wife?’
‘No,’ he replied.
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‘Do you have a child?’
‘No.’
‘Excellent, excellent,’ Ibrāhīm said.
‘Why do you say that?’ asked the dervish.
‘The dervish who marries embarks on a ship. When the children come,
he drowns.’12

Yet in other places in the Tadhkirat, marriage and children are portrayed not as
impediments to spiritual progress on the Path, but rather as means to secure one’s
salvation. Having a child – even a child that dies – guarantees the aspirant’s place in
Paradise. Ibn Khafīf, for example, marries a woman and has a child with her after
having a dream in which a mother and father, waiting for judgement on Resurrection
Day, are immediately pulled with ease over the narrow bridge to paradise by their child.
Even though Ibn Khafīf’s child dies almost immediately, his goal is still attained, and
his place in paradise confirmed by following the sunna of the Prophet. Just from these
brief examples, we can see that ‘Aṭṭār does not necessarily present a unified vision
revealing his attitude towards the question of the role of family or a seeker on the Path.
Not only are there variable attitudes presented, different prescriptions are also
applied for seekers at different stages along the Path. Often we find stories of disciples
imitating their masters, attempting to follow a prescription which is beyond their level.
This could be another way in which seemingly contradictory directives are in fact
compatible and can coexist. Additionally, one of the main aims of ‘Aṭṭār’s Tadhkirat in

12

NTA #11, 92-93. For ‘Aṭṭār’s Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’ and the Dīvān, I cite entry number as well as page.

For the mathnavīs, I cite discourse/anecdote and page. Translation adapted from Farīd al-Dīn ʻAṭṭār,
Muslim Saints and Mystics: Episodes from the Tadhkirat al-Awliya’ (Memorial of the Saints), trans. AJ
Arberry (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1966), 77-78.
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particular is to collect all the various strands of Sufism that had developed by his time
and compile them under one roof. In this way, he would be able to codify Sufi history,
thought, and practice, and legitimate the entire mystical project in the eyes of skeptics
and more partisan Sufi practitioners alike. It is not surprising, then, that such a broad
unification effort would lead to the almost inevitable incorporation of competing
worldviews and principles.
All of this said, these inconsistencies do not ultimately require an explanation
and do not represent a deficiency on the part of the texts. This mindset of accepting
internal discrepancies is important because it frees us from having to reconcile the
irreconcilable, from ‘solving inconsistencies’ that the authors themselves did not
identify or understand as inconsistencies.13 Authors are of course performers, free to try
on different personas, to test out different genres, and ultimately, may always be writing
what they are writing for the benefit of a patron or particular audience they had in mind.
Marshall Hodgson provides a more contextually specific reasoning for these
inconsistencies when he emphasises the supremacy of experiential knowledge in
mystical thought and the implications this has for generating potentially contradictory
attitudes and statements:

13

Falling into this kind of trap regarding the consistency of the author’s persona is well-exemplified by

the study of the rubā‘iyyāt of Khayyām. After determining a so-called ‘Khayyamic worldview’
(presumably on the basis of quatrains they believed to be authentic), critics like Ṣādiq Hidāyat accept and
reject various quatrains, using the assumed Khayyamic worldview as the criterion by which to judge their
authenticity. It is not difficult to see the circularity of these types of arguments. Although a specific
‘Aṭṭārian worldview has not been so rigidly defined by scholars, dangers remain in constructing an
author’s immutable personality on the basis of his work, or certain parts of his work. Ṣādiq Hidāyat,
Tarānah-hā-yi Khayyām/Bi-Ihtimām-i Ṣādiq Hidāyat, ed. Peter Avery, Taranés of Khayyam (Tehran:
Maṭbaʻah-yi Rūshanāʾī, 1313/1934).
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... the Ṣûfîs often backed up their statements with an appeal to special
experience (even when they were contradicting another Ṣûfî who had also
appealed to such experience); not reckoning with just the lowest common
denominator of experience in anyone, but taking into account the seemingly
extraordinary. [...] [T]he same trust in the process of immediate experiencing
left the Ṣûfîs free to regard no given verbal formulation as absolute, such that
other points could be derived logically from it directly; any given formulation
was felt as an image indicating one aspect of a truth (often regarded as
accessible only at a given level of experiencing), which need not be
incompatible with contrasting complementary aspects, though the formulation
of those aspects might appear contradictory. One can scarcely tie down a true
mystic to an unequivocal assertion about ultimate matters unless one allows
him also its opposite in a different context.14

Critical here is to emphasise the significance of experiential knowledge to the
epistemological worldview of the Sufis, in contrast to the supremacy of technical
knowledge in fields like jurisprudence and kalām. The primacy of experience as the key
mode of knowledge-generation regarding divine truths might allow for greater variation
in viewpoints in these mystical poems than would normally be expected from a legal or
theological treatise. Furthermore, it seems quite dangerous to try to construct an
author’s unified vision of a particular theme, motif or idea in a positivist sort of manner,
considering the centrality of paradox to mystical literature and the way these authors
often delight in presenting both an idea and its opposite. Particularly in the case of
mystical Islam, then, this demand for internal consistency is at best misplaced, and at
worst misleading.

14

Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: The Expansion of Islam in the Middle Periods

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), 231.
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1.1 Method and Approach
Lying at the intersection of two potentially problematic fields – mysticism and
gender studies – my subject of research faces a number of possible pitfalls. Western
scholarship on Islamic mysticism in particular has been hampered by a tendency to
become at times wrapped up in the mystical outlook of these texts and not to approach
them with the textual grounding and rigor that is typically expected from contemporary
scholarship. Furthermore, there is a vast body of popular literature or semi-scholarly
literature on Islamic mysticism that anyone carrying out rigorous inquiry in the field
must be wary of.15 Even within the legitimate academic body of literature, one
encounters, especially in some older scholarship, a tendency to understand Sufism –
which was appealing to many 19th century and early 20th century commentators – as
the product of Christian or Buddhist influence.16 To some Western observers, it seems,
such an appealing gnostic worldview needed to have an origin that was essentially nonIslamic. Undertones of these ill-advised attempts to draw connections, where it is very
difficult to prove any, still permeate some modern writings on Sufism.17
Gender studies is another controversial field, the theories of which must be
applied to premodern texts with caution, and the use of which must be justified. Given

15

An example would be the very free translation-adaptation of Rūmī’s work by Coleman Barks for

popular Western consumption. Mawlānā Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī and Coleman Barks, The Essential Rumi (San
Francisco, California: Harper, 2004).
16

Alexander Knysh, “Historiography of Sufi Studies in the West and in Russia,” Written Monuments of

the Orient 1, no. 4 (2006): 206–38.
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See particularly Julian Baldick, “The Legend of Rābiʻa of Basra: Christian Antecedents, Muslim

Counterparts,” Religion 20, no. 3 (July 1990): 233–47; and R. J. W. Austin, “The Sophianic Feminine in
the Work of Ibn ʻArabi and Rumi,” in The Heritage of Sufism v. 2: The Legacy of Medieval Persian
Sufism (1150- 1500), ed. Leonard Lewisohn (Oneworld Publications, 1999), 233–245.
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the proliferation of descriptive studies in the field without a strong methodological aim,
one must be discriminating and avoid verging on polemic or apology, two common
tendencies within this type of scholarship. It has also been noted that the study of
women and gender in Islam has often become entangled in issues of Westernisation and
has been viewed through the lens of the Orientalist observer.18 These studies implicitly
or explicitly participate in oversimplified debates which often fuel the ‘clash of
civilisations’ type of narrative. Furthermore, it has been noted time and again by
feminist scholars that to look for one all-encompassing ‘status of women,’ even within a
very narrow band of time and place, is presumptuous, reductive, and misleading.19
As a result, it must be questioned and reasoned out whether it is advisable to
apply theories of such modern provenance, like those of gender studies, to premodern
texts. The main argument in favour of such an approach is that the sources already
display awareness of gender as a potential point of contention. As Fedwa Malti-Douglas
argues regarding the Arabic tradition:
Consciousness of gender and arguments about the roles of men and women
were not brought to the Arab world by Western feminists, like serpents in the
Garden of Eden. These issues have always been major and fully conscious
preoccupations of Arab writers who have filled their literature with chapters
and books on women, their roles, their problems, and the like.20

18

Fedwa Malti-Douglas, Woman’s Body, Woman’s Word: Gender and Discourse in Arabo-Islamic

Writing (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1991), 4.
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Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval

Women, New Historicism (University of California Press, 1987), 22; Penny Schine Gold, The Lady and
the Virgin: Image, Attitude and Experience in Twelfth-Century France (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1985), preface.
20
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Though Malti-Douglas refers to the Arabic literary tradition, the situation is similar in
Persian literature. Because the classical texts themselves demonstrate gender
consciousness and were produced in a society which spent considerable energy in
delineating gender roles, it is worthwhile to re-read the premodern texts with an eye to
gender, even if such a reading has not been often attempted for these texts. Furthermore,
the realisation of gender historians that gender is a relational analytical tool has made it
clear that we no longer have to confine ourselves to the study of women only, but can
talk about, for example, constructions of masculinity and the gendered metaphors used
to connote power and knowledge. The application of gender theory does not simply
mean holding the texts of the past to artificial and anachronistic standards designated by
the fashions in thinking at the present time.
Although this project was originally conceived as a study of gender, not just
women, the construction of masculinity remains largely beyond the scope of a project of
this length, except where it is directly invoked in representations of femininity. The
thesis has therefore focused primarily on the construction of femininity and how it
relates to power in these sources. Though the focus is mainly on women, it must be
emphasised that a study of gender is not synonymous with a study of women:
Thomas Laqueur, in his book on sex and gender, correctly observed that this
tension between nature and culture or ‘“biological sex” and the endless social
and political markers of difference’ permeates feminist scholarship. Women
become the focus of gender studies, because ‘woman alone seems to have
“gender” since the category itself is defined as that aspect of social relations
based on difference between the sexes in which the standard has always been
man.’21

21

Valerie R. Hotchkiss, Clothes Make the Man: Female Cross Dressing in Medieval Europe (Routledge,

1999), 8, citing Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1992), 22.
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I focus on women particularly here because my sources were composed in a patriarchal
context by men. It is not that men in the texts are ‘without gender’ – their achievements
are emphatically encoded as masculine – but rather that these male stereotypes are all
too familiar for us and show less complexity worth analysing when compared with the
apparent diversity of representations of women. Our authors are able to hold the
gendered meaning of masculinity mainly in place, especially when portraying male
saints and aspirants. But it appears much more difficult for them to approach the
contradictory stereotypes surrounding femininity with any kind of consistency,
particularly in regards to the female saints, whose very success as spiritual authorities
challenges the existing power structures and the gendered metaphors which reinforce
them.
I see this study as one step towards recovering and re-integrating women’s
history into the mainstream of medieval Islamic history. This process of integration
requires several phases of scholarship, which are reflected in the literatures I have
consulted. The first step is for scholars to recover the lost women of history who have
been forgotten. This is often known as the ‘images of women’ phase and draws much
criticism from historians who see their work as more analytical.22 An example of such a
work in this field would be Margaret Smith’s Rabi‘a and Her Fellow Mystics, who was
the first to compile fragments of Rābi‘a’s biographies from disparate sources.23 These
works are groundbreaking in and of themselves and require an enormous amount of

22

Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (London: Methuen, 1985), 41-49.
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sifting through hitherto ignored primary source material. Without these works there can
be little meaningful analysis of gender relations or culturally constructed ideas of
gender. The second phase of scholarship is to analyse gender relations in connection to
power or cultural constructions of multiple genders. An example of this would be
potentially Woman’s Body, Woman’s Word by Fedwa Malti-Douglas or even Holy
Feast, Holy Fast by Caroline Walker Bynum.24 They undertake robust analyses of
women’s negotiation with patriarchy and misogyny in different contexts.25 These are
the histories that focus on gender relations as such. A third step would be the
incomplete integration of gender as a concept into otherwise ‘standard’ (that is to say,
male-centered) literary histories. An example would be Shahzad Bashir’s Sufi Bodies,
which contains a number of chapters on various facets of embodiment in Sufi literature,
and one chapter which deals specifically with women.26 While I greatly admire Bashir’s
work and see this as important step towards integrating women into ‘standard’ histories,
unfortunately to a certain degree it falls into the trap of ghettoising women by cordoning
them off from the rest of the analysis.27 But we simply do not have the requisite number
of studies and depth in this field for Bashir to have done it any other way.
The final step towards integration is the sustained examination of gender as a
category of analysis throughout a work of so-called ‘mainstream’ or ‘standard’ history

24

Malti-Douglas, Woman’s Body; Bynum, Holy Feast.
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which does not simply use ‘man as the measure,’28 and deals with both classical genders
and any other gender phenomena which might make a significant appearance on the
cultural landscape (e.g. catamites and hermaphrodites for the medieval Islamicate
contexts). An example would be Peter Brown’s The Body and Society: Men, Women,
and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity, which illuminates the ways late antique
authors conceived of both men and women as deeply gendered.29 This work does not
posit masculine as standard, but rather interrogates the historical texts for doing so.
I see my own work as a combination of phases one and two. Some of the work
presented here is the result of stage one type inquiry: where are the women in medieval
Islamic literature and biography? How are they represented? In that sense the study is
original for its attempted approach to the material, especially in terms of unearthing
lesser-known biographies of Sufi women. From these very basic questions that lead to
descriptive results, the study moves on to larger more analytical questions. Now that we
have gathered a number of women into one place, what can we say about how the
female gender has been constructed in Sufi literary texts, especially in relation to
spiritual authority, race, and the body? What rhetorical strategies and metaphors do our
authors employ to try to legitimise female Sufi aspirants? How do the authors confront
patriarchy, negotiate with it, and collaborate with its power structures? How do other
elements of identity interact and combine with femininity? What, if anything, can we
say about how the women themselves negotiated with patriarchy as it is filtered through
the words of male biographers? Do the literary reflections of women tell us anything
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about some women’s lived experiences, or at least the perception of religious women in
male eyes?
The main focus of this study, therefore, is not just the women of Islamic
mysticism per se, but rather the construction of gender in this philosophical field and the
constant negotiation between masculinity, femininity, and power structures – in this
case, the power of religious, spiritual authority. In essence, then, the thesis places
patriarchy at the centre of the study. According to Judith Bennett, this is one way we
can keep the field of women’s history relevant and politically engaged:
If we make patriarchy (and its mechanisms, its changes, its endurance) the
central problem of women’s history, we will write not only feminist history but
also better history. Our history will be more analytic and less descriptive; it
will address one of the greatest general problems of all history - the problem of
the nature, sustenance, and endurance of power structures; and it will eschew
simplistic notions of times getting ‘better’ or ‘worse’ for women and grapple
instead with the pressing problem of overall constancy in the (low) status of
women. As we develop a more historical understanding of patriarchy,
historians of women will also contribute in substantive ways to both feminism
and feminist scholarship. By identifying the nature and causes of women’s
oppression in the past, we can directly enhance feminist strategies for the
present.30
By making patriarchy one of the main objects of study, we can track the rhetorical
strategies, images, and metaphors used to uphold the lower status of women in this
period and examine those ‘moments of transgression’ identified by Gayatri Spivak that
challenge the patriarchy.31 This method allows us to admit the overall misogynistic
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attitude women without suppressing the fascinating moments that try to overturn the
established paradigm and hierarchy of power.
If we choose to put patriarchy, and how men and women of the period
negotiated with it, at the centre of this study, it is best to define it precisely. I follow
Adrienne Rich’s definition of patriarchy as:
a familial-social, ideological, political system in which men – by force, direct
pressure, or through ritual, tradition, law, and language, customs, etiquette,
education, and the division of labor, determine what part women shall or shall
not play, and in which the female is everywhere subsumed under the male.32
Therefore, in my usage patriarchy is a single word which refers to the entire system of
structural sexism. Although the term patriarchy has come under attack in several waves
since the beginning of its rise in currency in the domain of women’s studies and later
gender studies, I believe it is the most succinct and accurate term to describe the wideranging effects of the ‘sex-gender’ system.33 The term also has the advantage of
encompassing women’s complicity in patricharal power structures. This framework
emphasises that it is not individual men that conspire to put men in positions of power,
but the way society is structured as a whole.
While the study focuses on the successes of, and challenges to, the patriarchy, I
specifically want to avoid following studies that engage in what I term ‘comparative
progressivism.’ These works attempt to determine which texts, authors, or periods are
more misogynistic or more ‘female-friendly.’ Because the rigorous application of
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gender studies theories in the field of classical Islamic literary studies is very much in
its infancy, these studies have sometimes tended to take a rather un-nuanced approach to
the material that seeks to point how ‘progressive’ or ‘forward-thinking’ various epochs,
intellectual fields, or even individual authors or texts have been. This exercise – which
is implicitly comparative if not explicitly so – often takes modern (Western) democratic
society as an unstated yardstick. This approach exhibits the dual problem of 1)
assuming that is possible to determine a ‘best’ historical time and place for all women
of that context and 2) that history is constantly marching towards progress and that the
situation was demonstrably ‘worse’ for women in all historical periods. A further issue
facing all studies in the field is the considerable fatigue regarding the patriarchal
narrative. Sometimes, in an effort to turn away from the systematic oppression of
women, which can be a tired argument, certain studies elevate individual ‘superstar’
women or overstate the powers held by certain classes of women. While it is important
to point out women’s power and agency where it existed, creating a counter-narrative of
‘liberated woman’ is unhelpful.34
One fairly clear-cut example of the problematic nature of comparative
progressivism comes from the field of Shāhnāmah studies. On the one hand, we have
Alyssa Gabbay’s article ‘Love Gone Wrong, Then Right Again: Male/Female
Dynamics in the Bahrām Gūr–Slave Girl Story,’ which examines three different
authors’ versions of the Bahrām Gūr episode and ranks the tellings from most
misogynistic to least misogynistic. Moving from Firdawsī to Niẓāmī to Amīr Khusraw,
her article argues that ‘each version provides progressively more positive depictions of
intergender dynamics, ones that are contingent upon more egalitarian understandings of
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the male/female dichotomy.’35 Yet at the same time, Djalal Khaleghi-Motlagh holds up
the Shāhnāmah as a shining example of respect towards women, while denigrating
Nizāmī:
One can of course claim that women are disrespected in the Shahnameh just as
in other writings, as I have shown before. But such general low regard and
disdain for women, which can usually be traced back to Zurvanist ethics, rarely
affects the individual female characters in the Shahnameh. […] The
Shahnameh, like many other ancient world literary works, is not free of antifeminist thoughts. However, in no other Persian literary work have women
been treated with as much respect and valor as they have been in the
Shahnameh.36
Khaleghi-Motlagh specifically points to the ‘despicable women’ of Niẓāmī’s romances
‘who sometimes dare to exercise liberties -- and even commit sins -- in their golden
cages.’ While Khaleghi-Motlagh labels Niẓāmī as the misogynist in favour of
Firdawsī’s superior respect towards women, Gabbay spends an entire article praising
Niẓāmī’s progressivism over Firdawsī’s. It is for this reason that I find this line of
analysis completely unproductive. If we as scholars cannot agree on what it means to
have a ‘better attitude toward women’ or to be more ‘progressive’ (itself anachronistic),
how can we possibly make an argument of this sort? Since we cannot agree what a
‘positive’ image of woman is, it is probably best to leave this kind of inquiry aside.
There is a tendency in these studies to privilege texts and authors that are seen as ‘protofeminist’ or less misogynistic. The aim of the thesis is not to generate a ranking of how
misogynist various texts are. It rather tries to pin down the literary history of the
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strategies of patriarchy and the ways in which patriarchy was both upheld and contested
in the medieval period. The representations of women seekers and women saints
represent one of the major battlegrounds in this contest.
Some writers have challenged the idea that the kind of work presented here is
actually women’s history at all. Gisela Bock would argue that because my work actually
looks at the history of male luminaries’ ideas on gender, it is not a history of women but
rather a history of men’s ideas and philosophies.37 This is a point well taken. However,
there are several counterarguments to be made here. First, as Denise Spellberg admits in
her book-length study of the historical representation of ‘Ā’isha, ‘we cannot deduce
from the male debate about ‘A’isha the experience of real Muslim women’s lives, or
surmise positions they might have articulated without documentation.’ But neither
would it be:
judicious… to cease analysis of the premodern historical record because there
were no female contributions to this written corpus. However, we can attempt
to understand the particular historical context in which male imagination
worked on multiple definitional levels… to shape ‘A’isha’s viability as a point
of reference for shared Muslim communal concerns and qualified selfdefinition.38

Thus, in Spellberg’s conception, the historical representation of women is not
significant for the degree of ‘truth’ which can or cannot be extracted from it, but for the
documenting the male imagination of woman and exploring how symbolic femininity
was constructed.
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It is also possible to argue that the thesis makes use of the sources in two
separate but related ways. First and foremost, it considers what the sources tell us about
the attitudes towards and representation of various classes of women in this period.
Secondly, and only tangentially, are the sources used as a primary source on the history
of the early Sufi women themselves. This approach can only be taken with the
hagiographies, which attempt to portray ‘authentic’ historical personages in a way that
the mathnavīs do not. While some writers like Laury Silvers prefer to pull out the
‘kernel of truth’ from the representations and use that to generate historical theories
regarding certain classes of women, at least in these cases, separating the ‘kernel’ from
the totality seems very challenging.39 As a result this study assumes that we must
content ourselves with analysing representations and only using them to come to the
most conservative of conclusions regarding possible ‘historical accuracy.’ In the
absence of more neutral corroborating evidence, it is very difficult to come to any
conclusions regarding the potential veracity of the hagiographic lives. As such, although
I believe this project is in some sense a contribution to the history of women, I
understand that is predominately a history of male authors’ ideas on gender, and this is
as far as we can go, given the limitations of the source material. For this time period, we
have yet to find our Margery Kempe, a medieval religious woman writing in her own
voice.40 Finally, one can imagine a scenario where the strict boundaries between ‘men’s
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history’ and ‘women’s history’ fall apart when put to close scrutiny. These
methodological issues explain the scholarly trend of making gender relations the object
of study rather than ‘women’ as such.

1.2 Sources
‘Aṭṭār’s work in particular has become the focus of my study because of the
richness of the sources for this specific kind of analysis. The main body of his works
were written outside of a courtly context, and in an anecdotal frame-story form.
Consequently, the texts present more than just princesses, queens, nannies, and servant
girls as one would find in the premodern Persian romances of the court.41 Instead, a
wide range of women are depicted from different social classes, ages, religions and
occupations. Most types of medieval women imaginable are presented within his work:
prostitutes, loyal married women, poetesses, princesses, courtesans, slave girls,
musicians, famous female figures drawn from earlier literature, old women, Sufi saints,
warrior women, etc. ‘Aṭṭār, therefore, gives us a wide range of material to work with.
Since my project aims at establishing the function of ‘Aṭṭār’s representations of
his female characters, as well as tracing the confrontation between patriarchy and

922/1517),” The Muslim World 96, no. 3 (2006): 389–99. Homerin has also translated one of her major
works for the Library of Arabic Literature: Aishah al-Bauniyyah, The Principles of Sufism, ed. Th. Emil
Homerin (New York: NYU Press, 2014).
41
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gender-egalitarian notions, the main sources will be his major didactic ‘epics,’ or
mathnavīs, long poems written in rhyming couplets. These include the Manṭiq al-Ṭayr,
Muṣibat-nāmah, Ilāhī-nāmah, and Asrār-nāmah, in addition to ‘Aṭṭār’s prose biography
of saints, Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’. All five of these works are well within the established
canon of ‘Aṭṭār Nīshāpūrī’s oeuvre and are readily available in critical editions.42 Some,
like the Manṭiq al-Ṭayr and Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’, have been translated more than once
into English.43 Two other works of ‘Aṭṭār’s oeuvre are of less certain attribution – the
Khusraw-nāmah and Mukhtār-nāmah – and will be dealt with tangentially for this
reason, and because they are quite different in content and style from the other
mathnavīs. Furthermore, I will not be substantively working with the Dīvān because the

42
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ghazal as a genre endeavors extensively to conceal or play with the ambiguity of the
beloved’s gender. Moreover, in a mystical context, the genre explicitly functions as a
medium to blur the boundary between beloved and divine. The Dīvān, therefore, simply
does not provide the right type of evidence for this study, as it would be difficult to
comment meaningfully on the gender of many of the ‘characters’ that appear therein.
While ‘Aṭṭār’s work is firmly at the core of the thesis, the two chapters on
hagiography – Chapters 5 and 6 – refer to other Sufi biographies for context and
comparison. The main sources consulted in addition to the Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’ are
works that treat a surprising number of women’s biographies, including ‘Abd alRaḥmān Sulamī’s Dhikr al-Niswa al-Muta‘abbidāt al-Ṣūfiyyāt, ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Abū
al-Faraj Ibn al-Jawzī’s Ṣifat al-Ṣafwa, and ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Jāmī’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns.
Other works tangentially referenced include Munawwar’s Asrār al-Tawhīd, Ibn
Khallikān’s Wafayāt al-A‘yān wa-Anbā’ Abnā’ al-Zamān, and Ansārī’s Ṭabaqāt alṢūfiyya. In the chapters which deal primarily with the narrative or literary material from
the mathnavīs, other points of comparison are also considered. There are many texts in
Persian from ‘Aṭṭār’s period that show a tinge of Sufi thought, but according to the
canon as it is typically presented, there are no major programmatically Sufi writers that
are concurrent with him.44 The Sufi mathnavī writers that must at least be considered
for purposes of comparison are mainly Sanā’ī, Rūmī, and Jāmī. Sanā’ī is a valuable tool
for comparison by virtue of the fact that he predates ‘Aṭṭār, and that ‘Aṭṭār was probably
aware of his work. Furthermore, Sanā’ī’s works contain the earliest formulations of

44

J T P de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry: An Introduction to the Mystical Use of Classical Persian Poems,
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Persian Sufism in the mathnavī style that have come down to us today.45 However, it
must be noted that Sanā’ī wrote in a slightly different genre to that of ‘Aṭṭār’s famous
frame-tale mathnavīs – a more homiletic, sermon-type style. As such, he relates
considerably fewer anecdotes, which is the key building block of ‘Aṭṭār’s style. Sanā’ī
remains deeply influential for ‘Aṭṭār, however.46 Jāmī, meanwhile, gives us a later
perspective on similar source materials, with his Yūsuf va Zulaykhā and Nafāḥāt al-Uns.
Though these works come from the 15th century, they represent a useful tool for
comparison because they shed some light on how a programmatically mystical
mathnavī writer, composing his texts in Persian, might play with the tradition he has
inherited, a tradition which largely overlaps with (and is influenced by) ‘Aṭṭār’s.
Finally, perhaps controversially for some, I omit Rūmī and his mathnavī from
any rigorous inquiry in the course of this study. Such an omission may induce
skepticism, but it is justifiable for the purposes of this project. Although Rūmī is seen as
the direct successor to ‘Aṭṭār’s mission, and in terms of structure is technically closest to
‘Aṭṭār’s mathnavīs, to engage with the voluminous writings of Rūmī would be to
overwhelm the intended purpose of this project. Not only are Rūmī's writings massive
in their total amount, they are also notoriously wandering, multivalent, and in many
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cases, nebulous.47 Add to these issues the veritable ocean of Rūmī scholarship,
sometimes rigorous, sometimes directed at a popular audience, sometimes even
distorted, and the reader will see that to sift through such a mountain of material in any
meaningful way is probably impossible for a dissertation, let alone a small portion of a
dissertation. While it would no doubt be possible to ‘cherry-pick’ certain examples of
Rūmī’s representation of gender issues and analyse them on a superficial level, the
value of the results of such a comparison would be minimal, if not misleading, without
taking into considering the wider system of Rūmī’s thought.

1.3 ‘Aṭṭār’s Biography and Context: Medieval Nīshāpūr
The questions surrounding the attribution of various works to ‘Aṭṭār have led to
serious problems for the construction of his biography, which remains mostly unknown.
His biography has traditionally been gleaned from those very works which are now
considered spurious by the majority of ‘Aṭṭār scholars, especially Lisān al-Ghayb and
Jawhar al-Dhāt. Several references in the Khusraw-nāmah and Mukhtār-nāmah have
also been taken at face value in a way which shows little attention to the conventionality
of some of ‘Aṭṭār (or pseudo-‘Aṭṭār’s) biographical remarks.48 None of ‘Aṭṭār’s works
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can be dated with any certainty, nor can a reliable relative chronology be established. In
certain manuscripts of Manṭiq al-Ṭayr, the date 1178 is put forth as the completion date
in the epilogue (khātimah), but according to De Blois, it does not appear in the oldest
manuscript, which is missing the epilogue entirely.49 As a result of these uncertainties,
and the dangers of taking the author at his word regarding his life in a work of fiction,
we must dispense with the dream of a confirmable chronology for ‘Aṭṭār’s oeuvre,
barring any major manuscript discoveries. Most scholars have settled upon 1221 CE as
‘Aṭṭār’s likely death date and suggest that he died in the Mongol conquest of Khurāsān.
Some sources place his death later, around 1230 CE. Furūzānfar has speculated that
‘Aṭṭār was born in 1145-6, but this cannot be confirmed.50
Supposing a birth date between 1140-50, ‘Aṭṭār would have grown up in a time
of considerable chaos, which could have influenced his decision to collect and
consolidate his history of the early mystic movement, the Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’,
specifically in the vernacular language of Persian. Early in life ‘Aṭṭār would have
witnessed the fall of the great, long-standing Saljuq Sultan Sanjar b. Mālik Shāh, who
reigned over Khurāsān from 1097 to 1157. His reign was not without its turmoil,
between external encroachments from the north on the part of Atsïz and the Khwārazm
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Shāhs on the one hand, and a marked inability to control the internal nomadic Ghuzz
tribe on the other. But these minor instabilities could not compare to the fragmentation
of Khurāsān and the subsequent conquest, loss, and reconquest of individual
Khurāsānian cities for at least the next twenty years after Sanjar’s capture and death in
1157. At this point Khurāsān was parceled out amongst Sanjar’s individual amīrs and
ghulāms. Some sense of stability came to Nīshāpūr in particular with the arrival of
Mu‘ayyid al-Dīn Ai-Aba (d. 1174), who ruled as governor after driving out the Ghuzz
from Nīshāpūr and Ṭūs until his death. However, that stability was short-lived. A power
vacuum was left in Khurāsān after Ai-Aba’s death that led to a three-cornered struggle
between the Ghūrids (whose stronghold was in modern-day Afghanistan), the
Khwārazm Shah Tekish (r. 1172-1200 in Khwārazm, on the south coast of the Aral
Sea), and his estranged brother Sultan Shāh (d. 1193), which went on from about 1174
to 1193. After his brother’s death in 1193, Tekish solidified his hold on Khurāsān and
successfully passed it on to his son, Qutb al-Dīn Muḥammad, the last of the Khwārazm
Shāhs, who reigned from 1200 through the Mongol conquests beginning around 1220.51
In addition to the political upheavals that ‘Aṭṭār experienced during his time, it
is important to understand the contours of Sufism’s development within Khurāsān.
Thanks in large part to a groundbreaking study by Jacqueline Chabbi, a great deal more
is now known about Sufism’s development in Khurāsān in the 9th and 10th centuries.52
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As Chabbi had posited, and as later research has confirmed, Sufism was not the only
type of mysticism present in Khurāsān. Rather, there were three other mystical groups:
the Karrāmiyya, the Malāmatiyya, and the Hakims, who laid the foundation of
renunciant movements in the region. Most important for our purposes is the
Malāmatiyya, a movement which sprung up around Nishapur in the late 9th century.
Their name, which means ‘blame seekers,’ implies one of their fundamental tenets,
which was that the respect a pious person wins for their asceticism is actually an
obstacle to achieving real piety.53 Hence the Malāmatīs focused on inciting reproach
and blame from society in order to crush the ego. These three movements were later
absorbed, mainly in the 11th century, by the Sufi movements emanating from Iraq. The
earlier Khurāsānī mystical sects were responsible for setting up the khānaqāh structures
that the Shāfī‘ī Sufis of Nishapur later co-opted so effectively to suit their needs.54
During the 11th century, brotherhoods began to form and by the end of the 12th century
they were firmly in place.
It has been conclusively shown that the majority of Sufis in Nishapur adhered
to the Shāfī‘ī maddhab of Islamic law. Richard Bulliet has done some innovative work
using the ṭabaqāt (biographical dictionaries) to establish a fuller picture of the social
history in Nishapur in this formative period for Sufism.55 On the basis of Bulliet’s
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thorough and exhaustive work on two extant biographical dictionaries from Nishapur,
Malamud has demonstrated that almost none of those people designated as mystics in
the biographies were affiliated with the two other 11th century maddhabs present in
Nishapur, the Ḥanafīs and the Karrāmīs. She finds that when the legal affiliation of a
mystic is recorded, it is consistently Shāfi‘ī. These findings have important implications
for the intellectual and cultural climate in which ‘Aṭṭār lived. While it is probably
impossible to determine ‘Aṭṭār’s maddhab affiliation from his writings, it is certainly
instructive regarding his influences that many of the giants of early Sufism – writers
like Qushayrī, Sulamī, Abū Nu‘aym, Ghazālī, and Hujwīrī – were not only based in
Nishapur but also of the Shāfī‘ī school.56 In this period, schools or maddhabs were not
strictly intellectual or ideological categories but also had a social, political component.
As Malamud notes, these maddhabs were instrumental in the late 10th and early 11th
centuries in determining the new conquerors’ relationship to the religious elites and
helping them establish legitimacy. ‘In exchange for providing the new elites with aid
and legitimacy,’ Malamud writes, ‘the religious classes received support in the form of
madrasas, khānaqāhs, stipends, and salaries. Patterns for the government's relations
with the religious classes were first worked out in Khurasan and later adopted in
Baghdad and the Seljuq successor states.’ Thus the Shāfī‘ī-Sufi link had real, tangible
economic and political implications for the way Khurasan was being governed in this
period. Qushayrī sees the two approaches to Islam as essentially intertwined, and in
certain places even seems to equate adherence to Shafi‘ism with adherence to the Sufi
way.57 At the same time, some of these Shāfī‘ī-Sufis made clear their distaste for the
sukr school of Sufism represented by Bāyāzīd (d. 874) and al-Ḥallāj (d. 922). Many

56

Malamud, “Sufi Organizations,” 429.

57

Ibid, 429.

Quay - January 2018

45

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

preferred the saḥw school of Junayd (d. 910), and Qushayrī expressed disapprobation of
the extravagance of prominent contemporary Sufi Abū Sa‘īd b. Abī al-Khayr (d. 1049).
This certainly does not hold true for ‘Aṭṭār, however, who reveres al-Ḥallāj in the final
biography of the Tadhkirat, extols the virtues Bāyāzīd in one of the longest single
entries in the same work, and references Abī al-Khayr as a spiritual master.
These findings are also significant for the support they give to the revisionist
argument that has emerged regarding the purported protracted, structural conflict
between mystics and the ‘ulima. The contours of this conflict between Sufism and
Islamic law, drawn in fairly stark terms by earlier historians of Sufism such as J.S.
Trimingham and AJ Arberry, have been redrawn by Malamud, Christopher Melchert,
and Nile Green to include the fact that many mystics were legal scholars themselves.58
Many of these scholar-Sufis used their authoritative position in the ẓāhirī realms to
bolster their claims of the legitimacy of bāṭinī methods. As exemplified by the Qu’ran
commentary of Maybudī, the ‘exterior’ and ‘interior’ approaches to Islam were not
always seen as mutually exclusive, but often complementary, and were practiced by the
same commentators. We would do well, therefore, not to assume Sufis were unpracticed
in technical aspects of the Islamic sciences and constantly at odds with the prominent
‘ulimā’ of their day.59
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For this discussion, we must also keep in mind that ‘Aṭṭār was part of a larger
textual tradition. For the Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’, this textual heritage included both the
Sufi biographical tradition that ‘Aṭṭār inherited from Arabic as well as the movement
towards vernacularisation of Sufi teachings and history. To a certain extent, ‘Aṭṭār
follows the work of his predecessors who composed Sufi biographies and manuals in
the late 10th and 11th centuries. The most important of these were the following, all
written in Arabic: the Kitāb al-Luma‘ of Abū Naṣr al-Sarrāj (d. 988), the Ta‘arruf liMadhhab Ahl al-Taṣawwuf by Abū Bakr al-Kalābādhī (d. 900 or 995), and the Ṭabaqāt
al-Ṣufiyya by another Nishapurian Sufi, Abū ‘Abd al-Raḥmān al-Sulamī (d. 1021).60
Also significant were the works of two of Sulamī’s students in hadith, the Risāla alQushayriyya fī ‘Ilm al-Taṣawwuf by Abū al-Qāsim al-Qushayrī of Nishapur (d. 1074)
and the Ḥilyat al-Awliyā’ of Abū Nu‘aym al-Iṣbahānī. Of particular importance was
Hujwīrī’s Kashf al-Maḥjūb, the earliest known treatise on Sufism written in Persian,
which ‘Aṭṭār cites by name in the Memorial.61 Hujwīrī’s example is critical because it
may have encouraged ‘Aṭṭār to compose his work in Persian rather than Arabic, thus
taking part in the larger vernacularisation movement into Persian.

1.4 Authenticity Questions
Much ink has been spilled over the issue of which works attributed to ‘Aṭṭār of
Nishapur are actually from his pen. The problem has overshadowed ‘Aṭṭār studies from
its inception and as a result, the work of some of the earliest and finest scholars –

paradigm holds true equally in all periods. See particularly Frederick De Jong and Bernd Radtke, Islamic
Mysticism Contested: Thirteen Centuries of Controversies and Polemics (Leiden: BRILL, 1999).
60
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including Hellmut Ritter and Muḥammad Qazvīnī – has been undermined by later
discoveries of misattributed works, upon which those scholars relied.62 The authenticity
of some works has never been called into question. These works include the Dīvān,
Ilāhī-nāmah, Manṭiq al-Ṭayr/Maqāmāt al-Ṭuyūr, Muṣibat-nāmah, Asrār-nāmah and
Tadhkirat al-Awilyā’. 63 For each of these texts, manuscripts are extant from within
approximately 100 years of ‘Aṭṭār’s death, and many much earlier.64 Once thought to
have numbered as many as the suras of the Qur’an,65 his undisputed works have now
been reduced from nearly sixty in the days of Nafīsī and Ritter, to six.66 Though only
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the Dīvān and the Manṭiq al-Ṭayr were mentioned by contemporary classical sources,
the authenticity of the other four has never been seriously contested.
The authenticity of the Khusraw-nāmah, however, has been strongly
challenged by Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī in his introduction to the Mukhtār-nāmah in 1979, and
many scholars have dismissed it outright on the basis of its non-mystical, romantic
content.67 The attribution of the Mukhtār-nāmah to ‘Aṭṭār has also been questioned.
Furūzānfar has been particularly insistent on this point, and more recently Eve
Feuillebois-Pierunek has aired her doubts about its attribution to ‘Aṭṭār. The question of
the authenticity of both these works is dependent upon the other, and as such must be
considered simultaneously. In the absence of significant new evidence, the authenticity
or inauthenticity of either the Khusraw-nāmah and Mukhtār-nāmah cannot be proven
without a doubt or to positivist standards. However, I argue here that the Khusrawnāmah is most likely spurious on the basis of internal and external evidence. Although I
come to the same conclusion as Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī, I disagree with much of his evidence
and method of argumentation. I continue to have doubts about the entire Mukhtārnāmah, particularly its introduction, and suggest that it may have been compiled after
‘Aṭṭār’s death. The status of these two texts is most crucial for ‘Aṭṭār studies, because
the information contained therein has long been taken at face value and used not only to
determine which texts rightfully belong in ‘Aṭṭār’s authenticated oeuvre, but also to

67
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elucidate elements of his biography and to establish, however provisionally, a relative
chronology for his works. To use these two texts as the basis for circumscribing the
authentic works is a risky method, particularly when, out of the remaining texts still
ascribed to ‘Aṭṭār, they are the least investigated and the most suspicious.
The most recent publications in English and European languages contradict one
another as to the Khusraw-nāmah’s authenticity. In his article in Encyclopaedia Iranica,
Reinert lists the Khusraw-nāmah among ‘Aṭṭār authentic works. He does not refer to the
now seventy-year-old debate on its status as an open question. Rather, he affirms its
authenticity with confidence, ‘Although the contemporary sources confirm only ʿAṭṭār’s
authorship of the Dīvān and the Manṭiq al-Ṭayr, there are no grounds for doubting the
authenticity of the Ḵosrow-nāma and Moḵtār-nāma and their prefaces.’68 Similarly,
Paola Orsatti takes the Khusraw-nāmah to be authentic in her article comparing
versions of Niẓāmī’s Khusraw va Shīrīn. On the opposite side of the coin, Eve
Feuillebois-Pierunek makes a one-sentence reference to the Khusraw-nāmah in her
2006 article regarding the Mukhtār-nāmah, calling the Khusraw-nāmah ‘a romantic
mathnawi composed in the fifteenth century.’ As she provides no source or reference for
this information, I can only assume she has accepted Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī’s rejection of the
Khusraw-nāmah attribution to ‘Aṭṭār, as presented in his 1979 preface to his edition of
the Mukhtār-nāmah. The Khusraw-nāmah and its status has not been seriously
investigated in a European language since Ritter’s series of articles in the Studia
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Iranica, and most contemporary scholars accept Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī’s theory without
further comment.69
While the Khusraw-nāmah has not attracted any serious attention in Western
languages since the 1940s, Iranian scholarship has continued to address the question in
more recent years. Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī has provided the most thorough and cogent
discussion of the question since Ritter and Nafīsī, and he comes to the conclusion that
the Khusraw-nāmah is absolutely spurious, and most likely was written in the 15th
century. Other Iranian scholars have responded to this proposition, some refuting
Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī’s dismissal of the Khusraw-nāmah from ‘Aṭṭār’s oeuvre, others
agreeing it has been misattributed but providing different or further evidence of that
fact. The debate has yet to be summarised in English, though its existence is alluded to
by Pierunek. In order to properly engage with the debate on the Khusraw-nāmah,
however, we need to address the Mukhtār-nāmah’s attribution to ‘Aṭṭār, which has
traditionally been used as a source to substantiate the Khusraw-nāmah as part of
‘Aṭṭār’s oeuvre. This is despite the fact that the authenticity of the Mukhtār-nāmah itself
has been called into question.
There are significant challenges to the attribution of the Mukhtār-nāmah to
‘Aṭṭār. First, the content of some of the quatrains does not seem to correspond to the
worldview of the ‘Aṭṭār we know from his masnavis. While many of the quatrains are
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mystical, others are more earthly, and some downright libertine.70 This diversity of
content, however, should not necessarily be taken as definitive proof of misattribution.
Pierunek also points out that the influence of Khayyamic thought is quite palpable in
some quatrains, while in the Ilāhī-nāmah ‘Aṭṭār has specifically criticised Khayyām’s
work and worldview. Furthermore, the quatrains are arranged by subject matter, and at
times the titles of the sections either do not match the content, or they use different
terminology than the poems do themselves.71 This has led Pierunek to conclude that
perhaps the arrangement of the quatrains was done by a student or someone after
‘Aṭṭār’s death, and that the introduction may have been composed by someone else. She
gives examples of similar phenomena occurring with other collections of quatrains and
considers this a 14th century development.
Meanwhile, an examination of the external and internal evidence has led me to
believe that the Khusraw-nāmah is not, in fact, a product of ‘Aṭṭār’s pen. The most
common argument against it is the non-mystical subject matter of the work. I find this
difficult to accept. As mentioned above, it is circular and reductive to assume an author
did not write something because it does not conform to our vision of what that author
would write. Carl Ernst does not find it necessary, as other writers have, to try to prove
conclusively that certain works are spurious and others are not. He writes:
While it may be intrinsically impossible to reach an understanding of mystical
authorship according to positivist standards, it is nevertheless useful to clarify
the reading strategies employed by various interpreters to illuminate the
conflicting concepts of authorship that they bring to the subject.… Even
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without a consideration of postmodern literary theory, it is by no means
unproblematic to define authors by either stylistic or thematic consistency.72
Such an approach, he argues, leads to an overly strict construction of authorial identity
that is ultimately unverifiable.
However, there are other, more persuasive arguments against the Khusrawnāmah’s attribution to ‘Aṭṭār. First, the earliest manuscript according to Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī
is dated 1422, a century after all the other earliest dated copies of the ‘canonical’
works.73 Second, the text, as it has come down to us, uncritically reproduced by Iqbāl
and Khwānsārī, contains a suspicious hodge-podge of lines from other texts within it,
including texts from later periods, such as Dīvān-i Ḥafiẓ and Gulshan-i Rāz of
Shabistarī. Aḥmad ‘Izzati-Parvar comes to the conclusion that the ‘Khusraw-nāmah is a
mixture of Khusraw va Shīrīn, Vīs va Rāmīn, Samak-i ‘Ayyār, and exact or near-exact
lines from ‘Aṭṭār's other works. It reminds one of a vulgar Vīs va Rāmīn.’74 In particular
lines from the Asrār-nāmah are found quite frequently, whereas I have found almost no
other instances in which ‘Aṭṭār copies from himself. We do not, for example, find lines
of the Ilāhī-nāmah within Manṭiq al-Ṭayr. This phenomenon of copying from the
Asrār-nāmah is so pervasive that the introduction to the Khusraw-nāmah tries to
account for it, referring to itself as a ‘condensed’ version of the Asrār-nāmah. For these
reasons I am suspicious of the Mukhtār-nāmah’s attribution and consider the Khusraw-
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nāmah very likely to be spurious, though not for reasons of mystical content, as have
been previously proposed.

1.5 Road Map
Having established what the thesis will cover, this section will clarify how it
will be covered and what themes underlie and link the various parts of the study
together. While some recent studies on ‘Aṭṭār have pointed to various defamiliarising
elements in ‘Aṭṭār’s work, none has systematically traced the effect through various
identity markers or pointed out the pattern of reversal. A few recent works have made
gestures in this direction. Harry S. Neale has pointed out in an article that the
Zoroastrian functions as an agent of defamiliarisation in certain anecdotes of the
Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’.75 Meanwhile, Claudia Yaghoobi notes the diversity of sources of
spiritual authority in ‘Aṭṭār’s work, particularly from the perspectives of class and
gender;76 Annemarie Schimmel briefly points out the archetype of the wise old woman
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and the Christian as a source of spiritual guidance in Sufi texts.77 My aim here is to
bring all of those pieces together, to connect the dots between them and, while placing
gender firmly at the centre of my analysis, to situate ‘Aṭṭār’s use of gender within a
broader pattern of identity awareness that underlies his work. Though I focus on one
element of the overarching strategy of defamiliarisation, my work looks to contextualise
that element, thereby demonstrating the persistence and pervasiveness of the device in
‘Aṭṭār’s work and the fact that it was not limited to just one aspect of identity.
In order to demonstrate that the authors’ depiction of women diverges from
their stated misogynist premises, I will move from the broader context of Sufi
conceptions of the category of women, to the range of specific representations that
appear in ‘Aṭṭār. First, I will begin with ‘Aṭṭār’s general statements about women and
his, and other medieval authors’, rigorous justification for including women in the ranks
of the awliyā’. This chapter (Chapter 2) comprises a detailed analysis of the varying
rhetorical strategies employed to justify women’s presence in the canon of saints, and
the general stated views on women, family, marriage and sexuality in select Persian
literary texts of the 12th-13th centuries. Chapter 3 discusses some of the many stock
female characters that appear in ‘Aṭṭār’s work and details his tendency to place
authority in the hands of the lowest on the social hierarchy. This chapter argues that if
spiritual progress is about ‘stripping the self of delusions of superiority,’ then according
to some Sufi authors this could include stripping oneself of the delusion of masculine

it is due to be released 15 May 2017 and there will not be sufficient opportunity to consider it in depth
before this work is submitted.
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superiority.78 Chapter 4 moves from stock characters to the allusions to famous female
literary characters. In particular this chapter traces the development of the literary
character Zulaykhā from the Qur’an, through the commentaries, into the Qiṣaṣ alAnbiyā’, and through ‘Aṭṭār’s work. It uses Zulaykhā as a barometer for the treatment of
female sexuality and traces her transformation from paragon of lust to model Sufi lover.
The fifth and sixth chapters then move from the narrative representations of
stock and fictional characters to the biographies of holy women as they are presented in
‘Aṭṭār and other hagiographies. Chapter 5 deals with the relationship between gender,
corporeality, and spiritual status as it is represented in these texts. In this chapter, I posit
that my hagiographical sources tend to associate the body, e.g. the lower, baser form,
with the ontological category of female, and as such play into typical misogynistic
notions. I argue that this gendered reading of the body/soul dichotomy leads to women
divorcing themselves from their bodies as their primary means of attaining sainthood. In
the sixth and final chapter of the dissertation, I examine the same set of hagiographical
sources through the lenses of intersectionality and subaltern studies. I examine the
different axes of identity like race, class, disability, and slavery and discuss how they
interact with gender in the representations of saints, especially female slaves and black
women. Finally, in my conclusion, I gesture towards avenues for further research and,
from the position of tracing the history of negotiating with the patriarchy in these works,
suggest that there tends to be a disconnect between the representations of ‘woman’ as
category and women as narrative figures. This study ultimately reveals the necessity for
careful consideration of individual Sufi authors’ representation of gender and the
discrepancies which can arise even within a single writer’s oeuvre.
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2 THE LADIES’ PATH
THE CATEGORY OF ‘WOMAN’ IN SELECT TEXTS OF PERSIAN
MYSTICISM IN THE 12TH-13TH CENTURIES
ﮐﮫ اﯾﻦ ﻋﺠﻮز ﻋﺮوس ھﺰار داﻣﺎد اﺳﺖ

ﻣﺠﻮ درﺳﺘﯽ ﻋﮭﺪ از ﺟﮭﺎن ﺳﺴﺖ ﻧﮭﺎد

Seek not faithfulness from the world and her weakness of character,
For this old hag is the bride of thousand grooms.79
-Ḥāfiẓ, Dīvān
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2.1 Introduction
[...]ورﻧﮫ ﺑﺨﺎﻧﮫ ﺑﻨﺸﯿﻦ ﭼﮫ ﻣﺮد اﯾﻦ ﻧﺒﺮدی
در ﭘﯿﺶ ﻋﺸﻖ ﺳﺮﮐﺶ ﭼﻮن ﭘﯿﺶ ﺑﺎد ﮔﺮدی
ﺗﻮ ﭘﯿﺶ ﺻﻒ ﭼﮫ آﯾﯽ ﭼﻮن ﻧﮫ زﻧﯽ ﻧﮫ ﻣﺮدی
ﺗﻮ ﻣﺴﺖ از ﭼﮫ ﮔﺸﺘﯽ ﭼﻮن ﺟﺮﻋﮫای ﻧﺨﻮردی

ﮔﺮ ﻣﺮد راه ﻋﺸﻘﯽ ره ﭘﯿﺶ ﺑﺮ ﺑﻤﺮدی
ﮔﺮﭼﮫ ز ﻗﻮت دل ﭼﻮن ﮐﻮه ﭘﺎﯾﺪاری
ﻣﺮدان ﻣﺮد اﯾﻨﺠﺎ در ﭘﺮده ﭼﻮن زﻧﺎﻧﻨﺪ
ﻣﺮدان ھﺰار درﯾﺎ ﺧﻮردﻧﺪ و ﺗﺸﻨﮫ ﻣﺮدﻧﺪ

If you are a man of the Way of Love, stride forth with manliness.
If not, stay at home — you are no man, cut out for this battle! [...]
Though you may have strength of heart like an immovable mountain,
In the way of love, you are cast about wildly, like dust in the wind.
Manly men in this world are veiled just like women.
Why do you come to the front of the line, given that you’re neither woman nor
man?
[Real] men have drunk a thousand oceans and died thirsty.
How are you drunk? You haven’t even had a sip!80

This ghazal from the dīvān of ‘Aṭṭār takes as its primary theme the notion of
mardī, or ‘manliness.’ Any student of Sufism will know that this type of reference to the
ideal (masculine) seeker is hardly unique or rare. As evidenced above, a mard in this
context implies a seeker who is ready to brave the difficulties of the Path, the
bewilderment of love, and the unimaginable scale of the trials held therein. It is perhaps
intriguing for the uninitiated reader that this ideal mystic is identified with the
masculine gender. The supremacy of the masculine gender is assumed, as is the lowness
of the other main gender categories referred to in this literature, woman (zan) and
catamite (mukhannath/ḥīz). Although the superiority of mardī is a given, it is certainly
not assumed that all men are inherently capable of it, nor all women inherently

80

Farīd al-Dīn ʻAṭṭār, Dīvān-i ʻAṭṭār, ed. Taqī Tafaḍḍulī (Tehran: Bungāh-i Tarjumah va Nashr-i Kitāb,

1967): #776, 621-22. Wherever possible, each misrā‘ is represented by one line in my translations, and
each bayt is split over two lines.

Quay - January 2018

61

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

incapable of it. The third bayt above in particular goes after this idea. It tries to divorce
the concept of mardī from a gendered meaning. A number of scholars of Sufism take up
this line of argument – that mardī is indeed genderless in this context.81 But I cannot be
convinced that a thought-system which defines its highest rank by ‘manliness’ has
successfully escaped the influence of patriarchy in favour of a gender-egalitarian system
championing the equality of all types of souls before God. As Gerda Lerner puts it, ‘By
making the term “man” subsume “woman” and arrogate to itself the representation of
all of humanity, men have built a conceptual error of vast proportion into all of their
thought.’82 By redefining successful women as men, or unsuccessful men as women (or
even lower than women), the metaphor reproduces patriarchy even at the most basic
unit of language. Adrienne Rich and Elizabeth Grosz write about the way that masculine
subjectivity ‘pretends to stand for “the human,” and the problems that arise from
marking men as the group that is always at the centre, while women are marked as
Other, peripheral.83 Although it is probably not surprising that such attitudes also
permeate ‘Aṭṭār’s context, it is important to explore the range of pro-patriarchal, antifemale/misogynist statements, since the core of the thesis investigates the pushback
against patriarchal norms by ‘Aṭṭār and other Sufi writers.
This chapter attempts to set out that very premise—the patriarchal hierarchy
assumed by Sufi texts—which later chapters show ‘Aṭṭār and other Sufi writers at least
partially upending. I cannot show the places in which authors subvert patriarchy without
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demonstrating the extent of its significance to their worldviews. The first section of the
chapter is critical in establishing the overarching misogynist framework in which the
biographies and narratives regarding women appear. This section reaches beyond the
immediate sources discussed at length in the dissertation and endeavors to provide a
picture of the general attitudes towards women as a category in select texts of Sufi
literature from the 12th and 13th centuries, predominantly focusing on Persian sources.
The second section of this chapter considers the introductory material of sources
consulted in the chapters on hagiography. These introductory passages, which look to
justify the presence of women in the ranks of the Friends of God, begin to reveal the
fundamental tension between the generic statements on woman as a category of thought
and the representation of actual prominent, historical Sufi women in the ṭabaqāt
literature. The tension and contradictions observed in these passages to some degree
provide a microcosm for the structure of the dissertation. After setting out the
misogynist context of the tradition’s general approach to ‘woman’ ontologically
conceived, the dissertation moves to indications of the analytical acrobatics performed
by writers to justify including women, and then, in following chapters, finally to the
narrative representations themselves which, I argue, function in an entirely different
way. This disconnect between maxim and narrative, between concept and execution, is
a result of the continual fluctuations of the struggle against patriarchy and participation
in it.
While it is tempting to gloss over the areas in which some Sufi writers are
profoundly and blatantly misogynistic, to do so can only be to misrepresent the sources.
Although this chapter does not intend to be a mere catalogue of misogyny, to deny this
significant element of mystical Islamic literature makes it impossible to analyse
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accurately the more interesting places where a real struggle ensues to reconcile
patriarchal values with glorifying and remembering female Sufis and masters. In this
sense I must disagree ever so slightly with Franklin Lewis, who writes:
In contrast to Sanā’ī (d. 525/1131), for example, ‘Attār and Rumī do not tend
to identify woman or the feminine with matter and the material world, nor do
they necessarily subscribe to a theology that assigns women to an inferior rank
in the hierarchy of spirituality; however they do nevertheless evoke the known
gender prejudices of their societies, knowing that accusations of effeminacy
will cut a man as sharply as any knife.84
On the contrary, in this section I provide evidence that ‘Aṭṭār, like many other writers of
a mystical bent, is not, in fact, immune to a theology which ascribes women to an
inferior rank. We can, actually, adduce significant evidence of his identifying the
feminine with the dunyā, and with lowness in general, particularly in the general
references to the category of woman as a whole. ‘Aṭṭār and other Sufi writers may
support the theory of an impartial, Sufi equality of all souls, but in practice, their
attempt to carry this philosophy to its logical conclusion is often contravened by
patriarchal norms. To focus solely on these axioms is to tell only half of the story.
Lewis’s description exemplifies the tendency of the ‘comparative progressivism’ model,
which I describe in my introduction, to typically locate the grossest misogyny
elsewhere, or to implicitly compare authors and texts on the basis of their
‘favourability’ in their treatment and representation of women. By way of contrast, this
study attempts to re-centre patriarchy as the analytical lens and demonstrate the ways
gender is far from a stable construct in these texts, not to generate a ranked list of
‘women-friendly’ authors.
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Franklin Lewis, “Sexual Occidentation: The Politics of Conversion, Christian-Love and Boy-Love in

‘Attār,” Iranian Studies 42, no. 5 (December 2009): 695.
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It is important to note here that not only must we take stock of the profoundly
patriarchal context surrounding this discourse, but we should also be careful to justify
the use of a potentially anachronistic frame of analysis. How do we properly evaluate
and avoid minimising the role of these formulations, without unnecessarily demonising
the authors in question? What Shaikh writes about gender in Ibn ‘Arabī could equally
apply here:
It is not only pointless but somewhat immature to discount, excuse, or defend
what might appear to a twenty-first century reader those very androcentric
formulations in the works of Ibn ‘Arabī and other Sufis of his time. [...] I
subject such ideas, as they present in such historical works, to a rigorous
critique. Yet I do so without holding these past thinkers hostage to
contemporary sensibilities.
It does not make sense, Shaikh argues, to hold medieval thinkers to the same standards
that we would hold contemporary ones. But the misogynist ideas embedded therein
need to be exposed and critiqued, insofar as they continue to find currency in the
context of the present. These critiques also allow us to observe the sometimes wide
variability in the way patriarchy plays out in different places. This variability throws
into relief the very constructed nature of gender roles in all contexts. Rita Gross adds
her voice into the mix with a warning not to demonise individuals, but rather to critique
the oppressive system or society in which they lived as:
‘androcentric in its thought-forms and patriarchal in its institutions is an
analysis, an accurate description, not an accusation... We would be guilty of an
inappropriate projection of feminist values onto the past only if we did not stop
with an analysis of its thought-forms and institutions, but also railed against the
humans who participated in those modes of thinking and living.’85
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Rita Gross, Buddhism after Patriarchy (Albany, N.Y: State University of New York Press, 1993), 23.
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To sum up, it is no denigration of our authors’ personal character to admit that they are
subject to the patriarchal norms and mores of their context. At the same time, this does
not mean that these moments do not bear an in-depth examination.

2.2 Proverbial Misogynistic Wisdom and Sufi Authors: Sanā’ī,
‘Aṭṭār, Rūmī, and Ibn ‘Arabī
This section brings together some of the highly misogynistic references to
women in classical Sufi literature. It focuses on the writings of Sanā’ī, ‘Aṭṭār, Rūmī and
Ibn ‘Arabī. It looks primarily at the evidence provided in poetry, while the stances of
select hagiographers are discussed in section 2.3. The opinions laid out in the Sufi
manuals remain beyond this discussion. Hadith and verses of the Qur’an that impact
conceptions of gender are discussed only insofar as they are referenced by mystics to
support their arguments. This field of gender in the Qur’an and hadith is quite wide and
has already been addressed in depth by several scholars.86 Sanā’ī and Rūmī are closest
to ‘Aṭṭār in time, genre, and mystical worldview in the Persian literary canon, and so
their views on gender are quite relevant to an investigation of ‘Aṭṭār’s attitude towards
gender. Ibn ‘Arabī, meanwhile, as a towering figure of mysticism and subject of several
scholarly inquiries regarding gender representation, can help give us a glimpse of how a
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To cite just a few starting points: Karen Bauer, Gender Hierarchy in the Qur’ān: Medieval

Interpretations, Modern Responses (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Aisha Geissinger,
Gender and the Construction of Exegetical Authority: A Rereading of the Classical Genre of Qur’an
Commentary (Brill, 2015); Aysha A Hidayatullah, Feminist Edges of the Qur’an, ed. Oxford University
Press (New York, NY : Oxford University Press, 2014); Megan H Reid, Law and Piety in Medieval
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sophisticated and freethinking Sufi philosopher, roughly concurrent with ‘Aṭṭār, dealt
with gender issues. While there are many ways patriarchal norms manifest themselves
in these Sufi texts, this section points out a few that are especially pervasive or
shockingly blunt. These are the kinds of moments that scholars have tended to focus on,
in order to provide evidence for a ‘negative’ depiction of women in Sufi thought.87
Beginning with the axiomatic declarations of female inferiority, we look at the ways
weakness, cowardliness, and lack of faith become characteristics imbued with
femininity. Then, the overview moves to representations of woman as the dunyā, the
nafs, and as distractions or temptations. Finally, it makes brief reference to the social
treatment of women within the patriarchal family as it appears in these texts.
Particularly in the realm of axiomatic statements, the Sufi writers consulted
here provide ample evidence of a pervasive notion that the category of the feminine is
ontologically inferior. Sanā’ī gives a shocking confirmation of the tendency in his
society to prefer male children over female children. The passage suggests the ruinous
nature of all children for the mystic, but especially girls:
ﮔﺮﭼﮫ ﺷﺎھﺴﺖ ھﺴﺖ ﺑﺪ اﺧﺘﺮ
ﮔﻔﺖ ﮐﺎﻟﻤﮑﺮﻣﺎت دﻓﻦ ﺑﻨﺎت
[...] ﺑﺮ زﻣﯿﻦ ﺟﻔﺖ ﻧﻌﺶ ﺑﮫ ﺑﯽﺷﮏ
ﺑﮭﺘﺮ از ﮔﻮر ﻧﺒﻮدش داﻣﺎد

ﮐﺎﻧﮑﮫ را دﺧﺘﺮ اﺳﺖ ﺟﺎی ﭘﺴﺮ
وآﻧﮑﮫ او را دھﯿﻢ ﻣﺎ ﺻﻠﻮات
ﭼﻮن ﺑﻮد ﺑﺎ ﺑﻨﺎت ﻧﻌﺶ ﻓﻠﮏ
ھﺮﮐﺮا دﺧﺘﺮ اﺳﺖ ﺧﺎﺻﮫ ﻓﻼد

For whoever has a daughter in place of a son,
Though he be a king, he is most ill-favoured.
And the one we offer our prayers to said,
‘To bury girls is an honourable action.’88
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Clear exceptions include Schimmel and Smith. Schimmel, My Soul Is a Woman; Smith, Rābiʿa the

Mystic and Her Fellow-Saints in Islām.
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Reference here to the (in)famous hadith, recorded by al-Ṭabarānī (d. AH 360):
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Just as the girls are on a bier in heaven,
So is it their rightful spouse on earth. [...]
Whoever has a daughter, especially a useless one,
There is no better son-in-law than the grave.89
Here Sanā’ī references a discredited hadith which implies that burying girls (and
murdering them) is a good work. He also plays with the name of the constellation
Cassiopeia, which literally means ‘the bier of the girls’ in Persian, in order to make his
claim that fathers are better off without children, especially female ones. Although I
made a concerted effort to find a potential ironic reading for this passage, I do not think
such a reading is possible within the context. Neither is he caricaturing opposing views.
In ‘Aṭṭār, being female is not taken to such extreme, but it is often associated
with shame, weakness, cowardliness, and fear. Although there are many such examples
to choose from, I have pulled out only a few here, which emphasise these negative
qualities of womankind. Readers should note that the majority of these general
statements arise in the ghazals, which perhaps makes sense given their propensity for
the self-contained line and epigrammatic maxim:
وز ﺷﺮم ره زﻧﺎن ﮔﺰﯾﻨﯿﻢ

دﯾﮕﺮ ﻧﺰﻧﯿﻢ ﻻف ﻣﺮدی

ت ﻣﻦ اﻟ ُﻤ ْﻜ َﺮﻣﺎت
ِ  دﻓﻦُ اﻟﺒﻨﺎé اﻟﺤﻤﺪ
This hadith does not appear in Saḥīḥ Bukharī or Saḥīḥ Muslim, and is included in Ibn al-Jawzī’s
collection of false hadith, Kitāb al-Mawḍū‘āt. Ḥafīẓ Abī al-Qāsim Sulaymān b. Aḥmad al-Ṭabarānī, alMu‘jam al-Kabīr, ed. Ḥamdī ‘Abd al-Majīd Salafī, 2nd edition (Beirut: Dār Iḥyā’ al-Turāth al-ʻArabī,
1984), v. 11, p. 290, #12035; Abū al-Faraj ʻAbd al-Raḥmān ibn ʻAlī Ibn al-Jawzī, Kitāb al-Mawḍūʻāt, ed.
ʻAbd ʼal-Raḥmān Muḥammad ʻUthmān (al-Madīna al-Munawwara: al-Maktaba al-Salafiyya, 1966), v. 2,
p. 138.
89

Abū al-Majd Majdūd b. Ādam Sanā’ī al-Ghaznavī, Kitāb-i Ḥadīqat al-Ḥaqīqah va Sharīʻat al-Ṭarīqah;

Bi-Jamiʻ va Taṣḥīḥ-i Mudarris Raḍavī., ed. Mudarris Raḍavī (Tehran: Sipihr, 1950), 658.
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No longer can we boast of manliness,
But out of shame, we adopt the ladies’ path.90
ﭼﮫ ﺧﯿﺰد از ﺗﺮ داﻣﻨﺎن ﭼﻮ ﺗﮭﻤﺘﻦ اﻓﺘﺎده ﺷﺪ

در ھﯿﺒﺖ ﺣﺎﻟﯽ ﭼﻨﺎن ﮔﺸﺘﻨﺪ ﻣﺮدان ﭼﻮن زﻧﺎن

In a state of such fear, the men became woman-like.
What becomes of the impure when the mighty [Rustam] has fallen?91
وآﺧﺮ اﻧﺪر ﮐﺎر ﺗﻮ ﻣﺮداﻧﮫ ﺷﺪ

ﺑﻮد ﺗﺮداﻣﻦ در اول ﭼﻮن زﻧﺎن

At first he was impure like women.
In the end, he became manly in regards to You.92
ﻋﺎﻟﻤﯽ ﻋﺬر ﺷﺪ زﻧﺎﻧﮫ ﭘﺪﯾﺪ

ﺷﯿﺮﻣﺮدان ﻣﺮد را اﯾﻨﺠﺎ

For the (manly) lion-men,
Here there appeared an entire world of womanly excuses. 93
As mentioned by Lewis, we have the equivalent class of insults by which men are
compared to ‘effeminate’ men. These statements also reinforce the traditional gender
hierarchy of men above women by emasculating those who do not conform to ideal
masculinity:
زاﻧﮑﮫ ﺑﺮﮔﺮﻣﺎﺑﮫ دﯾﺪﺳﺘﯽ ﺗﻮﺷﯿﺮ
ﺣﯿﺰ از ﻣﺮد دﻟﯿﺮ آﯾﺪ ﭘﺪﯾﺪ
رﺳﺘﻤﯽ ﮐﺎر ﻣﺨﻨﺚ ﮐﯽ ﺑﻮد

ﺧﻮﯾﺶ را از ﺟﮭﻞ ﻣﯿﺨﻮاﻧﯽ دﻟﯿﺮ
ﭼﻮن ز ﺑﯿﺸﮫ ﺑﺎﻧﮓ ﺷﯿﺮ آﯾﺪ ﭘﺪﯾﺪ
در ﻗﺪﯾﻤﯽ راه ُﻣﺤﺪَث ﮐﯽ ﺑ َﻮد

You call yourself brave out of ignorance
Because you once saw a lion on a bathhouse [wall]

90

Dīvān #638, 512.

91

Dīvān #264, 207.

92

Dīvān #265, 208.

93

Dīvān #267, 210.
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When the roar of a lion emerges from the jungle
A sissy comes out of the heroic man.
In the ancient way, when is there innovation?
When does a Rustam act like a catamite? 94
These kinds of remarks function simply as the reversal of the ‘women as Men of God’
trope. Courage is framed as a masculine attribute, which physical weakness and
psychological passivity are presented as female attributes. Both these types of evidence
can be understood as ways to uphold the supreme position of masculinity in the
hierarchy of mystics, although Chapter 3 tries to challenge this reading.

2.2.1 Woman as Snare, Dunyā, and Nafs in Mystical Writings
The idea of woman as trap, impediment to the mystic, or faithless temptress
resonates widely across the tradition. In the early Sufi manuals, for example, many
references are made to the distractions caused by women and family, and the virtues of
celibacy.95 Sanā’ī, meanwhile, appeals to woman as an example of deception:
آﯾﻨﮫ زن ﺑُ َﻮد ﻧﮑﻮ ھُﺶ دار

دام ﺑﺎﺷﺪ ﺑﮫ ﺧﻮاب ﺑﺴﺘﻦ ﮐﺎر

It is a trap, to attach any importance to a dream.
A mirror is a woman, be well on your guard.96
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MN: 17/7, 186.
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In this passage from the Ḥadīqat al-Ḥaqīqa, Sanā’ī gives a long homily on the false
appearances of dreams and uses a number of metaphors to convey how everything one
does in dreams turns out the opposite of one’s wish. Dreams, in this case, represent the
beguiling façade of this world, while being ‘awake,’ according to typical Sufi language,
would correspond to awareness of the divine presence (hushyārī, bīdārī). Thus he pairs
‘dream’ with ‘mirror’ and ‘trap’ with ‘woman,’ implying that woman’s duplicity is
analogous to the dream’s.
Extending this initial idea of woman as trap, many Sufi authors identify the
dunyā with a woman – typically a seductress – a motif which has great precedent in the
mystical tradition. For example, the well-known ‘Ayvān-i Madā’in’ qaṣīda of Khāqānī
Shirvānī (d. ca. 1187) contains an extended conceit comparing the world to a vicious
murderer, a pregnant woman who devours her own children:
ز اﯾﺸﺎن ﺷﮑﻢ ﺧﺎک اﺳﺖ آﺑﺴﺘﻦ ﺟﺎوﯾﺪان
 ﻧﻄﻔﮫ ﺳﺘﺪن آﺳﺎن،دﺷﻮار ﺑﻮد زادن
ز آب و ﮔﻞ ﭘﺮوﯾﺰ اﺳﺖ آن ﺧﻢ ﮐﮫ ﻧﮭﺪ دھﻘﺎن
اﯾﻦ ﮔﺮﺳﻨﮫ ﭼﺸﻢ آﺧﺮ ھﻢ ﺳﯿﺮ ﻧﺸﺪ ز اﯾﺸﺎن
اﯾﻦ زال ﺳﭙﯿﺪ اﺑﺮو وﯾﻦ ﻣﺎم ﺳﯿﮫ ﭘﺴﺘﺎن

ﮔﻔﺘﯽ ﮐﮫ ﮐﺠﺎ رﻓﺘﻨﺪ آن ﺗﺎﺟﻮران اﯾﻨﮏ
ﺑﺲ دﯾﺮ ھﻤﯽ زاﯾﺪ آﺑﺴﺘﻦ ﺧﺎک آری
ﺧﻮن دل ﺷﯿﺮﯾﻦ اﺳﺖ آن ﻣﯽ ﮐﮫ دھﺪ رزﺑﻦ
ﭼﻨﺪﯾﻦ ﺗﻦ ﺟﺒﺎران ﮐﺎﯾﻦ ﺧﺎک ﻓﺮو ﺧﻮردهاﺳﺖ
از ﺧﻮن دل طﻔﻼن ﺳﺮﺧﺎب رخ آﻣﯿﺰد

Where have those kings gone to now, you ask?
The stomach of the earth is eternally pregnant with them.
A pregnant earth giving birth is a long time coming, yes –
Giving birth is difficult, but sowing the seed is easy.
The heart’s blood is sweet, that wine that the grapevine gives.
The fortified wine that the landholders produce is from the clay and water of
Parvīz.
The body of many a tyrant has this earth consumed.
[Yet] this hungry-eyed one is never satiated with them.
This old white-eyebrowed hag and black-breasted mother
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Mixes the blood of the hearts of children as rouge for her cheeks.97

The image of the old hag here stands in for the vicious, ugly lower world. Even the
classic image of the earth as a mother, typically a positive image of earth bursting with
fecundity and creative force,98 is turned on its head as the earth becomes a woman
‘pregnant’ with the bodies of the dead. Khāqānī makes the image even more gruesome
as he reverses giving birth into an image of consumption, and characterises the earthwoman as a murderess of children.
But Khāqānī is not alone in his shocking portrayal of the grotesque old woman
as an allegory for the dunyā. ‘Aṭṭār takes a similar approach to the allegorical dunyā in
the following anecdote, though he puts more emphasis on the seductress angle. In this
way, ‘Aṭṭār highlights the temptations of this world as a choice, rather than emphasising
the inevitability of the world’s betrayal. In this story, an incredibly ugly woman
disguises herself in order to seduce and murder men:
ﺑﺴﯽ دﯾﺪار دﻧﯿﺎ آرزو داﺷﺖ
ﺑﺮه در ﭘﯿﺮ زاﻟﯽ دﯾﺪ از دور
ﻓﺘﺎده ﺟﻤﻠ ٔﮫ دﻧﺪاﻧﺶ از ھﻢ
ﻧﺠﺎﺳﺖ ﻣﯽدﻣﯿﺪ از ﭼﺎر ﺳﻮﯾﺶ
دﻟﯽ ﭘﺮ ﮐﯿﻦ ﻣﯿﺎن ﭼﻨﮓ ﺑﻮدش
دﮔﺮ دﺳﺘﺶ ﺑﺨﻮن آﻟﻮده ﭘﯿﻮﺳﺖ
ﻓﺮو ھﺸﺘﮫ ﺑﺮوی او ﻧﻘﺎﺑﯽ
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ﻣﺴﯿﺢ ﭘﺎک ﮐﺰ دﻧﯿﺎ ﻋﻠﻮ داﺷﺖ
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ﺑﺒﺮ درﺟﺎﻣ ٔﮫ ﺻﺪ رﻧﮓ ﺑﻮدش
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ﺖ ﻣﺨﺘﺎل
ِ ﺑﮕﻮ ﺗﺎ ﮐﯿﺴﺘﯽ ای زﺷ

ﭼﻮ ﻋﯿﺴﯽ دﯾﺪ او را ﮔﻔﺖ ای زال

The pure Messiah, who was high above this [lower] world,
Greatly wished to see it.
It just so happened one day he was walking, bathed in light,
And saw an old woman from afar on the road.
Her hair had grown white, her back, hunched,
And all of her teeth had fallen out.
Her two eyes were blue and her face, black like pitch.
Impurity (nijāsat) sprang up all around her.
She wore a garment of a hundred different colours.
She had a heart full of malice in her clutches.
One hand she had painted a myriad of colours.
The other was always covered in blood.
With every hair of hers, an eagle’s beak
Cast a veil down over her face.
When Jesus saw her, he said,
‘Say who you are, old woman – haughty and hideous!’99
Down to her very appearance, the old woman is presented as grotesque in every way.
Her blue eyes are an indication of evil, which was a common motif in early Arabian and
Islamicate folklore.100 Though others are seduced by her colourful disguise, Jesus sees
straight through to the woman’s (and therefore, by extension, the world’s) true ugliness.
While Khāqānī presents the world as a mother-murderess, who gives birth to humans
and will eventually kill them, ‘Aṭṭār’s chooses to embody the dunyā as an ensnaring
seductress. In this way, he emphasises man’s role in the act of seduction and highlights
his choice in the matter. In Khāqānī’s vision, man has no choice but to be born and
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endure the dunyā, while ‘Aṭṭār gives humans more agency by suggesting that to
embrace the dunyā is a decision to turn one’s back on the mystical Path.
‘Aṭṭār develops the woman-dunyā conceit further, and when Jesus asks about
herself, she confesses to being a murderer of men:
ﮐﮫ ﺗﺎ ھﺮﮔﺰ ﻧﺒﯿﻨﺪ ﮐﺲ ﻋﯿﺎﻧﻢ
ﮐﺠﺎ ﯾﮏ ﻟﺤﻈﮫ ﭘﯿﺶ ﻣﻦ ﻧﺸﯿﻨﻨﺪ
ﮐﮫ ﮔﻢ ره ﻋﺎﻟﻤﯽ زﯾﻦ ﮐﺮدهام ﻣﻦ
ھﻤﮫ ﻧﺎﮐﺎم ﻣﮭﺮ ﻣﻦ ﮔﺰﯾﻨﻨﺪ
ﭼﺮا ﯾﮏ دﺳﺖ ﺧﻮن آﻟﻮده داری
ز ﺑﺲ ﺷﻮھﺮ ﮐﮫ ُﮐﺸﺘﻢ در زﻣﺎﻧﮫ

ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﮔﻔﺖ او ﮐﮫ در ﭘﺮده ازاﻧﻢ
ﮐﮫ ﮔﺮ روﯾﻢ ﺑﺪﯾﻦ زﺷﺘﯽ ﺑﺒﯿﻨﻨﺪ
ازان اﯾﻦ ﺟﺎﻣﮫ رﻧﮕﯿﻦ ﮐﺮدهام ﻣﻦ
ﻣﺮا ﭼﻮن ﺟﺎﻣﮫ رﻧﮕﺎرﻧﮓ ﺑﯿﻨﻨﺪ
زﻧﺪان ﺧﻮاری
ﻣﺴﯿﺤﺶ ﮔﻔﺖ ای
ِ
ﺟﻮاﺑﺶ داد ﮐﺎی ﺻﺪر ﯾﮕﺎﻧﮫ

Thus she said, ‘I am covered by a veil,
‘So that no one will see me plainly.
‘For if they saw my face, which is so ugly,
‘When would they ever sit for a moment beside me?
‘That’s why I wear such colourful clothing.
‘This is how I’ve led an entire world astray.
‘When they see me wearing my multi-coloured outfit,
‘Inevitably, they all choose my love.’
‘O lowly prison,’ said the Messiah,
‘Why is one of your hands covered in blood?’
‘O Unique one, vanguard of all,’ she replied,
‘It is from the many husbands I have murdered over time.’101
This allegorical depiction of woman as a murdering temptress veers into misogynistic
stereotype. ‘Aṭṭār reinforces patriarchal paradigms by identifying woman so clearly with
the temptations of this world, implying that this world-woman deliberately leads the
presumed male reader astray.
Rūmī makes similar comparisons in his Dīvān:

101

74

IN 5/3, 92.

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 2: The Ladies’ Path

ﮔﻠﮕﻮﻧﮫ ﻧﮭﺪ ﺑﺮ رو آن روﺳﭙﯽ زرده

دﻧﯿﺎ ﻧﺒﻮد ﻋﯿﺪم ﻣﻦ زﺷﺘﯽ او دﯾﺪم

The world is no jubilee for me; I have seen how repulsive it is.
That jaundiced prostitute covers her cheeks with blush. 102
آﻧﮏ ﺣﺮﯾﻔﯿﺶ ﭘﯿﺶ و آن دﮔﺮش در ﻗﻔﺎﺳﺖ
ﺑﻮﺳﮫ او ﻧﮫ از وﻓﺎﺳﺖ ﺧﻠﻌﺖ او ﻧﮫ از ﻋﻄﺎﺳﺖ

ﻋﺎﻟﻢ دون روﺳﭙﯿﺴﺖ ﭼﯿﺴﺖ ﻧﺸﺎﻧﯽ آن
ﭼﻮﻧﮏ ﺑﮫ راھﺶ ﮐﻨﺪ آن ﺑﮫ ﺑﺮش درﮐﺸﺪ

This world is just like a prostitute – and how do we know?
One companion comes first and the other right after.
When it sends one off, it embraces another.
Its kiss is no sign of loyalty, its robe, no sign of generosity. 103
Despite all this, these highly allegorical depictions of women have more in common
with the generic axioms than they have with representations of most female characters
in ‘Aṭṭār and the female saints in the hagiographical source material. In the cases of the
allegorical women, negative images of women abound, while the narrative
representations are much more likely to function as the site of challenge to the
patriarchal order.
Although Rūmī and Ibn ‘Arabī tend to be, in secondary sources, associated
with a more ‘positive’ approach to women generally104, they can also be shown to make
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the all too logical connection between woman and the feminine noun dunyā’, or to
uphold the position that the female is inherently inferior. In a very memorable episode,
Rūmī depicts the dunyā as an old woman who tears up the Qur’an and pastes the pieces
to her face to look beautiful:
ﻣﯽﺑﭽﻔﺴﺎﻧﯿﺪ ﺑﺮ رو آن ﭘﻠﯿﺪ
ﺗﺎ ﻧﮕﯿﻦ ﺣﻠﻘ ٔﮫ ﺧﻮﺑﺎن ﺷﻮد

ﻋﺸﺮھﺎی ﻣﺼﺤﻒ از ﺟﺎ ﻣﯽﺑﺮﯾﺪ
ﺗﺎ ﮐﮫ ﺳﻔﺮه روی او ﭘﻨﮭﺎن ﺷﻮد

She tore off pieces of pages of the holy book
And pasted them to her face, that foul one,
So the cloth of her face would become hidden,
So she would be the gemstone, set in the ring of beauties. 105
Thus the old woman’s vanity is compounded by the sacrilegious act she undertakes,
defiling the holy book for the sake of a deceiving external appearance.
In addition to identifying women with the dunyā, early mystical writings often
embodied the negatively-connotated nafs (al-ammāra bil-sū’) in a feminine form as
well. As Annemarie Schimmel notes, this was likely because of the feminine
grammatical gender of this word in Arabic.106 Since Schimmel has discussed this
phenomenon in some depth, I will provide just one example here from a source
contemporary to ‘Aṭṭār. As Hamid Algar translates from Najm al-Dīn Rāzī:
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‘From the marriage of ruh (the soul) and qalib (the body) two offspring were
born: nafs (the animal soul) and dil (the heart). The heart was a body who
resembled his father, the soul, and the animal soul was a girl who resembled
the earthly body of the mother. The heart was full of desirable spiritual
attributes, whereas all that was found in the animal soul was earthly and
base.’107
For Rāzī at least, the nafs is envisioned as female and has ties to the baser materiality of
the human form. This connection between femininity and physicality will come up
again in ‘Aṭṭār, particularly as discussed in Chapter 5.
Even Ibn ‘Arabī falls back on these stereotypical representations on occasion,
though he makes complex against-the-grain arguments to support, for example, a
woman’s right to testify as a sole witness in certain cases, and consistently provides
atypical readings. Ibn ‘Arabī is unable to reinterpret the famed ‘daraja’ verse of the
Qur’an such that it falls in women’s favour, despite the fact that a simple glance at the
verse in question in context, instead of stripped of context as it is usually commented
upon, deadens the supposed misogynistic impact of the line.108 The Qur’anic verse
states, ‘and men are a degree above them’ (wa lil-rijāli ‘alayhunna darajatun), in the

107

Hamid Algar, The Path of God’s Bondsmen from Origin to Return: A Sufi Compendium by Najm al-

Din Razi (New York: Delmar, 1982), 66.
108

This is indeed how modern Islamic feminist critics have begun to try to recover it and rehabilitate the

Qur’an as a text fairly open to gender-egalitarian re-interpretations. Critics like Barlas, Wadud, and
Shaikh have all at different points suggested that the Quranic commentators are often the ones ‘who
sculpted onto the [Qur’anic] narratives layers of misogyny.’ Shaikh, Sufi Narratives, 150; Asma Barlas,
Believing Women in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur’ān, 1st ed (Austin, TX:
University of Texas Press, 2002) 167-69; A Wadud, Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from
a Woman’s Perspective (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 2.

Quay - January 2018

77

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

context of divorce law, and may even be interpreted as the increased responsibility a
husband owes a wife who is divorcing him.109 In a pattern she finds to be typical of the
commentary tradition, Karen Bauer summarises the ways in which the rights,
superiority, and privileges granted men via this ‘daraja’ were continually expanded by
later (male) exegetes.110 Ibn ‘Arabī does not break much with tradition and analyses the
verse as follows:
‘Even though the human is an epitome of the cosmos, he will never reach its
level in totality. Likewise, the woman can never reach the level [daraja] of
men, despite the fact that she is choicest [naqāwa] of the epitome. [...] There is
a reason why women were viewed as deficient in intellect compared to men:
women’s understanding derives from the measure [of intellect] taken from
primordial man during the root of configuration. [...] Woman’s preparation
falls short of the preparation of man [during the root configuration] because [at
the time] she was incubated in man. Therefore, with respect to deficiency of
religion, woman is distinct from man.’
Even Ibn ‘Arabī, that most creative of interpreters often unconstrained by convention, is
unable to ignore or reinterpret the hadith which posits woman’s fundamental inferiority
because of her origin within man, as a part of his rib. As several commentators have
demonstrated, the influence of Q 2:228, and the related hadith in which the Prophet
refers to woman’s deficiency in intellect and religion, was pervasive and wideranging.111 These subtexts are hovering in the background of any of the authors’ texts
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surveyed here, and they must necessarily be read in dialogue with these sorts of womendemeaning ideas.112
In addition to these kinds of explicit denigrations of women’s abilities, as a sex
broadly conceived, we find other, more implicit indications of patriarchal context
littering these texts. While many of the statements above are openly hostile towards
women or derogatory, there are also more subtle references to patriarchal attitudes and
practices which appear to have been prevalent in the period. The strategies employed by
the text to affirm women’s lower status include: framing wives as a distraction from the
Path, interpreting the difficulties of having a wife as a God-given trial of faith, referring
to women as property, consistently referencing women’s beauty as her most important
attribute, affirming the husband’s right to beat his wife, and upholding the traditional
significance of virginity, which takes on disproportionate significance for women.113 All
of these indications taken together point to a demonstrably patriarchal society. To give
just a few examples from ‘Aṭṭār in particular, in the Ilāhī-nāmah, marriage or family ties
are portrayed as obstacles to spiritual advancement. In one tale, an old man marries a
young girl but they do not get along well. The old man is encouraged by the authorial
aside to sever his ties with the girl, not for her benefit, but for his own:
ﭼﮫ ﺳﺎزی ﭼﻮن زﻧﺎن ﺑﺎ ﭼﺮخ ﮔﺮدان

112
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Cast off everything you have, just like the Men [of God].
Why concern yourself with a spinning wheel, like women?114
Concern for worldly cares is posited as a primarily female attribute, via comparison
with the apparently feminine activity of spinning. ‘Charkh-i gardān’ means both the
turning wheel, i.e. fate, and a literal wheel for spinning. Annemarie Schimmel notes
several examples in which the awful wife is framed as a test for the husband seeking to
advance on the Path. ‘Thus,’ she writes, ‘married life could be considered, by some, as a
substitute for the hellfire the saint may escape when patiently enduring the afflictions
brought upon him by a nasty, misbehaving, or talkative spouse.’115Perhaps
unsurprisingly, ‘Aṭṭār refers in several places to a man’s māl va dukhtar, ‘property and
daughter(s),’ in one set phrase which connotes everything a man owns.116 Furthermore,
he confirms a man’s right to beat his wife, in an anecdote from the Muṣībat-nāmah:

[...] ﻣﯿﻨﮕﻮﯾﺪ ﺗﺮک اﯾﻦ آن ﺷﻮر ﺑﺨﺖ
ھﺮ زﻣﺎن ﺳﺮﮔﺸﺘﮫ ﺗﺮ ﮔﺮداﻧﯿﺶ
او دﮔﺮ ﻧﮑﻨﺪ زﻓﺎن ھﺮﮔﺰ دراز

ﮔﺮﭼﮫ ﻣﯿﺮﻧﺠﺎﻧﻤﺶ ھﺮ وﻗﺖ ﺳﺨﺖ
ﺧﻮاﺟﮫ ﮔﻔﺖ ای ﻣﺮد اﮔﺮ رﻧﺠﺎﻧﯿﺶ
ﮔﺮ ﺑﮕﻮﺋﯽ از ﺳﺮ ﻟﻄﻔﯿﺶ راز

‘Though I beat her hard every time,
She will not lay off [cursing Abū Bakr], that despicable one.’ [...]
‘Dear man,’ said the master. ‘If you beat her,
‘You’ll make her more confused every moment.
‘If you tell her kindly the secret of the matter,
‘Never again will she lash out with her tongue.’ 117
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The anecdote and its accompanying moral do not have an issue with the man
beating his wife in principle, but oppose it because it would prove an ineffective
strategy here to convince the wife not to curse Abū Bakr. These are just a few instances
of the ways in which ‘Aṭṭār upholds patriarchal norms and values.
This section has demonstrated the ways in which Sufi authors, including ‘Aṭṭār,
can conform to patriarchal attitudes towards women in their writings in certain
moments. These pieces of evidence show us a range of misogynist material, from the
pointed remarks about women’s deficiencies in intellect, bravery, and piety, to examples
which reveal and underlying association of women with the bottom of the hierarchy.
These moments occur particularly, in cases where the authors discuss women in general
and femininity as an ontological category with essentialist overtones. They also occur
commonly in cases where the women are highly transparent allegories, especially for
the dunyā or the nafs. Finally, we see that a generally restrictive treatment of female
sexuality is maintained, whereby women are expected to remain chaste until marriage
and perform their sexual obligations to their husbands. ‘Aṭṭār, at least, does not condone
a husband using violence against his wife, but he does not seem particularly opposed to
it on principle alone. Women are also expected to marry and provide children, thereby
securing the parents’ salvation in the afterlife by following the sunna of the Prophet.
The very palpable tinge of misogyny permeates the texts, and certainly the effects of a
patriarchal power structure are observable. This is not the only kind of evidence one
finds, but to ignore it would be disingenuous. This section shows that if one approaches
the sources looking to ‘sift’ them for misogyny, as Julie Meisami calls it, one will find
what one is searching for. The results, however, may not be representative. The
remaining chapters of the thesis, therefore, take on the other side of the story in an
attempt to show the variable and inconsistent approach to gender taken by the sources.

2.3 Reasons for Writing and Explanations for the Presence of
Women in the Hagiographies
If the previous section sought to determine how certain Sufi texts of the 12th
and 13th centuries dealt with the category of ‘woman,’ this section examines another
place where we might find observations of womankind—the metatextual commentaries
of the hagiographers on their female saints. This material is naturally of completely
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different content and aim. This section combs through in detail the authors’ attempts to
theoretically justify the presence of women in their writings, particularly the presence of
numerous female saints in the biographical literature. The Sufi conflict with patriarchy,
which is at the centre of this thesis, is succinctly represented in the following, highly
contradictory passages. These passages vacillate between reclaiming women saints as
‘men of God,’ pointing to the irrelevance of gender to the Path, and heralding pious
women as above men. I argue that these varying approaches do not necessarily need to
be reconciled, but rather are representative of the constant struggle to keep gender
constructs in place.
In describing a similar degree of apparent gender confusion in Ibn ‘Arabī,
Shaikh writes that Ibn ‘Arabī presents us with several competing narratives of the
creation story, ‘each one displacing its predecessor so that the result is a veritable house
of mirrors.’ In this way, gender ‘is never quite grasped definitively but is constantly
shifting and opening up expansive spaces for understanding human nature.’ In her
analysis of Ibn ‘Arabī’s texts on gender, she identifies three seemingly contradictory
approaches, which she argues are actually mutually constitutive.
First, on many occasions, [Ibn ‘Arabī’s] views reflect normative assumptions
of male superiority. Second, Ibn ‘Arabī presents his readers with universal
notions of humanity, pointing to the human condition while actively asserting
the shared humanity (insāniyya) of both sexes at all levels of spiritual
attainment. Third, he suggests women’s superiority over men by presenting
particular ways in which women uniquely or more powerfully manifest the
divine. The different articulations of gender, arrived at in unpredictable and
idiosyncratic ways, creatively destabilize most readers’ assumptions about
gender.118
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While ‘Aṭṭār definitely provides all three of these types of evidence, I hesitate to ascribe
to it the same degree of intentionality. I am not sure that the ‘house of mirrors’ effect in
‘Aṭṭār is the result of a premeditated attempt to displace traditional readings of gender,
or simply the end product of the conflict between Sufism’s gender egalitarianism and
the expected gender hierarchy in a patriarchal society. In either case, we will never
know the motivations, and regardless of the purposefulness of its composition, the result
remains clear – a contradictory and shifting approach to gender and gender relations in
the sources. In this section, I will explore these contradictory approaches as laid out by
‘Aṭṭār, as well as those presented by the other hagiographers considered in the
dissertation, Ibn al-Jawzī and Jāmī. The representation of women within these
hagiographies, and why these texts should be read together, is discussed in detail in
Chapters 5 and 6.

2.3.1 ‘Aṭṭār’s Aim in Writing the Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’
Before we can consider how gender influences the representation of sainthood,
we must first look at the authors’ various explanations of why they chose to write their
respective hagiographies at all. This section will give a brief overview of how the
authors justify the enterprise of cataloguing saints and consider what these justifications
reveal to us in relation to their respective agendas. A number of ‘Aṭṭār's reasons for
writing the Tadhkirat are conventional. He states that he saw a ‘strong interest amongst
my friends in the words of this group’ and he composed it ‘so that I should be
remembered.’1 Beyond the more conventional reasons, ‘Aṭṭār explains his view
regarding the value of the saints’ words. The argument runs as follows:

دﯾﮕﺮ ﺑﺎﻋﺚ آن ﺑﻮد ﮐﮫ ﺑﻌﺪ از ﻗﺮآن و اﺣﺎدﯾﺚ ﺑﮭﺘﺮﯾﻦ ﺳﺨﻨﮭﺎ ﺳﺨﻦ اﯾﺸﺎن دﯾﺪم و ﺟﻤﻠ ٔﮫ ﺳﺨﻦ اﯾﺸﺎن
 ﺧﻮد را ﺑﺪﯾﻦ ﺷﻐﻞ دراﻓﮕﻨﺪم ﺗﺎ اﮔﺮ از اﯾﺸﺎن ﻧﯿﺴﺘﻢ ﺑﺎری ﺧﻮد را ﺑﺎ اﯾﺸﺎن.ﺷﺮح ﻗﺮآن و اﺣﺎدﯾﺚ دﯾﺪم
 ﭼﻨﺎﻧﮑﮫ ﺟﻨﯿﺪ – رﺣﻤﺔ ﷲ ﻋﻠﯿﮫ – ﮔﻔﺖ ﮐﮫ ﻣﺪﻋﯿﺎن را ﻧﯿﮑﻮ.ﺗﺸﺒﮫ ﮐﺮده ﺑﺎﺷﻢ ﮐﮫ ﻣﻦ ﺗﺸﺒﮫ ﺑﻘﻮم ﻓﮭﻮ ﻣﻨﮭﻢ
دارﯾﺪ ﮐﮫ اﯾﺸﺎن ﻣﺤﻘﻖ ﻧﻤﺎﯾﻨﺪ و ﭘﺎی اﯾﺸﺎن ﺑﻮﺳﮫ دھﯿﺪ ﮐﮫ اﮔﺮ ھﻤﺘﯽ ﺑﻠﻨﺪ ﻧﺪاﺷﺘﻨﺪی ﺑﮫ ﭼﯿﺰی دﯾﮕﺮ دﻋﻮی
.ﮐﺮدﻧﺪی
Another reason [I composed this book] is that after the Qur’an and hadith, the
greatest pieces of wisdom are their sayings, and I consider their sayings to be
commentary (sharḥ) on the Qur’an and hadith. I then set myself to work on
this so that, even though I am not one of them (i.e. the awliyā’), then I can still
make myself similar to them, for whoever imitates a people is one of them. Just
as Junayd (God rest his soul) said, ‘Be kind to the imposters who appear to be
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among the [spiritually] realised, and kiss their feet; for if they had not such
high ambitions they would claim something else.’119
This short paragraph is representative of much of the style of argumentation ‘Aṭṭār
pursues in his introduction. He claims that the saints’ words are the greatest pieces of
wisdom outside the Qur'an and Hadith, and sees them as a commentary (sharḥ) of both.
He then follows this claim with a popular hadith, and a quote from Junayd. His hadith
citation implies that by imitating the saints, a seeker can become ‘saint-like,’ if not a
saint him or herself.
Although ‘Aṭṭār separates his preface into 15 sections, each beginning with
‘dīgar bā‘ith’ and each containing a reason for writing, most of the attempts at captatio
benevolentiae boil down to the two techniques we have just discussed – referring to the
requests of others, and legitimation by hadith and sayings of famous Sufis. However,
there are two other reasons ‘Aṭṭār presents that are of particular interest for us in terms
of interpreting his portrayal of female saints. First is his proclamation in favour of
vernacularising the scriptures for the masses:
دﯾﮕﺮ ﺑﺎﻋﺚ آن ﺑﻮد ﮐﮫ ﭼﻮن ﻗﺮآن و اﺧﺒﺎر را ﻟﻐﺖ و ﻧﺤﻮ ﺗﺼﺮﯾﻒ ﻣﯽﺑﺎﯾﺴﺖ و ﺑﯿﺸﺘﺮ ﺧﻠﻖ از ﻣﻌﺎﻧﯽ
آن ﺑﮭﺮهای ﻧﻤﯽﺗﻮاﻧﺴﺘﻨﺪ ﮔﺮﻓﺖ اﯾﻦ ﺳﺨﻨﺎن ﮐﮫ ﺷﺮح آن اﺳﺖ و ﺧﺎص و ﻋﺎم را در وی ﻧﺼﯿﺐ اﺳﺖ ــ
.اﮔﺮﭼﮫ ﺑﯿﺸﺘﺮ ﺑﮫ ﺗﺎزی ﺑﻮد ــ ﺑﺎ زﺑﺎن ﭘﺎرﺳﯽ آوردم ﺗﺎ ھﻤﮫ را ﺷﺎﻣﻞ ﺑﻮد
Another reason [I composed this work] is that the Qur’an and the hadith
contain words and grammar that require clarification, and most people cannot
benefit from the meanings therein. These sayings [function as] commentaries
upon them. There are gains in these texts for high and low alike – though they
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are mainly in Arabic, I have rendered them in Persian so that everyone may be
included.120
‘Aṭṭār thus makes clear his agenda of spreading the scripture to as broad an audience as
possible and extending the benefits of studying them to both average people and
nobility (khāṣṣ va ‘ām).
A second point of interest for our purposes is ‘Aṭṭār’s insistence on the
instructional value of these texts, couched in the language of a gender hierarchy.
و ﺗﻮان ﮔﻔﺘﻦ ﮐﮫ اﯾﻦ ﮐﺘﺎﺑﯽ اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ ﻣﺨﻨﺜﺎن را ﻣﺮد ﮐﻨﺪ و ﻣﺮدان را ﺷﯿﺮﻣﺮد ﮐﻨﺪ و ﺷﯿﺮﻣﺮدان را ﻓﺮد
 و ﭼﮕﻮﻧﮫ ﻋﯿﻦ درد ﻧﮕﺮداﻧﺪ؟ ﮐﮫ ھﺮﮐﮫ اﯾﻦ ﮐﺘﺎب ــ ﭼﻨﺎن ﮐﮫ ﺷﺮط.ﮐﻨﺪ و ﻓﺮدان را ﻋﯿﻦ درد ﮔﺮداﻧﺪ
اﺳﺖ ــ ﺑﺮﺧﻮاﻧﺪ و ﺑﻨﮕﺮد آﮔﺎه ﮔﺮدد ﮐﮫ اﯾﻦ ﭼﮫ درد ﺑﻮده اﺳﺖ در ﺟﺎنھﺎی اﯾﺸﺎن ﮐﮫ ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﮐﺎرھﺎ و از
!اﯾﻦ ﺷﯿﻮه ﺳﺨﻦھﺎ از دل اﯾﺸﺎن ﺑﮫ ﺻﺤﺮا آﻣﺪه اﺳﺖ
It could be said that this is a book which turns hermaphrodites into men, men
into lion-hearted men, lion-hearted men into exemplars, and exemplars into
sources of pain/compassion. How could they not become wellsprings of
compassion? For whoever reads this book – according to how it was meant to
be read – and looks at it, will come to know what kind of pain in their souls has
caused such works and words of wisdom to spring forth from their hearts.121
This passage is fascinating in that it reveals, and yet partly transcends, a fundamental
gender paradigm which underlies ‘Aṭṭār’s work and indeed, many other Sufi and
Islamic writings of the medieval period. This is a paradigm that Franklin Lewis points
out in his study of gender and conversion in ‘Aṭṭār, namely the relationship between
male/Muslim/positive and female/kāfir/negative.122 Based on my readings in ‘Aṭṭār, I
would also add to that second category the catamite and hermaphrodite. Although the
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passage does not mention women, it implies a clear hierarchy of piety that progresses
from hermaphrodite, to men, to lion-hearted men (shīr-mardān), to
individuals/exemplars (fardān), to wellsprings of pain (‘ayn-i dard). Based on ‘Aṭṭār’s
famous masculinised descriptions of Rābi‘a, which are discussed in detail below, the
reader can guess that women would fall below men, and probably below
hermaphrodites on this hierarchy, that is, if they are meant to be included at all.123
Although this passage reinforces the patriarchal paradigm outlined above, it also
transcends it in the sense that the final two levels one can attain are specifically
genderless. Rābi‘a ‘Adawiyya, for example, is referred to by both the epithets shīr-mard
and ‘ayn-i dard in ‘Aṭṭār’s writings.
Part of reaching the highest levels of piety, therefore, is a requirement to lose
one’s gender whilst rising through the ranks. Scott Kugle makes a similar observation in
his study of the bodies of Sufi saints:
[A]ll saints, women and men, break patriarchal norms, since the goal of
sainthood itself is to cultivate an integrated personality that transcends gender
divisions. […] Men become saints by tapping ‘feminine’ qualities that are
normally hidden or repressed in men, while women become saints by tapping
‘masculine’ qualities within themselves that ordinary women do not actively
manifest.124
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Indeed it should not surprise us that female saints (and male saints, as Kugle claims)
break gender norms. The entire basis of most saints’ fame rests on their ability to
transcend the laws of physics by performing karamāt, defy the needs of the body, or
overcome disadvantages dealt them by poverty, class, or race. Gender simply
complements the list of societal norms that can or must be broken by saints in order to
attain the highest degree of earthly spiritual authority below prophethood, wilāya.
One must be careful, however, in relying simply on ‘Aṭṭār’s word choice in this passage
to make such a claim. Part of the reason for choosing fardān (and not the admittedly
more common, but different in meaning, afrād) is ‘Aṭṭār’s eye for saj‘. We have the
rhyming mard, fard, dard, and mardān, fardān several times. In order to support the
idea that ‘Aṭṭār’s work relies on gender divisions, but ultimately attempts to transcend
them, we must look beyond his words about his work and delve into the anecdotes
themselves.

2.3.2 ‘Aṭṭār’s Justification for Including Rābi‘a
As Rābi‘a is the only woman treated in an independent entry in ‘Aṭṭār’s
biography (which includes ninety-five independent entries on men), her biography is a
significant place to look for evidence of how the presence of female saints was justified.
‘Aṭṭār offers three reasons justifying Rābi‘a’s appearance here, some of which seem
contradictory. However, we can resolve the tension between his varying reasons if we
keep in mind that some of the text’s rationalising may be a result of the fact that genre
conventions require that Rābi‘a be characterised as a man, or mard in the Sufi sense.
Furthermore, these seemingly contradictory statements allow ‘Aṭṭār to present a range
of possible readers with a broad spectrum of justifications in an attempt to engage these
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readers with differing rhetorical strategies. ‘Aṭṭār supports his first justification for
including Rābi‘a in his biography of men with a hadith:
ّ ﺧﻮاﺟ ٔﮫ اﻧﺒﯿﺎ – ﻋﻠﯿﮫ اﻟﺼّﻼة واﻟﺴّﻼم – ﻣﯽﻓﺮﻣﺎﯾﺪ ﮐﮫ
 ﺑﮫ ﺻﻮرت، ﮐﺎر.ﺻ َﻮ ِرﻛﻢ
ُ إن ﷲ ﻻ ﯾَﻨﻈﺮ إﻟﻰ
. ﺑﮫ ﻧﯿﺖ ﻧﯿﮑﻮﺳﺖ.ﻧﯿﺴﺖ
The Master of Prophets (peace and blessing be upon him) declares: God does
not regard your forms. It is not a matter of form but of right intention.125
His first reason for including Rābi‘a is that the prophet says God does not pay attention
to human forms, thus neither should we when choosing who is to be regarded as a saint
or friend of God. This reasoning in itself seems appropriate, but conflicts with the
illustration he gives of this point. After telling the reader that form is unimportant, he
proceeds in the following line:
 ھﻢ رواﺳﺖ از ﮐﻨﯿﺰﮐﺎن او ﻓﺎﯾﺪه،اﮔﺮ رواﺳﺖ ﺛﻠﺜﺎن دﯾﻦ از ﻋﺎﯾﺸ ٔﮫ ﺻﺪﯾﻘﮫ – رﺿﯽ ﷲ ﻋﻨﮭﺎ – ﮔﺮﻓﺘﻦ
.ﮔﺮﻓﺘﻦ
If it is right to derive two-thirds of religion from ‘A’esha-ye Sadeqa (God be
pleased with her), then it is also right to derive benefit from one of His
maidservants.126
Gender is in fact relevant to the justification then, since ‘Aṭṭār looks for a precedent of
citing female Muslims in Islamic tradition. His recourse is to ‘Aisha, daughter of the
first caliph Abū Bakr and wife of Prophet Muhammad, who was often cited as a source
for hadith. This illustration seems to contradict his earlier point that form or gender is
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immaterial, since it relies on the precedent of another woman’s influence on the male
world of legitimate transmission of traditions; however, I will show in the following
paragraphs that the two justifications are not necessarily at odds.
We can understand the tension between ‘Aṭṭār’s varying justifications as a
reflection of the tension between his philosophy, according to which gender should not
matter, and the expectations of the genre, born out of the hadith manuals and often
called kutub al-rijāl or the ‘Books of Men.’ The sources consequently place a heavy
emphasis on the masculinity of these saint figures.
. او را زن ﻧﺘﻮان ﮔﻔﺖ،ﭼﻮن زن در راه ﺧﺪای – ﺗﻌﺎﻟﯽ – ﻣﺮد ﺑﺎﺷﺪ
Because a woman on the path of the Lord most high is a man, she cannot be
called a woman.127
Here ‘Aṭṭār explicitly defines Rābi‘a as a man because of her piety; there is no such
thing as a Woman of the Way, so if a woman wants to be a Man of the Way, apparently
she must literally be thought of as a man. Few statements in Rābi‘a’s biography have
generated so much debate amongst scholars as this one. Some have taken it simply to
refer to the mard as the ideal human or sālik on the Path, much like the concept of the
insān-i kāmil.128 Such a reading in itself contains a gendered comment about the
‘standard,’ unmarked nature of masculinity. Others have taken it as a clear indication
that female spiritual accomplishments cannot exist a priori and must be reinterpreted
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into the male domain.129 Cornell points out that this gender redefinition becomes a trope
in Sufi biographical literature:
For example, when Dhū an-Nūn al-Miṣrī calls Fāṭima of Nishapur ‘my [male]
teacher (ustādhī),’ [aṭ-Ṭanāḥī, the first editor of the Arabic edition of alSulamī’s Dhikr al-Niswa] dismisses this as a ‘linguistic anomaly’ (ṭurfa
lughawiyya). More than just an anomaly, this use of gendered terminology is
an example of what was to become a recurring trope in Sufi literature: that of
elevating exceptional women to the ranks of honorary men.130
I side with Cornell, Schimmel and Smith and have come to the conclusion that ‘Aṭṭār
draws on convention when he points out the inner masculinity of accomplished women
on the Sufi path, and it is not particularly unusual to highlight the ‘masculine’ identity
of Rābi‘a. However, this characterisation is not devoid of gendered comment. Valerie
Hoffman-Ladd parses the line well when she writes, ‘Although this “compliment” paid
to Rābi‘a implies the degradation of the female sex as a whole and suggests that true
spirituality is normally found only among men, it also indicates that the sex of the body
is not a barrier to the inspiration and grace of God.’131
Immediately following this statement, ‘Aṭṭār reiterates his initial reason, that
gender is negligible in the eyes of God, at the end of his preface to Rābi‘a’s chapter. He
writes:
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ّ
ﺻﻒ رﺟﺎل
 ﻻﺟﺮم ذﮐﺮ او در، ﻣﺠﻠﺲ ﻧﮕﻔﺘﯽ،ﮐﺴﯽ ﮐﮫ اﮔﺮ در ﻣﺠﻠﺲ ﺣﺴﻦ ]ﺑﺼﺮی[ ﺣﺎﺿﺮ ﻧﺒﻮدی
 وﺟﻮد ﻣﻦ و ﺗﻮ، در ﺗﻮﺣﯿﺪ.ﺖ ﺗﻮﺣﯿﺪﻧﺪ
ِ  ھﻤﮫ ﻧﯿﺴ، ﺑﻞ ﮐﮫ از روی ﺣﻘﯿﻘﺖ آﻧﺠﺎ ﮐﮫ اﯾﻦ ﻗﻮم اﻧﺪ.ﺗﻮان ﮐﺮد
!ِﮐﯽ ﻣﺎﻧﺪ؟ ﺗﺎ ﺑﮫ ﻣﺮد و زن ﭼﮫ رﺳﺪ
When Hasan of Basra would not hold a prayer meeting unless a certain person
were present, then certainly that person’s memorial can be entered in the ranks
of men. Indeed, to tell the truth, where this folk are concerned, all are the
nothingness of unity (tawḥīd). In unity, how can the existence of ‘me’ and
‘you’ remain, much less ‘man’ and ‘woman’?132
This idea that gender no longer exists when in tawḥīd fits nicely with ‘Aṭṭār’s first
argument, in which he quoted the Prophet about God’s lack of concern for human
forms. Both of these statements suggest a transcendence of gender lines, while ‘Aṭṭār’s
second and third justifications fall back on concepts of male and female. These
statements help reconcile for ‘Aṭṭār’s readers the conventions of the genre and his entry
on Rābi‘a. The rhetorical strategy of this passage is to provide several justifications in
order to resonate with the broadest spectrum of readers. Whether the internal logic of
these justifications conflicts does not seem to be of consequence.

2.3.3 Jāmī’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns
Jāmī's biography of saints, Nafaḥāt al-Uns, is also of value to us here as one of
the few premodern Sufi sources including a significant number of women (34). Even
though he writes well after ‘Aṭṭār, he borrows greatly from the same sources predating
‘Aṭṭār, and therefore throws ‘Aṭṭār’s choices with his material even more starkly into
relief. Jāmī’s work is structured by several organising principles. The first part of the
biography, by far the most substantial part, contains only men, while a few entries on
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women are appended at the end. Within the section on female saints, the women are
sorted by fame and locale, and are followed by the anonymous women whose names are
unknown or unreported.133 Both Malti-Douglas, in her discussion of adab literature, and
Ruth Roded, in her analysis of Islamic biographies, hold that the structure of classical
biographies and adab works corresponds to the social hierarchy in descending order of
importance. Typically, the later in the book, the more marginalised the figure or type
is.134 But could the anonymity of the last women mentioned in the biography reflect,
rather than marginalisation, a greater degree of success in effacing the self, to the point
of losing one’s very name? This is an attractive idea that gels nicely with the
exhortation appearing commonly in Sufi texts not to cultivate religious fame and the
warnings they give against hypocrisy, as well as the ultimate goal of annihilating the
nafs. However, it ultimately does not fit with the overall pattern by which the sources
are organised. First, perhaps as a result of the lack of onomastic identity, the anonymous
women are usually attributed a greater number of other identity markers to make up for
this. For example, it is mentioned that she is black, a slave, blind, or mad, or some
combination of distinguishing characteristics that mark her individuality. If these
women were truly represented as dissociated from the self, it seems unlikely that they
would be over-identified in such a way. Second, many of the anonymous entries are
extremely short and contain only one report from a named transmitter. As such, their
entries appear more like afterthoughts or appendages, perhaps even added to the body of
the text from a report that is primarily about someone else. Instead of functioning as the
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ultimate representation of women who have left every scrap of individuality behind,
these entries reflect at worst, the narrator’s active erasure of a woman’s identity;
possibly, inattention to detail or half-remembered stories; and at best, an attempt to
protect a woman’s modesty by not referring to her name directly in public.
As for the overall aim of the work, Mojaddedi has studied Jāmī’s choice of
saints in detail and what that may mean for his Sufi affiliations. While many ṭabaqāt
texts are composed in support of a particular order, Devin DeWeese has shown that it is
not possible to ‘link them all to the goal of “propagandizing” particular Sufi
communities.’135 Jāmī’s text is an example of those collections whose aims are not
immediately apparent in terms of sectarian affiliation. Jürgen Paul summarises
Mojaddedi’s findings as follows:
On the other hand, measured by what it includes and what it omits, ʿAbd-alRaḥmān Jāmi’s (d. 898/1492) Nafaḥāt al-Uns does not seem quite so singleminded; rather, it includes distinct clusters of biographies devoted to the
predominant Sunni orders still represented in Jāmi’s day in the vicinity of
Herat, as well as traditions associated with a further selection of illustrious
Sufis of the past, such as Rumi and Ebn al-ʿArabi.136
Like ‘Aṭṭār, Jāmī includes an introduction to his biographies of women, in
order to justify the inclusion of women in his biographical dictionary of saints (awliyā')
and pious Sufis. He responds to an anticipated audience objection to the inclusion of
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women by claiming that these are exemplary women whose lives deserve to be
included:
وﻻ اﻟﺘﺬﻛﯿﺮ ﻓﺨﺮ اﻟﮭﻼل

ﻓﻼ اﻟﺘﺄﻧﯿﺚ ﻻﺳﻢ اﻟﺸﻤﺲ ﻋﯿﺐ

‘Being female,’ Jāmī writes, ‘is no reason for the sun to be ashamed, just as being male
is no point of pride for the crescent moon.’137 By referencing the Arabic grammatical
genders of the nouns ‘sun’ (feminine) and ‘moon’ (masculine), he implies that one
should be proud of one’s commitment to God, not of one’s gender. This is in itself a
strong statement rejecting inherent gender biases. Though it would appear to free both
men and women from the stereotypical restrictions associated with gender roles in
Jāmī’s time period, his following line qualifies the previous one:
ﻟﻔﻀﻠﺖ اﻟﻨﺴﺎء ﻋﻠﻰ اﻟﺮﺟﺎل

وﻟﻮ ﻛﺎن اﻟﻨﺴﺎء ﻛﻤﻦ ذﻛﺮﻧﺎ

‘If [all] womankind were like these we have mentioned,’ he continues, ‘women would
be superior to men.’138 This statement undermines any attempt to read Jāmī’s preface as
an unambiguous declaration of gender equality in Sufi thought and instead reinforces
the anomalous nature of these pious women. The implication is that not all women can
achieve such greatness, but that these exceptional few should become the objects of
emulation by common women.
Jāmī makes references to two other works in order to justify his enterprise of
cataloguing pious women. He quotes Ibn ‘Arabī’s Futūḥāt and also mentions the
existence of a ‘separate’ work (‘alā-ḥidah) collected by Sulamī. He translates the title of
Sulamī’s work, which we now know to be Dhikr al-Niswa al-Muta‘abiddāt al-Ṣufiyyāt,
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as ‘Dar Dhikr-i Aḥvāl-i Nisvah-yi ‘Ābidāt va Nisā’-i ‘Ārifāt’ or ‘Commemoration of the
States of Female Worshippers and Mystic Women.’ He does not, however, make it clear
whether he has seen an actual copy of Sulamī’s book. Jāmī further justifies his inclusion
of female saints by pulling the following quote from Ibn ‘Arabī:
 ﻗﯿﻞ.وﻛﻞ ﻣﺎ ﻧﺬﻛﺮه ﻣﻦ ھﺆﻻء اﻟﺮﺟﺎل ﺑﺎﺳﻢ اﻟﺮﺟﺎل ﻓﻘﺪ ﯾﻜﻮن ﻣﻨﮭﻢ اﻟﻨﺴﺎء وﻟﻜﻦ ﯾﻐﻠﺐ ذﻛﺮ اﻟﺮﺟﺎل
. ﻗﺪ ﯾﻜﻮن ﻓﯿﮭﻢ اﻟﻨﺴﺎء: ﻟﻢ ﻻ ﺗﻘﻮل ارﺑﻌﻮن رﺟﺎﻻً؟ ﻓﻘﺎل: ﻓﻘﯿﻞ ﻟﮫ.ً  ارﺑﻌﻮن ﻧﻔﺴﺎ: ﻛﻢ اﻻﺑﺪال؟ ﻗﺎل:ﻟﺒﻌﻀﮭﻢ
All those men we have mentioned, we refer to as ‘men,’ despite the fact that
there were women among them. But the mention of men predominates. It was
asked of one them, ‘How many are the Substitutes?’139
‘Forty people.’
‘Why not say forty men?’ they asked.
‘There were women among them,’ he replied.140
Jāmī does not explain why he quotes what he does; he simply leaves it up to the reader
to interpret the meaning. In this case, he uses an authoritative source, Ibn ‘Arabī, to
legitimise his project of commemorating Sufi holy women. In this passage Ibn ‘Arabī
explains that he has used the term ‘men’ to refer to all the people he mentions, even
though some of them were women. This redefinition of holy women as men is
conventional and explains why Jāmī entitles this section of his work ‘Dhikr al-Nisā’ al‘Ārifāt al-Wāṣilāt ilā Marātib al-Rijāl,’ or ‘The Commemoration of Mystic Women
Having Attained the Ranks of Men.’ Rather than just remembering outstanding women,
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as Sulamī’s title implied, Jāmī’s title makes explicit the masculinisation of highachieving pious women.

2.3.4 Ibn al-Jawzī’s Ṣifat al-Ṣafwa
Unlike Sulamī’s biography which is made up entirely of women, Ibn al-Jawzī’s
biography contains both men and women. Although the majority of entries focus on
men, a surprising 240 entries centre on women, which make up 23% of the whole.141
Despite the robust presence of women in this work of the ṭabaqāt genre, the very
structure of the work replicates a perceived hierarchy. Women’s secondary status is
underlined by their position in the biographies. In Ibn al-Jawzī, they are divided by
region but still placed after all the men of that region are listed. In some cases, there is a
further section which includes the majānīn, and this is placed at the very end of the
men’s section. However, the madmen still occupy a higher place in the hierarchy than
the sane women. The final category in any section is the unnamed, mad women (almuṣṭafiyāt min ‘uqalā al-majānīn majhūlāt al-asmā’).142 However, this secondary status
is often subverted by the contents of these sections in themselves, which contain witty
repartee and argumentative victories by women. In these cases, the woman in question
is often represented as superior even to spiritually adept and renowned men. This
phenomenon fits well with what Bashir and Pemberton have both pointed out regarding
the disconnect between official discourse and the actual participation of women as is
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reflected in the texts (or in Pemberton’s case, the communities she observes). Moreover,
Ibn al-Jawzī critiques Abū Nu‘aym and his immense Sufi biographical dictionary Ḥilyat
al-Awliyā’ for not mentioning the female Sufi devotees (‘ābidāt). Ibn al-Jawzī considers
this a grave oversight and uses it as a justification for why his compilation is superior:
 ﯾﻮﺛﱢﺐ اﻟﻤﻘﺼﺮ، و ﻣﻌﻠﻮم أن ذﻛﺮ اﻟﻌﺎﺑﺪات ﻣﻊ ﻗﺼﻮر اﻷﻧﻮﺛﯿﺔ،أﻧﮫ ﻟﻢ ﯾﺬﻛﺮ ﻣﻦ ﻋﻮاﺑﺪ اﻟﻨﺴﺎء إﻻ ﻋﺪدا ﻗﻠﯿﻼ
. ﻓﻘﺪ ﻛﺎن ﺳﻔﯿﺎن اﻟﺜﻮري ﯾﻨﺘﻔﻊ ﺑﺮاﺑﻌﺔ و ﯾﺘﺄدب ﺑﻜﻼﻣﮭﺎ،ﻣﻦ اﻟﺬﻛﻮر
For [Abū Nu‘aym al-Iṣbahānī] did not mention any women among the
worshippers but a few, and it is clear that the remembrance of female
worshippers, despite the defects of femininity, rectifies the shortcomings of the
masculine gender, for Sufyān al-Thawrī was enlightened by Rābi‘a and
instructed by her words.143
Like Jāmī, Ibn al-Jawzī seems to point to the documentation of spiritual women’s lives
as a worthy end in and of itself.
One biographical point regarding the life and views of Ibn al-Jawzī needs to be
clarified before diving into a textual analysis of his work as it relates to Sulamī, Jāmī,
and ‘Aṭṭār. Some scholars have labelled Ibn al-Jawzī an ‘anti-Sufi’ by referencing his
Talbīs Iblīs (Devil’s Delusion), and have mistakenly used this as the biographical lens
through which to view all of his works.144 The Talbīs Iblīs scrupulously documents the
ways in which Satan can delude even the most pious into thinking they have done their
duty, when in fact they have fallen into grievous error. There is no doubt that the work
contains passages that severely critique the more ostentatious practices of some Sufis. It
has been difficult for some scholars to reconcile this ‘anti-Sufi’ tract with the compiler
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of Ṣifat al-Ṣafwa, a biography of mystics and ascetics. It seems an overly-simplified
understanding of the text has been circulating as least from the time of Goldziher.145
This misreading was particularly amplified by the publication of the first work of Ibn alJawzī to be translated – David Margoliouth’s selective translations of Talbīs Iblīs
between 1935 and 1948. A closer look at the Talbīs Iblīs and the context of the passages
on Sufism reveals a distaste for ostentation in all religious domains. Scarcely any group
escapes criticism. If Ibn al-Jawzī takes issue with some of the more outward expressions
of Sufi piety – which he understood as attempts to flatter the ego by garnering personal
recognition and fame – he appears to admire the authentic ascetic feats of the Sufis, as
reflected in the Ṣifat al-Ṣafwa.

2.3.5 Sulamī’s Dhikr al-Niswa
Unfortunately Sulamī gives no introduction to his book of 82 women, or else it
has been lost. Thus it is up to us, through careful observation of the text, to glean
Sulamī’s reasons for writing and writing about women in particular. Rkia Cornell has
already pointed out that Sulamī is interested in linking the piety of his female saints
with ‘ubūdiyya or ‘servitude,’ as well as establishing their legitimacy as sources of
wisdom and possessors of intellect. The isnāds provided in Sulamī’s biography are
another important source of legitimacy that we cannot afford to ignore. As Cornell notes
in her introduction to the text of the Dhikr al-Niswa, isnād citations are a significant
component of Sulamī’s method of argumentation: ‘Although as-Sulamī’s book of Sufi
women is not, strictly speaking, a hagiography and as-Sulamī seldom portrays his
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subjects as miracle-workers, he does attempt to demonstrate that Sufi women possess
levels of intellect (‘aql) and wisdom (ḥikma) that are equivalent to those of Sufi men.
Since this assertion contradicts cultural expectations, the “footnoting” that he employs
by citing chains of authority is crucial to his argument.’146 This strategy of footnoting
and stressing ‘aql and ḥikma is Sulamī’s way of combating the prevalent misogynistic
interpretations of the deficiency hadith within the tradition.

2.4 Conclusion
This chapter has presented two types of evidence which will form a significant
foundation for the subsequent arguments of the dissertation. First, it has considered the
tendency toward negative general statements by Sufis indicating the inferiority of the
female as an ontological category. These kinds of statements extend well beyond the
parameters of any one Sufi author’s work, and represent a strong tradition of at least
honouring patriarchal norms, if not always outright promoting them. The chapter has
attempted to demonstrate that these general derogatory remarks occur especially in the
discussions of women in the abstract, at the level of the ‘maxim,’ or within allegorical
roles. As a result, they do not reflect the attitudes towards individual women in the
biographies and narratives. This observation supports the idea that the patriarchy
intrudes more effectively in the general relations between gendered groups than it does
in the representation of individuals or the relations between individuals. The second
type of evidence presented here is an overview of the rhetorical strategies deployed by
my authors to justify the presence of holy women in their biographies. These moments
are our first indication that the picture of women in these texts is more complicated than
a discussion of the general invocations of the gender hierarchy would lead us to believe.
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In these introductions to the biographies of female saints, apparently contradictory
arguments coexist side by side. As we have seen, the hagiographers tend to make three
different kinds of arguments. First, they recast women as male aspirants, to underline
their success. Second, they may posit successful women as genderless, or emphasise
gender’s irrelevance on the Path. Third, they posit women as potentially even higher
than men in their venerable piety. Therefore we must conclude that, even on the level of
the general maxim, our authors are not particularly consistent. Perhaps we can suggest
that, using what is supposedly the same category, they actually refer to different groups
or types of women depending on the context. In the cases described in part 2.2, they
may refer to the social view of women, as temptation or distractions, whereas in part
2.3, they refer more specifically to saintly women only. To some degree, the
rationalisations of part 2.3 function as a microcosm of the argument of the dissertation.
The contradictions embedded in these varying strategies mirror the fluctuations in the
treatment of women in narrative. The initial evidence of misogyny is deeply at odds
with the tendency to de-emphasise the importance of gender to mystical
accomplishments. In the following chapters, this tension will be explored through the
fascinating, dynamic cases of women, Sufi or otherwise, as they appear in both narrative
and biography.
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3 PARADOX AND THE
APOPHASIS OF GENDER
MINOR FEMALE CHARACTERS
IN THE MATHNAVĪS OF ‘AṬṬĀR

3.1 Introduction
In the midst of long meditation given by a shaykh to a disciple on the everpresent pain felt by mystics, ‘Aṭṭār writes:
او زﻧﯽ ﺑﺎﺷﺪ ﻧﺒﺎﺷﺪ ﻣﺮد اﯾﻦ
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Whoever does not become pregnant with this pain
Is a woman, not a man.147
With this thought-provoking image of the pregnant man, ‘Aṭṭār invites us to consider
the biological male-female dichotomy in reference to the Sufi path. This line tips the
reader off that we would do well not to interpret his references to mard (man) and zan
(woman) literally, since only those pregnant with God’s pain are true men of the Way.
With reference to the extensive and often contradictory references to masculinity and
femininity like these, this chapter tries to get to the bottom of ‘Aṭṭār’s usage of gendered
terminology in the mathnavīs.
The previous chapter demonstrated that one can find straightforward
misogynistic statements regarding women and the occasional usage of woman to
embody the allegorical temptations of the dunyā. At the same time, it noted that the
hagiographers employ clever rhetorical strategies to justify women’s presence in the
ṭabaqāt literature. In this survey of anecdotal material from the Manṭiq al-Ṭayr, Asrārnāmah, Muṣibat-nāmah, and Ilāhī-nāmah, I show that although the patriarchal attitudes
demonstrated in Chapter 2 can sometimes permeate representations of female stock
characters, they can also be used to subvert expectation. Stock female characters very
often function in ‘Aṭṭār’s work as reversals of expectation, whereby the audience learns
to question its assumptions about the gendered nature of achievement.
This chapter observes that there is a tendency for the anecdotes to posit social
‘Others’ as competent and successful mystics. However, this tendency appears to be
undercut by persistent reference to the surprise or the shock of such capabilities in
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unexpected quarters. It might seem, therefore, like successful female mystics are
undercut by the epimythia (concluding explanations) which reclaim her achievements as
masculine. Instead, I argue that the paradoxes generated by the tales and their following
interpretations could be understood as an intentional attempt to destabilise categories
and ‘unsay’ gender. In this regard I rely on the insights of three other scholars of
mysticism, Sa‘diyya Shaikh, Fatemeh Keshavarz, and Michael Sells, and try to apply
their findings regarding the use of paradox and apophasis in Rūmī and Ibn ‘Arabī to
‘Aṭṭār’s anecdotal representations of gender.148
This observation, however, does not necessarily imply that ‘Aṭṭār always uses
these seemingly empowering tales to support the theoretical gender-egalitarianism that
animates the Sufi philosophy. While we have these attempts at unsaying gender, at
negating all social hierarchy, at the same time we see the inferiority of the ontological
category of female reproduced in other places. Accusations of femininity continue to be
an insult calculated to spur the complacent male Sufi seeker into action. To make sense
of the discrepancies in these two positions, I again return to our observation that the
hierarchy-devastating Sufi appeal to the inner soul can be contravened by conventional
appeal to stereotypical ideas regarding woman. We would do well here not to try to
reconcile unreconcilable positions, but instead accept that we are witnessing the
difficulties of consistently holding gendered metaphors and resonances in place.
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The reversal of expectation theme permeates more than just representations of
women in ‘Aṭṭār’s work. Just as we find women used in the narratives for their ‘shock
value,’ so too do we find other marginalised figures in society, like Christians, slaves,
and beggars, held up by ‘Aṭṭār as surprising sources of virtue and piety. Claudia
Yaghoobi observes the phenomenon briefly, noting that ‘Aṭṭār includes ‘stories in
which infidels, sinners, fools, and members of despised professions appear as standard
models for the believers.’149 As such, this chapter demonstrates that the fictional, stock
character women of ‘Aṭṭār – who are commonly used as a tool to subvert expectation –
do not occur in a vacuum but rather represent just one strand in the tapestry of
Otherness. These reversals of expectation function to separate the reader from his
assumptions, prompting him to interrogate those assumptions. The degree to which
‘Aṭṭār is unique or not in this regard remains an open question.

3.1.1 Roadmap
In this chapter I investigate the minor female characters of ‘Aṭṭār’s mathnavīs,
with an eye towards identifying patterns in the representations of women, and towards
getting to the bottom of his paradoxical use of gendered language. The chapter begins
with an examination of some of the most common types of stock female characters,
namely women as earthly beloveds, as representations of the divine, and in the role of
the old woman. This section traces a partial genealogy of the old woman figure in early
Persian Sufism by examining parallel accounts in Sanā’ī and Niẓāmī. It is my
contention that while the old woman figure, particularly as a plaintiff for justice, was
known before ‘Aṭṭār’s time, he greatly expanded the importance of her role in his works
and gave her a wider significance as the mystic visionary. The second section then takes
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a closer look at women as mystic lovers and as sources of spiritual wisdom. This section
posits that ‘Aṭṭār’s use of the reversal of expectation within the narratives often relies on
an implicit argument that women are equally capable as men in advancing spiritually,
and appearances do not always correlate to the reality of the inner soul. At the same
time, we often find that this kind of allusion to female spiritual strength appears to be
undermined by the authorial aside or the concluding epimythium. I suggest these
apparent contradictions between anecdotes and epimythia are intentional paradoxes that
aim to disrupt gendered terminology, using the rhetorical device of apophasis. The final
section examines some of the rare examples in which women are portrayed as lover and
beloved within the same tale. It analyses the story of Shaykh San‘ān and the Christian
girl in particular depth, and demonstrates the importance of transgressive love for
breaking free of the strictures of identity categories. The entire chapter, therefore, points
to ‘Aṭṭār’s usage of gender as a significant battleground for shattering hierarchical
distinctions and pointing out that any inherent sense of superiority is a veil blinding the
seeker.

3.2 Stock Characters: Pious Women, Theophanic Women, and
Earthly Beloveds in ‘Aṭṭār
This section provides a brief overview of the stock character roles that are
sometimes filled by women in ‘Aṭṭār. It is not meant to be exhaustive and does not
cover many women who appear but are marginal, who function as simple plot devices,
or for whom gender seems to be of little importance to the anecdote in question. It looks
at the women who play earthly beloveds, divine Beloved, and pious old wise women. It
does not deal with the female saints, who are discussed in depth in Chapter 5. This
section provides the background of female roles that are reprised again and again,
before moving on to more interesting and dynamic minor female characters whose roles
require more analysis to make sense of their place in the narrative.

3.2.1 Women as Earthly Beloveds and Objects of Desire
One very straightforward role that women play in the mathnavīs is the earthly
beloved. In these cases the women are objects of men’s lust, desire, or love. Though the
role is straightforward, it is not particularly common. Very often, the object of mystical
106
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or earthly love takes the form of a young boy, as noted by Franklin Lewis. The
instances of women as earthly beloveds tend to be connotated negatively. We saw
earlier in Chapter 2, for example, the personification of the dunyā as an old hag woman,
and sometimes in disguise as a beautiful young woman. Not all female beloveds are
connotated so negatively as that, however. Some are presented merely as distractions for
men, such as in the case of the promising student described in the Muṣibat-nāmah, who
is lured away from his studies by a beautiful young woman. The student’s master
successfully contrives to make the girl ill, so that she loses her beauty and the student
regains focus.150 Here, then, women’s beauty is at best an unwanted distraction and a
metaphor for false worldly temptation. Meanwhile, in another tale from the Ilāhīnāmah, a prince becomes excessively drunk on his wedding night and mistakes a
Zoroastrian burial tower for his bride’s castle. Believing her to be his bride, he sleeps in
the arms of a woman’s corpse all night, only to wake up mortified and revolted.151
Though the author’s aside focuses on the dangers of consuming too much alcohol, the
Zoroastrian woman in this story can be read as an allegory for the unchaste seductions
of the world, whose inherent ugliness is disguised by a thin layer of the Sufi’s own lack
of awareness. Women, therefore, are not commonly placed in the role of earthly
beloved, and when they are, the depictions tend to be anywhere from neutral to
decidedly negative.

3.2.2 The Divine Feminine in ‘Aṭṭār
From this role of earthly beloved, it is not a far logical leap for women to be
cast as the divine Beloved in a mystical sense. In these anecdotes, the woman is a very
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clear metaphor for God. As Schimmel points out in My Soul is a Woman, these women
are not really ‘women’ at all, but rather a Sufi’s medium for loving God. I am not sure
that there is particular significance to the gender of these Beloveds being feminine,
although others have taken it as evidence of the authors imbuing femininity with a
predisposition to divinity.152 Elias especially makes the argument that ‘[a]
complementarity of male and female is built into the structure of Islamic mysticism. On
a scale of perfection she exists above the male and below the male; however, she is
never equal to him.’153 For Elias, representing women as a manifestation of the divine is
a clear indicator of women’s potential superiority. But our authors do not explicitly
comment on the gender of their theophanies. It seems to be by logical extension from
the cruel, haughty beloved that we reach the Beloved of either gender. For example, in
one story a younger woman confronts a man for staring at her while they are
circumambulating the Ka‘ba. ‘Aṭṭār suggests in a few lines of commentary at the end of
the short episode that the man should use her as a catalyst for his divine love of God.154
Most of the Laylī and Majnūn anecdotes in ‘Aṭṭār’s mathnavīs fall into this category, as
do some of the Zulaykhā anecdotes, discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 155 In a similar
story, a traveling Sufi catches a glimpse of a Sufi woman named Zubayda behind a
curtain and falls immediately in love with her. He cries out continuously to see her
again, but when she offers him money to stop, he accepts it and stops yelling. Zubayda
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then reproaches him for his inconstancy; if he truly loved her, no amount of money
would be able to make him stop. Thus we see that in some cases, God is manifested by
a woman and reproaches male seekers for their shortcomings. There are only two
potential reasons I see for interpreting the femininity of these figures as significant: first
is the emphasis on beauty as the catalyst for male inspiration, and second is the
tendency for women throughout these sources to function as the surprising source of
critique. Yet I am not convinced that gender here is of particular importance, other than
the convenience of recasting well-known earthly female beloveds as objects of mystical
desire.

3.2.3 Sanā’ī, Niẓāmī, ‘Aṭṭār and the Old Woman
The final stock character type that is examined here is the wise old woman.
Even a cursory look at the role of women in ‘Aṭṭār’s work will reveal the preponderance
of old wise women who feature as protagonists. This section considers the figure of the
old woman as she appears in earlier mystical tradition, represented by Sanā’ī, in one of
‘Aṭṭār’s contemporaries, Niẓāmī, and the way it is expanded and elaborated in ‘Aṭṭār.
While I do not argue that ‘Aṭṭār was the first Sufi to choose an old wise woman
protagonist for literary effect, I posit that the motif is much more widely used by ‘Aṭṭār
and to different effect than Sanā’ī and Niẓāmī.
Although it can be tempting to draw straight lines of influence between
apparently related texts, it is important to be discerning in the way we approach the
intertextual relationship of these anecdotes. Looking at the old woman in Sanā’ī’s work
can give us an idea of the preexisting Sufi interpretation of the trope that ‘Aṭṭār
inherited. If we take a closer look at the work of Sanā’ī, however, it becomes clear that,
despite the overlap with ‘Aṭṭār in regards to some major elements of the Sufi
worldview, we are dealing with two texts that are very different, both stylistically and in
terms of genre. With the exception of Asrār-nāmah, all of ‘Aṭṭār’s mathnavīs are highly
structured frame tales that employ anecdotes both to advance the narrative and to drive
home the points raised in the frame tale. Sanā’ī, on the other hand, makes use of a
homiletic and sometimes wandering style, rarely punctuated by structural breaks and
often moving to seemingly unrelated topics from one line to the next. Very few
anecdotes appear in Sanā’ī’s oeuvre.
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In one of these very few anecdotes appearing in Sanā’ī’s Ḥadiqat al-Ḥaqiqa,
an old woman comes to the Sultan seeking justice. The first time, he sends her back to
the offending party with a letter demanding the chief (‘amīd) return her land, but the
order is ignored and the old woman once again sets out to Ghaznayn to petition the
Sultan:
ﺳﺨﻦ ﭘﯿﺮزن ﻧﮑﺮد ﻗﺒﻮل
ِ
ﮐﮫ دھﻢ ﻧﺎﻣﮫ ﺗﺎ روان ﺑﺎﺷﺪ
آن ﻋﻤﯿﺪی ﮐﮫ ھﺴﺖ در ﺑﺎورد
156
ﭘﯿﺶ ﻣﺎور ﺣﺪﯾﺚ ﺑﯽﺳﺮ و ﺑُﻦ
ﭼﻮن ﻧﺒﺮدﻧﺪ ﻣﺮ ﺗﺮا ﻓﺮﻣﺎن
ﻧﺒﻮد ﺧﺎک ﻣﺮ ﻣﺮا در ﺧﻮرد
ﻧﺒﻮد ﺑﺮ زﻣﺎﻧﮫ ﺣﮑﻢ روا
ﺷﺪ ﭘﺸﯿﻤﺎن ز ﮔﻔﺖ ﺧﻮد ﺑﮫ زﻣﺎن
ﮐﺰ ﺣﺪﯾﺚ ﺗﻮ ﻣﻦ ﺑﺮآﺷﻔﺘﻢ

ﺑﻮد ﺳﻠﻄﺎن در آن زﻣﺎن ﻣﺸﻐﻮل
ﮔﻔﺖ ﺳﻠﻄﺎن ﮐﮫ ﺑﺮ ﻣﻦ آن ﺑﺎﺷﺪ
ﮔﺮ ﺑﺮ آن ﻧﺎﻣﮫ ھﯿﭻ ﮐﺎر ﻧﮑﺮد
زار ﺑﺨﺮوش و ﺧﺎک ﺑﺮ ﺳﺮ ﮐﻦ
زان ﺳﺒﮏ ﮔﻔﺖ ﺳﺎﮐﻦ ای ﺳﻠﻄﺎن
ﺧﺎک ﺑﺮ ﺳﺮ ﻣﺮا ﻧﺒﺎﯾﺪ ﮐﺮد
ﺧﺎک ﺑﺮ ﺳﺮ ﮐﺴﯽ ﮐﻨﺪ ﮐﮫ ورا
ﺑﺸﻨﯿﺪ اﯾﻦ ﺳﺨﻦ ز زن ﺳﻠﻄﺎن
ﮔﻔﺖ ﮐﺎی ﭘﯿﺮزن ﺧﻄﺎ ﮔﻔﺘﻢ

The Sultan was busy at that time.
He did not listen to the old woman’s words.
The Sultan said, ‘What is incumbent upon me
‘Is to write a letter to set [events] in motion.
‘If the letter is ineffectual, bring that chief in.
‘Raise a great ruckus, and cast dirt on your head,
‘Do not speak this nonsense.’
Quickly and calmly she replied, ‘O Sultan!
‘Since your order has not been followed,
‘It is not I who should cast dirt on my head.
‘Dirt is not what I deserve.
‘Dirt should be cast on the one whose orders
‘Are not heeded throughout the land.’
This the Sultan heard from the woman,
And at once regretted what he had said.
‘I have spoken wrongly,’ he said.
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‘I am shocked (bar-āshuftam) by your words.’ 157
In this anecdote, the old woman functions as the archetypal plaintiff seeking justice, a
symbol of ultimate helplessness and weakness, and therefore a potential opportunity for
the Sultan to show his mercy and concern for justice among all his subjects. This initial
setup of the old woman as weak is reflected in Sanā’ī’s linguistic choices. She is
referred to as ‘ḍa‘īf’ and ‘‘ājiz’ by the Sultan and ‘bīchārah’ by the narrator.
Furthermore, the antagonist of the story, the local leader (‘amīd), is also referred to
consistently as the ‘āmil, i.e. the ‘actor,’ implying the passivity of the old woman in the
situation. Thus, the reversal – represented by the old woman’s intuitive grasp of
kingship and justice – comes across even more strongly. Instead of weak and at the
Sultan’s mercy, the old woman is portrayed as having more wisdom than the Sultan and
the strength and courage to express this to him. Meanwhile, the Sultan’s surprise stands
in for the audience’s own surprise at the woman’s condemnation. Sanā’ī depicts the
woman as an unexpected source of knowledge in a way that upends the presumed
gender hierarchy, and in this way, prefigures a motif that ‘Aṭṭār expands upon. Sanā’ī’s
old woman displays superior knowledge of justice, rather than the mystical insight of
‘Aṭṭār’s old woman.
The wise old woman who appears in Niẓāmī, a source roughly
contemporaneous to ‘Aṭṭār’s work, may provide evidence that there already existed a
tradition in Persian to use the old woman as the traditional plaintiff who understands
justice better than the king, or as the unexpected source of spiritual knowledge. Since an
absolute chronology of ‘Aṭṭār’s oeuvre, or even a relative one, cannot be established
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Sanāʾī al-Ghaznavī, Kitāb-i Ḥadīqat al-Ḥaqīqah va Sharīʻat al-Ṭarīqah/Az Guftār-i Abū al-Majd
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definitively, it is impossible to say which author’s work predated the other.
Furthermore, there is no direct evidence that either author knew of the other’s
writings.158 As such, based on this information and the related Sanā’ī anecdote, we can
surmise that a tradition of ‘wise old women’ stories predates ‘Aṭṭār and existed, at least
in oral traditions, if not in texts no longer extant or not consulted in this study. ‘Aṭṭār
has amplified and expanded the role of these kinds of anecdotes in his mathnavīs when
compared to the writings of Sanā’ī and Niẓāmī.
An anecdote depicting this kind of archetypal old woman appears in Niẓāmī’s
Makhzan al-Asrār. This is the work in Niẓāmī’s oeuvre that stylistically and structurally
most closely resembles the mathnavīs of ‘Aṭṭār. Although Niẓāmī’s relationship to
mysticism is ambiguous, most scholars agree this is his most mystical mathnavī. In this
work, the old woman appears as follows:
ﭘﯿﺮهزﻧﺎن را ﺑﮫ ﺟﻨﺎﯾﺖ ﺑﺮﻧﺪ
ﺳﺘﺮ ﻣﻦ و ﻋﺪل ﺗﻮ ﺑﺮداﺷﺘﺴﺖ
ھﯿﭻ ﻧﻤﺎﻧﺪ از ﻣﻦ و از روح ﻣﻦ
ﺑﺎ ﺗﻮ رود روز ﺷﻤﺎر اﯾﻦ ﺷﻤﺎر
[…]وز ﺳﺘﻢ آزاد ﻧﻤﯽﺑﯿﻨﻤﺖ
ﺧﺮﻣﻦ دھﻘﺎن ز ﺗﻮ ﺑﯿﺪاﻧﮫ ﺷﺪ
ﻣﯿﺮﺳﺪت دﺳﺖ ﺣﺼﺎری ﺑﮑﻦ
ﻣﻮﻧﺲ ﻓﺮدای ﺗﻮ اﻣﺮوز ﺗﺴﺖ
و اﯾﻦ ﺳﺨﻦ از ﭘﯿﺮزﻧﯽ ﯾﺎد دار
ﺗﺎ ﻧﺨﻮری ﭘﺎﺳﺦ ﻏﻤﺨﻮارﮔﺎن

رطﻞ زﻧﺎن دﺧﻞ وﻻﯾﺖ ﺑﺮﻧﺪ
آﻧﮑﮫ درﯾﻦ ظﻠﻢ ﻧﻈﺮ داﺷﺘﺴﺖ
ﮐﻮﻓﺘﮫ ﺷﺪ ﺳﯿﻨﮫ ﻣﺠﺮوح ﻣﻦ
ﮔﺮ ﻧﺪھﯽ داد ﻣﻦ ای ﺷﮭﺮﯾﺎر
داوری و داد ﻧﻤﯽﺑﯿﻨﻤﺖ
ﻣﺴﮑﻦ ﺷﮭﺮی ز ﺗﻮ وﯾﺮاﻧﮫ ﺷﺪ
زاﻣﺪن ﻣﺮگ ﺷﻤﺎری ﺑﮑﻦ
ﻋﺪل ﺗﻮ ﻗﻨﺪﯾﻞ ﺷﺐ اﻓﺮوز ﺗﺴﺖ
ﭘﯿﺮزﻧﺎﻧﺮا ﺑﺴﺨﻦ ﺷﺎد دار
دﺳﺖ ﺑﺪار از ﺳﺮ ﺑﯿﭽﺎرﮔﺎن

‘Drunkards are put into power,
‘And old women are treated as criminals.
‘Whoever looks favourably upon this injustice,
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Orsatti, “ḴOSROW O ŠIRIN AND ITS IMITATIONS.” (accessed 8 November 2016).
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‘Lifts my veil159 and encroaches upon your justice.
‘My wounded heart has been crushed;
‘Nothing remains of me and my spirit (rūḥ).
‘If you do not serve me justice, your majesty,
‘The day of reckoning will come to you, count on that.
‘I see no justice nor fairness in you,
‘I see you are not free of despotism. […]
‘The city buildings have crumbled because of you.
‘The country fields have gone barren because of you.
‘Count down [your days] in the face of approaching death.
‘The hand will reach you — fortify your walls.
‘Your justice is your shining light in the night,
‘Your friend tomorrow is [what you do] today.’
—Consider the old woman happily in her wisdom.
Learn this fine speech from an old woman.
Leave off oppressing the poor and miserable,
So you don’t face the retaliation of the suffering.160
Niẓāmī’s depiction of the old woman as the voice of reason and justice is
entirely in the same vein as Sanā’ī’s. Unlike Sanā’ī and ‘Aṭṭār’s depictions, however,
Niẓāmī’s anecdote does not dramatise the king’s surprised reaction, which functions as
a stand-in for the audience’s own purported surprise at a scene in which the old woman,
the symbolic epitome of powerlessness, uses that weakness as its own kind of power.
Niẓāmī’s anecdote is less interested in portraying the woman’s surprising strength and
reversing expectations than it is in appealing to the old woman’s helplessness. With his
final aside, the narrator urges the king towards a just treatment of the weak, not because
it is a moral imperative but because it is most politically expedient, so he does not ‘face

159

I.e. Violates my modesty.
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Niẓāmī Ganjavī, Kullīyāt-i Khamsah-yi Ḥakīm Niẓāmī Ganjah’ī: Makhzan al-Asrār, Khusraw va

Shīrīn, Laylī va Majnūn, Haft Paykar, Bahrām-Nāmah, Haft Gunbad, Iskandar-Nāmah, Sharaf-Nāmah,
Iqbāl-Nāmah., 3rd edition (Tehran: Amīr Kabīr, 1972), 63-64.

Quay - January 2018

113

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

retaliation.’ Niẓāmī’s old woman also draws a parallel that other anecdotes do not –
namely, the connection between upholding justice and protecting a woman’s modesty
from violation: ‘Whoever looks favourably upon this injustice, / Removes my veil and
encroaches upon your justice.’ This emphasis on the king’s chivalric duty to protect the
frailest of his kingdom, represented by the old woman, is quite different to ‘Aṭṭār’s
depiction of the old woman. While the theme of women’s upbraiding or surprising
reproach appears in Sanā’ī, Niẓāmī, and ‘Aṭṭār, what the old women reproach men
about is quite different. In Sanā’ī and Niẓāmī she is the archetypal plaintiff for justice.
In ‘Aṭṭār, she is transformed into a mystic visionary.
Compared to Niẓāmī and Sanā’ī, ‘Aṭṭār expands the role that old women play
in his work. In his hands, she becomes the most prevalent type of female stock
character, and he utilises her for several purposes.161 First, she acts as a figure that
reproaches men or warns them of their possible spiritual downfall, a characteristic that
Annemarie Schimmel points out when she refers to the ‘theme of the old woman as
admonisher or warning voice.’162 She often acts as a wise figure who sees hidden
meanings that others cannot. At times the old woman figure exhibits remarkable or even
miraculous physical strength that reinforces her unshakable piety. Finally, as we have
seen above, the old woman is used as the archetypal weak, helpless petitioner, who
turns out to demand justice from the king with success. I suggest that in these stories,
‘Aṭṭār foregrounds the unreliable nature of outward appearances in order to encourage
the reader to shed his or her prejudicial notions.

161

Other examples not discussed here include: MN 18/3, 188; 24/2, 230-31; 24/3, 231-32; AN 11/13,

101-02; MṬ 207-09, ln. 3706-40.
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Schimmel, My Soul Is a Woman, 85.
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A few examples of ‘Aṭṭār’s use of the old woman will demonstrate how she
represents the pious mystic seeker, rather than the plaintiff of Sanā’ī or Niẓāmī. ‘Aṭṭār’s
old woman undergoes a subtle shift from having a surprising grasp of statecraft, to
having a surprising command of Sufi spirituality. This command of Sufi principles in
such an unlikely form is meant to cause the reader to question his preconceptions. In the
Ilāhī-nāmah, ‘Aṭṭār includes many anecdotes in which the old woman acts as a
reproachful character. An old woman admonishes a shaykh for his pride in his title,
saying:
ﭘﻠﯿﺪی ﻣﯽﮐﻨﯽ دﻋﻮی ﭘﺎﮐﯽ
ﺑﺮون آی ای ُﺟﻨُﺐ از ﭘﯿﺶ ﻣﺤﺮاب

ﺑﺪو ﮔﻔﺘﺎ ﮐﮫ در ﻋﯿﻦ ھﻼﮐﯽ
ﺑﺪﯾﻦ ﺷﯿﺨﯽ ﺷﺪی ﻣﻐﺮور اﺻﺤﺎب

‘You will be damned,’ she said,
‘For you are unclean, pretending to purity.
‘You are prideful, high above your companions, because of this
sheikhhood.163
‘Withdraw, impure one, from the miḥrāb.’164
The fact that the old woman is able to command a shaykh in this way—and even insult
him—shows that the old woman is lent strength and power because of her piety. Again
in a typical hierarchal reversal, the lowest, weakest seeker upstages one of high
religious rank. Similarly, in another tale, an old woman reproaches a courtier named
Muḥammad b. ‘Iṣā for his vanity. As the entire court admires Muḥammad b. ‘Iṣā165 in
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There is a pun here with ( ﺷﯿﺨﯽshaykhī) – the status of being a shaykh, but also ‘boasting.’
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IN 14/5, 222.
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According to Ritter, who cites Ṭabarī’s Tarīkh al-Rusūl wa al-Mulūk, this story refers to Muḥammad

b. ‘Īṣā b. Nahīk, ‘paritsan and police chief of caliph Amin.’ Hellmut Ritter, The Ocean of the Soul: Man,
the World, and God in the Stories of Farīd al-Dīn ʻAttār, trans. John O’Kane, vol. 69, HdO (Leiden:
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all his glory on a Rashkh-like horse covered in jewels, ‘Aṭṭār tells of a dissenting
woman:
ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﮔﻔﺘﺎ ﮐﮫ ﮐﯿﺴﺖ اﯾﻦ ﻣﺒﺘﻼﺋﯽ
ﭘﯿﺶ ﺧﻮﯾﺸﺶ دور ﮐﺮدﺳﺖ
ﺑﻤﮑﺮ از
ِ
ﺑﺬﯾﻦ ﺑﯿﮭﻮذه ﻣﺸﻐﻮﻟﺶ ﻧﮑﺮدی

ﺑﺮه ﻣﯿﺮﻓﺖ زاﻟﯽ ﺑﺎ ﻋﺼﺎﺋﯽ
ّ ﮐﮫ ﺣ
ﻖ از ﺣﻀﺮﺗﺶ ﻣﮭﺠﻮر ﮐﺮدﺳﺖ
ﮐﮫ ﮔﺮ از ﺧﻮﯾﺶ ﻣﻌﺰوﻟﺶ ﻧﮑﺮدی

An old woman166 was walking along with a cane.
She asked, ‘Who is this wretch,
‘Whom God has expelled from His presence
‘And driven away by guile?
‘If God had not forsaken him,
‘He would not have concerned himself with such foolish things.’167
The old woman’s piety allows her to be a powerful social force of reproach or warning,
despite her apparent physical weakness. Unlike some of the female saints and pious
women like Rābi‘a, Marḥūmah and Zayn al-‘Arab, who are discussed in depth in
Chapter 5, the old woman is not masculinised to demonstrate her piety, perhaps because
she is no longer a truly feminine woman, wielding the power of sexual temptation.
In ‘Aṭṭār’s vision, the old woman is not just a source of social critique, she also
plays a second role as visionary mystic. In one such anecdote, a woman predicts her
house will not burn down, despite the fact that all the houses around it are burning to the
ground. When asked how she knew her house would not burn:

Boston: Brill, 2003), 786. However, the name could also be a reference to the primary prophets of Islam
and Christianity, thereby alluding to the folly of religious ostentation, regardless of denomination.
166

Zāl can denote an old man or an old woman, but we know it is a woman here from previous context

given in the anecdote.
167

IN 14/12, 229-30.

116

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 3: Paradox and the Apophasis of Gender

دل ﻣﻦ
ِ ﮐﮫ ﯾﺎ ﺧﺎﻧﮫ ﺑﺴﻮزذ ﯾﺎ
ﻧﺨﻮاھﺬ ﺳﻮﺧﺖ آﺧﺮ ﺧﺎﻧﮫ را

زال ﻓﺮوﺗﻦ
ِ ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﮔﻔﺖ آﻧﮕﮫ آن
دل دﯾﻮاﻧﮫ را
ِ ﭼﻮ ﺳﻮﺧﺖ از ﻏﻢ

The old, humble woman answered:
‘God could burn either my house or my heart.
‘Since He’s already burned my lovesick heart with grief,
‘He would not burn my house too.’ 168
The old woman also appears as the wise sage in another episode, wherein the Caliph
approaches her and asks to buy some of her beans. She refuses, saying that her mulk
(grain) is a hundred times better than his. ‘Aṭṭār sums up the story nicely when he
writes:
ﻠﮏ زال ﻣﻠﮑﯽ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ ﺑﺮﺗﺮ
ِ ز ُﻣ
ﻣﻠﮏ زاﻟﯿﺴﺖ
وﻟﯽ در آرزوی
ِ

ﭼﻮ َﺟﻮ َﺟﻮ در ﺣﺴﺎب آرﻧﺪ ﯾﮑﺴﺮ
اﮔﺮ ﭼﮫ روﺳﺘﻢ ﺻﺎﺣﺐ ﮐﻤﺎﻟﯿﺴﺖ

Since every grain must be accounted for,
O Rich man, there is no wealth greater than the old woman’s grass peas.
Although Rustam is perfect,
He aspires to the old woman’s grass peas. 169
The anecdote rests on the mulk pun, whereby the woman’s lowly grass peas are
compared favourably with the entire kingdom.170 Mulk, typically ‘kingdom’ or
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IN 9/9, 149.
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IN 15/1, 246-47.
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the name of Rustam’s father, giving the line two possible meanings. In the first reading, Rustam is
perfect, except that he’s aspired for a kingdom. In the second reading, though he is perfect, Rustam hopes
for the grass peas of an old woman [i.e. the counterintuitive but correct object of a Sufi’s hopes]. In either
reading, the old woman’s grass peas are the preferable possession.
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‘property,’ has a second definition as a kind of legume, ‘chickling vetch’ or ‘grass pea.’
It is commonly used as feed for livestock. ‘Aṭṭār uses the same pun elsewhere:
ﻣﻠﮏ ﮔﺎوان را دھﻨﺪ ای ﺑﯽﺧﺒﺮ

ﻣﻠﮏ ﻣﻄﻠﺐ ﮔﺮ ﻧﺨﻮردی ﻣﻐﺰ ﺧﺮ

Do not seek out mulk (possessions) if you haven’t eaten donkey’s brain.
They’ll give you the mulk (grass peas) of the cows, O Ignorant one!
Now that the pun behind the anecdote is clear, we can see that the old woman’s literal
poverty (faqr) stands in for spiritual poverty, one of the Sufi virtues. As such her lack of
wealth is positioned as the ideal Sufi state of being. As we have seen, ‘Aṭṭār’s narratives
often present the old women as a challenge to the traditional gender order by
emphasising the unreliability or even insignificance of external appearances, including
assumptions made on the basis of gender and age. These narratives draw their power
from the very femininity of these old women, and the presumed frailty and weakness
that accompanies that archetype. By persistently overturning that presumed weakness,
and enshrining her humility as a protection against the seductions of this world, ‘Aṭṭār
employs a reversal of expectation that encourages us to rethink our assumptions.

3.3 Women in the Role of the Lover (‘āshiq): Narrative and the
Authorial Voice
As we have seen with the archetypal old woman, ‘Aṭṭār reverses the meaning
of femininity as a symbol for the nexus of perceived weakness. Notably, he does not
represent this reversal as an isolated phenomenon occurring only in regards to gender
norms. His reversal of women’s position in the hierarchy is part of larger pattern of
defamiliarisation in which he posits the fundamental gap between expectation and
reality as it applies to the ability of a person (or even an animal) to demonstrate spiritual
superiority. Though the anecdotes tend to confirm this widespread reversal of
expectation, the final commentary and occasional asides within the narratives
sometimes appear to funnel the multivalent meanings of the anecdotes into a single
direction, a direction which is usually in favour of the patriarchal understanding of the
woman seeker’s accomplishments as ‘masculine’ and surprising. Does this tendency
represent ‘Aṭṭār’s attempt to regiment the potentially gender-transgressive or gendertranscendent tales in a direction that makes them less threatening to the overall idea of
118

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 3: Paradox and the Apophasis of Gender

masculine superiority in spiritual domains? Or should we rather presume that this could
be a strategic operation to secure the comprehension of his (primarily male) audience,
which interprets excellence as masculine? Or, finally, are we making a mistake by
taking ‘Aṭṭār’s references to gendered categories too literally? It does not necessarily
follow that, because he tailors to his audience’s stereotypes, ‘Aṭṭār also operates through
them. I read these asides and comments to some degree as red herrings when taken in
isolation. This section suggests that the apparent conflict between representations of
gender in anecdote and epimythium may be a strategy to destabilise the very gender
categories which underpin the texts. I posit that in order to ‘unsay’ the social hierarchy,
since it does not apply within a Sufi worldview, ‘Aṭṭār must also say it. This is a
paradox of discourse that Michael Sells investigates in depth in regards to mystical
writings in several traditions. He refers to this tradition as ‘apophatic’ discourse. He
writes:
The position taken here is that the paradoxes, aporias, and coincidences of
opposites within apophatic discourse are not merely apparent contradictions.
Real contradictions occur when language engages the ineffable transcendent,
but these contradictions are not illogical. For the apophatic writer, the logical
rule of non-contradiction functions for object entities. When the subject of
discourse is a non-object and a no-thing, it is not irrational that such logic be
superseded.171
That is to say, writers who try to describe non-objects or non-things often rely on
paradox to describe the unnameable. These paradoxes or contradictions are not
coincidental inconsistencies but rather intentional destabilisations and turnings back on
the words that preceded them. While apophasis is usually used in theology to describe
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the language which triangulates but never pinpoints the divine172, it can also be used to
describe the transcendence of frameworks of human society and understanding. In this
way, I try to apply the concept of apophasis to describe what ‘Aṭṭār is doing with gender
in his representations of minor female characters.173 I contend that ‘Aṭṭār’s conflicting
usage of the categories of ‘man’ and ‘woman’ is an intentional strategy to destabilise the
meanings of the categories and force the readers into interrogating their gendered
framework for interpreting reality.
In order to understand how female characters figure into subverting
expectation, we have to investigate the structure of ‘Aṭṭār’s mathnavīs and the links
between these anecdotes and their contexts. It is especially important to investigate the
stories in relation to the authorial voice, which appears in asides and in the closing
epimythium. The context is also critical to understanding the point of each anecdote and
what prompted it. Unlike in Rūmī’s voluminous mathnavī, which has often thwarted
scholars’ efforts to discern the underlying structure linking episodes, ‘Aṭṭār’s train of
thought is usually easy to follow. Within each discourse, the anecdotes tend to relate
different aspects of the same theme or related themes, and each tale is concluded with
an authorial aside. These asides or ‘morals’ of the story do not always agree with each
other or display internal consistency within a given section. Indeed, some morals even
seem not to fit the tale particularly well. They often perform the function of linking to
the next tale, typically by a ‘trigger word’ appearing in one story which leads to the
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Also called ‘negative theology.’ Ibid, 2.
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rhetorical device for describing the transcendence of gender hierarchy – I follow Sells who also discusses
apophasis as a means to negate gender for two early 14th-century Christian mystics, Marguerite Porete
and Meister Eckhart. Sells, Mystical Languages, 180-205.
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next, but this does not guarantee their relevance to the story they purport to summarise.
As Christine van Ruymbeke writes regarding the ‘morals’, or better put, the epimythia
(concluding explanations) of the Anvār-i Suhaylī tales, they are ‘tyrannical indications
which channel the reader’s understanding of complex stories into a single direction, not
allowing the story “to speak its own language directly to the reader, which was its
whole vocation.”’174 Although it is possible to understand ‘Aṭṭār’s ill-fitting epimythia
as an attempt to regiment interpretation, I suggest here that the gaps between anecdote
and epimythium are meant to pique the astute reader’s interest and lead him to
interrogate categories through which he organises his understanding.
One of the most compelling examples of this pattern plays out across the
second discourse (maqālah) of the Ilāhī-nāmah. Each maqālah of the Ilāhī-nāmah is
framed with an overarching question from one of the princes to their father, the king.
Next, the father’s reply frames for us ‘Aṭṭār’s general opinion on the matter. In this
particular discourse, one of the caliph’s six sons asks the caliph about lust (shahvat).
The second section of the mathnavī is structured in a way that is representative of most
sections, and it begins with a story confirming women’s unexpected spiritual acumen.
In this episode in the Ilāhī-nāmah, a common woman falls in love with a prince and is
tortured and beaten for showing her love in public. When she does not relent, the people
are amazed. Her execution is ordered by the king. She makes one final request, to be
trampled by her beloved’s own horse. The logic is that, if she is killed by her beloved,
she will live forever. In the authorial aside, ‘Aṭṭār encourages men to learn from this
woman’s example:
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زن ﺳﺮﮔﺸﺘﮫ ﭘﯿﺶ ﺷﺎه اﻓﺘﺎد
ﮐﮫ ﭼﻮن ﺑﮑﺸﯿﻢ و آﻧﮕﮫ ﺑﺰاری
ﺷﮭﺶ ﮔﻔﺘﺎ ﺗﺮا ﮔﺮ ﺣﺎﺟﺖ آﻧﺴﺖ
وﮔﺮ ﮔﻮﺋﯽ ﻣﮑﻦ ﮔﯿﺴﻮ ﮐﺸﺎﻧﻢ
وﮔﺮ ﮔﻮﺋﯽ اﻣﺎﻧﻢ ده زﻣﺎﻧﯽ
ور از ﺷﮭﺰاده ﺧﻮاھﯽ ھﻤﻨﺸﯿﻨﯽ
زﻧﺶ ﮔﻔﺘﺎ ﮐﮫ ﻣﻦ ﺟﺎن ﻣﯽﻧﺨﻮاھﻢ
ﻧﻤﯽﮔﻮﯾﻢ ﮐﮫ ای ﺷﺎه ﻧﮑﻮﮐﺎر
ﻣﺮا ﮔﺮ ﺷﺎه ﻋﺎﻟﻢ ﻣﯽدھﺪ دﺳﺖ
ﻣﺮا ﺟﺎوﯾﺪ آن ﺣﺎﺟﺖ ﺗﻤﺎﻣﺴﺖ
ﮐﮫ ﮔﺮ زﯾﻦ ﭼﺎر ﺣﺎﺟﺖ ﺳﺮ ﺑﺘﺎﺑﯽ
زﻧﺶ ﮔﻔﺘﺎ اﮔﺮ اﻣﺮوز ﻧﺎﭼﺎر
ﻣﺮا آﻧﺴﺖ ﺣﺎﺟﺖ ای ﺧﺪاوﻧﺪ
ﮐﮫ ﺗﺎ ﭼﻮن اﺳﭗ ﺗﺎزد ﺑﮭﺮ آن ﮐﺎر
ﮐﮫ ﭼﻮن ﻣﻦ ُﮐﺸﺘ ٔﮫ آن ﻣﺎه ﮔﺮدم
ﺑﻠﯽ ﮔﺮ ُﮐﺸﺘ ٔﮫ ﻣﻌﺸﻮق ﺑﺎﺷﻢ
زﻧﯽام ﻣﺮدﺋﯽ ﭼﻨﺪان ﻧﺪارم
ﭼﻨﯿﻦ وﻗﺘﯽ ﭼﻮ ﻣﻦ زن را ﮐﮫ اھﻠﺴﺖ
ز ﺻﺪق و ﺳﻮز او ﺷﮫ ﻧﺮم دل ﺷﺪ
ﺑﺒﺨﺸﯿﺪ و ﺑﺎﯾﻮاﻧﺶ ﻓﺮﺳﺘﺎد
ﺑﯿﺎ ای ﻣﺮد اﮔﺮ ﺑﺎ ﻣﺎ رﻓﯿﻘﯽ
وﮔﺮ ﮐﻢ از زﻧﺎﻧﯽ ﺳﺮ ﻓﺮو ﭘﻮش

ﺑﮫ ﺣﺎﺟﺖ ﺧﻮاﺳﺘﻦ در راه اﻓﺘﺎد
ﻣﺮا ﯾﮏ ﺣﺎﺟﺘﺴﺖ آﺧﺮ ﺑﺮآری
ﮐﮫ ﺟﺎن ﺑﺨﺸﻢ ﺑﺘﻮ ﺧﻮد ﻗﺼﺪ ﺟﺎﻧﺴﺖ
ﺑﺠﺰ در ﭘﺎی اﺳﭙﺖ ﺧﻮن ﻧﺮاﻧﻢ
زﻣﺎﻧﯽ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ ﻣﻤﮑﻦ ﺑﯽ اﻣﺎﻧﯽ
زﻣﺎﻧﯽ ﻧﯿﺰ روی او ﻧﮫ ﺑﯿﻨﯽ
زﻣﺎﻧﯽ ﻧﯿﺰ اﻣﺎن زان ﻣﯽﻧﺨﻮاھﻢ
ﻣ ُﮑﺶ در ﭘﺎی اﺳﭙﻢ ﺳﺮﻧﮕﻮﻧﺴﺎر
ﺑﺮون زﯾﻦ ﭼﺎر ﺣﺎﺟﺖ ﺣﺎﺟﺘﯽ ھﺴﺖ
ﺷﮭﺶ ﮔﻔﺘﺎ ﺑﮕﻮ آﺧﺮ ﮐﺪاﻣﺴﺖ
ﺟﺰﯾﻦ ﭼﯿﺰی ﮐﮫ ﻣﯽﺧﻮاھﯽ ﺑﯿﺎﺑﯽ
ﺑﺰﯾﺮ ﭘﺎی اﺳﭙﻢ ﻣﯽ ُﮐﺸﯽ زار
ﮐﮫ ﻣﻮی ﻣﻦ ﺑﮫ ﭘﺎی اﺳﭗ او ﺑﻨﺪ
ﺑﺰﯾﺮ ﭘﺎی اﺳﭙﻢ او ُﮐﺸﺪ زار
زﻧﺪه اﯾﻦ راه ﮔﺮدم
ھﻤﯿﺸﮫ ٔ
ز ﻧﻮر ﻋﺸﻖ ﺑﺮ ﻋﯿّﻮق ﺑﺎﺷﻢ
دﻟﻢ ﺧﻮن ﮔﺸﺖ ﮔﻮﺋﯽ ﺟﺎن ﻧﺪارم
ﺑﺮآور اﯾﻦ ﻗﺪر ﺣﺎﺟﺖ ﮐﮫ ﺳﮭﻠﺴﺖ
ﭼﮫ ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﻢ ز اﺷﮑﺶ ﺧﺎک ﮔﻞ ﺷﺪ
ﭼﻮ ﻧﻮ ﺟﺎﻧﯽ ﺑﺠﺎﻧﺎﻧﺶ ﻓﺮﺳﺘﺎد
در آﻣﻮز از زﻧﯽ ﻋﺸﻖ ﺣﻘﯿﻘﯽ
ﮐﻢ از ﺣﯿﺰی ﻧ ٔﮫ اﯾﻦ ﻗﺼّﮫ ﺑﻨﯿﻮش

The despairing woman fell before the king,
And began to make a particular request:
‘Since you are to kill me, and so abjectly at that,
’I have one final request for you to grant.
‘If your request,’ the king began, ‘is that
‘I grant your life, that in itself will lead to your death.
”‘And if you say, “Don’t drag me by my hair,
‘Then I’ll just have you mauled beneath the horse’s hooves.
”‘And if you say, “Give me respite for a time,
‘There is no time left, you have nowhere to turn.
‘And if you request an interview with the prince,
’‘You’ll not see his face even for a moment.
‘I do not ask for my life,’ the woman replied,
‘Nor do I ask for a temporary delay.
‘I will not say, “O Benevolent King,
”“Do not throw me headlong under the horse’s hooves.
‘If the king should grant it to me, there is one request other than these four.
’‘That is all I will ask, for all eternity.
?The king said, ‘What is it, then
‘For if you turn away from these four [options],
’‘You will receive whatever you ask for.
’‘If you would have me trampled by horse,
’The woman said, ‘this very day,
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‘This is my one request, O Lord:
‘That you tie my hair to his horse,
‘So that when the horse gallops,
‘He is the one dragging me behind him.
‘For when I die by the hand of that beauty,
‘I will attain eternal life upon the Path.
‘Yes! If I am killed by the beloved,
‘Then I will be amongst the Pleiades, in love’s glow.
‘I am a woman, I do not have that much manliness (mardī)
‘My heart’s turned to blood, you’d say my soul’s deserted me.
‘At this time, grant this simple request for a deserving woman like me.’
The king was moved by her authenticity and passion.
What can I say? His tears turned the dirt to mud.
He pardoned her and sent her to the palace.
He sent her to her beloved like one with new life.
— Come, O Man (mard), if you are one of us,
Learn real love from a woman.
And if you are less than a woman, hide your head.
(And if) you are more than a catamite, heed this [next] tale…175
This anecdote again illustrates that patriarchal expectations of female incapability
conflict with the Sufi premise that the soul’s ability to progress towards the divine is not
gender-dependent. The nameless woman is presented as an archetypal Sufi lover –
unafraid of death, devoted to her beloved, and willing to stand up to the king. The first
moment of surprise comes when the woman does not request her beloved from the king,
and expresses her wish to die at his hand. The second is when the narrator’s aside
delights in the irony that the Man of the Way (mard) should learn the real meaning of
‘ishq from a woman. While the anecdote initially leads the reader to confirm the
spiritual capability of women, this premise seems to be undercut by the return to the
typical patriarchal hierarchy of the closing aside: ‘And if you are less than a woman,

175

IN 2/1, 50-51.
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cover your head, / [And if] you are more than a catamite (ḥīz), heed this tale.’ Woman in
general is placed on the same level as the catamite in terms of how insulting and
emasculating such as status would be for men. And yet, this contradiction can only
remain in place because ‘Aṭṭār is using the category of woman differently than he
represents women in the anecdotes. This disconnect encourages us to interpret the
category of ‘zan’ as inherently negative, without assuming that all women belong to that
category, just as ‘mard’ is positively connotated, but does not include all men or
exclude women.176 Just because ‘Aṭṭār’s epimythium seems to confirm a patriarchal
worldview in which women are firmly below men does not mean we should take this
final word as authoritative, negating the subversion of gender expectations in the
anecdote.177 The two must be read in dialogue with one another, leading us to conclude
that the paradoxical usage is intentional, and forcing the reader to come to grips with the
destabilisation of terms that ‘Aṭṭār’s anecdote posits.

176

Again, I do not deny the patriarchal undertones of choosing ‘mard’ as the positive category and ‘zan’

as the negative. To my mind, this represents well the conflict between patriarchal norms and Sufi distaste
for any kind of superiority complex. ‘Aṭṭār tries to destabilise the terms but seems ultimately trapped by
them.
177

Sells notes how, when trying to interpret the paradoxical and contradictory statements of apophatic

discourse, commentators tend to focus on the final rhetorical proposition as the correct one: ‘The
meaningfulness of the apophatic moment of discourse is unstable, residing in the momentary tension
between two propositions. The habits of language pull the writer and reader toward reifying the last
proposition as meaningful utterance. To prevent such reification, ever-new correcting propositions must
be advanced.’ Sells, Mystical Languages, 207.
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3.3.1 Gender in the Context of Other Identities: Shattering the Social
Hierarchy
The context of the anecdote sheds further light on its intended effect. It appears
in the second discourse of the Ilāhī-nāmah. In the opening of this discourse, one of the
king’s six sons asks a question regarding the purpose of lust and love in this world, if
not to ensure the continuation of the species. The father (and stand in for pīr of the text)
replies that lust (shahvat) leads to passionate love (‘ishq) which leads to spiritual love
(muḥabbat) in the end. However, the anecdotes that make up this discourse clearly take
a different argumentative approach. Only the first anecdote (the woman lover discussed
just above) even deals with the theme of love. After this, following upon the shocking
triumph of the woman as a Man of the Path, the tales turn towards the question of the
relationship between social hierarchy and spiritual acumen. ‘Aṭṭār builds on the initial
reversal, moving through increasingly striking examples to deepen the initial point set
out in the woman’s story. Directly following the woman’s tale is the story of the manly
catamite, and the then steadfast and brave ant. Thereafter three tales are related in
succession on the superiority of the dog. The section concludes with Abū al-Faḍl Ḥasan
on his death bed as he says:
ﻧﮭﯿﺪ آﻧﺠﺎ ﺳﺮم ﺑﺮ ﭘﺎی اﯾﺸﺎن
[…] ﮐﮫ در ﻣﻌﻨﯽ ﭼﻮ اﯾﺸﺎﻧﻢ ﺑﮫ ﭘﯿﺸﮫ
ﺑﻨﻮر رﺣﻤﺘﺶ ﻧﺰدﯾﮏ ﺑﺎﺷﻨﺪ
ﻧﻈﺮ آﻧﺠﺎ ز رﺣﻤﺖ ﺑﯿﺶ آﯾﺪ

ﮐﻨﯿﺪم دﻓﻦ ھﻢ در ﺟﺎی اﯾﺸﺎن
ﮐﮫ ﻣﻦ در ﺧﻮرد اﯾﺸﺎﻧﻢ ھﻤﯿﺸﮫ
ﭼﮫ ﮔﺮ اﯾﻦ ﻗﻮم ﺑﺲ ﺗﺎرﯾﮏ ﺑﺎﺷﻨﺪ
ﮐﮫ ھﺮ ﺟﺎﺋﯽ ﮐﮫ ﻋﺠﺰی ﭘﯿﺶ آﯾﺪ

Bury me among [the sinners (gunāh-kārān)].
Place my head at their feet,
For I am always on the same level as them,
And I am like them by trade, to tell the truth. […]
Though this tribe may be quite in darkness,
They are near to the light of His mercy.
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For wherever weakness comes to the fore,
So does God watch over that even more closely.178
The overarching thrust of the discourse then is not the purpose of love in the mortal
world, but the disintegration of the social hierarchy in the face of divine love. The
continual reversals of expectation, moving from woman on down to representations of
increasingly low social standing, function to erase all sense of traditional value
judgment. The increasingly low status of each anecdote’s hero operates as a kind of
encouragement to those who are above them. This is primarily indicated in ‘Aṭṭār’s
epimythia. These include transitions between stories addressing the reader. ‘Though you
may be less than a catamite in love, surely you are not lower than an ant!’ he
proclaims.179 And onward down the ranks he goes. In this discourse, the role of the
woman who is ‘manly’ in love is to shock and surprise the reader by her spiritual
prowess, thereby stripping the reader of his prejudices. The epimythia may appear to
regiment the reader’s understanding into a patriarchal form, but the anecdotes
themselves destablise the meaning of hierarchy and neutralise the gendered power of the
archetypal mard-i rāh. Again we see the conflict between the subversion of stereotype
in narrative, and the resurgence of stereotype in the interpretation. This represents the
Sufi principle of egalitarianism on the Path at odds with ‘Aṭṭār’s need to frame female
excellence in a form readers will understand, which typically means appealing to
patriarchal praise.

178

IN 2/10, 59.

179

IN 2/2, 52. Also quoted below.

ز ﺣﯿﺰی ﮔﺮ ﮐﻤﯽ در ﻋﺸﻖ دﻟﺨﻮاه
ﻧﮫای آﺧﺮ ز ﻣﻮری ﮐﻢ در اﯾﻦ راه
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The pattern of placing mystical genius unexpectedly in the hands of the lowest
of the social order pervades more than just the representation of gender and goes beyond
this one discourse we have explored in the Ilāhī-nāmah. One of the classic reversals of
representation is exemplified by Iblīs, Satan, who is lauded by many Sufis for risking all
to uphold the ultimate supremacy of God. For example, we find ‘Aṭṭār giving Iblīs the
following dialogue:
زﺑﺎن ﺑﮕﺸﺎد در ﺗﺴﺒﯿﺢ و ﺗﻘﺪﯾﺲ
ﮐﮫ ﺳﺮ ﭘﯿﭽﯿﺪن از ﺗﻮ ﺳﻮی اﻏﯿﺎر

در آن ﺳﺎﻋﺖ ﮐﮫ ﻣﻠﻌﻮن ﮔﺸﺖ اﺑﻠﯿﺲ
ﮐﮫ ﻟﻌﻨﺖ ﺧﻮﺷﺘﺮ آﯾﺪ از ﺗﻮ ﺻﺪ ﺑﺎر

At that moment that Iblīs was damned,
He opened his mouth, in remembrance and praise of God,
Saying, ‘To be damned by You is a thousand times more pleasing
Than turning away from You in favour of others.’180
Of course ‘Aṭṭār is far from the only mystical writer to have pointed out the way in
which Iblīs has proven himself the most loyal of the lovers of God, paradoxically, by
disobeying one of the Lord’s direct orders. Peter J. Awn explains this paradoxical
treatment of Iblīs by a subset of Sufi thinkers. There is another strain within the Iblīs
tradition that is ‘nurtured by a group of Sufis who do not discount Iblīs’ disclaimers nor
condemn him for choosing to refuse God’s command.’ He furthermore echoes
Hodgson’s argument about the prime importance of paradox to the mystical
worldview181, and explains why Iblīs was an ideal symbol to reinvent from lowliest
traitor to model lover of God. Calling mystical authors ‘the masters of the science of
opposites,’ Awn explains how Iblīs’ plight is the ultimate embodiment of argument by
paradox. ‘Because of the intensity of his contemplative love,’ he writes, ‘Iblīs became

180

IN 8/6, 134.
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Cited in the introduction, p. 19.
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the model of monotheistic devotion. This dedication to the monotheistic ideal, however,
forced Iblīs to disobey the command to bow.’ As a result, God cursed him and forced
him out of the His presence. But this did not deter Iblīs’s loyalty. ‘Because the Beloved
had deigned to look upon him — even if the look was one of curse — Iblīs accepted his
destruction like a martyr’s crown.182
In one particularly notable passage, ‘Aṭṭār links the motif of Iblīs as the
consummate lover with the archetypal woman as a representation of God. In the
Muṣībat-nāmah, Iblīs is asked in typical fashion why he did not obey God’s command
to bow to Adam. Iblis responds by telling a story of his own. He tells the story of a Sufi
who falls in love with a woman. However, she rebukes him because his love is not deep
enough. To prove this point, she brings out her sister, with whom he falls in love as
well. Iblis then explains that this story is analogous to his situation. The analogy is in
the test, although Iblīs triumphs, while the human male fails: Adam is like the sister,
who is brought out second, but Iblīs’s love for God (i.e. the first woman) is so pure that
he does not fall for the second beauty, Adam.183 Thus, ‘Aṭṭār has explicitly linked the
redeemed Iblīs with the paradigm of the reproachful woman who critiques a Sufi’s
inconstant love for the divine. This provocative use of Iblīs as an example corresponds
to the unexpected role of women as exemplary lovers – both are placed above ‘normal’
males. This treatment of Iblīs is far from an isolated example – the majority of the
anecdotes in ‘Aṭṭār’s mathnavīs which feature Iblīs or mention him as a character do so
in order to posit his status as a model believer.184
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Peter J. Awn, Satan’s Tragedy and Redemption: Iblīs in Sufi Psychology (Leiden: BRILL, 1983), 187.
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MN 26/1, 240-42.

184

A sample of Iblīs stories and references that allude to why he did not bow to Adam can be found in the

following places: IN 8/13, 138-39; 23/9, 376-78; AN 1/1, 6; MN 0/1, 11; 8/8, 122; 26/2, 242-44.
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The paradoxical treatment of Iblīs as the model believer is a theme expanded
upon by ‘Aṭṭār and extended to all kinds of unlikely sources of piety, including nonMuslims. Harry S. Neale notes in his dissertation, for example, that the Zoroastrian is
transformed in the Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’ into a source of spiritual guidance for Muslims.
‘In most Persian Sufi hagiographies,’ Neale writes, ‘the Zoroastrian is either the
unbeliever who refuses to foreswear the old faith and embrace Islam or who becomes a
Muslim after witnessing a miracle (karāmat) that has been vouchsafed one of God’s
friends.[…] Conversely, ‘Aṭṭār’s Tadkiratu’l-‘awliyā’ presents the Zoroastrian (gabr) as
a source of spiritual guidance who teaches important Sufi concepts to whomever of
God’s Friends he encounters.’185 In one such ‘Aṭṭār anecdote, the Zoroastrian (gabrī) is
unexpectedly turned into the model believer from which the presumed Muslim male
reader is meant to take his cues:
ﭼﻮ آن ﺑﻮدش ﻏﺮض ﺑﺎ اﯾﻦ ﻧﭙﺮداﺧﺖ
ﮐﮫ ﺗﺎ در دﯾﻦ او ﻧﺎﯾﺪ ﺷﮑﺴﺘﯽ
ﮐﮫ ﺑﺮﺑﻮدﺳﺖ آﺑﺖ ﺟﺎوداﻧﯽ
ﻣﺴﻠﻤﺎﻧﯽ ﭘﺲ از ﮔﺒﺮی ﺑﯿﺎﻣﻮز

ﺗﻦ و ﺟﺎن ﺑﺎﺧﺖ و دل از دﯾﻦ ﻧﭙﺮداﺧﺖ
در آب اﻓﮑﻨﺪ ﺧﻮﯾﺶ آﺗﺶ ﭘﺮﺳﺘﯽ
وﻟﯽ ﺗﻮ در ﻣﺴﻠﻤﺎﻧﯽ ﭼﻨﺎﻧﯽ
ﭼﻮ ﮔﺒﺮی ﺑﯿﺶ دارد از ﺗﻮ اﯾﻦ ﺳﻮز

Body and soul he lost, but his heart was not moved from the faith (dīn).
Since that was his intention, he did not waver.
The fire-worshipper threw himself in the water
So his faith would not be tarnished.
Yet, are you such a devout Muslim
That [you would let] the water carry you away forever?
Since this Zoroastrian has this burning [passion] above you,
Learn Islam from the Zoroastrian.186
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Neale, “Sufism, Godliness and Popular Islamic Storytelling,” 13-14.
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The Zoroastrian’s name is, meaningfully, Pīr (spiritual guide), and he provides a model
of religious excellence. The use of tiḍād (antithesis) with the juxtaposed āb (water) and
ātash (fire) heighten the drama of the Zoroastrian’s action. He has literally extinguished
himself as a sacrifice to protect his faith. This kind of valorisation of the Other is
precisely what we see happening in gender-based context as well.187 Annemarie
Schimmel, meanwhile, has pointed out the significance of the Christian in a similar role,
‘A meeting with a Christian ascetic or with a wise monk is a fictional element in Sufi
legends of early times: such a person usually explains some mystical truth to the
seeker.’188 Thus, ‘Aṭṭār aims at the destruction not just of the gender hierarchy, but of
any distinctions that result in a predetermined ‘ranking’ of seekers.
In some cases, these reversals do not involve women but do play with the
gender hierarchy in a way that is relevant to our understanding of the role of the
patriarchal structures in ‘Aṭṭār. For example, ‘Aṭṭār uses the case of the catamite as
more ‘manly’ than the Sufi, potentially to humiliate the initiate into doing good works.
‘Aṭṭār tells the story of three men who are imprisoned in Rome and asked to convert to
Christianity. The ‘Alawite and the scholar (‘ālim) manage to reconcile themselves to
idol worship, while only the catamite finds it to be beyond the pale. The final aside
reads as follows:
ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﺟﺎﺋﯽ ﻣﺨﻨّﺚ ﻣﺮد آﻣﺪ
ﻣﺨﻨّﺚ راﺳﺖ در ﻣﺮدی ﺳﺘﺎﯾﺶ

187

ﭼﻮ ﺟﺎن آن ھﺮ دو را درﺧﻮرد آﻣﺪ
ﻋﺠﺐ ﮐﺎرا ﮐﮫ وﻗﺖ آزﻣﺎﯾﺶ

While the Zoroastrian takes on the role of the unexpected spiritual savant in this example, we can also

find examples of the Zoroastrian in ‘Aṭṭār’s Divān taking on a more transgressive dimension, linking kufr,
transgression, and Otherness. Dīvān, ghazal 504, 405.
188

Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 34.
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When the lives of those two (the ‘Alawite and the ‘ālim) fell into danger,
Only the catamite appeared to be a man.
What a strange thing! That at the time of trial,
The praise belongs to the catamite for his manliness.189
Here again we see the predictable use of manliness (mardī) as the label by which ‘Aṭṭār
praises the catamite who stands up against idol worship. The outcome of the story,
however, represents a significant reversal of expectation, as the ‘Alawite and the
religious scholar prove themselves to be less adherent to the faith than one whose very
identity marker would imply they are not a devout Muslim. This kind of reversal, which
frames the sinner more faithful than the devout, fits well with the overarching rhetorical
device of apophasis. And yet, just as with the pious Sufi women, we see that the
prevailing gender hierarchy appears to remain intact, primarily in the commentary on
the episode, despite the reversal in terms of an individual’s role in the narrative. In this
paradoxical way, it is possible for ‘Aṭṭār to both subvert and make use of stereotypes,
gender-based or otherwise. The stereotypes seem to be subverted in the individual but
upheld in the collective by the insistence on the individual’s incredible exceptionalism –
‘Oh how strange!’ (‘ajab) is a recurring refrain. But perhaps the epimythia are only
meant to be taken at face value by the uninitiated reader. A reader who has seen many
such reversals is prepared for them. As a result, by the time the initiated reader has
reached the concluding remarks, he knows not to take ‘Aṭṭār’s mard literally – the term
has been effectively destablised by the anecdote and no longer means what it did at the
outset. So, while using the terms mardī and mard-i rāh in the epimythia to describe
women, ‘Aṭṭār successfully attacks the very premises of gender difference and ‘unsays’
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implicit gender hierarchy, not directly but through paradox and contradictory uses of the
same traditional gender terminology.

3.3.2 The Feminisation of Failure in ‘Aṭṭār
We have seen that the patriarchal norms surrounding ‘Aṭṭār’s work tend to be
in conflict with the idea that women can achieve on the Path. And yet, generally when
women appear in ‘Aṭṭār’s narratives, they are shown to excel, surprise, subvert.190 There
seems to be little use for the failed woman Sufi, while there is certainly room for the
failed male Sufi, whose imprint is left all over ‘Aṭṭār’s texts. This masculine failure is
typically effeminised, and sometimes the blow of feminisation is delivered by a woman.
As Frank Lewis explains in his discussion of Christian boy-love in ‘Aṭṭār:
When ‘Aṭṭār wishes to chastise one of the male characters in a narrative (or, by
extension, the reader) for spiritual lassitude or waywardness, his narrator will
often unman and belittle him, labeling him as a non-man, a woman (zan), a
sissy or a “fag” (mukhannath). [...] For this insult to fully work its venom, it
must postulate not a mere dichotomy between manliness and non-manliness
(that is, between a virtue and its absence), but must additionally insinuate a
shameful effeminacy.191
One can argue that the negative statements about woman (zan) that occur in the Dīvān
perform this function, partly because they are largely without context, which is why I
have hypothesised in Chapter 2 that many such statements are directly at odds with
what we find in the mathnavīs. However, in the course of the anecdotal narrativisations,
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In the course of my research, one of the only female characters I found portrayed in a decidedly

negative light was the wife of Ardashīr, who tries to poison her husband. This story is taken from the
Shāh-nāmah. IN 20/4, 292-95.
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a different picture emerges. ‘Aṭṭār depicts several women using this emasculating
language for ironic effect. Just as ‘Aṭṭār plays with the levels of mardī to undermine the
notion that manliness is equivalent to masculinity, so does he carry that innovation over
to zan and femininity. I suggest that he uses shock tactics in order to disrupt his
audience’s smug male chauvinism. This chauvinism might be an allegory for any kind
of false sense of superiority, which is of no help on the Sufi path.
One such example of emasculating language occurs in the following tale from
the Muṣibat-nāmah. A grieving woman asks the king for his boy Ayāz. Both believing
themselves truly in love with the boy, they argue over who is the ‘real’ lover. The
woman wins the argument, calls the Shah ‘less than a woman,’ and then dies. The king
pities her and has Ayāz bury her with his own hands.
ﺷﺮﺑﺘﯽ از ﻣﻦ ﻣﻔﺮح راﺳﺘﺴﺖ
ﺗﻮ اﯾﺎزم را ﻧﮕﻮﺋﯽ ﮐﯿﺴﺘﯽ
ھﺮ دو ﺑﺮ وی ﻋﺎﺷﻘﯿﻢ از دﯾﺮﮔﺎه
ﮔﻔﺖ ﻣﻦ او را ﺑﺠﺎن ﺑﮕﺰﯾﺪهام
ﭘﺲ ﺗﻮ ﺑﯿﺠﺎن زﻧﺪه ﭼﻮﻧﯽ درﺟﮭﺎن
زﻧﺪه ﻋﺸﻘﻢ ﺑﺠﺎن زﻧﺪه ﻧﯿﻢ
ٔ
ﭼﻮن ﺗﻮاﻧﺪ ﺑﻮد ﮐﺲ زﻧﺪه ﺑﻌﺸﻖ
ﻋﺎﺷﻘﺖ ﭘﻨﺪاﺷﺘﻢ ای ﭘﺎدﺷﺎه
ﻧﯿﺴﺘﺖ در ﻋﺸﻖ ﺑﻮی ﺻﺎدﻗﯽ
ھﺴﺘﯽ ای ﻣﺮد از زﻧﯽ ﮐﻢ ﭼﻮن ﮐﻨﻢ
ﻧﮫ ﭼﻮ ﻣﻦ ﺟﺎﻧﺴﻮز ﮐﺎر اﻓﺘﺎدﮔﯿﺴﺖ
ﺟﺎن ﺑﺪاد و روی در ﭼﺎدر ﮐﺸﯿﺪ

ﺷﺎه ﮔﻔﺘﺎ ﮔﺮ دﻟﺖ ﻣﯽﺧﻮاﺳﺘﺴﺖ
ﻟﯿﮏ ﺗﻮ ﮔﺮ ﻣﺮدی و ﮔﺮ زﯾﺴﺘﯽ
ﮔﻔﺖ ﻣﻦ آﻧﻢ اﯾﺎزت را ﮐﮫ ﺷﺎه
ﮔﻔﺖ ﻣﻦ او را ﺑﺰر ﺑﺨﺮﯾﺪهام
ﮔﻔﺖ اﮔﺮ او را ﺧﺮﯾﺪی ﺗﻮ ﺑﺠﺎن
ﮔﻔﺖ ﺟﺰ از ﻋﺸﻖ ﭘﺎﯾﻨﺪه ﻧﯿﻢ
ﺷﺎه ﮔﻔﺘﺶ ای ﺳﺮاﻓﮑﻨﺪه ﺑﻌﺸﻖ
زن ﭼﻮ ﺑﺸﻨﻮد اﯾﻦ ﺳﺨﻦ ﮔﻔﺘﺎ ﮐﮫ آه
ﻣﻦ ﮔﻤﺎن ﺑﺮدم ﮐﮫ ﻣﺮد ﻋﺎﺷﻘﯽ
ﻧﯿﺴﺘﯽ در ﻋﺸﻖ ﻣﺤﺮم ﭼﻮن ﮐﻨﻢ
ﭘﺎدﺷﺎھﯽ ﺟﮭﺎن آزادﮔﯿﺴﺖ
اﯾﻦ ﺑﮕﻔﺖ و ﺳﺮ ﺑﺮوزن درﮐﺸﯿﺪ

‘If you so desire,’ said the king,
‘A heartening drink from me seems in order.
‘But you — be you dead or alive —
‘you do not say who my Ayāz is to you.’
‘Ayāz is to me just what he is to the king,’ she replied.
‘Both of us are his long-time admirers.’
‘I have purchased him with gold,’ said the king.
‘I have chosen him with my soul,’ she replied.
‘If you’ve really bought him with your soul,’ said the king,
‘Then how do you live in this world, soulless?’
‘I am sustained by nothing but love,’ she remarked,
‘I live through love, not through a life-force.’
The king said to her, ‘O Lovestruck-one,
‘How can anyone survive on love?’
When the woman heard this she sighed,
‘I thought you a lover, Your Majesty.
‘I believed you were a man of passion.
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‘[But] you have never truly caught a whiff of love!
‘You are not a confidant in love, what can I do!
‘O Man, you are less than a woman, what can I do!
‘To be king means to be free through the world,
‘Not to be distraught over one’s troubles like me.’
This she said and hid her head in the window.
She gave up the ghost and hid her face in her veil.192
The woman is upheld as the ‘true’ lover of Ayāz, a role which is rare in ‘Aṭṭār.193 It is a
strong statement to depart from this woman’s expected representation. But, her status as
such once again appears to be undermined by the ending of the story, in which ‘Aṭṭār
uses the shock of this feminine superiority to insult the king (and the presumably male
audience of seekers) into more piously following the Path. The epimythium again casts
the woman, as lover, in a supposedly masculine role:
از درﺧﺖ ﻋﺸﻖ ﺑﺮﺧﻮردار ﻧﯿﺴﺖ
درد ﺧﻮاه و درد ﺧﻮاه و درد ﺧﻮاه

ھﺮ ﮐﮫ او ﺧﻮاھﺎن درد ﮐﺎر ﻧﯿﺴﺖ
ﮔﺮ ﺗﻮ ھﺴﺘﯽ اھﻞ ﻋﺸﻖ و ﻣﺮد راه

Whoever does not desire the pain of trial
Does not enjoy the fruits of the tree of love.
If you are one of the people of love, and a man of the Path,
Seek pain, seek pain, seek pain.194
The true Man of the Path (mard-i rāh) in this tale is not the king but the lowly woman.
As such ‘Aṭṭār’s aside posits manliness as a superior status which, decoupled from
biological sex, can be attained by anyone. A straight reading of the gendered terms is

192

MN 30/9, 274-75. Uncertain reading on the image of the rawzan here.
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above) and Zulaykhā, who is considered in depth in Chapter 4.
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misleading here. He plays with the signification of gender in this anecdote in order to
characterise divine love as an equalising force that appeals to the lover’s internal rather
than external attributes. However, this identification with woman as the Man of God
seems to link piety with masculinity even as it tries to subvert the hierarchy. We see that
egalitarian ideals are pointed to, but again patriarchal language conventions make a
resurgence. The surprising reversal of expectation, which allows the tale to work,
points out the ‘soft bigotry of low expectations’ for women seekers. The anecdotes
function to break down that assumption, and when seemingly patriarchal interpretations
return in the asides, it is with a new resonance to mardī, which is unshackled from
gender. ‘Aṭṭār looks to unsay the social hierarchy while appealing to the very language
of that hierarchy. I suggest that the contradiction is not an accidental incongruence or
oversight, but a purposeful contradiction to shock the reader into a reevaluation of his
own assumptions of feminine inferiority. As Fatemeh Keshavarz writes in regards to
Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī, ‘Searching for patterns in his work, will more often than not, lead to
patterns that were created to be dismantled or transformed.’195
In a similar episode of feminising masculine failure, a Christian woman
critiques her son who has just converted to Islam for not properly adhering to the tenets
of Islam. If one is to convert, she implies, one must follow the rules of the new religion:
ﺑﻤﯽ ﺧﻮردن ﺷﺪ آن ﺟﺎھﻞ دﮔﺮ روز
ﺑﺪو ﮔﻔﺖ ای ﭘﺴﺮ آﺧﺮ ﭼﮫ ﮐﺮدی
ﻣﺤ ّﻤﺪ ﻧﺎﺷﺪه ﺧﺸﻨﻮد از ﺗﻮ
ﮐﮫ ھﺮ رﻋﻨﺎﻣﺰاﺟﯽ ﻣﺮد او ﻧﯿﺴﺖ
ﮐﮫ ﻧﺎﻣﺮدﯾﺴﺖ در دﯾﻦ ﺑﺖ ﭘﺮﺳﺘﯽ

ﯾﮑﯽ ﺗﺮﺳﺎ ﻣﺴﻠﻤﺎن ﮔﺸﺖ و ﭘﯿﺮوز
ﭼﻮ ﻣﺎدر ﻣﺴﺖ دﯾﺪ او را ز دردی
ﮐﮫ ﺷﺪ آزرده ﻋﯿﺴﯽ زود از ﺗﻮ
ﻣﺨﻨّﺚوار رﻓﺘﻦ ره ﻧﮑﻮ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ
ﺑﻤﺮدی َرو دران دﯾﻨﯽ ﮐﮫ ھﺴﺘﯽ

A Christian converted to Islam and was victorious.

195

Keshavarz, “Pregnant with God,” 91.

Quay - January 2018

135

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

The very next day, that ignorant one got drunk on wine.
When his mother saw him drunk, out of pain
She said to him, ‘O Son, what have you done?
‘Jesus grew frustrated with you quickly.
‘Neither is Muhammad pleased with you.
‘Traveling on the Way like a catamite is not decent,
‘For whoever is effeminate (ra‘nā-mizājī196) is not His man.
‘Pursue manliness in that religion you have accepted.
‘Idol worship is unmanly within the faith.’197
In a twist, the Christian mother becomes the ultimate source of authoritative knowledge
on Islam, while the male convert to Islam fails the spiritual test. And yet, surprisingly,
she encourages her son to be ‘manly,’ (i.e. devout, righteous) even in the framework of
a religion which is not her own. By putting the condemnation of ‘womanliness’ in the
mouth of a woman who is presented as the Muslim’s proper guide, ‘Aṭṭār makes explicit
the difference between ‘womanliness,’ as a negatively-connotated category, and
femaleness. Lewis notes the way this authority can permeate religious traditions,
‘Aṭṭār frequently couches his discourse on religious affiliation in terms of
emasculation – both in insults directed against characters for a misguided
confessional adherence, or for a deficient measure of faith and religious
devotion to their religious beliefs (whether in Islam or another tradition). [...]
Didactic insults calculated to prod the lackadaisical addressee into greater
spiritual effort often come couched in gendered terms for ‘Attār.198 [Emphasis
mine.]

196
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Just as confessional background does not factor into a character’s ability to demonstrate
Islamic mystical insight, gender identity is also irrelevant to the seeker’s success. Not
only is ‘Aṭṭār exposing the gap between mystical mardī and biological, masculine
mardī, with these emasculating insults he also opens up the category of ‘woman’ as a
potential home for men. While I do not deny the implication of placing male on top of
the hierarchy and female at the bottom, ‘Aṭṭār’s aim here is to destabilise the
terminology of polarised genders to the point where its relationship to biology
disintegrates. 199 As a result, he attacks not only chauvinist distinctions based on gender,
but also distinctions based on other identity markers.

3.4 The Radical Power of Transgressive Love: Shaykh San‘ān
and Destabilising Essentialist Categories
No consideration of minor female characters in ‘Aṭṭār can be complete without
exploring the critical role played by an unnamed Christian girl in one of his most wellknown tales, the story of Shaykh San‘ān. This tale is particularly tricky and ambivalent
in its treatment of its female lead. Consequently, it makes a good candidate for in-depth
analysis of the role of transgressive love and its relationship to gender in ‘Aṭṭār’s
thought. The context of the anecdote is important for determining where it falls in the
overarching structure of the narrative and how that might influence the intended
message. The story of the Christian girl (dukhtar-i tarsā) appears directly after the final
‘answer of the hoopoo’ section. In this type of section, the hoopoo normally responds to
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‘Aṭṭār destabilises the gendered terms, but within a frame that puts manliness over femininity. It is

possible to explain this apparent contradiction by reference to the paradigm I’ve set up in which
patriarchal context intervenes in the application of Sufi egalitarianism.
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an excuse given by one of the other birds who decides not to come on the journey to
find the bird-king (sīmurgh). Just prior to the episode of dukhtar-i tarsā, the hoopoo has
finally convinced the birds to come and is explaining to them the difficulties that they
will face on the Path as lovers. It tries to warn the others that the lover thinks nothing of
his own life. It is in this context that we receive the famous tale of Shaykh San‘ān and
the Christian girl, wherein the Shaykh is upheld as the lover who has no consideration
for his own safety and security.
There is a correlation in the tale between space, liminality, orthodoxy and
Otherness. The Shaykh begins the story as the ultimate embodiment of formalist Islam.
It is hardly a coincidence, then, that he is based in Mecca, that most traditional location
for performing the outward rites of Islam. The object of the Shaykh’s love, however, is
a concatenation of several markers of Otherness — Christian, female, foreigner —
reflected in her location in Anatolia. As Franklin Lewis’s analysis reveals, the symbol
of the Christian boy as the paragon of beauty is more common and normative than a
Christian girl.200 To the best of my knowledge, Shaykh San‘ān’s Christian girl is the
only Christian female beloved who appears in ‘Aṭṭār’s mathnavīs.201 This transgressive
love of the Shaykh for the Other leads to his transition from an orthodox shaykh who
practices only the outward rites of Islam to a true mystic seeker who understands the
pain and sacrifice involved in loving the divine. The tale puts into narrative form the
transformative power of love as it is described by the king in the Ilāhī-nāmah at the
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Lewis, “Sexual Occidentation,” 708.
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on the improper love of a Muslim man for a Christian girl, from Nīsābūrī’s Rawnaq al-Majālis, but these
tales straightforwardly aim at warning men of the dangers of being led astray by a woman of another
faith. (Bāb 12, nos. 5 and 6.) Ritter, The Ocean of the Soul, 401.
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outset of Discourse II on love. We witness the shaykh develop through the stages of
shahvat, ‘ishq, and muḥabbat. These stages represent the traditional progression of a
seeker, who is first inspired by earthly lust to begin his journey on the Path. Thus we see
Sanā’ī’s saying that ‘ishq majāzī is the bridge to ‘ishq ḥaqīqī borne out. As Yaghoobi
notes in her analysis of the tale, ‘Aṭṭār depicts the Christian girl (Tarsā-bachchah) and
her conditions as the temptations and hurdles that the Shaykh must undergo to perceive
heavenly love and divine beauty. He illustrates the way that these demands and
hardships open up possibilities for the Shaykh.’202
The Christian girl herself points out the oddness of the match and reinforces
her identity as Other. In the meantime, she also connects the Shaykh to zuhd. In ‘Aṭṭār’s
writings, as well as in the writings of some others Sufis, zuhd takes on the dimension of
rigorous asceticism done for its own sake, thereby becoming an obstacle to progress in
the inner aspects of taṣavvuf.203
ﺑﻮد ﺑﺎﻟﯿﻦ آﺳﺘﺎن آن درش
دﺧﺘﺮ آﮔﮫ ﺷﺪ ز ﻋﺎﺷﻖ ﮔﺸﺘﻨﺶ
ﮔﻔﺖ ای ﺷﯿﺦ از ﭼﮫ ﮔﺸﺘﯽ ﺑﯽﻗﺮار
زاھﺪان در ﮐﻮی ﺗﺮﺳﺎﯾﺎن ﻧﺸﺴﺖ

ﺑﻮد ﺧﺎک ﮐﻮی آن ﺑﺖ ﺑﺴﺘﺮش
ﭼﻮن ﻧﺒﻮد از ﮐﻮی او ﺑﮕﺬﺷﺘﻨﺶ
ﺧﻮﯾﺸﺘﻦ را اﻋﺠﻤﯽ ﺳﺎﺧﺖ آن ﻧﮕﺎر
ﮐﯽ ﮐﻨﻨﺪ ای از ﺷﺮاب ﺷﺮک ﻣﺴﺖ

The dirt in that idol’s alleyway became his bed,
The threshold of her door, his pillow.
Since he never left the alley,
The girl became aware he had fallen in love.
That beauty made herself up like a foreigner (‘ajamī).
‘O Shaykh,’ she said. ‘Why are you so distraught?
‘You who are drunk on the wine of idolatry,
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‘Since when do ascetics sit in the alleys of Christians?’ 204
The Christian girl seems to be using the word zāhid more generally to express her shock
at the pious person languishing in the alleyway of an infidel. However, keeping the
ultimate message of the story regarding the need to succumb to a dangerous and
transformative love experience, the Christian girl’s rebuke takes on a secondary
resonance. We can understand her rhetorical question, ‘Since when do ascetics sit in the
alleys of Christians?’, as means to express the shortcomings of the zāhid, in the more
restricted definition of the self-congratulating renunciant. Furthermore, it associates the
Shaykh with that negatively-connotated zuhd that appears later in the tale as his
moniker. The Christian girl herself is also aware of her status as an earthly beloved and
distraction, hence the reference to shirk, implying that San‘ān worships her as one
worships an idol. The illicit nature of the love affair is reinforced by her status as Other
and this reference to ‘ajamī.
The transgressive nature of the Shaykh’s love is made abundantly clear by the
Christian girl’s own speech. Although the Shaykh’s actions are clearly labelled as kufr,
his interactions with the Other are what finally allow him to move beyond the
limitations of zuhd and come to grips with divine love:
 ﻣﻌﻨﯽدار ﻧﮫ،ﻣﺪﻋﯽ در ﻋﺸﻖ
ﻣﺬھﺐ اﯾﻦ زﻟﻒ ﭘﺮ ﺧﻢ دارﯾﯿﯽ
زاﻧﮏ ﻧﺒﻮد ﻋﺸﻖ ﮐﺎر ﺳﺮﺳﺮی
ﻋﺎﺷﻘﯽ را ﮐﻔﺮ ﺳﺎزد ﯾﺎددار
ﺑﺎ ﻣﻦ اﯾﻦ دم دﺳﺖ در ﮔﺮدن ﮐﻨﯽ

دﺧﺘﺮش ﮔﻔﺖ ای ﺗﻮ ﻣﺮ ِد ﮐﺎر ﻧﮫ
ﮔﺮ ﻗﺪم در ﻋﺸﻖ ﻣﺤﮑﻢ دارﯾﯿﯽ
ھﻤﭽﻮ زﻟﻔﻢ ﻧﮫ ﻗﺪم در ﮐﺎﻓﺮی
ﻋﺎﻓﯿﺖ ﺑﺎ ﻋﺸﻖ ﻧﺒﻮد ﺳﺎزﮔﺎر
اﻗﺘﺪاء ﮔﺮ ﺗﻮ ﺑﮫ ﮐﻔﺮ ﻣﻦ ﮐﻨﯽ

The girl said to him, ‘You are not a man of [real] work.
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‘You are an imposter in love, not one who is authentic.
‘If you step firmly into the way of love,
‘You’ll accept the religion of these curly locks.
‘Set foot in infidelity, just like my tresses,
‘For love is no superficial trial.
‘Security has no place in the world of love.
‘Infidelity suits a lover, remember.
‘If you follow me into the ways of unbelief,
‘This very moment your hand will reach my neck.’205
The Christian girl explicitly posits the necessity of descending into unbelief and casting
off all pretensions of security if one wants to be more than an imposter in love. As
Annemarie Schimmel puts it, ‘Here, the rapture is produced by a beloved object that
should, essentially, be repellent to the pious ascetic. The story of Shaykh San‘ān
symbolises that frenzy of love that is beyond all bounds, be they religious, social, or
communal, a frenzy that defies logical reasoning and carries the lover into a state that he
himself would never have anticipated.’ The girl’s invitation to consort with an example
of extreme Otherness heightens the appearance that the Shaykh is certainly wandering
into error. But, rather than a detour from the Path, the illogical and all-consuming nature
of his love is a prerequisite for it to lead him to divine love.
To this point, the Christian girl’s role in the story is fairly clear. As Yaghoobi
also points out, she represents the temptation, and thereby the transformative force,
which allows the Shaykh finally to submit to the will of the divine. However, the
Christian girl’s role in the story does not end once the Shaykh has made his transition
from the formalistic practice of Islam to the enlightened mystic lover of God. She
cannot, therefore, simply be interpreted as the symbolic trial the Shaykh undergoes to
test and re-establish the depth and strength of his faith. The question remains, if the
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Christian girl is the transformative force revealing the pretensions of the outwardly
‘pious,’ why then is she converted to Islam at the end? Once her transformative function
is no longer required by the narrative, why does ‘Aṭṭār bother finishing her role in the
tale?
One answer could be that ‘Aṭṭār’s anecdote is meant to imply the significance
of a transformative love relationship not just for the lover but also for the beloved. In
this story, ‘Aṭṭār indicates that the earthly beloved’s role does not have to end with his
or her inspiring the lover to move from earthly to divine love. The beloved him or
herself possesses agency and dynamism beyond the role of bahānah (pretext, or
springboard). This dynamism presents itself in full force during the Christian girl’s
conversion scene. She has a vision in her sleep in which the sun tells her she made a
grave error in leading the Shaykh astray. It compels her to go to him and ask for a
conversion to Islam at his hands. Her transformation from haughty beloved to distraught
lover is dramatic and indicative of a major shift from her previous characterisation:
ﺧﺎک ﺑﺮ ﺳﺮ در ﻣﯿﺎن ﺧﻮن دوﯾﺪ
[...]از ﭘﯽ ﺷﯿﺦ و ﻣﺮﯾﺪان ﺷﺪ دوان
از ﮐﺪاﻣﯿﻦ ﺳﻮی ﻣﯽﺑﺎﯾﺪ ﮔﺬﺷﺖ
روی ﺧﻮد در ﺧﺎک ﻣﯽﻣﺎﻟﯿﺪ ﺧﻮش

ﻧﻌﺮه زد ﺟﺎﻣﮫ دران ﺑﯿﺮون دوﯾﺪ
ﺑﺎ دل ﭘﺮدرد و ﺷﺨﺺ ﻧﺎﺗﻮان
ﻣﯽﻧﺪاﻧﺴﺖ او ﮐﮫ در ﺻﺤﺮا و دﺷﺖ
ﻋﺎﺟﺰ و ﺳﺮﮔﺸﺘﮫ ﻣﯽﻧﺎﻟﯿﺪ ﺧﻮش

She screamed and ran outside, tearing her clothes.
She ran through blood, throwing dirt on her head.
With a heart full of pain and her body incapable,
She ran after the Shaykh and his disciples. [...]
She didn’t know which way she should take
Within the expanse and empty desert.
Weak and bewildered, she wailed.
She rubbed her face in the dirt.206
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This is where the Shaykh and his disciples find her when she pleads for the Shaykh’s
forgiveness and converts before dying. This transition from beloved to lover is rare and
reads as jerky and uneven.207 Most ‘Aṭṭārian characters remain in one allegorical mode
or another (lover or beloved), and typically cannot be both at the same time, as this
would lead to union, which is rarely depicted in narrative form in ‘Aṭṭār’s work. By
setting this event in a liminal place, a space of placelessness utterly unidentifiable,
‘Aṭṭār points to the fundamental flexibility and fluidity of typical markers of identity in
the wake of the all-effacing mystical encounter with divine love. In this place empty of
meaning, the Christian girl is no longer the Christian girl from Anatolia, nor the Shaykh
the orthodox master of asceticism associated with Mecca at the beginning of the tale.
Their encounter has mutually transformed them both, shaken them out of not only their
identities and faiths, but also out of their allegorical roles of ‘āshiq and ma‘shūq. This
could be ‘Aṭṭār’s ultimate point in continuing the story of the Christian girl beyond the
Shaykh’s moment of repentance, to show the transformative power that love can have
even on a distant, exotic, and unmoved beloved who seems to be beyond love’s reach.
Just like the Shaykh, she is humbled by love and brought low to the station of the lover.
When the dust settles after this radical upending of the stable categories of identity, both
characters end up on the right side of the faith question and as successful mystical
‘āshiqs.
To illustrate the truly unusual nature of the role of the Christian girl in the
Shaykh San‘ān story, it may be instructive to contrast it with one of the only other
instances I have found in an ‘Aṭṭār anecdote that a woman plays the role of both beloved
and lover. In one such episode in the Manṭiq al-Ṭayr, a king’s daughter falls in love
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with a slave. Her attendant slave girls drug him and put him in her bed at night.
Dumbstruck, princess and slave spend the night together in union. As he sleeps, they
carry him back to his room. He wakes up, and gives a long monologue in which he
attempts to determine if what he experienced was real, and if was he drunk or sober. It
is quite a long anecdote for the Manṭiq al-Ṭayr, coming in at 80 lines in the Gouharin
edition. We have a very physical description of union, despite the recasting of it as
divine union. This kind of ambiguity is not typical for ‘Aṭṭār’s allegorical
representations of the love:
در رخ دﺧﺘﺮ ھﻤﯽ ﺣﯿﺮان ﺑﻤﺎﻧﺪ
اﺷﮏ ﻣﯽﺑﺎرﯾﺪ و ﻣﯽﺧﺎرﯾﺪ ﺳﺮ
اﺷﮏ ﺑﺮ روﯾﺶ ﻓﺸﺎﻧﺪی ﺻﺪ ھﺰار
ﮔﮫ ﻧﻤﮏ در ﺑﻮﺳﮫ ﮐﺮدی ﺑﯽﺟﮕﺮ
ﮔﺎه ﮔﻢ ﺷﺪ در دو ﺟﺎدوی ﺧﻮﺷﺶ
ﻣﺎﻧﺪه ﺑﺪ ﺑﺎ ﺧﻮد ﻧﮫ ﺑﯽﺧﻮد ﭼﺸﻢ ﺑﺎز
ﺗﺎ ﺑﺮآﻣﺪ ﺻﺒﺢ از ﻣﺸﺮق ﺗﻤﺎم

ﭼﮭﺮه ﺟﺎﻧﺎن ﺑﻤﺎﻧﺪ
ﭼﺸﻢ او در
ٔ
ﭼﻮن ﻧﻤﯽآﻣﺪ زﻓﺎﻧﺶ ﮐﺎرﮔﺮ
ھﺮ زﻣﺎن آن دﺧﺘﺮ ھﻤﭽﻮن ﻧﮕﺎر
ﮔﮫ ﻟﺒﺶ را ﺑﻮﺳﮫ دادی ﭼﻮن ﺷﮑﺮ
ﮔﮫ ﭘﺮﯾﺸﺎن ﮐﺮد زﻟﻒ ﺳﺮﮐﺸﺶ
وان
ﭘﯿﺶ دل ﻧﻮاز
ﻏﻼم ﻣﺴﺖ
ِ
ِ
ھﻢ درﯾﻦ ﻧﻈﺎره ﻣﯽﺑﻮد آن ﻏﻼم

His eyes were fixed on the face of his beloved,
Bewildered by [the beauty of] her countenance.
His words failed him, tears streamed down his face.
Every moment, the princess — a true beauty—
Cried a hundred thousand tears.
Sometimes she kissed his lips, sweet as sugar,
Other times salty, her heart lost [to passion].
Now he brushed aside her enchanting locks,
Now he was lost in her bewitching [eyes]
And that drunken slave boy was dumbstruck
Before that sweetheart, transfixed, beside himself.
And in that state of observance he remained
Until the sun came up all the way over the horizon.208
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In this case, we see the woman playing an active role as lover in the set up to the crux of
the tale. Considerable energy is spent describing her beauty and the inevitability of
submitting to her love of the slave. She conspires to get her way and succeeds in
attaining union with her beloved. However, the tale then takes a sudden shift in focus
after the passage quoted above. The male slave is recentered as the focus of the
anecdote, and becomes the archetypal Sufi lover who experiences union with God
unexpectedly and then cannot decipher or even describe his experience. The transition is
somewhat clumsily achieved. It is difficult for the reader to reconcile the highly
physical description of an earthly love scene with the purely divine experience the slave
is questioned about by his friends.
This paradox, which obscures the line between earthly and divine love, is
precisely the point of ‘Aṭṭār’s tale. Very often in ‘Aṭṭār, earthly love is not
consummated, but represents a (chaste) bridge to divine love. The anecdote appears
aware of its own paradoxical content, which it expresses through the words of the slave
describing his experience:
ﺣﺎﻟﺘﯽ ﻧﮫ آﺷﮑﺎرا ﻧﮫ ﻧﮭﺎن
ﻧﮫ ﻣﯿﺎن اﯾﻦ و آن ﻣﺪھﻮش ﺑﻮد
[…]ﻧﮫ از و ﯾﮏ ذره ﻣﯽﯾﺎﺑﻢ ﻧﺸﺎن
در ﻣﯿﺎن اﯾﻦ و آن ﺷﻮرﯾﺪهام

زﯾﻦ ﻋﺠﺐﺗﺮ ﺣﺎل ﻧﺒﻮد در ﺟﮭﺎن
ﻧﮫ ﺗﻮاﻧﻢ ﮔﻔﺖ و ﻧﮫ ﺧﺎﻣﻮش ﺑﻮد
ﻧﮫ زﻣﺎﻧﯽ ﻣﺤﻮ ﻣﯽﮔﺮدد ز ﺟﺎن
ﻣﻦ ﭼﻮ او را دﯾﺪه ﯾﺎ ﻧﺎدﯾﺪهاﯾﻢ

No stranger state than this has the world ever known,
A state neither plain nor hidden.
I can neither speak, nor remain silent.
I am dumbstruck between one and the other.
Nor for a moment is she effaced from my soul,
But neither do I find any sign of her. [...]
Ever since I saw her – or didn’t see her? –
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Not knowing has driven me into a frenzy.209
These repeated paradoxes, one after another, are an excellent example of apophatic
discourse and the triangulation of descriptions of divine experience. But, surprisingly,
given the setup of the story, the entire focus has shifted to the slave’s confusion of the
experience of union. To some extent, this makes sense given the context in which the
anecdote appears – it is the very first anecdote appearing in the section entitled ‘The
Valley of Bewilderment.’ However, the shift to the slave’s experience is jarring, since
the entire first half of the anecdote focuses on the princess’s helplessness in love and
descent into stratagem. It shows that a female character who appears to be at the centre
of the anecdote can easily be dropped in favour a more convenient allegory, in this case
the slave boy, who is identified with the archetypal ‘āshiq. While the tale begins with
the princess in the role of the earthly ‘āshiq, by its close she is firmly positioned as
ma‘shūq. Meanwhile, the role of the slave is also reversed from ma‘shūq to bewildered
‘āshiq. It is not clear whether this is because the ma‘shūq is more naturally cast as
feminine and the ‘āshiq as male, or whether ‘Aṭṭār tries to emphasise the flexibility of
these states for all people and genders. Given what we have observed elsewhere
regarding the disintegration of gendered terms, I would tend to favour the second
argument, but it is not clear from the anecdote alone.
In this way, the princess and the slave draw a useful contrast to Shaykh San‘ān
and the Christian girl. For the princess and slave, the transformative love experience
causes each to switch roles in the lover-beloved paradigm. For Shaykh San‘ān and the
Christian girl the identity shifts are more complete – they include ruptures of the
orthodoxy/non-orthodoxy, Muslim/Christian, and lover/beloved dichotomies. This final
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lover/beloved pairing most typically maps onto the male/female binary, but it is
transcended in this case. By taking the story of the Christian girl to completion, instead
of dropping her like the princess, ‘Aṭṭār more effectively represents the transformative
effect that transgressive love can have on the beloved as well as the lover. He thereby
suggests its power to shatter hierarchy and notions of identity for all parties involved.

3.5 Conclusion
This chapter has discussed the representation of female stock characters and
minor female characters in ‘Aṭṭār’s mathnavīs. It suggests that despite the misogynist
maxims presented in Chapter 2, ‘Aṭṭār’s representation of women covers a wide range
of roles, from embodiment of temptation to model mystic. Beginning with a brief
overview of the stock characters easily summarised in patterns, the chapter notes their
tendency to subvert expectations, especially with regards to the old wise woman figure.
From there it examines woman in the role of the Sufi lover and the use of apophasis and
paradox to destabilise gendered language. These destabilisations of language result in
the disintegration of identity markers and questions the hierarchy erected on top of those
distinctions. Finally, the chapter discusses some of the more intriguing and ambiguous
cases where the lover-beloved designation is not fixed. These cases are used to suggest
that through paradox, ‘Aṭṭār aims at revealing the mutability of all kinds of identity
markers, not just gender, in terms of their relevance to the mystic path.
For the literary critic or gender historian who seeks out positive representations
of common women in Sufism, the works of ‘Aṭṭār provide a wealth of material. Not
only are women accepted as sources of religious authority, their very status as gendered
Other is often used as a point of surprise to elevate woman’s status as a spiritual
authority and capable Sufi. The contrast between the veneration of these women and the
anti-women maxims in Chapter 2 can be primarily explained as a manifestation of the
tension between patriarchal context and Sufi egalitarianism. While in some places ‘Aṭṭār
manages to break out of the gender hierarchy by destabilising the terminology,
ultimately, (non-biological) manliness (mardī) remains firmly on top. From these
fascinating inconsistencies in the representation of minor female characters, whether
intentional or not, we move next to the question of female desire in ‘Aṭṭār’s work, as
viewed through the lens of that most iconic of seductresses, Zulaykhā.
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4 RECASTING FEMALE DESIRE
IN ‘AṬṬĀR’S MATHNAVĪS
ZULAYKHĀ AND THE TECHNIQUE OF DEFAMILIARISATION

4.1 Introduction
‘Inna kayda-kunna ʻaḍīm!’210 remarks ʻAzīz in Sūrat Yūsuf of the Qur’an.
‘Truly your women’s guile is great!’ This famous quote has formed the basis of many
interpretations of the image of Zulaykhā, the Qur’anic analogue to Potiphar’s wife, who
represents the temptress par excellence in much of Islamic tradition. As Fedwa MaltiDouglas has pointed out, ‘[H]er impact on Islamic mental structures is enormous...
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albeit negative. Her unfruitful adventures are there as a subtext in other narrative
seduction attempts.’211 Yet the same cannot be said regarding her ‘negative’ impact on
the later Islamicate literatures in which the Yūsuf cycle proliferated, particularly in the
mystical or Sufi interpretations of her character. Though Sufi literature in Arabic and
Persian is by no means monolithic in its representation of Zulaykhā, ‘Aṭṭār has followed
that strain which reverses the symbolism of her character. He transforms the
traditionally sexualised and demonised Zulaykhā into one of two figures, depending on
the anecdote: a faithful mystic lover, or a manifestation of the divine. These roles could
be filled by a generic woman or a female stock character, and indeed there are instances
of this within ʻAṭṭār’s works, so what is gained by reference to the Yūsuf story? The
advantage of employing this familiar story for unfamiliar purposes is that it creates a
shock for the audience to see Zulaykhā recast in such a role. This device was referred to
by the Russian Formalists, in particular Viktor Shklovsky, as ‘defamiliarisation.’212
ʻAṭṭār’s Zulaykhā is defamiliarised for the audience by virtue of the fact that in the
Qur’anic tradition, she represents the acme of feminine lust, weakness, and duplicity.
As a result, her transformation into the model lover who is patient, constant, and
persevering in the face of adversity, cannot but represent a surprising reversal of
expectation. These stories exemplify a larger trend in ʻAṭṭār’s writings, that is, the
insistence on the theme of appearance versus reality. The same logic that underpins
Zulaykhā’s transformation underlies many of ʻAṭṭār’s stories which deal with the
unexpected spiritual supremacy of otherwise low-ranking individuals in the social
hierarchy.
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In order to examine how ʻAṭṭār transforms the long-used image of Zulaykhā as
seductress, I will be making use of the concept of defamiliarisation as first proposed by
Viktor Shklovsky and elaborated by later theorists. Shklovsky posits that:
The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived and
not as they are known. The technique of art is to make objects ‘unfamiliar,’ to
make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception because
the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged.
Art is a way of experiencing the artfulness of an object; the object is not
important.213
By making familiar objects unfamiliar, art ‘defacilitates’ the viewer / listener / reader's
immediate understanding, and as such forces him to experience a response above and
beyond habitual perception. ‘Art removes objects from the automatism of perception’
writes Shklovsky.214 Although Shklovsky gives a few examples of defamiliarisation in
Russian literature, he focuses mainly on the use of unusual narrator perspectives. Later
theorists have expanded on the idea to include, ‘such matters as the creative
manipulation, radical upsetting, and distortion of familiar traditions or the
“foregrounding” of certain artifices formerly employed less manneristically.’215 These
theories will be useful for investigating ʻAṭṭār’s technique of transforming Zulaykhā's
role and the potential effect such a transformation may have had on his readers.
To understand ‘Aṭṭār’s symbolic use of Zulaykhā, one must consider the earlier
material which constructed the very image of Zulaykhā that ʻAṭṭār’s work recasts. Only
by exploring the sources on which ʻAṭṭār may have based his work can I elucidate the
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changes he has made and how they were calculated to shock and surprise. As such, the
chapter is structured into four parts. First, I give an overview of the scholarly
discussions of Zulaykhā’s role in scripture, tafsīr, and Persian mystical texts. I suggest
that many premodern commentators fall into one of two camps regarding Zulaykhā, as a
result so do many modern interpretations, though certainly not all. These two dominant
interpretations – Zulaykhā as sinful seductress and Zulaykhā as redeemed, faithful lover
– do not quite cover all of her representations in ‘Aṭṭār, and should be expanded.
Second, the essay considers Surah 12 of the Qur’an, Sūrat Yūsuf, which is the Islamic
scriptural standard telling of the story, and briefly analyses Zulykhā’s depiction therein.
Third, I investigate the early Sufi Qur’an commentators from the 11th to 13th centuries to
determine the range of mystical interpretations of the Surah that may have been
available to ʻAṭṭār, either through physical copies of books,216 or through circulating
oral teachings. Using materials from outside the Qur’an, such as the isrā’īliyyāt, the
Talmud and the Midrash, the commentators expand greatly on the Qur’anic narrative,
some of them picking up where Surah 12 leaves off to tell the story of Zulaykhā’s
suffering and eventual marriage to Yūsuf.217 I show that although there was no
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consensus among the Sufi Qur’anic commentators, there is evidence of some
commentators preferring a more sympathetic reading of Zulaykhā's conduct before
ʻAṭṭār’s time. This more sympathetic reading of the Qur’an could have given ʻAṭṭār a
scriptural and theological basis for his works’ representation of Zulaykhā. Fourth,
having established what major sources of Qur’anic inspiration may have been available
to ʻAṭṭār, I compare Zulaykhā in ʻAṭṭār’s texts with her representation in some key texts
of the Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’ genre and Jāmī’s Yūsuf va Zulaykhā in order to contrast them
and set ʻAṭṭār’s representation into relief.
In the course of these comparisons, I argue that by liberating Zulaykhā from
the continuity of narrative, ‘Aṭṭār is able to circumvent the two most plausible readings
of her character based on the Qur’anic material: lustful woman to be punished, or
reformed transgressor who is rewarded for her repentance and suffering with marriage
to Yūsuf. ‘Aṭṭār escapes this dichotomy by giving us different angles on the narrative,
never the whole. He provides us instead with two different interpretations: 1) devoted
lover who is not repentant of her love, willing to suffer and 2) the divine beloved. While
other writers who present a more positive Zulaykhā work to rehabilitate her image by
making her clear transgression in the seduction scene comprehensible and maybe even
excusable, ‘Aṭṭār avoids it or reconfigures it into a chaste scene implying divine union.
This is where ‘Aṭṭār has broken new ground and made the familiar Zulaykhā tropes
unfamiliar once more.
Zulaykhā represents more than just herself in ‘Aṭṭār’s writings. Her character
functions as a barometer for attitudes towards female sexual desire and the concept of
‘guile’ as a feminine quality more broadly. As a result, she proves to be an important
case study if we are to gain a more complete image of how femininity and sexuality,
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and its relationship to trickery and seduction, were handled in Medieval Sufism. The
tale is cited in many genres and thus has ‘come to saturate the construction of gender in
Islamic societies.’218 As the symbol par excellence for female desire and temptation, the
figure of Zulaykhā continues to resonate in contemporary debates about the position of
women in Islam up to this very day.219 Attempts have been made by modern writers to
reappropriate the symbol of Zulaykhā and transform her into an example of strong,
socially acceptable female sexuality.220 As such, the arguments made here to expand our
understanding of the possible spectrum of premodern functions of the Zulaykhā figure
may also have consequences for contemporary debates.

4.2 Literature Review: Secondary Sources on Sūrat Yūsuf and
Jāmī’s Yūsuf va Zulaykhā
‘A woman makes vain overtures to a man and then accuses him of attempting
to force her.’221 Thus Stith Thompson bluntly summarises the Potiphar’s Wife cycle in
folklore. Despite the fact that the gist of the tale can be encompassed in less than twenty
words, the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife from Genesis and Yūsuf and Zulaykhā
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from the Qur’an has produced vast amounts of scholarly analysis, the bulk of which
would be beyond the scope of this study.222 Only a fraction of that scholarly attention,
though, has been directed towards the woman’s role in the holy texts. This is justifiable
because the woman’s role in each case is quite limited. The story is mainly about
Yūsuf’s triumph, and thus, ‘[t]he ambiguity of the Qur’anic text vis-a-vis the woman’s
role and responsibility is linked to the narrative irrelevancy of the matter.’223 It is true
that we must be careful of over-emphasising Zulaykhā’s role in the Qur’anic account.
However, in later Islamicate literatures, Zulaykhā’s role gains in significance as
meaning as the Yūsuf cycle expands through Qur’anic exegesis, the stories of the
prophets, the romance, Sufi literature, adab literature and the makr-i zan or ‘wiles of
women’ morality literature, exemplified by texts such as One Thousand and One
Nights, Sandbād-nāmah, and Tūtī-nāmah.224 The ambiguity and leeway that the
Qur'anic narrative affords later authors leads to a blossoming of a range of
interpretations of Zulaykhā’s persona, ranging from contemptible seductress to exulted
feminine. Particularly in the case of the mystical narratives, the authors ‘fluctuat[e]
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Makāyid al-Niswān by Ibn al-Batunānī (d. 6th/15th century).
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between condemning Zulaykhā’s attempt to take Yūsuf's innocence and admiring her
total love for him.’225
Scholars who have focused on Zulaykhā’s role in the holy texts and iterations
appearing in later Islamicate literatures have generated several different interpretations
of the material, typically depending upon which sources they focus on and which they
see as authoritative. Some commentators, medieval and modern, interpret the Qur’anic
tale as primarily a meditation on the dangers of female sexual desire and the need for
controlling it.226 M A S Haleem and Mustansir Mir, for example, both see Zulaykhā as a
strong-willed, lust-driven character who is forceful enough to get her own way despite
her husband. Neither attempts to explain why Zulaykhā is given the chance to accept
blame and repent in the Qur’an, whilst Potiphar's wife is not. Others focus on this
opportunity Zulaykhā is given to repent, and use it as grounds to posit the Qur’anic
version as ‘less misogynistic’ than Genesis. Marilyn R. Waldman, for example, sees a
significant difference between the Qur’anic treatment of Zulaykhā and the Biblical,
connecting that to the narratives’ differing functions as a universalist parable on God's
guidance (Qur’an) and semi-historical narrative detailing Yūsuf’s rise to prominence
(Genesis). Even still, she reads Genesis as a misogynist narrative, and the Qur’an as a

225
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forgiveness story. We remain trapped inside the dichotomy of interpretation.227 Still
others claim that the story does not make a gendered point about guile, and that its main
purpose is to show God’s forgiveness of those who love and fall to temptation, whether
male or female.228
Abdelwahab Boudhiba, who sees the Qur’anic version’s misogyny as
‘palliated’ makes an argument to dampen the perceived misogynistic blow dealt by the
Qur’an. ‘This “your guile is great” is addressed beyond Zulaykhā, to the whole female
sex,’ writes Abdelwaheb Bouhdiba in his gender-psychological critique, Sexuality and
Islam. He continues:
Certain misogynists have seen this incident as proof of the eternal damnation of
women. One really must be deaf to the poetry of the language not to feel the
tender emotions at work in the Quranic account. Zuleikha certainly constitutes
the prototype of the female temptress, intriguing, false, lying. But how sly and
playful she is! Wickedness, artifice, trickery and false innocence, the kaid is all
these things at once!229
Of all the arguments which defend the Qur’anic account regarding its alleged chauvinist
denunciation of womankind, this is one of the strangest. Bouhdiba defends women from
the charge of collective duplicity, but gives us only a redoubled confirmation of the

227

Marilyn R Waldman, “New Approaches to ‘Biblical’ Materials in the Qur’ān,” The Muslim World 75,

no. 1 (1985): 1–13.
228

Oliver Leaman, “Appearance and Reality in the Qur’an: Bilqis and Zulaykha’,” Islam Arastirmalari

Dergisi 10 (2003), 36; Shalom Goldman, The Wiles of Women/The Wiles of Men: Joseph and Potiphar’s
Wife in Ancient Near Eastern, Jewish, and Islamic Folklore (New York: State University of New York
Press, 1995), xx.
229

Abdelwahab Boudhiba, “La Sexualité en Islam,” Paris, PUF, 1975, 33-41.

158

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 4: Recasting Female Desire in ‘Aṭṭār’s Mathnavīs

supposedly stereotypical representation. It is as though the effectiveness of her
seduction absolves her from it being wrong.
The Qur’anic narrative itself contains elements of both readings and the two
are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Many commentators have interpreted the role of
‘Azīz’s wife in the Qur’anic account in light of one strain of characterisation at the
expense of the other. Scholars like Goldman have noted as much. He writes that upon
closer study, ‘We may find that Joseph is not as saintly, and Potiphar’s wife not as
villainous, as first impressions would indicate.’230 Especially to encompass these
Persian mystical re-imaginings of Zulaykhā, the interpretive possibilities need to be
expanded.
Some scholars have begun to do just that. Regarding Jāmī’s version of Yūsuf va
Zulaykhā, David Pendlebury discusses Jāmī’s ‘ambiguous attitude towards his heroine’
and posits that Jāmī exploits the ambiguity surrounding the nature of her love (divine or
carnal?) to encompass all elements of the Qur’anic narrative without letting Zulaykhā
entirely off the hook.231 Najmabadi and Davis, on the other hand, suggest a new
psychological interpretation, positing that from a male reader’s point of view, the story
is not about female desire at all, but that Zulaykhā acts as a screen allowing the male
reader to entertain his own desire for Yūsuf.232 A final group of studies deals with the
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Zulaykhā in the role of the Sufi lover, as it is expressed in some of the Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’
and Sufi literature, that is, a Zulaykhā entirely repurposed.233
The most useful pieces of scholarship for the purposes of this study are those
that take a wider view of the Joseph cycle in Islamic literature and discuss the
developments of her representation over time. Particularly helpful are Barbara
Stowasser and Afsaneh Najmabadi and Gayane Merguerian.234 Stowasser’s study charts
various female figures in the Qur’an and the historical development of their
interpretations within Islam via the Qur’an itself, ḥadīth, and tafsīr, from premodern to
modern times. Najmabadi and Merguerian's article takes a more focused approach,
dealing only with Surah 12 and its later iterations. Their article traces the development
of the Zulaykhā cycle through Genesis, the Qur’an, tafsīr, qiṣaṣ al-anbiyā, Sufi
literature, and kayd al-nisā’ or makr-i zan stories. They accept Stowasser’s argument
that the post-Qur’anic solidification of the images of Zulaykhā into two camps – lustful
seductress and faithful lover – does not encompass the full range of possibilities
provided by the Qur’anic narrative. Finally, Annemarie Schimmel dedicates some pages
in her general study of women in Sufism, My Soul is a Woman, to discussing
Zulaykhā’s manifestations in a range of mystical Persian texts, particularly literature
from the Indian subcontinent.235 By focusing in on a smaller selection of Sufi tafsīrs,
Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’, and Persian mystical mathnavīs, we can explore the intertextual web
from which ‘Aṭṭār draws in more depth and uncover the unique spin he puts on the
material to defamiliarise the classic wiles-of-women tale for his readers.
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4.3 The Qur’anic Version of the Joseph Story
It is impossible to analyse ʻAṭṭār’s manipulation of the Zulaykhā cycle without
considering its most prominent Islamic telling as it appears in Sūrat Yūsuf. A brief
summary follows, then an analysis of the significant Qur’anic passages involving
Zulaykhā, and a summary of the early Sufi exegetical opinions. The Surah begins with
Yūsuf telling Yaʻqūb of his dream, in which the sun, moon and stars bow to him (Q
12:4). Yaʻqūb warns him not to tell his brothers, because he knows they will be jealous
(Q 12:5-6). Yūsuf’s brothers plot to throw him down the well. They tell Yaʻqūb he was
eaten by a wolf, showing him the falsely-bloodied shirt (Q 12:6-17). Yaʻqūb does not
believe their story (Q 12:18). A caravan finds him and sells him to ʻAzīz as his slave, at
the insistence of his unnamed wife (in later texts called Zulaykhā) (Q 12:19-21). ʻAzīz’s
wife tempts Yūsuf, but a sign from God (burhān) saves him from temptation and he
refuses, fleeing towards the door. She tears his shirt from behind, and ʻAzīz opens the
door at that moment. She falsely accuses Yūsuf of having designs on her person and
asks ʻAzīz to send him to prison (Q 12:23-25). A person from her own family (ahlihā)
points out that since the shirt is torn from behind, she must be guilty (Q 12:26-27).
ʻAzīz accepts this proof, and makes his famous statement regarding ‘the great guile of
women’ (Q 12:28). The women of the city gossip about ʻAzīz’s wife and her shameless
behaviour (Q 12:30). She plans a gathering where she can show them all Yūsuf’s
beauty, and they distractedly cut their hands with their fruit knives because of it (Q
12:31-32). Yūsuf asks God to imprison him to protect him from feminine wiles (Q
12:33). Yūsuf proves his talent in dream interpretation by interpreting two of his fellow
prisoners’ dreams correctly (Q 12:36-41). The king hears of this and calls on Yūsuf to
interpret a difficult dream (Q 12:43-45). Yūsuf does so, and after being exonerated by
the townswomen’s testimony, becomes guardian of the kingdom’s storehouses. ʻAzīz’s
wife admits to her husband that she is at fault, and (in most readings) Yūsuf also takes
some of the blame (Q 12:46-57). Here ends the role of ʻAzīz’s wife in the story. Once
Yūsuf is in a position of power, his brothers come before him asking for money, but do
not recognise him. He plants a royal goblet in one of his brothers’ bags (Q 12:58-87).
When they return to the court, Yūsuf reveals he is their long-lost brother, forgives them,
and sends his shirt to his father, which cures Yaʻqūb’s blindness (Q 12:88-99). Yaʻqūb
returns and Yūsuf praises God (Q 12:100-1). The Surah ends with an exhortation to
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Muhammad to spread his message, though not all will listen (Q 12:102-110). The final
verse tells that there is ‘a lesson for those of understanding’ in this text (Q 12:111).

4.4 Sufi Qur’anic Commentaries
While ‘Aṭṭār and Jāmī were no doubt aware of the Qur’anic version of the
Yūsuf and Zulaykhā story, there were many other versions and interpretations
circulating prior to and during their lifetimes. By the 11th century, a distinct form of
Sufi Qur’anic commentary had crystallised and was being written down, mainly from
oral sources.236 While it cannot be ascertained whether ‘Aṭṭār had access to specific
texts of Sufi commentaries, these texts in themselves provide valuable insight into how
Sufi masters had been interpreting and teaching the Qur’an up to ‘Aṭṭār’s time. Whether
‘Aṭṭār saw these specific texts is probably impossible to determine, except perhaps by
in-depth philological comparison.237 In either case, he was probably aware of Sufi oral
interpretations and debates surrounding Zulaykhā which had been circulating for several
centuries by his time.
The scholarly study of these Sufi commentaries has been most definitely on the
rise in the past decade. While Gerhard Böwering worked on the oeuvre of Sulamī
largely unfollowed from the 1970s onward, recent scholarship has expanded in this
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area, with two major translations appearing of al-Tustarī and al-Maybūdī, an overview
of the sources involved by Kristin Sands, and the inaugural issue of the recently formed
Journal of Sufi Studies, which contains three articles on the Qur’an commentary of
Qushayrī alone.238 Some of the contemporary debate has centered on whether we can
even call Sufi Qur’anic commentary a genre in and of itself. Böwering argues as much,
while Jamal Elias has more recently challenged this notion.239 Yet it is ultimately not
that significant to this study whether it is a proper, stand-alone genre or not, especially
since the chapter takes an intertextual approach to the material. We are interested in Sufi
interpretations of the Yūsuf and Zulaykhā episode in the Qur’an from the earliest times
(8th century) to ‘Aṭṭār’s time (early 13th century) and how they may shed light on
‘Aṭṭār’s re-imaginings of the ancient tale. The key texts as identified by Sands,
Böwering, and Alan Godlas are al-Tafsīr al-Qur’ān al-‘aẓīm by Sahl al-Tustarī (d. 896),

238
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al-Ḥaqā’iq al-Tafsīr by Sulamī (d. 1021) and the later addition to it, Ziyādāt alḤaqā’iq, Laṭā’if al-ishārāt by Qushayrī (d. 1074), Kashf al-Asrār by Rashīd al-Dīn
Maybūdī (d. 1135), and ‘Arā’is al-Bayān by Rūzbihān al-Baqlī (d. 1209).240
In addition to the Sufi Qur’an commentary sources, the chapter also engages in
a discussion of some of the specific episodes represented in the Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’
(Stories of the Prophets) as they relate to the material in ‘Aṭṭār and Jāmī. I give here an
overview of the various texts of this genre and the selection of which I have consulted.
This genre emerged relatively early on, dating back to the eighth century, and became
extremely popular in later periods in both Arabic and Persian, especially in the 16th and
17th centuries.241 A sketch of the source material as it survives to us, however, may be
laid out for the versions which predate ‘Aṭṭār, which are fewer in number. Among the
earliest and most significant Arabic versions are Wahb b. Munabbih’s Kitāb alMubtada’ wa Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’242 (d. ca. 110 AH/728 CE), Isḥāq b. Bishr’s Kitāb alMubtada’ al-Dunyā wa-Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’ (d. 206 AH/821 CE), ‘Umāra b. Wathīma’s
Kitāb Bad’ al-Khalq wa-Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’ (d. 279 AH/902 CE), al-Tha‘labī’s ‘Arā’is alMajālis fī Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’, a portion of al-Ṭabarī’s Tārīkh al-Rusul wal-Mulūk (d. 310
AH/923 CE), Abū ‘Abdallāh al-Kinānī al-Ṭarafī’s Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’ (d. 1062 CE), and
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Muḥammad b. ‘Abdallāh al-Kisā’ī’s Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’ (dated to approx. 1200 CE243).244
The most significant Persian version of the Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’ that predates ‘Aṭṭār is by
Ibn Khalaf Nīshāpūrī, believed to have been composed in the 2nd half of the 11th
century. Thackston details other Persian versions including those of al-Arfajnī, alBukhārī, as well as several Persian translations of Arabic Qiṣaṣ that appear before or
around the time of ‘Aṭṭār, which I have not included due to a lack of published
editions.245
Within the Sufi commentaries, there are three critical passages regarding
Zulaykhā’s role in the scripture which have generated most of the discussion – Q 12:24,
12:28, and 12:51-53. One of the much-debated verses, Q 12:24, reads as follows:
ْ َوﻟَﻘَﺪ ھَ ﱠﻤ
ﻚ ﻟِﻨَﺼْ ِﺮفَ َﻋ ْﻨﮫُ اﻟﺴﱡﻮ َء َواﻟﻔَﺤْ ﺸﺎ َء إِﻧﱠﮫُ ِﻣ ْﻦ ِﻋﺒﺎ ِدﻧﺎ
َ ِﺖ ﺑِ ِﮫ َوھَ ﱠﻢ ﺑِﮭﺎ ﻟَﻮﻻ أَ ْن رأى ﺑُﺮھﺎنَ َرﺑﱢ ِﮫ َﻛ َﺬﻟ
َاﻟ ُﻤ ْﺨﻠَﺼﯿﻦ
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For she desired him; and he would have desired her, had he not seen the proof
of his Lord. So was it, that We might turn evil and abomination away from
him; he was one of Our devoted servants.246
Controversy has long surrounded this particular line. Two specific issues come up
repeatedly in the commentaries: 1) what exactly is meant by hamma in each case? And
2) what is the burhān shown to Yūsuf by God? Most relevant to us here is the question
of hamma, because it is a reflection of a larger set of questions that troubled many
exegetes: To what extent was Yūsuf tempted? How much is he to blame, and how much
is she? Is it right for a prophet to be tempted?
The commentaries show considerable variation on this question. The oldest
Sufi commentary we have is al-Tustarī. Tustarī interprets the meaning of hamma in the
passage as follows, ‘With his natural self (nafs ṭabi‘iyya), he desired and inclined
towards her, but with his divinely supported and protected self (nafs al-tawfīq wa'l‘iṣma), he desired to escape from and oppose her.’247 Thus he distinguishes between the
parts of Yūsuf’s soul that have opposing reactions to the temptation. Tustarī does not
deny, as some other commentators have done, that Yūsuf was indeed tempted by
Zulaykhā and desired her as well, and continues to emphasise the fact that only with
divine support was Yūsuf able to escape temptation.
Sulamī’s method of compilation relates many different schools of thought on
the same issue. He quotes a number of reporters who claim that while ‘Azīz’s wife
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desired to seduce him, Yūsuf desired in his heart to oppose her.248 Thus, according to
this reading, hamma has a different meaning depending on who the agent is, Yūsuf or
‘Azīz’s wife. Those commentators Sulamī quotes here use the exact same word to
condemn one agent whilst simultaneously absolving the other. This twisting of the text
is accepted and promoted by these interpreters without further evidence. Najmabadi and
Merguerian see this strategy alive and well in modern interpretations that they disagree
with: ‘Still another interpretation is that he did not desire her and that the proof of this is
in the phrase beginning with the word “except” (p. 38). That is, the sentence might read,
“He would have desired her except that he saw the proof of his Lord.”’249 A second
group of commentators claims, ‘she desired to sin while he desired to return to her even
in the midst of fleeing. That is why they “raced to the door” (istabaqā al-bāb).’250
According to these interpreters, both Yūsuf and ‘Azīz’s wife are culpable for having the
desire but are not equal in terms of their response to it. A third group quoted by Sulamī
claims that God made Yūsuf innocent pure of the act but not of the intention. For these
commentators, Yūsuf is guilty of having the desire as well as ‘Azīz’s wife. A final
group of commentators, particularly in the Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’, takes the scene of Yūsuf’s
temptation quite a bit further, placing him in increasingly compromising positions with
Zulaykhā.251 Some say the devil forced them together with his arms, that Yūsuf undid
his waistband, or that Yūsuf lay with her as a man lies with his wife.252
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Qushayrī provides us with a slightly different understanding of who is at fault
and for what. He writes of Q 12:24:
ْ ﺖ ﻋﻠﻰ ﻣﺎ ھَ ﱠﻤ
ْ  وإﻧﻤﺎ اﻟ ّﺰﻟﱠﺔُ ﻣﻦ اﻟﻤﺮأة ﻛﺎﻧﺖ ﻣﻦ ﺣﯿﺚ َﻋ َﺰ َﻣ،ًﻓﻠﻢ ﯾﻜﻦ اﻟﮭ ﱡﻢ ﻣﻨﮫ وﻻ ﻣﻨﮭﺎ زَﻟﱠﺔ
ُ ﻓﺄ ّﻣﺎ ﻧﻔﺲ،ﺖ
.اﻟﮭ ّﻢ ﻓﻠﯿﺲ ﻣﻤﺎ ﯾَ ْﻜ ِﺴﺒُﮫ اﻟﻌﺒﺪ
His desire was no fault, nor was hers. The fault on the woman’s part was that
she acted upon that desire. As for desire itself, it is not something the slave [of
God] possesses.253
Qushayrī makes it very clear that the only difference between the would-be seductress
and the object of her desire is the fact that Yūsuf is guided by God away from
wrongdoing. In a sense this is a very sympathetic reading of conduct of ‘Azīz’s wife.
Both Yūsuf and Zulaykhā would be thus equally culpable, were it not for Yūsuf's divine
guidance. This reading is most in line with the overall emphasis of the Surah on the
importance of tawwakul or reliance upon and trust in God alone. Ruzbihān Baqli goes
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quite a bit further than this, when he presents Yūsuf and Zulaykhā’s love as an
inevitable consequence of the meeting between ‘passion’ and allegorical ‘beauty’:
ھﻤﺔ زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺳﺒﻘﺖ ﻋﻠﻰ ھﻤﺔ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ وﺣﺴﻦ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺳﺒﻖ ﺑﺠﺬب ﻗﻠﺐ زﻟﯿﺨﺎ وھﻤﺘﮭﺎ اﻟﻰ ﻣﻌﺪﻧﮫ ﻻن ﻋﺸﻖ
زﻟﯿﺨﺎ وﺣﺴﻦ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺻﻔﺘﺎن ﺻﺎدرﺗﺎن ﻣﻦ اﻟﻤﻌﺪﻧﯿﻦ اﻻزﻟﯿﯿﻦ وھﻤﺎ ﺻﻔﺔ ﺟﻤﺎل اﻟﻘﺪم وﻣﺤﺒﺔ اﻻزل ﻓﻠﻤﺎ
ھﺎﺟﺖ ھﻤﺔ زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺑﻌﺪ اﻧﺠﺬاب ﻗﻠﺒﮭﺎ اﻟﻰ ﻣﻌﺪن ﻋﺸﻖ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ وﺣﺴﻦ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ھﺎﺟﺖ اﯾﻀﺎ ھﻤﺔ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ اﻟﻰ
اھﻠﯿﺔ ﻋﺸﻘﮭﺎ وﺣﺴﻨﮭﺎ وھﻤﺘﮭﺎ ﻓﺼﺎرت اﻟﮭﻤﺘﺎن ﺑﻌﻀﮭﺎ ﻣﻦ ﺑﻌﺾ ﻓﮭﺎج ھﻤﺔ اﻟﺠﻮھﺮ اﻟﻰ اﻟﺠﻮھﺮ واﻟﻔﻄﺮة
اﻟﻰ اﻟﻔﻄﺮة واﻟﻄﺒﯿﻌﺔ اﻟﻰ اﻟﻄﺒﯿﻌﺔ واﻻﻧﺴﺎﻧﯿﺔ اﻟﻰ اﻻﻧﺴﺎﻧﯿﺔ واﻟﺮوﺣﺎﻧﻰ اﻟﻰ اﻟﺮوﺣﺎﻧﻰ واﻻﻟﮭﻰ اﻟﻰ اﻻﻟﮭﻰ
ﻓﺼﺎرت ﺟﻤﯿﻌﮭﺎ ﺑﻮﺻﻒ اﻟﮭﻤﺘﯿﻦ ﻣﺘﺤﯿﺮة ﺣﺘﻰ ﺻﺎر ﺷﺨﺼﮭﻤﺎ وﺳﻮادھﻤﺎ وﺧﯿﺎﻟﮭﻤﺎ وﻋﻘﻠﮭﻤﺎ وﻗﻠﺒﮭﻤﺎ
.وروﺣﮭﻤﺎ وﺳﺮھﻤﺎ واﺣﺪا ﻓﻰ واﺣﺪ
Zulaykhā’s desire surpassed Yūsuf’s desire, and Yūsuf’s beauty overpowered
Zulaykhā’s heart with attraction and her desire was for the core of his very
being, for Zulaykhā’s passion and Yūsuf’s beauty were the two excellent
qualities radiating from their primordial souls and they are the exemplars of the
beauty of eternity and the love of pre-eternity. And when Zulaykhā’s desire ran
wild (hājat), after her heart had been swept away by the love of Yūsuf’s soul
and his beauty, Yūsuf’s desire also inclined towards the worthiness of her
passion, her beauty, and her desire. And so the two desires became one, and the
desire of one essence for another, of one nature for another, of one
temperament for another, of one humanity for another, of one spirituality for
another, of one divinity for another, was inflamed. And all of these became
bewildered, by virtue of their desire, until their person, their yearning, their
imagination, their intellect, their heart, their spirit, and their innermost soul
were united as one.254
Perhaps even more so than other commentators, Baqlī legitimises Zulaykhā’s love in
several ways. First, he emphasises that her love was for Yūsuf’s ma‘dan or ‘pure inner
soul,’ and not simply a superficial lust (though he acknowledges the role that beauty
played). Second, he quickly identifies Zulaykhā with her allegorical representation,
‘ishq (passion), framed as a positive virtue and indeed a ṣifa or ‘excellent quality.’ And
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finally, he uses the key term ahliya ‘worthiness’ to describe her love, a quality which
has been sparingly applied to Zulaykhā outside of a Sufi context in which she is
understood as the allegorical seeker.
Surprisingly, none of Tustarī, Sulamī, or Qushayrī’s commentaries touch on
the much-discussed verse 12:28, ‘Truly your women’s guile is great.’255 Considering the
emphasis that other early Qur’an commentators, such as al-Ṭabarī and al-Bayḍawī, laid
on this verse256, the omission seems glaring. It provides evidence that early Sufi
commentators were already turning a blind eye to some of the Qur’anic statements that
more obviously condemn Zulaykhā, and in this case, womankind. Baqlī again goes
further than the others and completely reverses the meaning of this seemingly
derogatory statement aimed at women. He claims that woman’s kayd/guile is achieved
primarily through her beauty, charm, and grace, all God-given qualities:

ﺣﺴﻨﮭﻦ وﺟﻤﺎﻟﮭﻦ وظﺮاﻓﺘﮭﻦ ﻣﻦ ﺣﺴﻦ ﻓﻌﻞ ﷲ ﻓﻰ وﺟﻮھﮭﻦ وذﻟﻚ اﻟﻔﻌﻞ ﻣﺮآة ﺗﺠﻠﻰ ﺣﺴﻦ اﻻزل
[Women’s] goodness, their beauty and grace are from the grace of God’s work
upon their faces, and that work is a mirror of the manifestation of pre-eternal
beauty.257
Baqlī also adds that their guile is ‘aẓīm because of its divine provenance. Therefore, he
defends not only Zulaykhā in particular but womankind in general from the accusation
that they unfairly employ their feminine wiles.
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Verses 12:51-53 may have also been a source of inspiration for Sufi writers of
literary versions of the tale like ‘Aṭṭār and Jāmī. These verses contain Zulaykhā’s
confession of guilt and are the basis upon which many commentators rely to show that
the point of the Qur’anic tale was to forgive Zulaykhā for giving in to temptation. The
verses in question state:
ﻚ ﻓَ ْﺴﺌ َْﻠﮫُ ﻣﺎ ﺑﺎ ُل اﻟﻨِﺴﻮ ِة اﻟﺘﻰ ﻗَﻄﱠ ْﻌﻦَ ﱠ
ُ وﻗﺎ َل اﻟﻤﻠ
إن رﺑّﻰ
َ ّﻚ اﺋﺘﻮﻧﻰ ﺑﮫ ﻓﻠ ّﻤﺎ ﺟﺎءهُ اﻟﺮﺳﻮ ُل ﻗﺎ َل أرْ ِﺟ ْﻊ إﻟﻰ رﺑ
ْ
ْ
ْ
ِ ﻣﺎ َﻋﻠِ ْﻤﻨﺎ ﻋﻠﯿ ِﮫ ِﻣﻦ ﺳُﻮ ٍء ﻗﺎﻟﺖé ﺣﺎش
َ( ﻗﺎ َل ﻣﺎ ﺧَﻄﺒُ ُﻜ ﱠﻦ إذ َرا َودﺗُ ﱠﻦ ﯾﻮﺳُﻒَ ﻋﻦ ﻧَﻔ ِﺴ ِﮫ ﻗُﻠﻦ٥٠) ﺑ َﻜﯿ ِﺪ ِھ ﱠﻦ ﻋَﻠﯿ ٌﻢ
َ
ُاﻣﺮأة
ﺺ اﻟﺤ ﱡ
ُ( ذﻟﻚ ﻟِﯿَ ْﻌﻠَ َﻢ أَﻧﱢﻰ ﻟﻢ أَ ُﺧ ْﻨﮫ٥١) ﻖ أﻧﺎ را َو ْدﺗُﮫ ﻋﻦ ﻧَ ْﻔ ِﺴﮫ وإﻧﮫ ﻟَ ِﻤﻦَ اﻟﺼﺎدﻗﯿﻦ
َ اﻟﻌﺰﯾﺰ اﻵنَ َﺣﺼْ َﺤ
ِ
ُ
َ
َ
ْ
ْ
ّ ﺲ ﻷ ّﻣﺎرة ﺑﺎﻟﺴﻮ ِء إﻻ ﻣﺎ َر ِﺣ َﻢ َرﺑﱢﻰ
إن
ُ ( وﻣﺎ أﺑﺮﱢ٥٢) ى َﻛﯿْﺪ اﻟﺨﺎﺋﻨﯿﻦ
َ ئ ﻧَﻔ ِﺴﻰ إِ ﱠن اﻟﻨﱠﻔ
َ ﺐ وأ ّن ﷲَ ﻻ ﯾَﮭ ِﺪ
ِ ﺑﺎﻟﻐﯿ
ٌ َﻜﯿﻦ أ
ٌ ﻚ اﻟﯿﻮ َم ﻟَ َﺪﯾْﻨﺎ َﻣ
ُ ِ( وﻗﺎ َل اﻟ َﻤﻠ٥٣) َرﺑﱢﻰ ﻏﻔﻮ ٌر رﺣﯿ ٌﻢ
ﻣﯿﻦ
َ ﻚ اﺋﺘﻮﻧﻰ ﺑﮫ أَ ْﺳﺘ َْﺨﻠِﺼْ ﻦُ ﻟﻨَﻔﺴﻰ ﻓَﻠَ ﱠﻤﺎ َﻛﻠﱠ َﻤﮫُ ﻗﺎ َل إِﻧﱠ
(٥٤)
The king said, ‘Bring him to me!’ And when the messenger came to him, he
said, ‘Return unto thy lord, and ask of him, “What of the women who cut their
hands?” Surely my Lord has knowledge of their guile.’ (50) ‘What was your
business, women,’ he said, ‘when you solicited Joseph?’ ‘God save us!’ they
said. ‘We know no evil against him.’ The Governor’s wife said, ‘Now the truth
is at last discovered; I solicited him; he is a truthful man. (51) ‘That, so that he
may know I betrayed him not secretly, and that God guides not the guile of the
treacherous. (52) Yet I claim not that my soul was innocent -- surely the soul of
man incites to evil -- except inasmuch as my Lord had mercy; truly my Lord is
All-forgiving, All-compassionate.’ (53) The king said, ‘Bring him to me! I
would attach him to my person.’ Then, when he had spoken with him, he said,
‘Today thou art established firmly in our favour and in our trust.’ (54)258
Both premodern and modern commentators and translators disagree on who
exactly is speaking verses 12:52 and 12:53. No one disputes that 12:51 was spoken by
the wife of ‘Azīz, since it is clearly marked as such. However, commentators like
Tustarī, Qushayrī, Ṭarafī and Baqlī, and modern translators like Pickthall interpret
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12:52-53 as Yūsuf’s words259, while a number of modern translations including Saheeh
International, Yusuf Ali, and Arberry, and the premodern commentator Sulamī, accept
them as Zulaykhā’s words.260 The difficulty has arisen from the phrase, ‘so he [or He]
will know that I did not betray him [or Him],’ which allows several possible readings.
The subject of the verb ‘ya‘lam’ could be either God or ‘Azīz. For many readers, it is
probably difficult to accept that Zulaykhā could claim to have not betrayed her husband.
However, she was prevented from committing any actual infidelity. If we credit these
words to her, this passage reveals that she ascribes this fortuitous result to God, who
guided Yūsuf towards righteousness and away from trickery (kayd).
Although the majority of premodern and modern commentators ascribe the
dialogue of vv. 52-53 to Yūsuf, there are several arguments in favour of attributing it to
Zulaykhā. This Surah is otherwise very careful about marking shifts in speaker with
some form of qāla and it is surprising that the narrative would not indicate clearly such
an important transition of speaker. Furthermore, the context implies that Yūsuf is not
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present for the scene in which the women exonerate him. Preceding Zulaykhā’s
confession is a scene in which ‘Azīz sends a messenger to Yūsuf, in which he refuses to
come before ‘Azīz until his name is cleared. He tells ‘Azīz to ask the women who cut
their hands about his conduct. (12:50) Then, directly following the ambiguous speech in
question (12:52-53), ‘Azīz says, ‘Bring him to me; I would attach him to my person.’
(12:54) If Yūsuf were present, he would not need to be summoned. The commentaries
which claim this speech belongs to Yūsuf gloss over the problem of Yūsuf apparently
not being present for the conversation between the women and the king. Attributing the
full confession of 12:51-53 to Zulaykhā, being a minority interpretation but a possible
one, therefore reflects an even more sympathetic view towards Zulaykhā on the part of
commentators like Sulamī, as it goes against the grain of majority interpretation.
Even if commentators did not necessarily accept 12:52-53 as part of
Zulaykhā’s confession, the majority of Sufi interpreters of 12:51 are still favourable
towards her and use the verse to show the growth and perfection of her love for Yūsuf.
These commentaries may represent the basis for ‘Aṭṭār’s and Jāmī’s interpretations of
Zulaykhā as an ideal mystic lover, or at least confirm the circulation of these ideas in a
Sufi context prior to ‘Aṭṭār. Sulamī argues that it would not be fair to absolve Zulaykhā
without her having made an effort (tajhad) in the path of love, but since she has, she
should be forgiven.261 Qushayrī makes a similar judgment when he writes, ‘When
‘Azīz's wife was imperfect (ghayr tāmm) in her love (maḥabba) for Yūsuf, she shifted
her sin onto him [.…] But when her love for him reached perfection (tanāhat fī
maḥabbatihi), she took the blame for the sin upon herself.’262 Both Sulamī and
Qushayrī’s interpretations are echoed in Jāmī’s delineation of Zulaykhā’s journey from
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earthly to divine love. We have shown here that not all Sufi interpretations of Zulaykhā
in the commentaries are necessarily positive. However, by finding hermeneutical space
to sympathise with Zulaykhā and admire her fervent passion, some of these exegetes
laid the interpretive groundwork for later writers of Islamic mystical literature to reenvision Zulaykhā as a dedicated lover.

4.5 ʻAṭṭār and Jāmī’s Representations of Zulaykhā
Having taken into account the Qur’anic and exegetical sources for the Yūsuf
cycle that were available to ʻAṭṭār, the paper will now demonstrate the way ʻAṭṭār has
manipulated Zulaykhā’s Qur’anic representation by using the technique of
defamiliarisation. ʻAṭṭār’s mathnavīs and Jāmī’s Yūsuf va Zulaykhā are compared in
order to illustrate the unusual function of ʻAṭṭār’s Zulaykhā. Before moving on to the
demonstration, however, a few notes are needed to justify the validity of the approach in
two regards: first, the appropriateness of using Jāmī as a point of comparison, and
second, the efficacy of drawing on anecdotes from throughout ʻAṭṭār’s oeuvre without
extensive reference to context.
There are several dangers in using Jāmī as a comparative tool, namely the
differences in time period and genre. Jāmī lived and worked in a very different context,
well after ʻAṭṭār. He shared his court with many renowned artists and statesmen,
including Bihzād and ʻAlī Shīr Navā’ī.263 Another weakness of the comparison remains
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the difference of genre. Despite these potential pitfalls, however, Jāmī’s work is the
pinnacle of the Zulaykhā rewritings in Persian mysticism, and his romance is close
enough to the mystical worldview and didactic purpose of ʻAṭṭār’s works so as to be
useful in delineating subtle differences in the authors’ respective attitudes toward
female sexuality and guile. By placing these texts in dialogue with each other, and with
the commentaries and versions of the Qiṣaṣ, we can more accurately triangulate where
these authors reproduce tradition and where they put their own twist on the classic
material.
As for the structure of the comparison, I have separated it into two main parts:
the discussion of Zulaykhā as lover, and Zulaykhā as divine beloved. In the first section,
I argue that while both authors are similar in their treatment of Zulaykhā as a dedicated
lover, Jāmī’s version focuses on the difficulties of Zulaykhā’s transition from earthly to
mystical love, whereas ʻAṭṭār only portrays her as a mystical lover. The second section
shows that ʻAṭṭār omits or repurposes the scenes that are most compromising to
Zulaykhā’s character, particularly the scenes of seduction and false accusation. Of the
six ʻAṭṭār anecdotes in which Zulaykhā plays a prominent role, only one is remotely
connected with an actual verse or scene from the Qur’anic narrative – the seduction
scene, which is altered almost beyond recognition. Jāmī’s version, by contrast, parallels
Surah 12 much more closely. As a result, Jāmī includes all the compromising episodes
involving Zulaykhā in Qur’an. In fact, what all the non-‘Aṭṭār versions have in common
is their need for narrative continuity. The structure of ‘Aṭṭār’s mathnavīs, then, is what
frees him in his representation. Contradictory interpretations of Zulaykhā’s character sit
side by side without issue. ‘Aṭṭār’s Zulaykhā can be sympathetic without being a
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forgiveness/redemption narrative, and she can be cruel with her cruelty simply recast as
the cruelty of the beloved. Perhaps ‘Aṭṭār’s most important innovation, then, is the
choice of genre, combined with the allusion to the entire context of the Zulaykhā story
without really telling it. By using the technique of defamiliarisation, ʻAṭṭār capitalises
on this reversal of expectation to drive home his point that spiritual superiority may
emanate from the most unexpected elements of society.

4.5.1 Zulaykhā as Sufi Lover
Both ʻAṭṭār and Jāmī consistently portray Zulaykhā’s extreme lovesickness and
use this as a means to establish her role as an allegory for the Sufi lover.264 However,
the representations differ insofar as Jāmī’s Zulaykhā evolves from earthly lover to lover
of the divine, while there is little indication of an earthly aspect to Zulaykhā’s love in
ʻAṭṭār. Jāmī’s narrative aims to portray the stages of development of the Sufi lover’s
soul, including his faults. As such, Jāmī cannot ignore the more compromising
elements of Zulaykhā’s character as presented in the Quran and Old Testament, which
‘Aṭṭār is free to do by selecting only choice components of her character. Jāmī’s early

264

In case it is unclear to readers what I am referring to by the “ideal Sufi lover,” I refer simply to the

body of conventional attributes associated with the lover in a Sufi context. Seyed-Gohrab does an
excellent job of explaining these conventional qualities in his chapter-length discussion. In his words, the
mystic lover, ‘follows closely the ascetic principles of celibacy, mortification, silence, seclusion, sleepdeprivation and abstinence from food.’ Furthermore, ‘Like an ascetic, the lover cannot eat and sleep
because of the belovedʻs separation. Nothing matters to the lover save the union with the beloved. His
mind is preoccupied with the beloved in such a way that everything, including people, becomes secondary
if not redundant to him.’ A A Seyed-Gohrab and Niẓāmī Ganjavī, A Narration of Love: An Analysis of the
Twelfth Century Persian Poet Nizāmī’s Laylī and Majnūn, Proefschri (Delft: De Systeem Drukkers,
2001), 116-17.
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examples of Zulaykhā’s love refer mainly to her obsession with his image and physical
form. In the middle stage, Zulaykhā’s obsessive love results in some underhanded
machinations to achieve her ends, such as her attempts at seduction, and her attempt at
proving her innocence, which causes all the women in Yūsuf’s presence to cut their
hands. By the conclusion of the mathnavī, she is in love with the divine, in a mystical
way, beyond simple earthly love of Yūsuf, with whom she spends forty years in chaste
marriage. The only way Jāmī could reconcile all these varying representations of
Zulaykhā was to merge them into a linear narrative of transformation. This distinction
between ‘Aṭṭār’s enlightened Zulaykhā and Jāmī’s tale of transformation reveals how
ʻAṭṭār’s Zulaykhā, having attained mystical love from the outset, might represent a
shocking reversal of expectations for readers familiar with Qur’anic Zulaykhā.
Perhaps even more revealing than what ‘Aṭṭār has chosen to focus on is what
he has left out. ‘Aṭṭār does not dramatise some of the more infamous Zulaykhā scenes
including the purchase of Yūsuf265, the ladies cutting their hands at the sight of him, or
the scene of her confession to ‘Azīz. This may seem odd if ʻAṭṭār’s purpose was to
rehabilitate Zulaykhā’s character. Significantly, ʻAṭṭār tends to focus on traditions
outside of the original Qur’anic version, some of which appear to be influenced by the
commentary literature, or he completely re-imagines the Qur’anic scenes that portray
Zulaykhā poorly.
In the Ilāhī-nāmah, ʻAṭṭār relates two stories which delineate Zulaykhā’s role
as lover. In one anecdote, Yūsuf is accused of stealing poor Zulaykhā’s heart and her
grief is enumerated at length.

265

This scene is referenced in ‘Aṭṭār but Zulaykhā is not present. Instead it is the wise old woman figure

who attempts to buy Yūsuf for the paltry contents of her pocket, some pieces of string that constitute
everything she owns. MṬ 145-46, ln. 2606-2620.
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ھﻤﮫ دان ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ھﻤﺪان ﯾﮑﯽ روز
ﮐﮫ ای ﮐﺮده زﻟﯿﺨﺎ را دل اﻓﮕﺎر
ز ﺑﯽﺗﯿﻤﺎرﯾﺖ ﺑﯿﻤﺎر ﻣﺎﻧﺪه
اﮔﺮ ﺑﺎزش دھﯽ دل ﻣﯽﺗﻮاﻧﯽ
ﻧﺒﺮدم ﻣﻦ دل آن ﭘﯿﺮ ﻋﺎﺟﺰ
ﻧﮫ ھﻢ ﺟﺴﺘﻢ ﺑﻘﺼﺪ دﻟﺒﺮی راه
ﻧﮫ در ﻣﻦ ھﺮﮔﺰ اﯾﻦ ﭘﻨﺪار ﺑﻮدﺳﺖ
ﮐﮫ دل ُﮔﻢ ﮐﺮدهام اﯾﻦ ﺧﻮد ﻣﺤﺎﻟﺴﺖ
ﭼﮕﻮﻧﮫ در دل دﯾﮕﺮ ﺑﺮد راه

ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﮔﻔﺘﺴﺖ آن ﺷﻤﻊ دﻟﻔﺮوز
ﮐﮫ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ را ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ اﺣﺮار
زﻧﯽ ﺷﺪ ﻋﺎﺟﺰ و ﺑﯽﯾﺎر ﻣﺎﻧﺪه
ﺑﺒﺮدی دل ازو در زﻧﺪﮔﺎﻧﯽ
ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﮔﻔﺖ آﻧﮕﮭﯽ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﮐﮫ ھﺮﮔﺰ
ﻧﮫ از دل ﺑﺮدن او ھﺴﺘﻢ آﮔﺎه
ﻣﺮا ﻧﮫ ﺑﺎ دل او ﮐﺎر ﺑﻮدﺳﺖ
ﻣﺮا ﮔﻮﺋﯽ ﮐﮫ اﮐﻨﻮن ﺑﯿﺴﺖ ﺳﺎﻟﺴﺖ
ﮐﺴﯽ ﮐﻮ از دل ﺧﻮد ﻧﯿﺴﺖ آﮔﺎه

Thus said that heart-illuminating candle,
The all-knowing (hama-dān) Yūsuf of Hamadan266:
The noblemen told Yūsuf,
‘O you who have wounded Zulaykhā’s heart,
‘She’s become a helpless woman and remains friendless,
‘Sick from your lack of caring for her.
‘You stole that heart from her during her life.
‘You could return it now if you so chose.’
Yūsuf replied that instant,
‘I never stole that poor old one’s heart.
‘Neither was I aware it had been taken,
‘Nor did I ever intend to take it.
‘I have nothing to do with her heart,
‘And I have never considered such a thing.’
You tell me it’s been twenty years
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Abū Ya‘qūb Yūsuf Hamadānī (d. 535/1140) was a Sufi master of the Khwājagān movement, who were

the predecessors of the Naqshbandiyya order. The pedigree of this movement ran from the Prophet
through Bāyazīd, Salmān al-Fārisī and Abū Bakr. He studied fiqh in Baghdād and spent much of his time
between Marv and Herāt. He lived in the time of Sultan Sanjar and wrote a short treatise, Rutbat al-ḥayāt,
and after his death, the Maqāmāt-i Yūsuf Hamadānī was composed by a disciple, ‘Abd al-Khāliq
Ghujduwānī (d. 617 / 1220). Hamid Algar, “Abu Ya’qūb Hamadānī,” Encyclopaedia Iranica, 1983, I/4,
395-396; an updated version is available online at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/abu-yaqubhamadani (accessed 31 January 2017).

178

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 4: Recasting Female Desire in ‘Aṭṭār’s Mathnavīs

Since you lost your heart.
That’s impossible. How can anyone,
Unaware of his own heart, make inroads into another? 267
Here the noblemen try to reproach Yūsuf for his heartlessness and cruelty toward
Zulaykhā. Yūsuf defends himself by claiming he was unaware he had caused Zulaykhā
to fall into illness and distress.
In the following closely-related story, Zulaykhā rushes to Yūsuf’s defence,
explaining that he does not even have her heart. Rather, her heart has wandered off
somewhere else. Neither she nor Yūsuf possesses it.268 The Ilāhī-nāmah continues:
ﮐﮫ ﭼﻮن ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺑﺒﺮدت دل ﺑﮕﻮ راﺳﺖ
اﮔﺮ ﻣﯽﺧﻮاھﯽ از ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺗﻮ دل ﺑﺎز
ﮐﮫ ﮔﺮ ﻣﻮﺋﯿﻢ از دل آﮔﮭﯽ ھﺴﺖ
وﮔﺮ ﻋﺎﺷﻖ ﺷﺪ او ﺑﺎری ﮐﺠﺎ ﺷﺪ
زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﻧﯿﺰ اﯾﻦ دل ھﻢ ﻧﺪارد
ﻧﮫ اﯾﻦ دﻟﺒﺮ ﻧﮫ آن دﻟﺪار ﺑﻮدﺳﺖ
ﭼﮫ ﮔﻮﯾﻢ زﯾﻦ طﻠﺴﻢ و اﯾﻦ ﺑﮭﺎﻧﮫ
ﮐﮫ از ﻣﺸﺮق ﺳﻮی ﻣﻐﺮب دوان ﮐﺮد
ﺑِﮭُﺶ َرو ﺗﺎ ﻧﯿﻔﺘﯽ در َﮔ ِﻮ ﺧﺎک
ﺑﻤﺎﻧﯽ ﺗﺎ اﺑﺪ در آﺗﺶ و ﭼﺎه
ﮔﻨﺎه از ﮔﻮی ﺳﺮﮔﺮدان ﻧﺒﺎﺷﺪ
وﻟﯿﮑﻦ آن ﮔﻨﮫ درﮔﺮدن ﺗﺴﺖ

ﻋﺰﯾﺰی از زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﮐﺮد درﺧﻮاﺳﺖ
ﮐﮫ ﮔﺮ اﯾﻦ دل ﺗﻮ داری ﻣﯽﮐﻨﯽ ﻧﺎز
زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺧﻮرد ﺳﻮﮔﻨﺪی ﻗﻮی دﺳﺖ
ﻧﻤﯽداﻧﻢ دﻟﻢ ﻋﺎﺷﻖ ﭼﺮا ﺷﺪ
ﭼﻮ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ھﯿﭻ دل ﻣﺤﮑﻢ ﻧﺪارد
ﭼﻮ ﻧﮫ اﯾﻦ ﯾﮏ ﻧﮫ آن ﺑﺮ ﮐﺎر ﺑﻮدﺳﺖ
ﮐﻨﻮن اﯾﻦ دل ﮐﺠﺎ ﺷﺪ در ﻣﯿﺎﻧﮫ
زھﯽ ﭼﻮﮔﺎن ﮐﮫ ﮔﻮﺋﯽ را ﭼﻨﺎن ﮐﺮد
ﭘﺲ آﻧﮕﮫ ﮔﻔﺖ ھﺎن ای ﮔﻮی ﭼﺎﻻک
ﮐﮫ ﮔﺮ ﺗﻮ ﮐﮋ روی ای ﮔﻮی در راه
ﭼﻮ ﺳﯿﺮ ﮔﻮی ﺑﯽ ﭼﻮﮔﺎن ﻧﺒﺎﺷﺪ
اﮔﺮﭼﮫ آن ﮔﻨﮫ ﻧﮫ ﮐﺮدن ﺗﺴﺖ

A friend asked Zulaykhā,
‘How did Yūsuf steal your heart?
‘Tell me the truth. For if you do have your heart,

267

IN 7/6, 116-17.

268

The anecdotes are in fact so closely related that Rouhānī has edited his edition so that the two are both

part of one ḥikāyat. I will follow Ritter's interpretation, however, and divide the two tales. The last two
lines of the above read better as authorial aside rather than Yūsuf's speech, as Rouhani would therefore
have to interpret them in order to justify condensing them into one narrative.
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‘You’re just playing coquette,
‘By asking for it back from Yūsuf.’
Zulaykhā swore a fervent oath,
‘If I have a hair’s breadth of knowledge
‘About what happened to my heart,
‘I have no clue why it fell in love. And if it fell in love,
‘Where then did it go?
‘Just as Yūsuf has no strong grip on this heart,
‘Zulaykhā doesn’t have it either.269
‘Since neither this nor that is at play,
‘There is neither this beloved nor that lover.
‘Where then has this heart gone?
‘What can I say about this sorcery and excuse?’
Beware the polo-stick which has struck the ball
So hard it ran from east to west.
Then it said, ‘O agile ball, run with caution,
‘Lest you fall into a ditch,
‘For once you stray from the Path,
‘O ball, you remain in fire and the pit for eternity.’
Because the ball can go nowhere without the stick,
The fault lies not with the rolling ball.
Though that sin be not your own doing,
The fault of it still hangs around your neck. 270
In this anecdote, ʻAṭṭār has re-envisioned the Qur’anic scene in which the king
interrogates Zulaykhā about whether she is guilty of seducing Yūsuf. No longer a
question of her guilt, Yūsuf’s culpability is now at stake. Via a conventional comparison
between lover and polo ball, beloved and polo stick, the anecdote’s accompanying

269

The placement of the quotation marks is debatable here. Zulaykhā's speech could end here, or two

lines later in the Persian, which is what I chose to indicate in my translation. Ritter's edition indicates that
the narratorial aside begins with, “Since neither this nor...” (chu na īn yik...).
270

IN 7/7, 117. ʻAṭṭār, Ilāhī-Nāme: Die Gespräche Des Königs Mit Seinen Sechs Söhnen, Eine Mystische

Dichtung.
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interpretation absolves Zulaykhā and to an extent, blames Yūsuf, as the object of her
love, while at the same time acknowledging that Yūsuf did not intentionally cause her
any harm. In this sense ʻAṭṭār may be referring to the Ash‘arite doctrine of kasb,
according to which Yūsuf would be here the ‘secondary cause’ of Zulaykhā’s
lovesickness and the primary cause, the Prime Mover.271 Furthermore, Zulaykhā is
presented as the archetypal lover completely unaware of the process by which she fell in
love and lost her heart. The anecdote also hints at the idea of the beloved as medium for
divine love, with the line, ‘Yūsuf has no strong grip on this heart,’ implying that Yūsuf
is not the real object of her love. The point is further emphasised in the following line,
which nullifies the existence of either beloved or lover. This conversion of Zulaykhā
into a devoted, Sufi lover who has transcended her earthly love/lust for Yūsuf in favour
of divine love may have been surprising to readers, especially for initiates unaware of
the Qiṣaṣ literature.
As in ʻAṭṭār’s mathnavīs, Jāmī’s Zulaykhā is in large part held blameless for
her love of Yūsuf. Zulaykhā is characterised as the greatest of lovers from the first
opportunity, within Jāmī’s section describing the reason for writing (sabab-i naẓm-i
kitāb):
ﺑﻌﺸﻖ از ﺟﻤﻠﮫ ﺑﻮد اﻓﺰون زﻟﯿﺨﺎ
ﺑﺸﺎھﯽ و اﻣﯿﺮی ﻋﺸﻖ ورزﯾﺪ
ﭼﻮ ﺑﺎزش ﺗﺎزه ﺷﺪ ﻋﮭﺪ ﺟﻮاﻧﯽ
ﺑﺮ آن زاد و ﺑﺮ آن ﺑﻮد و ﺑﺮ آن ﻣﺮد

271

ﻧﺒﻮد از ﻋﺎﺷﻘﺎن ﮐﺲ ﭼﻮن زﻟﯿﺨﺎ
ز طﻔﻠﯽ ﺗﺎ ﺑﮫ ﭘﯿﺮی ﻋﺸﻖ ورزﯾﺪ
ﭘﺲ از ﭘﯿﺮی و ﻋﺠﺰ و ﻧﺎﺗﻮاﻧﯽ
ﺑﺠﺰ راه وﻓﺎﯾﯽ ﻋﺸﻖ ﻧﺴﭙﺮد

Cahen, Cl. and L. Gardet, “Kasb”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman,

Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 05 June 2017 at
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0457.
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There was none among lovers like Zulaykhā.
She surpassed all others in love.
From childhood to old age she loved;
She loved in the fashion of a king or emir.
After old age, weakness, and infirmity,
When the age of youth was renewed in her,
She followed no path in love but fidelity.
On that road she was born, lived, and died.272
To emphasise her innocence further, in Jāmī’s romance, Zulaykhā is enticed by a series
of dreams in which Yūsuf appears to her, starting at a very young age.273 This is
significantly different than the holy accounts, which portray Zulaykhā/Potiphar’s wife
as primarily motivated by unpremeditated lust or overwhelming love (ḥubb). These
dreams emphasise her dedication to loving Yūsuf from the first pages of the mathnavī’s
story:
اﺳﯿﺮش ﺷﺪ ﺑﯿﮏ دل ﻧﯽ ﺑﺼﺪ دل
ﻧﺸﺎﻧﺪ از دوﺳﺘﯽ در ﭼﻮن ﻧﮭﺎﻟﯽ
وز آن آﺗﺶ ﻣﺘﺎع ﺻﺒﺮ و دﯾﻦ ﺳﻮﺧﺖ
ﺑﮭﺮ ﻣﻮ رﺷﺘ ٔﮫ ﺟﺎن ﮐﺮد ﭘﯿﻮﻧﺪ

ز ﺣﺼﻦ ﺻﻮرت و ﻟﻄﻒ ﺷﻤﺎﯾﻞ
ﮔﺮﻓﺖ از ﻗﺎﻣﺘﺶ در دل ﺧﯿﺎﻟﯽ
ز روﯾﺶ آﺗﺸﯽ در ﺳﯿﻨﮫ اﻓﺮوﺧﺖ
وز آن ﻋﻨﺒﺮ ﻓﺸﺎن ﮔﯿﺴﻮی دل ﺑﻨﺪ

From the beauty of his face and grace of his figure,
With one heart she became his captive – no! with one hundred hearts.
Within her heart, his stature incited an image,
Love of which planted itself like a sapling.
His face lit a fire in her breast.
That flame incinerated forbearance and faith.
She tied her soul to him,

272

Nur al-Dīn ʻAbd al-Raḥmān b. Aḥmad Jāmī, Mathnavī-yi Haft Awrang: Bi-Taṣḥīḥ va Muqaddimah, ed.

Murtaḍā Gīlānī (Tehran: Kitābfurūshī-yi Saʻdī, 1958), 596.
273

As Jāmī puts it, as soon as she was old enough to tell left from right. Jāmī, Haft Awrang, 728.
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With every strand of those enchanting, sweet-scented locks.274
Dreams, as the realm of prophecy and predetermination in both mystical and nonmystical Islamic religious writings, function here to lend Zulaykhā’s lovesickness an air
of inevitability, rather than ephemeral lust. Hence Jāmī highlights that Zulaykhā falls in
love with Yūsuf through the chaste medium of dreams at a young, impressionable age
and can hardly be held solely accountable.
Further meditations on the depths of Zulaykhā’s love appear in the Muṣibatnāmah, such as the following anecdote in which ʻAṭṭār relates words’ inability to
encompass love. Unlike any of the commentaries or versions of the Qiṣaṣ consulted,
‘Aṭṭār includes a critique of Yūsuf’s conduct from Zulaykhā’s mouth:
رﻓﺖ از ﮐﻨﻌﺎن ﺑﺮون ﭘﯿﺶ ﭘﺴﺮ
ﭘﺎی ﺗﺎ ﺳﺮ ﻣﺼﺮ را آراﺳﺘﻨﺪ
ﻧﮫ ﺑﭙﺎی اﻣﺎ ﺑﺴﺮ آﻣﺪ دوان
ﺑﺮ ﻣﯿﺎن ﺧﺎک ره ﺑﻨﺸﺴﺖ ﺧﻮار
اوﻓﺘﺎد آﺧﺮ ﺑﺮان ﺑﯽ دل ﻧﻈﺮ
ﺑﺮد ﺣﺎﻟﯽ ﺳﻮی آن ﻣﺠﻨﻮن ﻣﺴﺖ
ﺗﺎزﯾﺎﻧﺶ ﮔﺸﺖ از آن اﻓﺮوﺧﺘﮫ
ﺗﺎزﯾﺎﻧﮫ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ از دﺳﺖ او ﻓﮑﻨﺪ
ﻧﯿﺴﺖ در ﺧﻮرد ﺟﻮاﻧﻤﺮدﯾﺖ اﯾﻦ
ﺗﻮ ﺑﺪﺳﺖ اﻧﺪر ﻧﻤﯽداری ﻧﮕﺎه
ﮔﻮ ﺗﺮا در دﺳﺖ ﺑﺎش اﯾﻦ ﯾﮏ زﻣﺎن
ﯾﮏ ﻧﻔﺲ در دﺳﺖ ﻧﺘﻮاﻧﯽ ﮐﺸﯿﺪ
اﯾﻦ وﻓﺎداری ﺑﻮد ﺑﺎ ﭼﻮن ﻣﻨﯽ
از ﻋﺒﺎرت ﺑﺮ ﺗﺮﺳﺖ و از ﺑﯿﺎن
ھﻢ ﻧﯿﺎرد داد ﺷﺮح ﺣﺎﻟﮭﺎ

ﮔﻔﺖ ﭼﻮن ﯾﻌﻘﻮب ﺑﺮ ﻋﺰم ﺳﻔﺮ
ﻣﺼﺮﯾﺎن ﺑﯽ ﭘﺎ و ﺳﺮ ﺑﺮﺧﺎﺳﺘﻨﺪ
ﭼﻮن زﻟﯿﺨﺎ را ﺧﺒﺮ آﻣﺪ ازان
ژﻧﺪه ﺑﺮ ﺳﺮ ﻓﮑﻨﺪ آن ﺑﯽ ﻗﺮار
ٔ
ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺻﺪﯾﻖ را ﺑﺮ رھﮕﺬر
ﺗﺎزﯾﺎﻧﮫ ﺑﻮد ﺑﺮ اﺳﺒﺶ ﺑﺪﺳﺖ
ﺑﺮﮐﺸﯿﺪ از دل دﻣﯽ آن ﺳﻮﺧﺘﮫ
ای ﻋﺠﺐ ﭼﻮن ﮔﺸﺖ از آن آﺗﺶ ﺑﻠﻨﺪ
ﺗﺎ زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﮔﻔﺖ ای ﭘﺎﮐﯿﺰه دﯾﻦ
آﺗﺸﯽ ﮐﺰ ﺟﺎن ﻣﻦ آﻣﺪ ﺑﺮاه
ﺳﺎﻟﮭﺎ زﯾﻦ آﺗﺸﻢ ﭘﺮ ﺑﻮد ﺟﺎن
آﻧﭽﮫ از ﻋﺸﻖ ﺗﻮ از ﺟﺎﻧﻢ دﻣﯿﺪ
ﺗﻮ ﺳﺮ ﻣﺮدان دﯾﻨﯽ ﻣﻦ زﻧﯽ
ﺷﺮح دادن ﺣﺎل ﻋﺎﺷﻖ ﺟﺎودان
ﮔﺮ زﻓﺎن ﮔﺮدد دو ﮔﯿﺘﯽ ﺳﺎﻟﮭﺎ

He said: When Yaʻqūb decided to travel,
He left Kaʻnaan to go to his son.
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The Egyptians hurriedly set to work,
Decorating Egypt from end to end.
When Zulaykhā heard the news,
She ran not with her feet, but with her head.275
Wildly that desperate one threw herself to the ground.
Lowly she sat in the middle of the dusty road.
Passing by, Yūsuf’s glance finally fell upon that lover.
Sitting on his horse, he held a whip in his hand.
That burnt one sighed from her heart,
Causing his whip to catch on fire.
How strange! – the flames rose so high,
Yūsuf dropped the whip from his hand.
‘O righteous one,’ said Zulaykhā,
‘This is not in accordance with your gentlemanly code.
‘A fire that came to be because of me,
‘You can’t even hold in your hand.
‘My soul has been filled with this flame for years,
‘The least you can do is hold it for one moment.
‘What has sprung up in my soul because of love for you,
‘You cannot tolerate for one breath.
‘You are head of the men of faith, I am a woman.
‘Is this loyalty to one like me?’
Explaining the state of the lover
Is eternally beyond words and expression.
If the tongue spends years in the two worlds,
Still it cannot explain the state of things. 276
A similar story is related in Nīshāpūrī’s Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’, in which a blind Zulaykhā
encounters Yūsuf in the street after 18 years of separation.277 This version of the story,
or one like it, could have provided the source material for ‘Aṭṭār’s version. One day,
after the king died, Yūsuf went out hunting and Zulaykhā was informed about it. When
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asked what she will do if he decides to punish her, she says ‘I don’t fear those who fear
God.’ Then she is told he is passing by, and she yells, ‘the slave who waits patiently
will become a king, and the king who follows lust and desire will become a slave.’
Yūsuf faints, wakes up, restrains his horse and says ‘O Zulaykhā!’ Now she faints, then
Yūsuf cries. Yūsuf is surprised to find the love of him still in her heart. She tells him, ‘If
you want to know the depth of my love, give me a whip (tāziyānah) made of reed.’ Her
sigh lights the whip on fire and it disappears instantly. In the end, Zulaykhā’s sight and
beauty are restored, and Yūsuf marries her.278 In contrast to ‘Aṭṭār’s depiction of their
meeting, here the pair meet with mutual attraction and sympathy. Several other
important differences in the ‘Aṭṭār version include how suddenly Zulaykhā’s sigh burns
the whip without warning and the lack of an earthly or metaphysical consummation of
the love between them.
Though the details are similar, ‘Aṭṭār’s major addition is that he dramatises
Zualykhā’s speech as she reprimands Yūsuf for his inability to withstand the flame of
her love, which burns her heart constantly. This speech represents ‘Aṭṭār’s special twist
on the story, where he transforms this romantic proof of an ambiguously earthly/divine
love into the surprising reproach of the shortcomings of a prophet. In some ways
Zulaykhā’ makes a conventional lover’s complaint against the beloved, but what makes
it unconventional is that it comes from the mouth of a woman who, this time, couches it
in the language of gender politics. ‘You are the head of the men of faith (mardān-i dīn)’
she says, emphasising that she herself is just a woman, yet her tolerance for the fires of
love has proved stronger. This statement gives us a clue as to why Zulaykhā is chosen
as the focus of the anecdotes centring on the love story. Since woman is already the
traditional nexus of weakness and unfaithfulness, the choice of Zulaykhā as the
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archetypal mystic lover serves to reinforce the Sufi doctrine that appearances are rarely
what they seem and the highest gains on the spiritual path can be made by the lowliest
of society’s hierarchy. By drawing attention to her own gender, her speech could also
have the effect of goading some male readers into piety out of embarrassment. If a
lowly blind woman can attain the perfection of ‘āshiqī, the implication goes, so can the
average initiate.
While the anecdotes to this point have hinted that Yūsuf was at fault in refusing
Zulaykhā’s love, an anecdote from ʻAṭṭār’s Ilāhī-nāmah goes so far as to depict
Zulaykhā critiquing Yūsuf for his lack of mercy and inability to see the value of her
love.

زﻟﯿﺨﺎ را ﻧﺸﺴﺘﮫ دﯾﺪ ﺑﺮ ﺧﺎک
وﻟﯽ ﭘﻮﺷﯿﺪه ﭼﺸﻢ ِ ﺧﺎﮐﺪاﻧﯽ
ز ﺻﺪ ﮔﻮﻧﮫ ﺑﮫ ﺑﯽ ﺧﻮﯾﺸﯽ ﮔﺮﻓﺘﺎر
ﻏﻢ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ز ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺑﯿﺶ ﺧﻮرده
ﮐﮫ از ﺧﺎک رھﺶ ﯾﺎﺑﺪ ﻏﺒﺎری
ﻏﺒﺎری ﮔﺮ ﺑﻮد ﺑﺮﺧﯿﺰد از راه
ت ﻧﺎﺑﯿﻨﺎ ﭼﮫ ﺧﻮاھﯽ
ِ ازﯾﻦ ﻓﺮﺗﻮ
ﮐﮫ او ﺑﺪﻧﺎﻣﯽ ﭘﯿﻐﻤﺒﺮی ﺧﻮاﺳﺖ
ﮐﮫ او را ﺑﺮ ﻧﻤﯽﮔﯿﺮﯾﻢ از راه
ﺟﮭﺎﻧﯽ دوﺳﺘﯽ در ﭘﻮﺳﺖ دارد
ﻣﺮا ﺑﮭﺮ ﺗﻮ ﺑﺎ او دوﺳﺘﯽ ھﺴﺖ
ھﻼک دوﺳﺘﺎن دوﺳﺘﺎن ﺧﻮاه
ﺑﺮای ﺗﻮ ﺟﻮان ﮔﺮداﻧﻤﺶ ﻣﻦ
دﻟﯿﻠﺶ ﭼﻮن ﮐﻨﻢ ﺑﺎﯾﺪ ﺗﺮا داد
ﮐﺮا در ﮐﯿﻨ ٔﮫ او ﻗﺼﺪ ﺟﺎﻧﺴﺖ
دو ﭼﺸﻢ آب رﯾﺰش دو ﮔﻮاھﺴﺖ
ﺑﻨﻮ ھﺮ روز روﻧﻖ ﺑﯿﺶ دارد
ز ﺳ ّﺮ ﻋﺎﺷﻘﺎن ﯾﺎﺑﯽ ﻧﺸﺎﻧﯽ
ﻧﺪارد ھﯿﭻ ﺳﻮدی ﮔﻔﺖ و ﮔﻮﯾﺖ
ﺳﺘﺎﻧﺪ از ﺗﻮ ﺗﯿﻎ ﻻاﺑﺎﻟﯽ

ﻣﮕﺮ ﯾﮏ روز ﻣﯽﺷﺪ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﭘﺎک
ﺷﺪه ﭘﻮﺷﯿﺪه از ﭼﺸﻤﺶ ﺟﮭﺎﻧﯽ
ﺑﮫ ﺑﯿﻤﺎری و دروﯾﺸﯽ ﮔﺮﻓﺘﺎر
ﺑﮭﺮدم ﺻﺪ ﺗﺄﺳّﻒ ﺑﯿﺶ ﺧﻮرده
ﺑﺮه ﺑﻨﺸﺴﺘﮫ ﭼﻮن ا ّﻣﯿﺪواری
ﮐﮫ ﺗﺎ ﺑﻮ ﮐﺰ ﻏﺒﺎر را ِه آن ﺷﺎه
ﭼﻮ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ دﯾﺪ او را ﮔﻔﺖ اﻟﮭﯽ
ﭼﺮا او را ﻧﮕﺮداﻧﯽ ﮐﻢ و ﮐﺎﺳﺖ
درآﻣﺪ ﺟﺒﺮﺋﯿﻞ و ﮔﻔﺖ آﻧﮕﺎه
ﮐﮫ او آﻧﺮا ﮐﮫ ﻣﺎ را دوﺳﺖ دارد
ﭼﻮ او را دوﺳﺘﯽ ﺗﺴﺖ ﭘﯿﻮﺳﺖ
ِﮐﮫ ﮔﻔﺘﺖ ﻣﺮگِ ﮔﻞ در ﺑﻮﺳﺘﺎن ﺧﻮاه
ﮐﮫ ﮔﺮ ﻋﻤﺮی ﺑﺠﺎن ﮔﺮداﻧﻤﺶ ﻣﻦ
ﭼﻮ او ﺟﺎن ﻋﺰﯾﺰ ﺧﻮد ﺗﺮا داد
ﭼﻮ او ﺑﺮ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﻣﺎ ﻣﮭﺮﺑﺎﻧﺴﺖ
ﮔﺮش در ﻋﺸﻖ ﺗﻮ دﯾﺪه ﺗﺒﺎھﺴﺖ
ﭼﻮ اﯾﻦ ﻋﺎﺷﻖ ﮔﻮا ﺑﺎ ﺧﻮﯾﺶ دارد
اﮔﺮ واﻗﻒ ﺷﻮی از ﺟﺎن ﻓﺸﺎﻧﯽ
وﮔﺮ از ﺟﺎن ﻓﺸﺎﻧﺪن ﻧﯿﺴﺖ ﺑﻮﯾﺖ
وﮔﺮ ﺟﺎن ﺑﺮﻓﺸﺎﻧﺪ ﺑﺮ ﺗﻮ ﺣﺎﻟﯽ

It just so happened that one day, pure Yūsuf was passing by
And saw Zulaykhā sitting in the dirt.
The world was hidden from her eyes,
Yet they became a repository for the dust [of Yūsuf’s passing].
Afflicted with illness and poverty,
A hundred ways preoccupied and beside herself.
Every moment she was struck with a hundred sorrows.
She felt Yūsuf’s grief even more keenly than he did.
She sat on the road hoping to catch a speck of his dust trail.
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She would not get up until there was dust from that king’s path.
When Yūsuf saw her, he said,
‘God, what do you want with this blind decrepit woman?
‘Why don’t you get rid of her altogether?
For she tried to disgrace a prophet.’
Just then, Gabriel appeared and said,
‘We’re not removing her from the path,
‘For she has a whole world of love
‘Within her skin for the one who loves Us.
‘Since she has bound herself to loving you,
‘I love her on your behalf.
‘Who told you to want the flower’s death?
‘Or the destruction of the friends of friends?
‘For if I make her live a lifetime,
‘If I make her young for you,
‘Since she’s given her precious life to you,
‘What can I do? She must be given to you.
‘Since she is kind to our Yūsuf,
‘Who would will her destruction in vengeance?
‘If she has wasted her sight in loving you,
‘Her two weeping eyes are her two witnesses.
‘Since this lover has a witness with her,
‘Each day anew she gains in [divine] grace.’
If you become aware of the sacrifice of the lover,
You’ll find a sign of the lover’s secret.
And if you have no clue about sacrifice,
Telling you will make no difference.
If she were to sacrifice her life right now for you,
She’d be taking the dagger of your indifference. 279
In a most unusual way, ‘Aṭṭār has retold Yūsuf and Zulaykhā’s meeting on the road
such that the angel Gabriel is forced to intervene on Zulaykhā’s behalf when Yūsuf
continues to reject her love, even after she has made the transition to mystical love.
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Yūsuf appears quite unsympathetic to Zulaykhā’s suffering, and this anecdote is the
clearest reference in ʻAṭṭār to the idea that Yūsuf erred not to accept her love. Such
cruelty from a prophet towards a faithful lover was probably also calculated to produce
shock in ʻAṭṭār’s readers. Once again ʻAṭṭār has not based his allusion to the Yūsuf and
Zulaykhā cycle on any particular episode from the Qur’an and has used both figures in a
way that may have been unfamiliar to Qur’anic readers, especially those unversed in the
Qiṣaṣ. Indeed in none of the other sources consulted here has there appeared such a
scene of Yūsuf being scolded for failing to value Zulaykhā’ sufficiently. ‘Aṭṭār may
have been influenced, however, by Nīshāpūrī’s depiction of Gabriel scolding Yūsuf,
though the content of the reproach is slightly different. Some of this scene is in Arabic,
and is introduced by the phrase ‘dar akhbār ast kah...,’ which would imply Nīshāpūrī
has copied it from somewhere, and perhaps it was a more widely known tradition than
has survived to us. It reads:
 ﺟﺒﺮﯾﻞ آﻧﺠﺎ ﺣﺎﺿﺮ ﺑﻮد و ﺳﺨﻦ، زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺑﻤﻦ درآوﯾﺨﺖ،ﭼﻮن ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﮔﻔﺖ ھﯽ راودﺗﻨﯽ ﻋﻦ ﻧﻔﺴﯽ
 ﮔﻔﺖ ﯾﺎ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﭼﺮا ﭘﺮدۀ ﮐﺴﯽ ﻣﯽدری ﮐﮫ دﻋﻮی.ﻣﯽﮔﻔﺖ ﭼﻨﺎﻧﮑﮫ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﻣﯽﺷﻨﯿﺪ ﻟﯿﮑﻦ او را ﻧﻤﯽدﯾﺪ
 ﮔﻔﺖ او ﻣﺮا، ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﻣﺘﺤﯿﺮ ﺷﺪ.دوﺳﺘﯽ ﺗﻮ ﮐﺮده ﺑﻮد؟ ھﺮﮔﺰ ﺧﺮدﻣﻨﺪ ﮐﺮﯾﻢ ﭘﺮدۀ دوﺳﺖ ﺧﻮﯾﺶ ﻧﺪراﻧﺪ
 أﻣﺎ ﻋﻠﻤﺖَ ﯾﺎ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ إن وﻓﺎء اﻟﺤﺒﯿﺐ اﺟﻔﺎ ِء: ﺟﺒﺮﯾﻞ ﮔﻔﺖ.ﺑﻌﺰﯾﺰ ﻏﻤﺰ ﮐﺮد ﺗﺎ ﻣﺮا ھﻼک ﮐﻨﺪ ﺑﯽﮔﻨﺎه
[ ﺳﺨﻦ ﺑﯽوﻓﺎ...] .اﻟﻤﻜﺮوه؟ ﮔﻔﺖ ﯾﺎ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺗﻮ ﻧﺪاﻧﺴﺘﮫای ﮐﮫ وﻓﺎی دوﺳﺖ ﻣﺮ دوﺳﺖ را رﻧﺞ ﮐﺸﯿﺪﻧﺴﺖ
.راﺳﺖ ﻧﺪارﻧﺪ
When Yūsuf said, ‘It was she who sought to seduce me (Q 12:26), Zulaykhā
clung on to me,’ Gabriel was there, and spoke such that Yūsuf could hear him
but not see him. He said to Yūsuf, ‘Yūsuf, why do you tear the veil of one who
claims to love you? A wise and honourable person never rips the veil of his
own friend.’ Yūsuf was stunned, and said, ‘She defamed me before ‘Azīz in
order to destroy me – I who was innocent!’ Gabriel said, ‘Did you not know
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that loyalty to the beloved means to suffer for the beloved? […] Disloyal
speech is not considered right.’280
Although Nīshāpūrī’s rendition does not go so far as ‘Aṭṭār’s does in suggesting that
Yūsuf would be responsible for Zulaykhā’s death by indifference, Nīshāpūrī’s Gabriel
still finds fault with the prophet. The angel scolds him for his complaints, implying that
he should be willing to suffer for love of the divine. Perhaps this interpretation laid the
groundwork for ‘Aṭṭār’s taking his critique of Yūsuf one step farther in the Ilāhī-nāmah.
In contrast to Jāmī and some other commentators, ʻAṭṭār’s Zulaykhā is often represented
as a mystical lover who does not need to be forgiven by reader or narrative for prior
‘transgressions’ in the path of love. Freed by his choice of genre, ‘Aṭṭār is not bound to
create a cohesive character in Zulaykhā and as such does not portray her as ‘redeemed’
for prior sins. In his depiction, she has committed no sin by loving Yūsuf, and the
anecdotes all bend towards justifying her in that fact.

4.5.2 Zulaykhā as Divine Beloved
While Jāmī and ʻAṭṭār’s representations of Zulaykhā as lover are similar, if not
entirely congruent, their paths diverge considerably when it comes to the episodes of
seduction and union with Yūsuf. Even within the episode of her attempted seduction,
ʻAṭṭār presents Zulaykhā as a divine figure. Jāmī, on the other hand, does not transform
her in this way. She falls victim to earthly lust and is later rewarded with marriage after
attaining mystical love. ʻAṭṭār’s presentation of Zulaykhā as divine beloved is the
ultimate reversal of her Qur’anic image. To present her as a beloved may have been
unfamiliar to some audiences, being absent from the Qur’anic account and most ẓāhirī
commentaries, but by suggesting a divine interpretation of her figure, he defamiliarises
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her for the reader and makes him reconsider the traditional understanding of Zulaykhā
as lust-driven adulteress or pitiable lover.
As discussed elsewhere, unlike some other mystical authors, or non-mystical
authors who pick up on mystical themes, ‘Aṭṭār does not usually depict union between a
Sufi lover and his/her object, potentially out of respect for the impossibility of rendering
the experience in linguistic form. As a result, in ʻAṭṭār’s version of the seduction/union
scene from the Muṣibat-nāmah, Zulaykhā is obsessed with Yūsuf, but he will not even
look at her. In order to trick him into looking at her face, she has the image of her face
painted six times, on all sides of a room, including floor and ceiling:
ﺑﺎ ﻣﯿﺎن آورد ﻋﺸﻘﺶ از ﮐﻨﺎر
ﺗﺎ ﮐﻨﺪ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺑﺴﻮی او ﻧﮕﺎه
ﺗﺎ زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺑﺮ ﺳﺮ او ﻣﯽﮔﺮﯾﺴﺖ
ﺧﻮﯾﺶ از ﻧﻮع دﮔﺮ آراﺳﺘﯽ
ﻧﻨﮕﺮﺳﺘﯽ ھﯿﭻ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺳﻮی او
ﺣﯿﻠﺘﯽ ﺑﺮ ﺳﺎﺧﺖ آن درﻣﺎﻧﺪه
ﮐﺮده ﺻﻮرت ﺟﻤﻠﮫ ﻧﻘﺶ روی او
ﺑﻮد از ﻧﻘﺶ زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﭘﺮ ﻧﮕﺎر
ھﻢ ز ﻧﻘﺶ ﺧﻮد ﻣﻨﻘﺶ ﺳﺎﺧﺖ او
ﭼﻮن ﻧﻤﯽﺑﯿﻨﺪ ﭼﮫ ﺧﻮاھﺪ ﺑﻮد ﻧﯿﺰ
ﻧﯿﻞ ﻣﺼﺮ ﺟﺎﻣﻌﻢ را ﺷﺒﻨﻤﺴﺖ
ﺑﺮﮐﺸﻢ ﭼﻮن ﻣﺼﺮ ﻧﯿﻞ از ﭼﺸﻢ ﺑﺪ
ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺻﺪﯾﻖ را ﭘﯿﺶ آورم
ھﻤﭽﻮ ﻣﻦ از ﻣﻦ ﺷﻮد دﯾﻮاﻧﮫ او
ﮐﺮد ﯾﻮﺳﻒ را درون ﺧﺎﻧﮫ ﺟﺎی
ﻧﻘﺶ آن دﻟﺪاده دﯾﺪی ﭘﯿﺶ در
ای ﻋﺠﺐ ﯾﮏ ﺻﻮرت از ﺷﺶ ﺳﻮی ﺑﻮد
در درون ﺧﺎﻧ ٔﮫ ﭘﺮ ﺧﺎک ﺗﻮ
ﻣﯽﻧﺪﯾﺪ از ﺷﺶ ﺟﮭﺖ ﺟﺰ روی او
ﻣﻮج ﻣﯽزد ﺟﺰو ﺟﺰو اﺳﺮار ﺣﻖ
ھﺮ دو ﻋﺎﻟﻢ ﻧﻮر وﺟﮫ ﷲ دﯾﺪ

ﭼﻮن زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺷﺪ ز ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺑﯽ ﻗﺮار
ﺑﺮ زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺷﺪ ھﻤﮫ ﻋﺎﻟﻢ ﺳﯿﺎه
ذره ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺑﺪو ﻣﯽ ﻧﻨﮕﺮﯾﺴﺖ
ٔ
ھﺮ زﻣﺎن از ﭘﯿﺶ او ﺑﺮﺧﺎﺳﺘﯽ
ﺟﻠﻮه ﻣﯽﮐﺮدی ﺑﭙﯿﺶ روی او
ﭼﻮن زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺷﺪ ﺑﺠﺎن درﻣﺎﻧﺪه
ﺧﺎﻧ ٔﮫ ﻓﺮﻣﻮد ﺑﺮ ھﺮ ﺳﻮی او
ﭼﺎر دﯾﻮارش ﭼﻮ ﺳﻘﻒ از ھﺮ ﮐﻨﺎر
ﻻﯾﻖ آن ﺧﺎﻧﮫ ﻣﻔﺮش ﺳﺎﺧﺖ او
ﮔﻔﺖ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﻗﺒﻠ ٔﮫ روی ﻋﺰﯾﺰ
ﭼﻮن رﺧﻢ ﻧﻘﺪ ﻋﺰﯾﺰ ﻋﺎﻟﻤﺴﺖ
ﭼﻮن ﻋﺰﯾﺰم ﻣﻦ ﭼﻨﯿﻦ در ﭼﺸﻢ ﺧﻮد
ﺷﺶ ﺟﮭﺖ در ﺻﻮرت ﺧﻮﯾﺶ آورم
ﺗﺎ ﭼﻮ ﺑﯿﻨﺪ ﻧﻘﺶ ﻣﻦ از ﺧﺎﻧﮫ او
ﻋﺎﻗﺒﺖ ﭼﻮن ﺣﯿﻠﮫ ﺳﺎﺧﺖ آن دﻟﺮﺑﺎی
ﯾﻮﺳﻒ از ھﺮ ﺳﻮی ﮐﺎﻓﮑﻨﺪی ﻧﻈﺮ
ﺷﺶ ﺟﮭﺎﺗﺶ ﺻﻮرت آن روی ﺑﻮد
ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺻﺪﯾﻖ ﺟﺎن ﭘﺎک ﺗﻮ
ﭼﻮن ﻧﮕﮫ ﻣﯽﮐﺮد از ھﺮ ﺳﻮی او
ذره اﻧﻮار ﺣﻖ
ٔ دﯾﺪ در ھﺮ
ﻻﺟﺮم ﮔﺮ ﻣﺎھﯽ و ﮔﺮ ﻣﺎه دﯾﺪ

When Zulaykhā grew restless because of Yūsuf,
She brought forth her love from the wayside.
The whole world was dark before Zulaykhā’s eyes
Until Yūsuf would turn to look at her.
Yūsuf wouldn’t take even the slightest glimpse of her,
and Zulaykhā wept over him.
Every time she came before him,
She’d dressed herself up in a different style.
She walked seductively in front of him,
But he paid her no attention.
When Zulaykhā was suffering bitterly,
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She came up with a scheme, that suffering one.
She ordered a house to be painted
With her portrait on every side.
From every angle, its four walls
And ceiling were filled with her face.
She made carpets worthy of that house,
And made paintings of her image.
She said, ‘Since that dear qibla,
‘Yūsuf, does not also see what will be.
‘My face is the precious coin of the world,
‘It is to all of me, as mere dew is to the Nile of Egypt.
‘Since in my own eyes, I am so dear,
‘I will extract a Nile [of tears] from the evil eye.
‘On all six sides I will have my face made manifest.
‘I will bring Yūsuf forward [to see].
‘When he sees my image in that house,
‘He’ll go as mad for me as I am for him.’
In the end, when Zulaykhā had performed her trick,
She brought Yūsuf into the house.
Whichever way he looked,
Yūsuf saw that lover by the door.
On six sides of him was her face.
How strange – a single face in all six directions!
––When your pure, honest Yūsuf-soul,281
In your dusty house,
Looked all around it,
It saw nothing but His face on six sides.
In every atom, it saw the light of God.
Particles of His secrets floated everywhere.
If it saw either fish or moon,282
It saw the light of God’s face in the two worlds. 283

281

The reading is debatable, but I have translated the passage as if the conventional authorial aside begins

in this line, hence the direct address.
282

That is, “whatever he looked at.” This moment of the poem also refers to Q 2:115: ‘And to Allah

belongs the east and the west. So wherever you [might] turn, there is the Face of Allah. Indeed, Allah is
all-Encompassing and Knowing.’ (tr. Sahih International).
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In this anecdote ʻAṭṭār does not leave it up to the reader to decide whether Zulaykhā is a
stand-in for the divine Beloved, but rather makes it explicit. This is the only case in
ʻAṭṭār’s writings where Zulaykhā represents both the divine Beloved and the Sufi lover
at once. In this instance, Zulaykhā is both Yūsuf’s admirer and the medium through
which he sees the divine. Her otherwise distinct representations have become unified in
this passage. The union of her two main allegorical functions – mystical lover and
Beloved – is a reflection of the union between her and Yūsuf. ʻAṭṭār does not come any
closer than this to giving the reader a scene of the pair’s union, and it is a very tame
version indeed when compared to al-Kisā’ī’s, Nīshāpūrī’s and Jāmī’s versions.
The concept of building a separate house calculated to seduce Yūsuf appears in
al-Kisā’ī’s retelling and in Nīshāpūrī. In al-Kisā’ī it is referred to as the House of Joy
and Pleasure, in stark contrast to Jacob’s House of Sorrows (bayt al-aḥzān).284 AlKisā’ī’s version does not refer to the six sides of the room covered with Zulaykhā’s face
described by ‘Aṭṭār. For this precedent, we must look to Nīshāpūrī, who describes a
house of pleasures with the image of Zulaykhā and Yūsuf’s face painted on all six
surfaces, leaving Yūsuf no choice but to observe her countenance.285 In this version, the
ruse is dreamed up by a new character added to the narrative, Zulaykhā’s nurse, who
uses Zulaykhā’s money to prepare the house. In this way, Nīshāpūrī deflects at least
some blame from Zulaykhā, who is prompted by the suggestion of her scheming
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MN 10/4, 134-35.
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Kisāʼī and Thackston, The Tales of the Prophets, 174.
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Al-Nīshāpūrī, Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’: Dāstān-hā-yi Payghāmbarān, 94-96.
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nurse.286 This version is closest to ‘Aṭṭār of those surveyed, but ‘Aṭṭār again gives it a
slight twist by representing only Zulaykhā’s face on the six walls. By this slight
alteration of the material, he distinguishes clearly between the earthly love implied by
many of the commentaries and Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’, the ambiguous earthly/divine love of
Jāmī’s depiction, and the strictly divine interpretation of their love which he privileges
here.
Compare this scene with the same portion of the tale as expanded in Jāmī.
Jāmī retells the same anecdote regarding Zulaykhā’s attempt at seducing Yūsuf, though
unlike ʻAṭṭār, he does not portray her as a manifestation of the divine. In Jāmī’s version
of the seduction scene, he expands upon the idea of the images of Zulaykhā’s face
plastered around a room for Yūsuf to see. However, instead of six images in one house,
we have images of Zulaykhā all over the walls in seven different houses, each more
elaborate than the last. In Jāmī’s rendition, it is not Zulaykhā’s face painted all the
surfaces, but the image of Yūsuf and Zulaykhā embracing. Zulaykhā convinces Yūsuf
to come to all the houses, and after the first six have failed, she takes him to the seventh
house and begs for his mercy. But Yūsuf rejects her on two grounds: first, it would be
against God’s wishes to commit adultery, and second, the vizier has treated Yūsuf well
and he does not want to betray his master. Unable to accept this, Zulaykhā threatens to

286

This also lends some credence to Farzaneh Milani’s theory that the nurse functions as a kind of body

double or duplicitous alter ego of the heroine, for in Nīshāpūrī, Zulaykhā’s character has literally split
into two in order to divorce her from some of the more negative qualities of scheming. Farzaneh Milani,
“Voyeurs, Nannies, Winds, and Gypsies in Persian Literature,” Critique: Journal for Critical Studies of
the Middle East 8, no. 14 (1999): 113. The strategy does not deflect blame from Zulaykhā for long,
however, for in the very next paragraph she offers to poison her husband if fear of him is what causes
Yūsuf to hesitate.

Quay - January 2018

193

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

kill herself. Yūsuf prevents her from doing so, but before he flees the situation entirely,
she manages to steal a kiss from him, and put her arms around him:
[…] ﺑﻮﺻﻞ ﺧﻮﯾﺸﺘﻦ آرام او داد
ز ﺳﺎﻋﺪ طﻮق وز ﺳﺎﻗﺶ ﮐﻤﺮ ﮐﺮد
ز ﺷﻮق ﮔﻮھﺮش ﺗﻦ را ﺻﺪف ﺳﺎﺧﺖ

ﮔﻤﺎن زو ﺷﺪ ﮐﮫ ﺧﻮاھﺪ ﮐﺎم او داد
ﻟﺐ از ﻧﻮﺷﯿﻦ دھﺎﻧﺶ ﭘﺮ ﺷﮑﺮ ﮐﺮد
ﺑﮫ ﭘﯿﺶ ﻧﺎوﮐﺶ ﺟﺎن را ھﺪف ﺳﺎﺧﺖ

She thought he was going to grant her request,
And give her peace by union with him. […]
She filled his sweet lips with [her lips’] sugar.
She made her arms his collar and her legs his belt.
She made her soul his arrow’s target.
Out of desire for his jewel, she made her body like an oyster shell. 287
Yūsuf, however, does not respond to her advances:
ﭘﯽ ﮔﻮھﺮ ﺻﺪف را ﻣﮭﺮ ﻧﺸﮑﺴﺖ
وﻟﯽ ﻣﯽداﺷﺖ ﺣﮑﻢ ﻋﺼﻤﺘﺶ ﭘﺎس

وﻟﯽ ﻧﮕﺸﺎد ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺑﺮ ھﺪف ﺷﺴﺖ
دﻟﺶ ﻣﯽﺧﻮاﺳﺖ در ﺳﻔﺘﻦ ﺑﺎﻟﻤﺎس

But Yūsuf did not release the arrow.
He did not break the oyster’s seal by seeking the pearl.
His heart wanted to pierce the pearl with his diamond,
But he kept guard of his purity. 288
Like the Qur’an and commentaries, Jāmī implies that Yūsuf was not impervious to her
advances and indeed desired Zulaykhā as well, but did not act on those desires.
Although there is no appearance of ‘the proof of his Lord’ here, the word ‘ḥukm’
probably implies that Yūsuf’s commitment to chastity was divinely commanded and his
ability to resist did not arise wholly from his own force of will. Avoiding the
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Jāmī, Haft Awrang, 682-83.
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Jāmī, Haft Awrang, 683.
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temptation, Yūsuf runs, and his vest is torn from behind. Following the Biblical and
Qur’anic versions, Zulaykhā lies and tells the vizier it was Yūsuf who tried to seduce
her.
Farzane Milani has pointed out the highly enclosed nature of the space in
Jāmī’s rendition of the seduction scene and the way in which the (presumed male)
reader’s intrusion of that space allows the narrative action to continue forward whilst
maintaining the woman’s proper sphere.289 She writes that ‘within the world of the text,
women often appear in highly secluded, locked spaces with many doors, exciting the
reader’s curiosity and forcing him to assume the perspective of the voyeur.’290 Milani
interprets Zulaykhā’s selection of a very enclosed space for her seduction attempt as
Jāmī’s ‘seemingly obsessive effort’ to keep Zulaykhā’s declaration of love from being
heard or seen by the outside world. 291 Though it is possible to make such a reading, the
text is less concerned with stifling Zulayhkā’s declarations of love and more insistent on
showing her cunning and the lengths to which she is willing to go. The exaggerated
seclusion of the space then is another indication of the extremity of her stratagem.
Just as the seduction scene is much more highly sexualised in Jāmī’s rendition
than in ʻAṭṭār’s, so is the scene of Yūsuf and Zulaykhā’s union. Constructing an
unambiguous reading of Zulaykhā as divine Beloved, ʻAṭṭār strips the scene of its
sexual content, leaving the carnal implications out of the picture entirely. Jāmī’s
retelling, however, maintains a delightful ambiguity surrounding the nature of Yūsuf
and Zulaykhā’s love. As Pendlebury observes:
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Milani, “Voyeurs, Nannies, Winds,” 111.
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Ibid, 109. This argument is elaborated in more detail in Milani, “The Mediatory Guile of the Nanny,”
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Jāmī is the master of what could be called ‘constructive ambiguity’, which is
never designed merely to confuse, nor is it ever the result of confused thinking;
rather its function is to enable the mind simultaneously to entertain multiple
possibilities.292
In the scene depicting their union, Jāmī writes:
ﮔﺸﺎدش ﻗﻔﻞ و دروی ﮔﻮھﺮ اﻧﺪاﺧﺖ
ز ﺑﺲ آﻣﺪ ﺷﺪن ﺷﺪ ﻋﺎﻗﺒﺖ ﻟﻨﮓ
در آﺧﺮ ﺗﺮک ﻣﺎﯾﯽ و ﻣﻨﯽ ﮐﺮد

ﮐﻠﯿﺪ ﺣﻘﮫ از ﯾﺎﻗﻮت ﺗﺮ ﺳﺎﺧﺖ
ﮐﻤﯿﺘﺶ ﮔﺎم زد درﻋﺮﺻﮫ ﺗﻨﮓ
ﭼﻮ ﻧﻔﺲ ﺳﺮ ﮐﺶ اول ﺗﻮﻧﺴﯽ ﮐﺮد

He made a key to the jewel box out of the glistening ruby.
He opened the lock and put the jewel in.
His stallion galloped back and forth in that narrow course,
From excess of going to and fro, it finally went lame.
While the (lower) soul initially behaves like a wild, unbroken horse,
Eventually it leaves behind the sense of ‘self’ and of ‘us.’293
Via a psychological reading of the text, Merguerian and Najmabadi try to explain the
function and effect of this ambiguity regarding the spiritual or physical nature of the
couple’s love in Jāmī’s Yūsuf va Zulaykhā. As Zulaykhā’s love is:
[n]o longer an evil temptation set against the purity of prophethood, [it]
occupies the story from beginning to end. Is it divine? Is it carnal? The radical
ambiguity of Sufi love thus rescues Yusuf from having to choose between
conflicting desires and loyalties and rescues the male reader from the tension of
being simultaneously attracted to and frightened by the figure of Zulaykha.294
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The sacred and profane readings of Zulaykhā and Yūsuf’s love could not be more
intertwined than they are in the final line of this passage. The line appears to be a simple
mystical cliché, comparing the taming of the lower soul to the breaking of a horse,
leading to the dissolution of the concept of self. However, the astute reader will note
that the comparison between the horse and penis established in the second line quoted
actually continues into this line, with the pun on ‘manī,’ being ‘I-ness’ or ‘awareness of
self,’ but also ‘semen.’
Despite this ambiguity, a great deal of emphasis is placed on Zulaykhā’s
virginity in Jāmī’s narrative which is utterly absent in ʻAṭṭār’s anecdotes. Zulaykhā’s
maintained chastity has implications beyond the simple primacy of virginity in a
patriarchal context. It reveals to the reader the critical piece of information that ʻAzīz
was in fact impotent, further justifying Zulaykhā’s desperation and giving the reader yet
another reason to sympathise with Zulaykhā and her earlier trials and tribulations. After
Yūsuf and Zulaykhā’s wedding night, Yūsuf is surprised to have found her a virgin and
asks her how this was possible:
ز ﺑﺎﻏﺶ ﻏﻨﭽ ٔﮫ ﻧﺸﮕﻔﺘﮫ را ﭼﯿﺪ
ﮔﻞ از ﺑﺎد ﺳﺤﺮ ﻧﺸﮑﻔﺘﮫ ﭼﻮن ﻣﺎﻧﺪ
وﻟﯽ او ﻏﻨﭽ ٔﮫ ﺑﺎﻏﻢ ﻧﭽﯿﺪﺳﺖ
ﺑﻮﻗﺖ ﮐﺎﻣﺮاﻧﯽ ﺳﺴﺖ رک ﺑﻮد
ز ﺗﻮ ﻧﺎم و ﻧﺸﺎن ﭘﺮﺳﯿﺪه ﺑﻮدم
ﺑﻤﻦ اﯾﻦ ﻧﻘﺪ را ﺑﺴﭙﺮده ﺑﻮدی
ﮐﮫ ﮐﻮﺗﮫ ﻣﺎﻧﺪ از آن دﺳﺖ ﺧﯿﺎﻧﺖ
ﺑﺘﻮ ﺑﯽآﻓﺘﯽ ﺗﺴﻠﯿﻢ ﮐﺮدم

ﭼﻮ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﮔﻮھﺮ ﻧﺎﺳﻔﺘﮫ را دﯾﺪ
ﺑﺪو ﮔﻔﺖ اﯾﻦ ﮔﮭﺮ ﻧﺎﺳﻔﺘﮫ ﭼﻮن ﻣﺎﻧﺪ
ﺑﮕﻔﺘﺎ ﺟﺰ ﻋﺰﯾﺰم ﮐﺲ ﻧﺪﯾﺪﺳﺖ
ﺑﺮاه ﺟﺎه اﮔﺮ ﭼﮫ ﺗﯿﺰ ﺗﮏ ﺑﻮد
ﺑﻄﻔﻠﯽ در ﮐﮫ ﺧﻮاﺑﺖ دﯾﺪه ﺑﻮدم
ﺑﺴﺎط ﻣﺮﺣﻤﺖ ﮔﺴﺘﺮده ﺑﻮدی
ز ھﺮ ﮐﺲ داﺷﺘﻢ اﯾﻦ ﻧﻘﺪ را ﭘﺎس
دو ﺻﺪ ﺑﺎر ارﭼﮫ ﺗﯿﻎ ﺑﯿﻢ ﺧﻮردم

When Yūsuf saw that pearl unpierced,
He picked the unplucked bud from her garden.
‘How did this jewel remain unpierced?’ he asked.
‘How did the morning breeze not make this flower blossom?’
‘No one has seen it but my ʻAzīz,’ she replied,
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‘But he never plucked my flower.
‘Though he desired to take that ambitious road,
‘When the time came to satisfy his desire, he was incapable.
‘When I was a child and saw you in a dream,
‘I asked you your name.
‘You spread out the wares-blanket of kindness for me,
‘And gave me this precious coin.
‘I guarded the coin from everyone
‘So that I would not betray you.
‘Though I suffered a hundred blows from terror's dagger,
‘I have delivered it to you unharmed.’295
Merguerian and Najmabadi take this passage and the strangeness of such a physical
union after a long mystical love-affair as ‘a befitting reminder that in all of the story's
various existing versions, including Jāmī's, Zulaykhā is crafted by heterosexual male
desire and imagination.’296 They interpret the ending as a ‘paradoxical anticlimax.’ It is
true that the transformation of Yūsuf from distant Beloved figure to devoted lover is
swift, jarring, and seemingly at odds with the rest of the narrative. Zulaykhā’s sudden
reversal into a beloved figure is no less surprising. Jāmī both follows the Quranic
exegesis which interprets Yūsuf as trapped in the dunyā, and yet turns Zulaykhā into a
valiant struggling Sufi lover who is rewarded for her efforts. The conflict between these
two aims leads to a number of contradictions in the mathnavī that are woven into one
continuous narrative. As a result, Zulaykhā’s role quickly shifts from lover to beloved,
in an awkward transition that ‘Aṭṭār does not have to navigate.
Though we have already seen Zulaykhā as seductress converted into the role of
divine Beloved, ʻAṭṭār gives the reader an even more clear-cut example of her figure as
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a metaphor for the divine. According to ʻAṭṭār’s tale in Manṭiq al-Ṭayr, Zulaykhā has
Yūsuf imprisoned and beaten.
رﻓﺖ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ را ﺑﺰﻧﺪان ﺑﺎزداﺷﺖ
ﭘﺲ ﺑﺰن ﭘﻨﺠﺎه ﭼﻮب ﻣﺤﮑﻤﺶ
ﮐﯿﻦ دم آھﺶ ﺑﺸﻨﻮم از دور ﺟﺎی
روی ﯾﻮﺳﻒ دﯾﺪ دل ﺑﺎرش ﻧﺪاد
دﺳﺖ ﺧﻮد ﺑﺮ ﭘﻮﺳﺘﯿﻦ ﺑﮕﺸﺎد ﺳﺨﺖ
ﻧﺎﻟﮫای ﻣﯽﮐﺮد ﯾﻮﺳﻒ زار زار
ﮔﻔﺘﯽ آﺧﺮ ﺳﺨﺖﺗﺮ زن ای ﺻﺒﻮر
ﮔﺮ زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺑﺮ ﺗﻮ اﻧﺪازد ﻧﻈﺮ
ﺑﯽ ﺷﮏ اﻧﺪازد ﻣﺮا در ﭘﯿﭻ ﭘﯿﭻ
ﺑﻌﺪ از آن ﭼﻮﺑﯽ ﻗﻮی را ﭘﺎی دار
ﭼﻮن ﺗﺮا ﺑﯿﻨﺪ ﻧﺸﺎﻧﯽ ﺑﺎﺷﺪت
ﻏﻠﻐﻠﯽ اﻓﺘﺎد در ھﻔﺖ آﺳﻤﺎن
ﺳﺨﺖ ﭼﻮﺑﯽ زد ﮐﮫ در ﺧﺎﮐﺶ ﻓﮑﻨﺪ
ﮔﻔﺖ ﺑﺲ ﮐﯿﻦ آه ﺑﻮد از ﺟﺎﯾﮕﺎه
آه آن ﺑﺎد اﯾﻦ ز ﺟﺎﯾﯽ ﻧﯿﺰ ﺑﻮد
آه ﺻﺎﺣﺐ درد آﯾﺪ ﮐﺎرﮔﺮ
ﺣﻠﻘﮫ را ﺑﺎﺷﺪ ﻧﮕﯿﻦ ﻣﺎﺗﻢ زده
در ﺻﻒ ﻣﺮدان ﻧﺒﺎﺷﯽ ﻣﺮد ﺗﻮ
ﺷﺐ ﮐﺠﺎ ﯾﺎﺑﺪ ﻗﺮار و روز ھﻢ

ﭼﻮن زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺣﺸﻤﺖ و اﻋﺰاز داﺷﺖ
ﺑﺎ ﻏﻼﻣﯽ ﮔﻔﺖ ﺑﻨﺸﺎن اﯾﻦ دﻣﺶ
ﺑﺮ ﺗﻦ ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﭼﻨﺎن ﺑﺎزو ﮔﺸﺎی
آن ﻏﻼم آﻣﺪ ﺑﺴﯽ ﮐﺎرش ﻧﺪاد
ﭘﻮﺳﺘﯿﻨﯽ دﯾﺪ ﻣﺮد ﻧﯿﮏ ﺑﺨﺖ
ﻣﺮد ھﺮ ﭼﻮﺑﯽ ﮐﮫ ﻣﯽزد اﺳﺘﻮار
ﭼﻮن زﻟﯿﺨﺎ ﺑﺎﻧﮓ ﺑﺸﻨﻮدی ز دور
ﻣﺮد ﮔﻔﺖ ای ﯾﻮﺳﻒ ﺧﻮرﺷﯿﺪ ﻓﺮ
ﭼﻮن ﻧﺒﯿﻨﺪ ﺑﺮ ﺗﻮ زﺧﻢ ﭼﻮب ھﯿﭻ
ﺑﺮھﻨﮫ ﮐﻦ دوش دل ﺑﺮﺟﺎی دار
ﮔﺮﭼﮫ اﯾﻦ ﺿﺮﺑﺖ زﯾﺎﻧﯽ ﺑﺎﺷﺪت
ﺗﻦ ﺑﺮھﻨﮫ ﮐﺮد ﯾﻮﺳﻒ آن زﻣﺎن
ﻣﺮد ﺣﺎﻟﯽ ﮐﺮد دﺳﺖ ﺧﻮد ﺑﻠﻨﺪ
ﭼﻮن زﻟﯿﺨﺎ زو ﺷﻨﻮد آن ﺑﺎر آه
ﭘﯿﺶ ازﯾﻦ آن آهھﺎ ﻧﺎﭼﯿﺰ ﺑﻮد
ﮔﺮ ﺑﻮد در ﻣﺎﺗﻤﯽ ﺻﺪ ﻧﻮﺣﮫﮔﺮ
ﮔﺮ ﺑﻮد در ﺣﻠﻘﮫای ﺻﺪ ﻏﻢ زده
ﺗﺎ ﻧﮕﺮدی ﻣﺮد ﺻﺎﺣﺐ درد ﺗﻮ
ھﺮ ﮐﮫ درد ﻋﺸﻖ دارد ﺳﻮز ھﻢ

When Zulaykhā had her power and esteem,
She went and had Yūsuf imprisoned.
She told a slave, ‘Prop him up right this moment,
‘And give him fifty hard lashes.
‘Hit him with such a blow
‘That I can hear his cries from a great distance.’
That slave came and didn’t give Yūsuf too much trouble.
He saw Yūsuf’s face and didn’t have the heart.
He saw a leather vest, this fortunate man,
And laid it over top [of Yūsuf].
Every solid blow that slave unleashed upon him
Caused Yūsuf to cry out in great pain.
Zulaykhā heard the wailing from afar.
‘Hit him harder! You’re too lenient,’ she cried.
The slave said, ‘O, dearest Yūsuf,
‘If Zulaykhā takes one look at your back
‘And doesn’t see any whip marks,
‘No doubt she’ll have me whipped.
‘Bare your shoulder, and brace yourself,
‘And take a strong blow. Though it will hurt you,
‘When she looks at you, there will be a mark.’
Then Yūsuf bared his body.
Uproar arose from the seven heavens.
The man extended his arm
And struck severely with a wooden branch,
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Throwing Yūsuf to the ground.
When Zulaykhā heard that cry from him, she said,
‘That’s enough. This one came from the right place.
‘The previous ones were nothing.
‘The cries should come from this place.’
If there were a hundred mourners at a funeral,
The cry of the one in pain would be loudest.
If there were a hundred grief-stricken ones in a circle,
Their ring would be a grieving one.297
So long as you have not experienced pain,
You do not belong in the ranks of men.
Whoever has felt the pain of love and yearning,
Finds no peace, day or night. 298
In this case, Yūsuf is the allegorical righteous Sufi sālik, whose cries of pain must be
made legitimate. At the same time, Zulaykhā is a God figure, deciding which of his
cries are genuine and inflicting suffering upon her lover. As is common in taṣavvuf
writings, the cruelty of the divine Beloved is to be expected, borne, and according to the
tradition of Rābiʻa ʻAdawiyya’s love mysticism, even relished.299 Although Jāmī and
ʻAṭṭār’s representations of Zulaykhā are similar when it comes to her role as a mystic
lover, they diverge regarding Zulaykhā as a divine figure, and in terms of their retellings
of the seduction and union scenes. This divergence indicates that ʻAṭṭār’s is using
Zulaykhā in an unusual role for maximum dramatic effect, in order to drive home his
message that often the highest levels of spiritual achievement can be attained by the
most unexpected people.
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4.6 Conclusion
This chapter investigates Sūrat Yūsuf as the basis upon which many of ʻAṭṭār’s
readers would have approached their understanding of Zulaykhā’s character as an
overzealous, lustful, and impatient seductress. It then explores the representations of
Zulaykhā in the Sufi Qur’anic commentaries and the Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’ (Sufi or
otherwise). Using this base of material, the chapter demonstrates how ʻAṭṭār’s
representation did not correspond to the Qur’anic vision, and is in fact transformed into
one of two main allegorical functions: the exemplary Sufi lover and the divine Beloved.
I argued that in both these roles, ʻAṭṭār reinvents and manipulates Zulaykhā’s story in
order to generate the most shock and surprise, defamiliarising her to the reader and
forcing the reader to break out of the ‘automatism of perception.’ Though Zulaykhā as
mystic lover has often been attested in literature predating ‘Aṭṭār, Zulaykhā in ‘Aṭṭār is
not a flawed-but-repentant lover whose transgression is comprehensible to us – she is a
symbol of perfection which should be emulated and admired for its utter devotion in the
face of no reward.300 Meanwhile, Zulaykhā as a divine beloved has not been attested in
any of my other sources. Finally, perhaps following a lesser-known tradition, ‘Aṭṭār
represents Yūsuf quite harshly by depicting him as failing to recognise the inherent
value of Zulaykhā’s love. These departures from traditional tellings, subtle as they may
be, reveal a unique interpretation of Zulaykhā’s character which reinforces ‘Aṭṭār’s
message that spiritual superiority often emanates from the most unlikely of sources.

300

This depiction exists in the Qiṣaṣ and commentary literature I investigated, but usually not without

framing it as repentance for her poor conduct in the seduction attempt.

Quay - January 2018

201

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

202

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 4: Recasting Female Desire in ‘Aṭṭār’s Mathnavīs

Quay - January 2018

203

’‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms

5 GENDER, SAINTLY
AUTHORITY, AND THE BODY
IN SUFI HAGIOGRAPHY
‘AṬṬĀR IN THE CONTEXT OF
SULAMĪ, IBN AL-JAWZĪ, AND JĀMĪ
اﺑﻮ ﺣﻔﺺ ﮔﻔﺘﮫ اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ :ھﻤﯿﺸﮫ ﺣﺪﯾﺚ زﻧﺎن را ﻣﮑﺮوه ﻣﯽداﺷﺘﻢ ﺗﺎ آن وﻗﺖ ﮐﮫ ا ّم ﻋﻠﯽ ،زوﺟـﮥ اﺣﻤـﺪ
ﺧﻀـﺮوﯾﮫ ،را دﯾﺪم ،ﭘﺲ داﻧﺴﺘﻢ ﮐﮫ ﺣ ّ
ﻖ ﺳﺒﺤﺎﻧﮫ ﻣﻌﺮﻓﺖ و ﺷﻨﺎﺧﺖ ﺧﻮد را آﻧﺠﺎ ﮐﮫ ﻣﯽﺧﻮاھﺪ ﻣﯽﻧﮭﺪ.
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Abū Ḥafṣ said, ‘I always held the society of women in contempt, until I met
Umm ‘Alī, wife of Aḥmad Khaḍrawayh. Then I realised that the Lord places
knowledge and recognition of Him wherever He wills.’301
- Jāmī, Nafaḥāt al-Uns
Since neither man nor nature have of themselves a sacred character, they must
get it from another source.302
- Durkheim, Elementary Forms of Religious Life

5.1 Introduction
In his wide-ranging study of heroism in the Islamic milieu, John Renard
identifies two broad categories of religious heroes: the macrocosmic, universal hero,
and the microcosmic, local hero. There can hardly be a set of heroes with a more
universal concern than the Friends of God (awliyā’), whose primary objectives are to be
a conduit for God’s blessings (barakah) and to ensure the journey of every individual’s
soul towards divine union. ‘Universal heroes,’ Renard writes, ‘achieve broader victories
that afford human society as a whole the possibility of rejuvenation.’303 Under this
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Jāmī, Nafaḥāt al-Uns, #600. This quote also appears in Sulamī and Cornell, Early Sufi Women: Dhikr

al-Niswah, #41. There, Sulamī uses the word niswān (translated by Jāmī simply as zanān), which Cornell
argues refers to the ‘practitioners of female chivalry.’ Cornell, Early Sufi Women, 168. She understands
niswān as a kind of javānmardān for women, although Christopher Melchert disagrees. Melchert,
Christopher. “Before Ṣūfiyyāt.” Journal of Sufi Studies 5, no. 2 (2016): 119-120.
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model, it is assumed to be critical that the hero possess a generalisable, imitable quality
if he is to attract wider following.
Yet, this need for a more general appeal presents a problem for our female
saints, whose lives and experiences were likely not interpreted as representative of
universal human experience. The problems faced by the hagiographer of women saints
are something akin to the woman writer’s issues in representing her own self:
If the woman poet wants…to link her particular experiences with larger
universals... she can call upon only a percentage of her own experiences. Much
of what she knows does not link up to universals because the universals
presently in existence are based upon masculine experience, masculine
norms.304
If we come to accept the feminist premise that the knowledge-creation process and
cultural productions of the past have emphatically not been gender-neutral, and have
been, in fact, androcentric insofar as they pretend to ‘universal’ human experience, the
precarious position of the female heroine becomes clear. This has implications for the
way our authors incorporate women saints, who are distinctly marked as Other in this
context due to their sex. This chapter investigates the process by which women become
‘universal’ Islamic religious heroes. It examines how the biographers navigate the
conflict between the attempt to represent the universal appeal of the ideal mystic seeker,
and the inevitability that female experience does not represent so-called universal
experience. It explores how they selectively reformulate the biographies of women
saints to ensure that they contain enough general interest and applicability to be
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effective with a predominately male audience. It asks whether female saints face extra
hurdles to demonstrate, as Julie Meisami puts it, their ‘perfectibility.’305
This chapter argues that the main strategy of the Sufi hagiographers is to
portray the woman saint transcending the markedness of her sex in order to lend her
more general (i.e. masculine) and less specific (i.e. feminine) appeal. To become
universal, relatable symbols of heroism, women saints are mythologised, de-sexualised,
and in the end, like almost all saints, shown to surpass the limits of the human form.
This chapter investigates two of the most common tactics by which Sufi biographers
construct idealised Islamic heroines. The first is the extraction of the female saint from a
context, from a personal history and backstory, in favour of a static representation of
constant piety from birth, very often removed from indications of the specificities of
time and place. The second is the definitive separation of the female saint’s soul from
her body, and from her sexuality. Women of God in particular must vanquish the lower
impulses of the body to become ‘Men of God,’ a tendency observed by interpreters of
the Christian saintly tradition.306 The female saint’s authority, therefore, is located in
this transcendence. In fact, as I will demonstrate, her heroism is contingent upon the
misogynist premise of her spiritual and physical inferiority.
In order to clarify the ways in which pious women’s religiosity is represented
in the source material, I have structured the chapter into four sections. The first section
gives a brief overview of the sources and presents my reasoning for analysing them in
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Julie Scott Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987),

134-35.
306

Gillian Cloke, “This Female Man of God”: Women and Spiritual Power in the Patristic Age, AD 350-

450 (London: Routledge, 1995), 33-38; Kerstin Aspegren, Male Woman: A Feminine Ideal in the Early
Church (Uppsala: Uppsala University, 1990), 11-14.

Quay - January 2018

207

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

concert with one another. The second part lays out the evidence for the first main
argument, which claims that the woman saint is decontextualised and separated from
many details of her personal history in these hagiographies. The third and fourth
sections tackle the second major argument regarding the ways in which female saints
overcome the limitations of their physicality by rejecting it entirely. These attempts to
vanquish the body are exemplified by recurring themes such as bleeding, fasting, and
weeping, in addition to discussions of sexuality, celibacy and marriage. Within the
material on the body, there is so much related to sexuality, marriage and celibacy that it
has been grouped in its own section. Together, these final two sections of the chapter
describe how the hagiographers place an emphasis on the corporeality of female saints,
and posit the importance of shedding that corporeal existence for women to attain
sainthood.
This research is not the first to point out the complex relationship between
female saints, spiritual authority, and the body in the Islamic context. It is a topic which
has been fruitfully discussed by Shahzad Bashir, Scott Kugle, and others.307 This paper
also takes into account scholarship on Christian female saints and investigates the extent
to which their findings can apply to the women in these sources. On both sides of the
tradition – Christian or Islamic – most studies on this subject have come to the
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conclusion that there is an increased emphasis on the body for female saints.308 At least
two major hypotheses have arisen to explain this association of woman and body. In the
first theory, taking into account the misogynist assumption that the female body is
inherently weaker and more susceptible to temptation, it follows that women would
have to do more in terms of restraining their concupiscent desires of the flesh in order to
overcome their bodies and attain sainthood. Elizabeth Robertson maintains this position
when she writes that, ‘[s]anctity is not a gender neutral concept’ and that hagiographic
accounts ‘assume a woman’s essential, inescapable corporeality,’ which requires that
her sainthood be achieved through her body.309
The other dominating school of thought is exemplified by Bynum, who takes
up seemingly the opposite position when she argues that female saints are able to use
their close relationship to their bodies as a source of power and authority. She
constructs, therefore, not a narrative of misogynist restriction on women’s closely
regulated path to sainthood, but a narrative of empowerment and negotiation with the
patriarchal order. She envisions her study as:
[...] a complex refutation of the standard interpretation of asceticism as worldrejection or as practical dualism and of the standard picture of medieval women
as constrained on every side by a misogyny they internalized as self-hatred or
masochism. Rather, I argue that medieval efforts to discipline and manipulate
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the body should be interpreted more as elaborate changes rung upon the
possibilities provided by fleshiness than as flights from physicality.310
These two strains of argument do not have to be mutually exclusive. Instead, they both
complement each other and highlight aspects of the same phenomenon. I would argue
that in these sources, the close relationship between holy women and their corporeality
does in fact stem from the misogynist premise that women are more susceptible to
temptation and more likely to succumb to the desires of their flesh. However, this
association, and their ability to overcome it, is then used by women (in the sources, if
not in reality) as leverage by which they can assert their spiritual authority and right to
hero status. As such, it is not a question of ‘internalised misogyny’ versus ‘possibilities’
heroically rung upon the flesh; the subversion of misogynist assumptions is instead
converted into a tool for exemplary holy women to control their own circumstances and
exert influence on their communities.
If we fail to provide a convincing answer to the question of what specifically
makes a female valī in Islam, we risk succumbing to the temptation of simply
evaluating women saints by the yardstick of male saints’ accomplishments. Though
attempting to interpret texts through the eyes of the medievals themselves, European
medievalists ‘have in fact tended to use male religiosity as a model,’ notes Caroline
Walker Bynum. They ‘look simply for women’s answers to questions that have always
been asked about men,’ and these questions were ‘generated in the first place by
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observing male religiosity.’311 She cites especially the renunciation of sexual
gratification and economic or political power as elements of Christian men’s piety
which have been discussed at length in regards to women as well. Instead, we must
observe the biographies of women and allow the questions to arise naturally from what
we find there.
Some commentators reject the concept of a particular ‘women’s spirituality’
outright, (perhaps reasonably) fearing the findings in this area would be used to support
essentialist claims regarding the nature of women. Silvers writes:
There is nothing inherent to women about any of these socio-historical
contexts. Thus, there is little historical value in identifying a ‘spirituality’
particular to women, unless it refers to the dynamic and intersecting sociohistorical narratives that name certain types of bodies, experiences, and
articulations ‘female.’312
While on the whole, I agree with Silvers’ caution against essentialism, she seems to be
strawmanning a bit here. I have not seen a study on this subject claiming that the
particularities of women’s spirituality observed in the case of the female awliyā’ were
‘inherent’ to women. More productive is to analyse to what extent these ‘female’
practices were imagined by their male biographers. Or, simply admitting that any
particular female spiritual practices were no doubt socially constructed (either in life or
in text), we can move on to try to define those particular practices and use them to shed
light on social attitudes towards saintly women in Sufi hagiography. My study attempts
to elucidate the representation of women’s piety in literature as it relates to specific
socio-historical contexts of the authors, and does not treat them as products of a static
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period or single understanding of women’s piety. It attempts to tease out the ways in
which male writers have identified their subjects as particularly female, and what they
try to achieve by applying a gendered label.

5.2 Sources Consulted
The sources consulted in this chapter represent a wide timespan – about 400
years – and were composed in Persian or Arabic. The earliest text referenced here is the
Dhikr al-Niswa al-Muta‘bbidāt al-Ṣūfiyyāt by ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Sulamī (d. 412 AH /
1021 CE), an Arabic work of the ṭabaqāt genre containing 82 entries solely on pious
women, as the title implies. This text was known to exist by scholars since at least the
early 20th century, but was presumed to be a lost appendix to Sulamī’s Ṭabaqāt alṢūfiyya, much like Jāmī’s appendix to the Nafaḥāt al-Uns, instead of a standalone work.
Rkia Cornell rediscovered the work in the 1990s and she has published an edition and
translation of this unique manuscript. Entries tend to be short and focus on the sayings
of the saints rather than anecdotes. Isnāds are included as part of the legitimation
project. Chronologically, the next works consulted are Abū al-Faraj b. al-Jawzī’s Ṣifat
al-Ṣafwa (d. 597 AH / 1200 CE) and Farīd al-Dīn ‘Aṭṭār’s Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’ (d. ca.
618 AH / 1221 CE), whose biographies are roughly contemporaneous. ‘Aṭṭār’s famous
Tadhkirat was written mainly in Persian, with an Arabic introduction and quotations,
and features lengthy narratives on 72 to 96 saints.313 As noted in Chapter 2, he dispenses
with sources and sets out his work as a definitive act of vernacularisation.314 He claims
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to understand the saints’ words as a commentary on the Qur’an and hadith. Ibn al-Jawzī,
by contrast, wrote his Ṣifat al-Ṣafwa in Arabic in the ṭabaqāt style featuring shorter
anecdotes and sayings. The latest work consulted here is ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Jāmī’s
Nafaḥāt al-Uns (d. 898 AH/ 1492 CE), written in Persian in a style closest to ‘Aṭṭār’s,
of the other works presented here. It does not include extensive references to sources
and more fully develops the hagiographic narratives than the Arabic biographies of Ibn
al-Jawzī and Sulamī. Though Jāmī’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns is after ‘Aṭṭār, it is included to
examine the potential choices ‘Aṭṭār did not make while looking at a similar set of
materials. Since Jāmī’s style is closest to ‘Aṭṭār’s, it represents a valuable point of
comparison to throw into relief ‘Aṭṭār’s unique interpretation of the biographical
tradition preceding him.
The reason that these sources from varying time periods and languages can
justifiably be brought together in this chapter is that they all have something in common
that is unusual in Islamic literature. All four of these texts contain extended biographies
of holy women in mystical Islam, and represent a significant portion of the available
data on female saints in early premodern Persian and Arabic sources. I think it is fair to
look at these sources as part of a coherent tradition because they were very clearly in
dialogue with one another, and large parts are copied over from one author to the next
with little to no alteration.315 This is not to imply that pious women do not feature in
numerous hagiographies and biographies which take men as their subjects. However, I

religious establishment, then it was through their co-option of such vernacular entertainments that the
Sufis were able to reach a more general audience. If sanctification brought the Sufis a mass following
based on power and respect, the vernacularization ensured that it was also a relationship which was
warmed with affection and informed by at least a measure of understanding.’ Green, Sufism, 109.
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contend in this chapter that these biographies which focus on holy women as subjects –
instead of mentioning them in passing – operate according to a different set of
expectations and employ another set of motifs, separate from those used to describe
women (pious or otherwise) who hover in the periphery of male-centered texts. With the
exception of the studies completed on the biography of Rābi‘a bt. al-‘Adawiyya like
Smith’s, most serious scholarly studies in Islamic hagiography concern themselves with
the marginal women appearing in the background of men’s biographies, or other malecentered texts.316 This chapter aims to offer a corrective to that narrative by focusing on
the fairly rare accounts of female saints who take centre stage as the subjects of these
biographies.
Though parts of these sources have remained largely untouched, especially
from the perspective of gender, some of the material has been worked on by scholars
whose foundational work cannot go unmentioned here. First, Ruth Roded’s groundbreaking monograph laid out lines of primary source material for later scholars to
follow. As mentioned previously, Rkia Cornell’s rediscovery of Sulamī’s Dhikr al-
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Niswa in the 1990s, and her thorough introduction to the translated material, has
brought a unique primary source to the fore. She raised the initial questions relating to a
distinct women’s piety in medieval Islam, contextually and historically contingent, and
these questions have been influential in determining the direction of contemporary
discussions. Finally, in recent years deeper analytical work on the sources has been just
beginning by scholars such as Laury Silvers, Maria Dakake, Michel Chodkiewicz, and
Sa‘diyya Shaikh. Silvers has been undertaking a methodologically rigorous study of
these texts through the lens of women’s social history.317 At the time of writing, her
analysis and translation of Ṣifat al-Ṣafwa is forthcoming.318 Her work also responds to
Maria Dakake, who has claimed that early Sufi women’s love of God took on the form
of His patriarchal guardianship.319 Meanwhile, though some of Chodkiewicz’s claims
can be reductive,320 his article covers female saints’ biographies as a coherent tradition
and with a breadth that other studies do not. Most recently of all, Shaikh touches upon
this literature in developing the background for Ibn ‘Arabī’s conceptions of what it
means to be human and what it means to be gendered. Though her approach is one open
in its commitment to the cause of Islamic feminism in a contemporary political
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context,321 she provides very cogent insights into Ibn ‘Arabī’s conceptions of gender
and sexuality and has also attempted to place him within a tradition of genderegalitarian tendencies in Sufi literature. The work of these scholars has paved the way
for this study of subalterns in the Sufi biographical tradition.

5.3 Decontextualising Women: Lack of Backstories for Female
Saints
‘One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman,’ Simone de Beauvoir famously
wrote in The Second Sex.322 Centuries before this distinction between sex and gender
became widely accepted, our authors here imply precisely the opposite for female
saints: one does not become but is born a woman saint. In the Sufi context, pious
women’s biographies often lack any kind of backstory. This represents a sharp
departure from the formulaic emphasis laid on childhood piety or adolescent conversion
for male saints. The male saints of ‘Aṭṭār’s Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’ serve as a prime
example of this phenomenon. This lack of backstory indicates yet another way in which
Sufi women saints are removed from their physicality and detached from the self.
Bynum points this phenomenon out as well in relation to medieval Christian
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hagiography.323 She notes that the lives of holy men and women exhibit basic
differences, and that women’s saintly tendencies begin in early childhood and steadily
grow, whereas men are much more likely to undergo sudden conversions in
adolescence. Sudden and dramatic change are significantly more prominent motifs in
the biographies of holy men. As Bynum explains:
It is because women lacked control over their wealth and marital status that
their life stories show fewer heroic gestures of casting aside money, property,
and family. [...] Men were inclined to tell stories with turning points, to use
symbols of reversal and inversion, and to externalize motives in events
(particularly when talking about men). Women more often used their ordinary
experiences (of powerlessness, of service and nurturing, of disease, etc.) as
symbols into which they poured ever deeper and more paradoxical
meanings.324
The paradigm outlined here for structuring the lives of both male and female Christian
saints to a large extent holds true in the Islamic context as well. Male sainthood in the
hagiographies surveyed here seems heavily correlated with sudden conversion stories.
In these stories, the male saint renounces his wealth, kingship, family, or dramatically
reforms his thieving or otherwise sinful ways. However, women’s lives are often
characterised by a consistent piety that is less dynamic. Furthermore, our sources on
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Muslim women are fewer, and unlike in Christian tradition, we have almost no writings
from women themselves and as such must rely on men’s voices, which shape our
knowledge of these women.
Careful study of the sources reveals that while approximately 50% of the men’s
backgrounds are dealt with in detail in the Memorial, the same cannot be said of female
saints in all four of these biographical compendia. Of the 37 male saints in ‘Aṭṭār whose
biographies are translated by A.J. Arberry, 14 of them have conversion stories that form
a prominent part of the narrative. Most of them come at the opening of their entries and
recount a shift in worldview that results in renouncing such worldly things as power,
wealth, love, family, sleep, food, and so forth. While nearly 40% of the male saints
undergo some kind of conversion, I could find no examples of such a conversion by a
woman in Sulamī’s Dhikr al-Niswa or Jāmī’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns.325 Furthermore, of these
37 male saints, at least an additional 5 fit the ‘prodigy’ sainthood model, in which it
becomes apparent quite early that the saint is destined to be a holy man. The
biographers accomplish this by emphasising their subject’s spiritual precociousness in
several ways. ‘Aṭṭār, for example, portrays the male saints as having a positive moral
influence on their family before they even come out of the womb (Bāyazīd, Sufyān alThawrī), as masters of the Qur’an at an impossibly young age, or devoted to ascetic
practice as young as three (Sahl al-Tustarī). If we include the male saints who are
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marked as holy from childhood, then the number rises to 50% of male saints sampled
from ‘Aṭṭār whose background is dealt with in detail.
Bynum’s premise – that men’s stories feature dramatic conversions because
they generally have so much more power to shape their own destinies – appears to hold
for the Islamic hagiographical texts sampled here as well. However, it is not just a lack
of power which keeps conversion stories out of Islamic female saints’ life narratives.
There seems to also be a marked lack of interest in the early lives of these women
saints. While the women of Christianity are marked as saints from age 8 and earlier, the
female saints of Islam are consistently portrayed as adult women who, by implication,
have more or less always exhibited pious and ascetic leanings.326 The development of a
woman saint is of no interest, perhaps because it is so unusual that it must be divinely
ordained and hence cannot be emulated. The lack of dynamism in these accounts may
imply that women must occupy quasi-mythical space of non-time and non-place in
order to become saints. In addition to transcending gender and physicality, they are also
often portrayed as overcoming any specificity of their individual history and historical
context to attain sainthood.
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5.4 Transcending Physicality to ‘Rise Beyond the Female Sex’327
In addition to distancing women saints from a distinct backstory and history,
the biographies investigated here also distance women from their corporeality. The
following sections will discuss three main techniques by which the woman saint is
wrenched apart from her physicality. First, the biographers re-inscribe blood, that
fundamental symbol of female impurity, with a new meaning. No longer the sign of
ritual impurity and the inability to worship at certain times, blood and menstruation are
converted into symbols of heroic suffering and opportunities for our heroines to display
strength in the face of pain. Second, the biographers lay significant emphasis on
female’s saints’ skill in practicing restraint in regards to food, while at the same
demonstrating the ability to produce it miraculously for those in need. Third and finally,
considerable attention is paid to the thorny issue of sexuality for women saints. Some
female saints are quite strictly divided from their sexuality by being portrayed as
celibate, a status which must be continually justified and defended to the questioning
masses. Meanwhile, the heroism of other female saints, particularly those who are
married, is demonstrated by their ability to compartmentalise. The married woman saint
fulfills the sexual needs of her husband, but is not tempted herself, while still
worshipping God to the extent prized by the Sufis.

5.4.1 Male Awliyā’ and Corporeality
Before moving on to represent the relationship between female saints and their
bodies, it is important to allude briefly to the relation between male saints and their
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bodies, if we plan to argue that the relationship to the body is different for saints of
different genders. As Kugle points out, the body is significant for both genders as a
means to commune with God. Bashir, meanwhile, describes in detail the importance of
handshakes, tufts of hair, and even spit, to disseminate ma‘rafat and baraka between
shaykh and disciple in medieval Islamic mysticism. Although corporeality has a
substantial impact on men’s paths to sainthood, the body is not the only mechanism by
which they can attain wilāya. Men have other options to show their conversion and
commitment to the Path, including the renunciation of wealth, power, and family. In
‘Aṭṭār’s Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’ we find many examples of this. Ibrāhīm Adham, king of
Balkh, is pursued by signs of the divine until finally he relents, relinquishing his station
and extravagant wealth to live in a cave and become a seeker.328 Ibn ‘Aṭā’, meanwhile,
displays his saintly commitment to riẓāyat (contentment in God’s will) by laughing as
his children are executed one by one.329 Finally, Mālik b. Dīnār, a highway robber,
reforms his rakish ways after feeling compelled to honour a man’s request for amānat
(safekeeping of property).330 Many of these avenues are not open to women saints,
however. In the following sections I will demonstrate how women’s sainthood was
primarily attained through the body.

5.4.2 Rhetorical Jousting between the Sexes: Trading Wit for Value
In her study of Arabic literature, Woman’s Body, Woman’s Word, MaltiDouglas argues that woman became another type in adab literature, like the miser, the
wise madman, or the fast-talking criminal. The influence of adab literature is also
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palpably evident in these hagiographical sources. Malti-Douglas notes the ways wit can
be used as a bargaining chip to make up for physical deformity. By extension, she
argues that woman’s speech in classical Arabic adab literature functions as a tool by
which she can overcome her bodily disadvantage. ‘Ability to manipulate discourse,’ she
writes, ‘may or may not permit the woman to transcend that physicality with which she
has been plagued.’331 I find that the motif of the witty repartée between female saint and
male questioner becomes a kind of structuring principle for many anecdotes in the
biographies of Sufi women.332 Several of ‘Aṭṭār’s anecdotes on Rābi‘a particularly
center on her as genderless or divorced from the physical body, and yet delight in
bringing up her gender for effect within the context of verbal jousts with other (male)
Sufi shaykhs.
‘Aṭṭār’s subtle twist on an anecdote related by Sulamī will illuminate the way
feminine wit can compensate for her supposed disadvantage:
ّ
وﻟﻜﻦ اﻟﺸﺄن ﻓﯿﻤﻦ
،ٌ اﻟﺒﺎبُ ﻣﻔﺘﻮح: ﻓﻘﺎﻟﺖ. ﻣﻦ أﻛﺜﺮ ﻗﺮْ َع اﻟﺒﺎب ﯾُ ْﻔﺘَ ُﺢ ﻟﮫ: ﻗﺎل ﺻﺎﻟﺢ اﻟﻤﺮّي ﺑﯿﻦ ﯾﺪﯾﮭﺎ،ﺑﺈﺳﻨﺎده
.ُﯾَﺮ َﻏﺐُ أن ﯾﺪ ُﺧﻠَﮫ
Also on [Ja‘far b. Sulaymān’s] authority: Ṣāliḥ al-Murrī said in her presence,
‘He who persists in knocking at the door will have it opened for him.’
‘The door is already open,’ she replied. ‘But the question is: Who wishes to
enter it?’333
A variant of this same anecdote is related by ‘Aṭṭār in the Tadhkirat:
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.ﺻﺎﻟﺢ ﻣﺮی ﺑﺴﯽ ﮔﻔﺘﯽ ﮐﮫ ھﺮ ﮐﮫ دری ﻣﯽزﻧﺪ زود ﺑﺎز ﺷﻮد
 ﺑﺎ ﮐﮫ ﮔﻮﯾﯽ ﮐﮫ اﯾﻦ در ﺑﺴﺘﮫ اﺳﺖ و ﺑﺎز ﺧﻮاھﺪ ﮔﺸﺎد؟ ھﺮﮔﺰ ﮐﯽ ﺑﺴﺘﮫ: و ﮔﻔﺖ.راﺑﻌﮫ ﯾﮑﺒﺎر ﺣﺎﺿﺮ ﺑﻮد
ﺑﻮد ﺗﺎ ﺑﺎز ﮔﺸﺎﯾﻨﺪ؟
. ﻋﺠﺐ! ﻣﺮدی ﺟﺎھﻞ و زﻧﯽ ﺿﻌﯿﻒ داﻧﺎ:ﺻﺎﻟﺢ ﮔﻔﺖ
Ṣāliḥ Murrī often said, ‘For whomever knocks, the door shall open.’
Once, Rābi‘a was present [as he said this]. She replied, ‘For whom do
you imply this door is closed that it will be opened again? It was never closed
to begin with.’
‘To think!’ he said. ‘A man ignorant, and a weak woman wise.’334
In ‘Aṭṭār’s version of the anecdote, Rābi‘a’s tone is more combative, as she
uses a sharp rhetorical question as opposed to simply contradicting al-Murrī’s statement
in Sulamī’s version. The most significant addition in ‘Aṭṭār’s rendition, however, is the
commentary provided afterwards by a stunned Murrī who highlights the reversal of the
traditional power dynamic. While Sulamī’s account is a gender-neutral confirmation of
Rābi‘a’s authority, ‘Aṭṭār’s variant specifically emphasises Rābi‘a’s gender as a point of
interest and refers to the shock value of this gender reversal. This example shows the
power of wit and word to make up for perceived physical deficiencies or disadvantages
in relation to the social hierarchy.
The symbolism of the female voice and its pleasing sound is also reconfigured
in this context. No longer a sign of the woman’s powers of seduction, the woman’s
voice becomes a medium through which to inspire her listeners, express her yearning
for the divine, or even a vehicle to accomplish her miracles. Though in later periods we
find women’s voices functioning as a metaphor for sexual temptation, these
precautionary tales are quite absent from the texts at hand. This metaphor is pursued to
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such an extent in other sources that Bashir relates an example wherein a shaykh, after
following the beautiful sound of a woman’s singing, is shocked by her disgusting
nakedness when he arrives. In another instance, a man breaks his foot while following
the sound of a woman’s voice.335 But in Sulamī, Ibn al-Jawzī, and Jāmī, the music of
women’s voices is viewed as a permissible tool to help the mystic attain a higher state.
Sarī al-Saqaṭī narrates his visit to a sick-house where he finds Tuḥfah, a female slave,
crying and reciting poems in Arabic, so beautifully that he is deeply moved. Long after
Sarī buys her freedom, he hears her voice again as he circumambulates the Ka‘ba.336
Fāṭima bt. al-Muthannā, meanwhile, sends her voice across a vast distance to recall a
husband from another city, where he means to take a second wife without consulting his
first wife.337 Jāmī reports of Sha‘wāna, whose beautiful voice, combined with her deep
religiosity, moves others to tears:
 آواز ﺧﻮب داﺷﺖ و ﺑﮫ ﻧﻐﻤﺎت ﺧـﻮش وﻋـﻆ ﻣـﯽﮔﻔـﺖ و ﭼﯿـﺰی.وی از ﻋﺠﻢ ﺑﻮد و در اُﺑﻠّﮫ ﻣﯽﻧﺸﺴﺖ
.ﻣـﯽﺧﻮاﻧـﺪ زاھﺪان و ﻋﺎﺑﺪان و ارﺑﺎب ﻗﻠﻮب در ﻣﺠﻠﺲ وی ﺣﺎﺿـﺮ ﻣـﯽﺷـﺪﻧﺪ
She was one of the ‘ajam (non-Arab people) and lived in Uballa. She had a
good voice and preached in beautiful tones. She recited such things that
ascetics, worshippers, and those who were masters of their hearts attended her
gatherings.338
Perhaps it is significant here that Jāmī mentions specifically who would attend these
gatherings. He makes it clear that the attendees were ‘masters of their hearts’ to the
degree that they could handle such beauty, and channel the inspiration from it into
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appreciation for the divine. Ibn al-Jawzī reports an anonymous slave girl whose
beautiful Qur’an recitation moves other:

ّ ﻓﻠﻤﺎ ﻛﺎن اﻟﻨﻮم
ّ ﺑﺖ أﻧﺎ واﻟﻐﻼم ﺧﺎرﺟﺎ وﺑﺎﺗﺖ اﻟﺠﺎرﯾﺔ ﻓﻲ اﻟﺨﯿﻤﺔ وﻛﻨﺖ أﺳﻤﻊ دو
ي اﻟﻘﺮآن اﻟﻠﯿﻞ ﻛﻠﮫ ﺑﺄﺣﺴﻦ
ُ
ُ
 ﺗﻠﻚ أﺧﺘﻲ ﺗﺤﻲ اﻟﻠﯿﻞ ﻛﻠﮫ إﻟﻰ: ﺻﻮت ﻣﻦ ﻛﺎن ذﻟﻚ؟ ﻓﻘﺎل: ﻓﻠﻤﺎ أﺻﺒﺤﺖ ﻗﻠﺖ ﻟﻠﻐﻼم.ﺻﻮت ﯾﻜﻮن وأرﻗﮫ
: ﻓﺘﺒﺴﻢ و ﻗﺎل ﻟﻲ: ﻗﺎل. أﻧﺖ رﺟﻞ وھﻲ اﻣﺮأة، ﯾﺎ ﻏﻼم أﻧﺖ أﺣﻖ ﺑﮭﺬا اﻟﻌﻤﻞ ﻣﻦ أﺧﺘﻚ:اﻟﺼﺒﺎح ﻓﻘﻠﺖ
وﯾﺤﻚ ﯾﺎ ﻓﺘﻰ أﻣﺎ ﻋﻠﻤﺖ أﻧﮫ ﻣﻮﻓﻖ وﻣﺨﺬول؟
And when it was time for bed, the slave boy and I slept outside and the slave
girl inside the tent. I was listening to a Qur’an recitation all night long in the
most beautiful voice there ever was. It kept [me] up all night. In the morning I
asked the slave boy, ‘Whose voice was that?’
‘That’s my sister,’ he replied. ‘She stays up all night until the dawn.’
‘O Slave,’ I said, ‘It is more appropriate for you to do this work than
your sister, for you are a man and she is a woman.’ He smiled and told me,
‘Woe unto you, dear boy, haven’t you learned that there are the blessed and the
forsaken?’339
In this case, the biography even directly addresses the question of the acceptability of a
woman reciting Qur’an. With the brother’s sharp response, we are led to understand that
it is not gender which determines fitness to recite, but rather one’s standing before God.
This relationship to the female voice provides a sharp contrast to the later Persian Sufi
hagiographies surveyed by Shahzad Bashir, where it is explicitly categorised as
dangerous. Jāmī and Ibn al-Jawzī’s women, conversely, use recitation, sermonising,
poetry and music to further their spiritual meditations, and can even provide the basis
for listening male mystics to have a transcendent experience. Our authors once again
transform a potentially damaging aspect of female identity, namely the voice as a tool of
seduction, into a source of spirituality and sign of divine inspiration.
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5.4.3 Weeping, Physical Attractiveness, and Valuing Women’s Bodies
Both demonstrations of wit and the power of the female voice are significant
claims to legitimacy for these pious women’s biographies. Another approach is to
intentionally decrease the value of their bodies to demonstrate their commitment to the
Path. One way women saints are able to do this is through the practice of weeping,
which plays a major role in their biographies. Although weeping also features in the
hagiographies of male awliyā’, it can function as a kind of female speciality.340 One
reason weeping is found so often in the women’s hagiographies is that it is a way for
women to show their utter disregard for one thing society does value them for –
physical attractiveness. The concern that the woman will ruin her eyesight, physical
appearance, and hence her marriage prospects come up repeatedly in these accounts.341
‘Don’t you worry about losing your sight?’ Burda al-Suryāniyya is asked. ‘I pray to lose
my sight,’ she replies, ‘so God will give me better eyes.’342 Sha‘wāna’s followers are
afraid she will blind herself by her crying, to which she replies: ‘Us, afraid?’ By God!
Going blind in this world from weeping is more desirable to me than being blinded by
Hellfire in the Hereafter!’343 Silvers points out that weeping may have been used by
early pious women as a way to avoid marriage:
Some reports may address concerns that weeping and fasting were ruining
women’s chances at marriage, and thus motherhood, by destroying their looks.
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Accounts seem to vouch for these women by presenting their ruined bodies as
a great loss to men and thus presented as a sacrifice for God’s sake, nowhere so
explicitly as in the case of Khansā’ bt. Khidām. She reportedly ‘had a
resounding voice and was a great beauty like a fattened camel adorned for
sacrifice,’ but she fasted until she was skin and bones, and wept until she lost
her eyesight. 344
Physical beauty was certainly presented as desirable for women, including female
saints, and is used at least by Ibn ‘Arabī to indicate the reward for a female saint’s
remarkable devotion. Jāmī relates from Ibn ‘Arabī the following report on Fāṭima bt. alMuthannā:

 و ﺳﻦ وی آن وﻗﺖ ﺑﺮ ﻧﻮد و ﭘﻨﺞ ﺳﺎل زﯾـﺎدت ﺑـﻮد و ﻣـﻦ،ﻣﻦ ﺳﺎلھﺎ ﺑﻨﻔﺲ ﺧﻮد ﺧﺪﻣﺖ وی ﮐﺮدهام
 ھﺮﮐﮫ وی را ﺑﺪﯾﺪی.ﺷـﺮم ﻣـﯽداﺷـﺘﻢ ﮐـﮫ ﺑـﮫ روی وی ﻧﮕـﺮم از ﺗـﺎزﮔﯽ و ﻧـﺎزﮐﯽ رﺧﺴﺎرۀ وی
.ﭘﻨﺪاﺷﺘﯽ ﮐﮫ ﭼﮭﺎرده ﺳﺎﻟﮫ اﺳﺖ
I served her personally for years. At that time she was over 95 years old, yet I
was ashamed to look at her face because of its freshness and delicacy. Anyone
who saw her would assume she was 14.345
Ibn ‘Arabī relates to us here his own shame at looking at his master’s face because she
has maintained her beauty across the decades. The emphasis for women on outward
beauty during life does not abate even in old age, even for a Sufi saint who rejected the
aesthetic pleasures of the dunyā during her life. The practice of weeping to destroy that
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beauty intentionally, therefore, represents one way the female saints could symbolically
destroy the monetary value placed on their bodies.346
In our texts, one salient example of this appears in the previously-mentioned
account of Tuḥfah in Nafaḥāt al-Uns. Sarī al-Saqaṭī narrates his account of buying the
freedom of Tuḥfah from her owner. As a slave, Tuḥfah probably would have had no say
in her sexual availability, and was not a viable marriage prospect, so her weeping could
not have been a sacrifice of marriage prospects in favour of devotion to the Lord. Rather
than the typical loss of a beautiful woman from the marriage market, this report implies
an actual economic cost to the slave owner due to her seemingly hysterical behaviour.
‘She's lost her mind. She won’t eat, drink, or sleep; she thinks and cries too much. She’s
the only property I have,’ complains the owner, ‘I thought I could profit.’347 The slave
owner’s objection is not about concern for Tuḥfah herself, but for the impact the neglect
of her physical health may have on her potential resale value. In several other reports, it
is implied that women are not physically strong enough to maintain their extreme
lifestyle of devotion and are questioned about the wisdom of such a practice.348 Overall,
weeping, like other renunciant practices, functions in these texts as a tool for attaining
spiritual authority via bodily sacrifice. The efforts of these women and their biographers

346

It should be noted here that the practice of women’s weeping also very often carries the same

resonance it has for male Sufis, namely, extreme fear of being separated from God. However, for women,
it has this secondary implication that I discuss here.
347

NU #605: 624.
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In ṢṢ #596, for example, Ḥasan al-Baṣrī responds to excessive female weeping by telling her, ‘Your

body and your eyes have a claim (ḥaqq) over you.’
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to negate the impact of the female body ultimately ‘challenged scholarly efforts to direct
orthodoxy, orthopraxy, and women’s role in public religious practice.’349

5.4.4 Blood as Motif in Women’s Miracles
One bodily motif that appears early in the Christian hagiographies (ca. 13th
century) is the bleeding of the stigmata, the wounds on the hands and feet that bleed,
supposedly in empathy with Christ’s wounds sustained during the crucifixion. Although
in the Islamic tradition, the image of bleeding contains no allusion to the crucifixion, the
motif of blood still follows the female Muslim saints. One of the first known examples
of this motif in the Christian tradition comes from the life of the male saint, Francis,
Caroline Walker Bynum finds that ‘stigmata rapidly became a female miracle, and only
for women did the stigmatic wounds bleed periodically.’350 Bynum and Scott Kugle
both posit that this association of women with bleeding was a reflection of the defining
difference between the male and female body – menstruation. This consistent
association of women with blood reveals most dramatically their increased corporal
experience of sainthood as opposed to men.
Among the most pervasive arguments against women’s full participation in
public religious life is the hadith that proclaims women’s ‘deficiency in religion,’ which
stems from her monthly ritual impurity:
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[The Prophet said to a group of women,] ‘I have seen none more deficient in
intelligence and religion than you. […] Is not the evidence of two women equal
to the witness of one man?’
They replied in the affirmative.
‘This is the deficiency in her intelligence,’ he said. ‘Is it not true that a woman
can neither pray nor fast during her menses?’
The women replied in the affirmative.
He said, ‘This is the deficiency in her religion (nuqṣān dīnihā).’351
As Shaikh notes, this hadith was cited widely to prove women unfit to hold many kinds
of power, large and small. Other scholars commented upon it to resist the strictly
misogynist interpretation propounded by some.352 Some of the biographers of female
saints undermine and challenge this conventional understanding of menstruation as a
sign of female deficiency in the faith.
In one of Rābi‘a’s stories comes an example of the way ‘Aṭṭār reconfigures the
traditional meaning of blood as impurity. Rābi‘a is asked about the Companions of the
Prophet, she replies that since she is never done speaking of God, she has no spare
thought for the Companions. She then adduces the analogy, that once a thorn broke in
her eye and bled all over the ground, but she did not notice, because she was in
devotion.
ﻣﺮد ﺣﻖ ﺷﻮ روز و ﺷﺐ ﭼﻮن راﺑﻌﮫ
از ﻗﺪم ﺗﺎ ﻓﺮق ﻋﯿﻦ درد ﺑﻮد
.]..[ از ﻓﻀﻮﻟﯽ رﺳﺘﮫ ﻣﺴﺘﻐﺮق ﺷﺪه
ﺗﻮ ﭼﮫ ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﯽ ز ﯾﺎران رﺳﻮل
ﮐﯽ ﺗﻮاﻧﻢ داد از ﯾﺎران ﺧﺒﺮ
ﯾﮏ ﻧﻔﺲ ﭘﺮوای ﻣﺮدم دارﻣﯽ
ﺧﺎر در ﭼﺸﻤﻢ ﺷﮑﺴﺖ اﻧﺪر رھﯽ

ﺗﻮ رھﺎ ﮐﻦ ﺳﺮ ﺑﮫ ﻣﮭﺮ اﯾﻦ واﻗﻌﮫ
او ﻧﮫ ﯾﮏ زن ﺑﻮد او ﺻﺪ ﻣﺮد ﺑﻮد
ﺑﻮد داﯾﻢ ﻏﺮق ﻧﻮر ﺣﻖ ﺷﺪه
زو ﯾﮑﯽ ﭘﺮﺳﯿﺪ ﮐﺎی ﺻﺎﺣﺐ ﻗﺒﻮل
ﮔﻔﺖ ﻣﻦ از ﺣﻖ ﻧﻤﯽآﯾﻢ ﺑﮫ ﺳﺮ
ﮔﺮﻧﮫ در ﺣﻖ ﺟﺎن و دل ﮔﻢ دارﻣﯽ
آن ﻧﮫ ﻣﻦ ﺑﻮدم ﮐﮫ در ﺳﺠﺪه ﮔﮭﯽ

351
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ﻣﻦ ز ﺧﻮن ﺧﻮﯾﺶ ﺑﻮدم ﺑﯽﺧﺒﺮ
ﮐﯽ دل ﮐﺎر زن و ﻣﺮدی ﺑﻮد
دﯾﮕﺮی را ﮐﯽ ﺷﻨﺎﺳﻢ در ﻗﯿﺎس

ﺑﺮ زﻣﯿﻦ ﺧﻮﻧﻢ روان ﺷﺪ از ﺑﺼﺮ
آﻧﮏ او را اﯾﻦ ﭼﻨﯿﻦ دردی ﺑﻮد
ﭼﻮن ﻧﺒﻮدم ﺗﺎ ﮐﮫ ﺑﻮدم ﺧﻮدﺷﻨﺎس

Surrender your head out of love of this calamity353.
Be a man of God day and night like Rābi‘a.
She was no woman, rather a hundred men.
From head to toe she was a spring of anguish.
She was forever drowned in God’s light.
She escaped haughty pride and was immersed [in God].[…]
‘O Intimate [Friend of God]!’ someone addressed Rābi‘a.
‘What do you say of the Companions of the Prophet?’
‘I am never sated with God,’ she replied,
‘How then can I speak of the Companions?’
‘Had I not lost my heart and soul within God,
‘I would have a moment’s concern for the people.
‘Was it not I, that once in prayer,
‘Had a thorn break in my eye?
‘My blood spilled forth over the ground,
‘Yet I was completely unaware of it.’
Since she experienced such pain,
How could her heart be concerned for any man or woman?
Since I did not exist, how could I know myself?
Not knowing myself, how could I know another?354
The thorn broken in her eye represents her love of God, and conveys the suddenness
and pain that it is associated with mystical love of the divine. The blood functions as a
symbol of her corporeality and her womanhood, all recollection of which is effaced
within her contemplation of the divine. This effacement of the bodily self as a strategy
to posit the disintegration of the ontological self into the divine has been theorised by
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Beresford in his analysis of St. Margaret’s legend. ‘Margaret,’ he writes, ‘once a
bounded entity marked by ontological integrity, begins to spill out over the borders of
her former self, as parts of her body, particularly blood and flayed skin tissue, are
forcibly integrated into their broader physical environment.’ Thus the legend succeeds
‘in dissolving the dialectical integrity of the distinction between internal/external and
self/other.’355 Blood here does not signify ritual impurity, nor does it allude to the
women’s ‘deficiency in religion’ implied by that impurity. Instead, it denotes a breaking
down of boundaries between self and environment, metaphorically representing the
merging the self with the divine.
The corporeal nature of Rābi‘a’s saintly experience is further emphasised by a
story which explicitly involves the issue of menstruation, and indeed hinges upon it as a
central moment in the anecdote. In this account, Rābi‘a makes a seven-year trip to
Ka‘ba for the pilgrimage, but once she arrives, she begins to menstruate, thus making
her ritually unclean to perform the rites of the pilgrimage. She begs God to be admitted
to His sanctuary:
ﮔﺸﺖ ﺑﺮ ﭘﮭﻠﻮ زھﯽ ﺗﺎج اﻟﺮﺟﺎل
ﮔﻔﺖ آﺧﺮ ﯾﺎﻓﺘﻢ ﺣﺠﯽ ﺗﻤﺎم
ﺷﺪ ھﻤﯽ ﻋﺬر زﻧﺎﻧﺶ آﺷﮑﺎر
راه ﭘﯿﻤﻮدم ﺑﮫ ﭘﮭﻠﻮ ھﻔﺖ ﺳﺎل
او ﻓﮑﻨﺪی در رھﻢ ﺧﺎری ﭼﻨﯿﻦ
ﯾﺎ ﻧﮫ اﻧﺪر ﺧﺎﻧ ٔﮫ ﺧﻮﯾﺸﻢ ﮔﺬار
ﮐﯽ ﺷﻨﺎﺳﺪ ﻗﺪر ﺻﺎﺣﺐ واﻗﻌﮫ

355

راﺑﻌﮫ در راه ﮐﻌﺒﮫ ھﻔﺖ ﺳﺎل
ﭼﻮن ﺑﮫ ﻧﺰدﯾﮏ ﺣﺮم آﻣﺪ ﺑﮫ ﮐﺎم
ﻗﺼﺪ ﮐﻌﺒﮫ ﮐﺮد روز ﺣﺞ ﮔﺰار
ﺑﺎزﮔﺸﺖ از راه و ﮔﻔﺖ ای ذواﻟﺠﻼل
ﭼﻮن ﺑﺪﯾﺪم روز ﺑﺎزاری ﭼﻨﯿﻦ
ﯾﺎ ﻣﺮا در ﺧﺎﻧ ٔﮫ ﻣﻦ ده ﻗﺮار
ﺗﺎ ﻧﺒﺎﺷﺪ ﻋﺎﺷﻘﯽ ﭼﻮن راﺑﻌﮫ
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Rābi‘a travelled for seven years on her side356 on her way to the Ka‘ba,
O that Crown among Men!
When she grew close to her aim, the Ka‘ba, she said,
‘Finally! I’ve completed the pilgrimage.’
That pilgrim headed towards the Ka‘ba on the day of the ḥajj,
When suddenly, she was struck by women’s particular ailment.
She turned away from the road and said,
‘O Glorious one! I came all this way, on my side,
‘Over the course of seven years!
‘Just when I reach the throng [of pilgrims],
‘He lays such a thorn in my path!
‘Either give me peace within my own house,
‘Or do not grant me passage into Yours!’
‘If there were no lover like Rābi‘a,
‘Who would know the value of one who has seen reality?357
‘Aṭṭār’s closing aside to the reader is that even the greatest of Sufis have their struggles
and that one should not give up because of difficulties on the Way. Thus ‘Aṭṭār has
explicitly referred to the ‘double bind’ of women trying to achieve mystical sainthood
that has been brought forth by scholars of the Medieval Christian saints – they must first
overcome womanhood and second overcome the boundaries of normal personhood to
become saints. This anecdote implicitly asks – and answers – the question of what
further trials of the body that women saints must transcend. As Kugle puts it, ‘Women
saints were able to reverse the social dynamic of bleeding: rather than having it be
hidden as private, shame-inducing, and a mark of inferiority, they were able to display
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this holy bleeding as public, pride-invoking, and a mark of their claim to religious
leadership.’358 Particularly in the case of Rābi‘a, the betrayals of the body are presented
and vanquished. It is this bravery and the acceptance of what God wills (riẓāyat), even
in adversity, that establishes Rābi‘a’s authority as a holy woman. She realises that the
Lord’s house represents merely the trappings of the goal and not the true aim itself. She
does not need to be in the physical proximity of the Ka‘ba, because she is perpetually in
a state of closeness to the divine.359 In this way, ‘Aṭṭār, Sulamī, and Ibn al-Jawzī all
challenge the ‘deficiency of religion’ hadith which assumes women’s inferiority in
religious practice due to her ritual impurity.360 All saints wage war on their bodies and
their lower souls, but female saints have more fighting to do (as naturally baser
creatures), or more specific ways in which they are required to deprive or overcome
their bodies.
Blood also figures in the hagiographies of some male saints, but the resonance
of the symbol is quite different. In these cases, the emphasis is more on blood and
bleeding as an indication of the depths of their mystical love. In in the gruesome
execution account of Ḥallāj in the Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’, for example, ‘Aṭṭār makes the
comparison between the blood and mystical love explicit:
 اﯾﻦ: ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ.ﭘﺲ دو دﺳﺖ ﺑﺮﯾﺪه ﺧﻮن آﻟﻮده در روی در ﻣﺎﻟﯿﺪ ﺗﺎ ھﺮ دو ﺳﺎﻋﺪ و روی ﺧﻮن آﻟﻮده ﮐﺮد
 ﺧﻮن ﺑﺴﯿﺎر از ﻣﻦ ﺑﺮﻓﺖ و داﻧﻢ ﮐﮫ روﯾﻢ زرد ﺷﺪه ﺑﺎﺷﺪ ﺷﻤﺎ ﭘﻨﺪارﯾﺪ ﮐﮫ زردی ﻣﻦ:ﭼﺮا ﮐﺮدی؟ ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﺧﻮن در روی ﻣﺎﻟﯿﺪم ﺗﺎ در ﭼﺸﻢ ﺷﻤﺎ ﺳﺮخ روی ﺑﺎﺷﻢ ﮐﮫ ﮔﻠﮕﻮﻧ ٔﮫ ﻣﺮدان ﺧﻮن اﯾﺸﺎن.ازﺗﺮس اﺳﺖ
 ﭼﮫ: ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ. وﺿﻮ ﻣﯽﺳﺎزم: اﮔﺮ روی را ﺑﺨﻮن ﺳﺮخ ﮐﺮدی ﺳﺎﻋﺪ ﺑﺎری ﭼﺮا آﻟﻮدی؟ ﮔﻔﺖ: ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ.اﺳﺖ
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 رﮐﻌﺘﺎن ﻓﯽ اﻟﻌﺸﻖ ﻻ ﯾﺼﺢ وﺿﻮﺋﮭﻤﺎ إﻻ ﺑﺎﻟﺪم – در ﻋﺸﻖ دو رﮐﻌﺖ اﺳﺖ وﺿﻮء آن:وﺿﻮ؟ ﮔﻔﺖ
.درﺳﺖ ﻧﯿﺎﯾﺪ اﻻ ﺑﮫ ﺧﻮن
Then [Ḥallāj] rubbed his bloody, amputated hands over his face, so that
both his arms and his face were stained with blood.
‘Why did you do that?’ they enquired.
‘Much blood has gone out of me,’ he replied. ‘I realise that my face will
have grown pale. You suppose that my pallor is because I am afraid. I rubbed
blood over my face so that I might appear rose-cheeked in your eyes. The
cosmetic of heroes is their blood.’
‘Even if you bloodied your face, why did you stain your arms?’
‘I was making ablution.’
‘What ablution?’
‘When one prays two rak‘as in love,’ Ḥallāj replied, ‘the ablution is not
perfect unless performed with blood.’361
Here, blood represents the depth of the male saint’s divine love by showing his courage
in the face of suffering. For Rābi‘a above, however, the blood can represent an obstacle
on the Path to be overcome, a roadblock to be circumvented by shedding awareness of
corporeality, or an indication of the tenuous and porous boundary between self and
environment, self and divine. This distinction could be the result of gender difference –
the bleeding of female saints has a secondary resonance which influences its
representation in the texts. It functions more as a symbol of corporeality than as an
allusion to the love of the divine.
‘Aṭṭār reconfigures the meaning of this integral symbol of female physical
impurity and as such uses her corporeality as a tool to assert her rightful place as a
heroine and martyr. In ‘Aṭṭār’s Ilāhī-nāmah, another female saint appears who is
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associated particularly with blood. This saint, called Zayn al-‘Arab362, is an
accomplished poetess who falls in love with a Bektashi slave, though her love for him is
construed as a pretext (bahānah) for love of the divine. Her brother presumes she has
dishonoured their family and condemns her to death. He has a surgeon cut open her
wrists and orders her to be walled in. Using the blood from her own veins, the master
Sufi poetess writes many verses on the walls of her enclosure until she dies:
ﺑﺴﯽ اﺷﻌﺎر ﺧﻮد ﺑﻨﻮﺷﺖ آﻧﮕﺎه
ﺑﺪرد دل ﺑﺴﯽ اﺷﻌﺎر ﺑﻨﻮﺷﺖ

362

ﺳﺮ اﻧﮕﺸﺖ در ﺧﻮن ﻣﯽزد آن ﻣﺎه
ز ﺧﻮن ﺧﻮد ھﻤﮫ دﯾﻮار ﺑﻨﻮﺷﺖ

Popularly known as Rābi‘a Balkhī, Zayn al-‘Arab or Rābi‘a bt. Ka‘b al-Quzdarī lived approximately

in the 10th century, although not much is known about her life. She appears in Muhammad ‘Awfī’s (d.
1228) 13th-century biographical collection, Lubab al-Albāb and Jāmī’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns, under the name
‘Dukhtar-i Ka‘b,’ but otherwise what little we do know about her seems to be more legendary than
factual. Scholars and biographers have often assumed she lived during the same era as Rūdakī (d. 945),
presumably based on the anecdote describing their poetry duel, which appears in this very episode of the
Ilāhī-nāmah. There is even considerable disagreement about her birthplace, some citing the Quzdār of her
name and others claiming she was from Isfahan. While ‘Aṭṭār presents her as definitively ascribing to the
Sufi path, little evidence exists to support this. What scattered pieces do remain of her dīvān show little to
no signs of Sufi leanings. Thus if Rābi‘a Quzdarī was an actual historical figure, her connection to the
Sufi path remains doubtful and unclear, so we should consider it probable that ‘Aṭṭār manipulated her
story for his own ends. See Abdullaeva, Firuza, “Arts: Poets and Poetry: Iran: Classical”,
in: Encyclopedia of Women & Islamic Cultures, General Editor Suad Joseph. Consulted online on 06
June 2017 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1872-5309_ewic_EWICCOM_0293e; Muḥammad ʻAwfī, The
Lubábu ʼl-Albáb of Muḥammad ʻAwfí / Edited in the Original Persian, with Indices, Persian and English
Prefaces, and Notes, Critical and Historical, in Persian, by Edward G. Browne and Mírzá Muhammad
Ibn ʻAbdu ʼl-Wahháb-I-Qazwíní., ed. Edward Granville Browne and Muḥammad Qazvīnī (London: Luzac
& Co., 1903-1906), xx; Muhammad Ishaque, Four Eminent Poetesses of Iran; with a Brief Survey of
Iranian and Indian Poetesses of Neo-Persian (Calcutta: Iran Society, 1950).
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ز ﺧﻮن ھﻢ ﻧﯿﺰ ﺑﺴﯿﺎری ﻧﻤﺎﻧﺪش
ﻓﺮو اﻓﺘﺎد ﭼﻮن ﯾﮏ ﭘﺎره دﯾﻮار
ﺑﺮ آﻣﺪ ﺟﺎن ﺷﯿﺮﯾﻨﺶ ﺑﺼﺪ رﺷﮏ
ﭼﮫ ﮔﻮﯾﻢ ﻣﻦ ﮐﮫ ﭼﻮن ﺑﻮد آن دﻟﻔﺮوز
وﻟﯽ از ﭘﺎی ﺗﺎ ﻓﺮﻗﺶ ﺑﺨﻮن ﻏﺮق
دﻟﯽ ﭘﺮ ﺧﻮﻧﺶ زﯾﺮ ﺧﺎک ﮐﺮدﻧﺪ

ﭼﻮ در ﮔﺮﻣﺎﺑﮫ دﯾﻮاری ﻧﻤﺎﻧﺪش
ھﻤﮫ دﯾﻮار ﭼﻮن ﭘﺮ ﮐﺮد ز اﺷﻌﺎر
ﻣﯿﺎن ﺧﻮن وﻋﺸﻖ و آﺗﺶ و اﺷﮏ
ﭼﻮ ﺑﮕﺸﺎدﻧﺪ ﮔﺮﻣﺎﺑﮫ دﮔﺮ روز
ﭼﻮ ﺷﺎﺧﯽ زﻋﻔﺮان از ﭘﺎی ﺗﺎ ﻓﺮق
ﺑﺒﺮدﻧﺪ و ﺑﺂﺑﺶ ﭘﺎک ﮐﺮدﻧﺪ

That moon-faced one dipped her finger in the blood,
And wrote many of her own verses with it.
With her own blood, she wrote all over the wall.
She wrote many poems flowing forth from her heart’s pain.
When there was no space left on the walls of the bathhouse,
She too had little blood left.
Once all the walls were covered with her poetry,
She collapsed like a piece of wall.
In the midst of blood, love, fire, and tears,
Her sweet soul departed with great pride.
The next day when they opened the bathhouse,
That enchantress was in such a state as cannot be described.
[She was] like a thin stalk of saffron from head to toe, but drowned in blood.
She was taken to be washed with water,
And her blood-filled heart was entrusted to the earth.363
Thus, blood, the fundamental symbol of womanhood which distinguishes her body from
the ideal male form, is ultimately transformed into the vector by which her mystical
poetry is disseminated. It is this poetry, extolled even by the great master Rudakī in an
apocryphal meeting, which forms the basis of her claim to spiritual authority in ‘Aṭṭār’s
tale. ‘Aṭṭār unites here the trifecta of blood, anguish, and divine love in Zayn al-‘Arab’s
final defiant act and transforms the traditional symbol of female ritual impurity into an
act of devotion, into a physical means, drawn from within her own body, by which her
voice will continue to be heard.
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5.4.5 Women’s Miracles of Food and Fasting
While most saints are portrayed as mastering their lower soul (nafs) in one
capacity or another, be it through rejecting material temptations of money or the allure
of fame, women saints seem to be particularly associated with miracles of denying the
belly what it wants. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the lower soul is often personified in
the Sufi tradition as a woman, partly because its Arabic gender is feminine.364 Scholars
of Christian tradition have also posited that women mystics have a special relationship
to food. Caroline Bynum Walker shows convincingly in her study how women in the
Christian tradition have been associated primarily with ‘the belly,’ encompassing the
stomach and the genitalia, and representing the triple vices of food, drink, and lust in
excess. Scott Kugle then extends that argument and makes the case that the same holds
for the periods of North African history that he examines. I would argue that these
associations also hold true for the texts consulted here.
This increased emphasis on women overcoming the needs of the body reflects
the patriarchal assumption that women, as the locus of base desires of the flesh in
society, have more work to do in order to tame their bodies and attain sainthood. These
assumptions manifest themselves in part through the food-related miracles, which are
also extremely common amongst female saints. Many women are said to perform
miracles of fasting for 60 years. The extreme measures of self-denial undertaken by
Rābi‘a and other female mystics may stem from the misogynist premise that ‘women
are tied to lower, material forms while men have the capacity to delve into the highly
valued interior.’365 However, paradoxically, this premise is undermined, but not
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Bashir, Sufi Bodies, 157.

238

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 5: Gender, Saintly Authority, and the Body in Sufi Hagiography

dispensed with, by biographies of female saints that emphasise the woman’s escape
from physicality and represent it as an accomplishment to be emulated. Rābi‘a is
presented as chosen by God, in part because of the fact that He helps her to battle her
concupiscent soul:
 ﺑﮫ ﭘﯿﺎز ﺣﺎﺟﺖ.ﻧﻘﻞ اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ وﻗﺘﯽ ﺧﺎدﻣﮫ راﺑﻌﮫ ﭘﯿﮫ ﭘﯿﺎزی ﻣﯽﮐﺮد ﮐﮫ روزھﺎ ﺑﻮد ﺗﺎ طﻌﺎم ﻧﺴﺎﺧﺘﮫ ﺑﻮدﻧﺪ
. از ھﻤﺴﺎﯾﮫ ﺑﺨﻮاھﻢ: ﺧﺎدﻣﮫ ﮔﻔﺖ.ﺑﻮد
. ﮔﻮ ﭘﯿﺎز ﻣﺒﺎش. ﭼﮭﻞ ﺳﺎل اﺳﺖ ﺗﺎ ﻣﻦ ﺑﺎ ﺣﻖ ﺗﻌﺎﻟﯽ ﻋﮭﺪ دارم ﮐﮫ از ﻏﯿﺮ او ھﯿﭻ ﻧﺨﻮاھﻢ:راﺑﻌﮫ ﮔﻔﺖ
. از ﻣﮑﺮ اﯾﻤﻦ ﻧﯿﻢ: ﮔﻔﺖ. ﭘﯿﺎزی ﭘﻮﺳﺖ ﮐﻨﺪه در ﺗﺎﺑﮫ اﻧﺪاﺧﺖ،در ﺣﺎل ﻣﺮﻏﯽ از ھﻮا درآﻣﺪ
.ﺗﺮک ﭘﯿﺎز ﮐﺮد و ﻧﺎن ﺗﮭﯽ ﺑﺨﻮرد
It is narrated that once Rābi‘a’s servant woman was making onion stew since
they hadn’t made any food for days. She needed onions. ‘I’ll ask the
neighbors,’ the servant said.
‘For forty years I have had a covenant with God that I will ask none but
Him for anything,’ Rābi‘a replied. ‘Don’t worry about the onions.’
Just then a bird flew overhead and dropped peeled onions into the pot.
‘I can’t be sure there’s no trick366 in this,’ said Rābi‘a. She left the onions
alone and ate plain bread.367
This tale positions Rābi‘a as an elite practitioner of vara‘, or avoidance of
food, goods, or money of uncertain origin.368 The main purpose of the anecdote is to
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emphasise Rābi‘a’s command over her nafs, to the extent that she is not even tempted
by what is presumably God’s gift to her in response to her dedication to her covenant
with Him. Denial of her physical needs and desires is one of the main methods by which
Rābi‘a’s biographers establish her spiritual authority.

5.5 Male-Female Interaction, Sexual Temptation, Marriage, and
Celibacy Among the Female Sufi Saints
5.5.1 Cross-Gender Relations Between Awliyā’
Measured by the frequency of anecdotes dealing with the subject, one of the
greatest anxieties surrounding the development of the female religious hero is her
relationship to sexuality. Several commentators on classical Sufism have noted the
tradition’s tendency to characterise the student-master relationship as a love
relationship, where the master’s task is to redirect the student’s love/lust into
appropriate channels.369 Thus the master functions as the beloved, as well as an earthly
token representing the divine beloved. This theoretical framework forms one of the
systematic barriers to women’s participation in Sufi religious life, because it may be
compromising for a woman to function as a conduit to the divine beloved. A woman

and M Cooperson, Virtues of the Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal: Volume One, Library of Arabic Literature
(Library of Arabic Literature, 2013); D Urvoy, “Waraʿ,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (P.
Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs). Accessed online 14 February
2017.
369

This topic is discussed in depth by Bashir, Sufi Bodies, 107-133, and Malamud, “Gender and Spiritual

Self-Fashioning.”

240

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 5: Gender, Saintly Authority, and the Body in Sufi Hagiography

playing such a role would be too easily confused with the object of human earthly lust.
In general, this hypothesis holds for marginal women and even some female saints.
Bashir extrapolates from his 14th and 15th-century sources on Persianate Sufism (mainly
of the maqāmāt genre) that women faced serious impediments to advancement in the
Sufi ranks because of their inability to mix freely with nā-maḥram men. He sees faceto-face interaction between spiritual master and disciple as the social practice which
forms the locus of any attempt to make gains on the Path:
As to be expected, the primary reason women were marginal characters in the
milieu had to do with bodily difference. Persons embodied as female were
often perceived to have lesser potential to reach spiritual ends. However, I
argue that a more significant element in women’s systematic lack of access to
this world was that they could not cultivate intimacies with male Sufis that
required unrestricted corporeal contact. […] Women’s exclusion from the
scene was, therefore, related directly to the particular way the male body was
inflected as a vehicle for social solidarity in this context.370
The idea that Sufi men and women could not always interact freely, and that the
requirement for contact with nā-maḥram men was one of the primary barriers to
women’s participation in Sufi life, is certainly supported by the source material.
However, this section argues that once the state of ‘genderlessness’ is achieved,
interactions between men and women in a Sufi context are represented as permissible
and desirable. ‘Aṭṭār and the other hagiographers circumvent the tension brought about
by inter-gender mixing among the elite Sufi practitioners. The key is that the women, in
particular, must be seen as genderless. Once that happens, we find evidence of
permissible or beneficial contact between the genders, contrary to what Bashir finds in
his sources.
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Bashir tantalisingly alludes to important exceptions to this rule and gives the
reader a sense that not all male-female nā-maḥram relationships are strictly forbidden:
It should not come as a surprise that Sufi hagiographic representations pay
close attention to legal strictures regarding male-female relationships. These
texts are products of the religious literati who can be expected to adhere to
established conventions in such matters. There is, however, no reason to take
these legal strictures as literal descriptions of reality and presume that men and
women interacted very narrowly in this context. Even hagiographic narratives
do contain instances of unrelated men and women connected through gazes
that do not merit censure.371
Unfortunately for us, Bashir does not follow up on this observation, which is tangential
to his study. It is left to us then, to try to recover these moments of acceptable
interaction between the sexes. I would suggest that the texts Bashir considers – i.e. those
focused on the miracle stories of male awliyā’ – are not ideal choices if one is looking
examples of female Sufis or saints interacting with nā-maḥram men. According to his
descriptions, the vast majority of women who appear in the maqāmāt texts he surveys
hover at the margins of the story and their existence is often mentioned in passing.
When we look to texts in which women are the central focus and not at the periphery,
however, a different picture of the role of women in Sufi social life emerges. By
transcending the body and its desires, Rābi‘a and other female saints are able to interact
freely with men, attend mixed gatherings with them, and function as either masters or
disciples.372 Rābi‘a is not the only woman who interacts freely with men and even takes
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on male disciples. Many of the less well-known women in Sulamī and Ibn al-Jawzī’s
writings meet with men outside their immediate family, and run or attend prayer circles
that have mixed audiences.373
In order to circumvent this problem of requiring contact with non-related (nāmaḥram) males, exceptional female saints are sometimes represented as transcending
gender entirely. The Tadhkirat focuses mainly on the relationship between Ḥasan alBaṣrī and Rābi‘a as the exemplary platonic relationship in which both parties negotiate
the difficulties that arise from interacting with an unrelated member of the opposite sex.
For example, ‘Aṭṭār relates to us this simple quote from Ḥasan al-Baṣrī to emphasise
transcending concerns over gender:
ﻧﻘﻞ اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ ﺷﺒﯽ ﺣﺴﻦ ﺑﺼﺮی ﮔﻔﺖ ﮐﮫ ﯾﮏ ﺷﺒﺎﻧﮫ روز ﭘﯿﺶ راﺑﻌﮫ ﺑﻮدم و ﺳﺨﻦ طﺮﯾﻘﺖ وﺣﻘﯿﻘﺖ
 آﺧﺮ اﻻﻣﺮ ﭼﻮن ﺑﺮ.ﻣﯽﮐﺮدم ﮐﮫ ﻧﮫ ﺑﺮ ﺧﺎطﺮ ﻣﻦ ﺑﮕﺬﺷﺖ ﮐﮫ ﻣﺮدم و ﻧﮫ ﺑﺮ ﺧﺎطﺮ او ﮐﮫ زن اﺳﺖ
.ﺧﺎﺳﺘﻢ ﺧﻮد را ﻣﺨﻠﺴﯽ دﯾﺪم و او را ﻣﺨﻠﺼﯽ
It is related that Ḥasan al-Baṣrī said, ‘I was with Rābi‘a for one full day and
night. I was talking about the path and the truth in such a way that the thought
‘I am a man’ never crossed my mind, nor did ‘I am a woman’ ever cross hers.
In the end when I got up, I considered myself a pauper and her a devotee.’374
This kind of anecdote is prevalent in Rābi‘a’s biography and shows that neither Ḥasan
nor Rābi‘a is concerned with gender during their talks about the Sufi path. ‘Aṭṭār
implicitly advocates their unconcerned attitude toward gender, urging the Sufi reader to
take this as prescriptive rather than descriptive. Ibn al-Jawzī also includes one such tale,
related by Dhū al-Nūn, as he listens to a woman praying in the Ka‘ba:
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By now I had completely forgotten that I was in God’s House, and [I] also
overlooked the fact that the woman was wearing a chādur. She suddenly
reproached me saying, ‘Close your eyes, Dhū al-Nūn. It is forbidden for you to
look upon me.’
Her words made me remember that she was female. Trying to excuse
myself, I said, ‘I swear your words so preoccupied me that I was totally
unaware that you were a woman.’375
By emphasising the total unawareness and unimportance of gender in the context of
spiritual exchange, our biographers make it clear that gender is immaterial between
people of a high spiritual station, and that contact between genders is not subject to the
standard restrictions.

5.5.2 Female Sexuality in the Hagiographies
Although one strategy employed by the biographers is to efface the saint’s
gender while in union with the divine, it is not the only approach to the female saint’s
sexuality. In some cases, the saint’s determined commitment to celibacy is presented as
a kind of heroism. It is not a lack of sexual desire, as in the anecdote immediately
above, but rather an admirable restraint in the face of an easily-satisfied desire. In
another anecdote involving Rābi‘a and male interlocutors, corporeality and female
sexuality is at issue between members of the opposite sex. This style of anecdote,
wherein the female saint unexpectedly demonstrates her superior spiritual state to her
male disciples, becomes a recurring motif in the biographies of women saints.376
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 از ھﯿﺒﺖ او ﺳﺨﻦ اﺑﺘﺪا. ﻣﻦ و ﺳﻔﯿﺎن ﺛﻮری ﺑﮫ ﺑﯿﻤﺎرﭘﺮﺳﯽ راﺑﻌﮫ درﺷﺪﯾﻢ:ﻋﺒﺪ اﻟﻮاﺣﺪ ﻋﺎﻣﺮ ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﺪ
. ﭼﯿﺰی ﺑﮕﻮ: ﺳﻔﯿﺎن را ﮔﻔﺘﻢ.ﻧﺘﻮاﻧﺴﺘﯿﻢ ﮐﺮد
. اﮔﺮ دﻋﺎﯾﯽ ﺑﮕﻮﯾﯽ اﯾﻦ رﻧﺞ ﺑﺮ ﺗﻮ ﺳﮭﻞ ﮐﻨﺪ:ﮔﻔﺖ
. ﯾﺎ ﺳﻔﯿﺎن ﺗﻮ ﻧﺪاﻧﯽ ﮐﮫ اﯾﻦ رﻧﺞ ﺑﮫ ﻣﻦ ﮐﮫ ﺧﻮاﺳﺘﮫاﺳﺖ ﻧﮫ ﺧﺪاوﻧﺪ ﺧﻮاﺳﺘﮫاﺳﺖ:روی ﺑﺪو ﮐﺮد و ﮔﻔﺖ
! ﺑﻠﯽ:ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﭼﻮن ﻣﯽداﻧﯽ ﭘﺲ ﻣﺮا ﻣﯽﻓﺮﻣﺎﯾﯽ ﮐﮫ از او درﺧﻮاﺳﺖ ﮐﻨﻢ ﺑﮫ ﺧﻼف ﺧﻮاﺳﺖ او؟ دوﺳﺖ را:ﮔﻔﺖ
.ﺧﻼف ﮐﺮدن روا ﻧﺒﻮد
 ﯾﺎ راﺑﻌﮫ! ﭼﮫ ﭼﯿﺰت آرزوﺳﺖ؟:ﭘﺲ ﺳﻔﯿﺎن ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﭼﺮا ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﺳﺨﻦ ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﯽ ﮐﮫ ﭼﮫ آرزو ﻣﯽﮐﻨﺪت؟ ﺑﮫ ﻋﺰت، ﯾﺎ ﺳﻔﯿﺎن! ﺗﻮ ﻣﺮدی از اھﻞ ﻋﻠﻢ ﺑﺎﺷﯽ:ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﺗﻮ ﻣﯽداﻧﯽ ﮐﮫ در ﺑﺼﺮه ﺧﺮﻣﺎ را ﺧﻄﺮی،ﷲ ﮐﮫ دوازده ﺳﺎل اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ ﻣﺮا ﺧﺮﻣﺎی ﺗﺮ آرزو ﻣﯽﮐﻨﺪ
 اﯾﻦ، ﻣﻦ ھﻨﻮز ﻧﺨﻮردم ﮐﮫ ﺑﻨﺪهام و ﺑﻨﺪه را ﺑﺎ آرزو ﭼﮫ ﮐﺎر؟ اﮔﺮ ﻣﻦ ﺧﻮاھﻢ و ﺧﺪاوﻧﺪ ﻧﺨﻮاھﺪ.ﻧﯿﺴﺖ
. اﮔﺮ او ﺧﻮد دھﺪ آن ﮐﺎری دﮔﺮ ﺑﻮد. آن ﺑﺎﯾﺪ ﺧﻮاﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ او ﺧﻮاھﺪ ﺗﺎ ﺑﻨﺪهای ﺑﮫ ﺣﻘﯿﻘﺖ او ﺑﺎﺷﯽ.ﮐﻔﺮ ﺑﻮد
. ﺧﺎﻣﻮش ﺷﺪم وھﯿﭻ ﻧﮕﻔﺘﻢ:ﺳﻔﯿﺎن ﮔﻔﺖ
‘Abd al-Wāḥid reports: Sufyān al-Thawrī377 and I went to visit Rābi‘a
when she was ill. In awe of her, we were unable to begin the conversation.
‘You say something,’ I told Sufyān.
‘If you say a prayer,’ he offered, ‘your pain will be lessened.’
She turned towards him and said, ‘O Sufyān! Do you not know who has
willed this pain upon me? Was it not God?’
‘Indeed!’
‘So you know, and yet you ask me to request that which is against His
will? It’s not right to oppose one’s friends.’
‘O Rābi‘a!’ he replied. ‘What do you want then?’
‘O Sufyān! [Try to] be a member of the people of wisdom. Why are you
asking me things like ‘what is your wish’? By the glory of God, for twelve
years now I’ve been craving fresh dates. You know that in Baṣra dates are not
hard to find. Yet I haven’t eaten any, for I am a slave [of God], and what do
slaves have to do with desire? If I desire something that God does not will, that
is impiety (kufr). One must want what He wills in order to be a true servant of
His. If He provides it Himself, that is a different matter entirely.’
‘I fell silent and said nothing,’ reported Sufyān.378
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This anecdote appears on the surface to relay to us the story of two inexperienced
disciples visiting their master and angering her by trying to alleviate her God-given
pain. Yet this is just the setup for the real crux of the anecdote, which is the question of
how the saint responds to desire, temptation, and the baser instincts of the body. Not
only does Rābi‘a respond to the gluttonous desires of the belly; a sexual joke may also
be at play here. Understanding the ‘fresh dates’ as a crude metaphor for the penis,379 the
anecdote is transformed from a simple proof of Rābi‘a’s ability to deny her cravings
into the provoking image of a saintly woman making dirty jokes to get her point across.
The anecdote therefore posits Rābi‘a’s mastery of the physical body on both the levels
of gastronomical and sexual temptations. Because of the persistent association of
woman and body, ‘Aṭṭār emphasises her ability to distance herself from her physical
reality in order to portray Rābi‘a as saintly. The anecdote makes it all too clear that
God’s true servant has nothing to do with desire (ārizū) of any kind.
While ‘Aṭṭār and Jāmī’s texts explicitly advocate looking beyond simple
human forms (gender), the narrative components actually rely on these differences and
exploit women’s ‘Otherness’ as a proof of their superiority in terms of spiritual
authority. Bashir notes the disconnect between general statements about gender in
Persian Sufi literature and the actual portrayal of gender in the narrative portions of the
texts. While the split between exterior/interior (ẓāhir/bāṭin), and this world/next world
(dunyā/ākhira) is typically mapped onto the female/male divide in these texts, the
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narratives provide overwhelming evidence of Sufi men being seduced by elements of
the physical world. ‘The actual narrative material available to us thus dissembles from
the stated ideology,’ writes Bashir, ‘indicating a more complex view on both gender and
the material world than what first meets the eye when we read Sufi texts.’380 Contrary to
the many general statements in which women are presented as roadblocks to men’s
progress on the path, the fault for sexual temptation is actually often attributed to men.
In the biography of Rābi‘a we find one such example:
ﻧﻘﻞ اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ ﺟﻤﻌﯽ ﺑﺎﻣﺘﺤﺎن ﭘﯿﺶ او رﻓﺘﻨﺪ و ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ ﮐﮫ ھﻤﮫ ﻓﻀﺎﺋﻞ ﺑﺮ ﺳﺮ ﻣﺮدان ﻧﺜﺎر ﮐﺮدهاﻧﺪ و ﮐﻤﺮ
 ﺗﻮ اﯾﻦ ﻻف از ﮐﺠﺎ ﻣﯿﺰﻧﯽ؟ راﺑﻌﮫ.ﮐﺮاﻣﺖ ﺑﺮ ﻣﯿﺎن ﻣﺮدان ﺑﺴﺘﮫ ھﺮﮔﺰ ﭘﯿﻐﻤﺒﺮی ﺑﺮ ھﯿﭻ زن ﻧﯿﺎﻣﺪهاﺳﺖ
ﮔﻔﺖ اﯾﻦ ھﻤﮫ ﮐﮫ ﮔﻔﺘﯽ ھﺴﺖ اﻣﺎ ﻣﻨﯽ و ﺧﻮدﭘﺮﺳﺘﯽ اﻧﺎ رﺑﮑﻢ اﻻﻋﻠﯽ از ﮔﺮﯾﺒﺎن ھﯿﭻ زن ﺑﺮ ﻧﯿﺎﻣﺪه اﺳﺖ
. ﻣﺨﻨﺚ در ﻣﯿﺎن ﻣﺮدان ﭘﺪﯾﺪ آﻣﺪهاﺳﺖ.وھﯿﭻ زن ھﺮﮔﺰ ﻣﺨﻨﺚ ﻧﺒﻮدهاﺳﺖ
It is related that a group went to see Rābi‘a to put her to the test. They said,
‘All the virtues have been dispersed among men. The crown of nobility has
been placed upon the heads of men, and the belt of magnanimity has been tied
around their waists. Prophecy has never descended upon any woman. What do
you have to boast of?’
Rābi‘a said, ‘Everything you said is true. But egoism, egotism, selfworship, and I am your highest lord have not welled up in any woman. And
pederasts have [only] appeared amongst men.’381
Rābi‘a defends herself eloquently against charges that women cannot be as pious as
men, and in fact claims womankind to be above men in terms of their humility. In this
way, her response labels masculine egotism and chauvinism as another kind of veil that
blinds male seekers with a false sense of superiority incompatible with Sufi principles.
Furthermore, the insult ‘no woman has ever been a pederast’ lays the blame for being
unable to overcome sexual desire at men’s doorstep. Despite the expectations set up by
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authors’ consistent references to gender hierarchy, the fault for relapsing into awareness
of gender difference is often placed on men rather than holy women.
‘Aṭṭār goes so far as to imply that holy women are less susceptible to physical
temptation than men. Such an implication is a radical upending of the typical
association of women to the exterior, lower form. Even a male saint as venerated as
Bāyazīd can relapse into an awareness of physicality, which, however innocuous,
implies a transgression more serious than the relapse itself. In a classic story repeated
elsewhere in Sufi tradition,382 Bāyazīd is shown to visit freely with a married Sufi
woman, until the day he notices henna on her hand:
 ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ.ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ ﺗﺮک ﺷﻐﻞ دﻧﯿﺎ ﺑﮕﻔﺖ و ﺑﺤﮑﻢ ﻋﺰﻟﺖ ﺑﺎ اﺣﻤﺪ ﺑﯿﺎراﻣﯿﺪ ﺗﺎ اﺣﻤﺪ را ﻗﺼﺪ زﯾﺎرت ﺑﺎﯾﺰﯾﺪ اﻓﺘﺎد
 ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ ﻧﻘﺎب از روی ﺑﺮداﺷﺖ و ﺑﺎ اﺑﻮ ﯾﺰﯾﺪ ﺳﺨﻦ ﻣﯽﮔﻔﺖ، ﭼﻮن ﭘﯿﺶ ﺑﺎﯾﺰﯾﺪ اﻧﺪر آﻣﺪﻧﺪ.ﺑﺎ وی ﺑﺮﻓﺖ
 ﮔﻔﺖ ای ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ اﯾﻦ ﭼﮫ ﮔﺴﺘﺎﺧﯽ ﺑﻮد ﮐﮫ ﺑﺎ ﺑﺎﯾﺰﯾﺪ.اﺣﻤﺪ از آن ﻣﺘﻐﯿﺮ ﺷﺪ و ﻏﯿﺮﺗﯽ ﺑﺮ دﻟﺶ ﻣﺴﺘﻮﻟﯽ ﺷﺪ
ﮐﺮدی؟
 از ﺗﻮ ﺑﮭﻮا ﺑﺮﺳﻢ و از وی ﺑﺨﺪای. از آﻧﮑﮫ ﺗﻮ ﻣﺤﺮم طﺒﯿﻌﺖ ﻣﻨﯽ ﺑﺎﯾﺰﯾﺪ ﻣﺤﺮم طﺮﯾﻘﺖ ﻣﻦ:ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ ﮔﻔﺖ
رﺳﻢ و دﻟﯿﻞ ﺳﺨﻦ اﯾﻦ اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ او از ﺻﺤﺒﺖ ﻣﻦ ﺑﯽ ﻧﯿﺎز اﺳﺖ و ﺗﻮ ﺑﻤﻦ ﻣﺤﺘﺎﺟﯽ و ﭘﯿﻮﺳﺘﮫ ﺑﺎﯾﺰﯾﺪ ﺑﺎ
.ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ ﮔﺴﺘﺎخ ﻣﯽﺑﻮدی ﺗﺎ روزی ﺑﺎﯾﺰﯾﺪ را ﭼﺸﻢ ﺑﺮ دﺳﺖ ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ اﻓﺘﺎد ﮐﮫ ﺣﻨﺎ ﺑﺴﺘﮫ ﺑﻮد
 ﯾﺎ ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ از ﺑﺮای ﭼﮫ ﺣﻨﺎ ﺑﺴﺘﮫای؟:ﮔﻔﺖ
. ﯾﺎ ﺑﺎﯾﺰﯾﺪ ﺗﺎ اﯾﻦ ﻏﺎﯾﺖ ﺗﻮ دﺳﺖ و ﺣﻨﺎی ﻣﻦ ﻧﺪﯾﺪه ﺑﻮدی ﻣﺮا ﺑﺮ ﺗﻮ اﻧﺒﺴﺎط ﺑﻮد:ﮔﻔﺖ
.اﮐﻨﻮن ﮐﮫ ﭼﺸﻢ ﺗﻮ ﺑﺮ اﯾﻨﮭﺎ اﻓﺘﺎد ﺻﺤﺒﺖ ﻣﺎ ﺑﺎ ﺗﻮ ﺣﺮام ﺷﺪ
 از ﺧﺪاوﻧﺪ درﺧﻮاﺳﺖ ﮐﺮدهام ﺗﺎ زﻧﺎن را ﺑﺮ ﭼﺸﻢ ﻣﻦ ﭼﻮ دﯾﻮار ﮔﺮداﻧﺪ و ﺑﺮ ﭼﺸﻢ ﻣﻦ:ﺑﺎﯾﺰﯾﺪ ﮔﻔﺖ
[…] .ﯾﮑﺴﺎن ﮔﺮداﻧﯿﺪهاﺳﺖ ﭼﻮن ﮐﺴﯽ ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﺑﻮد او ﮐﺠﺎ زن ﺑﯿﻨﺪ
اﯾﻦ ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ در ﻓﺘﻮت ﭼﻨﺎن ﺑﻮد ﻻﺟﺮم ﺑﺎﯾﺰﯾﺪ ﮔﻔﺖ ھﺮﮐﮫ ﺧﻮاھﺪ ﮐﮫ ﺗﺎ ﻣﺮدی ﺑﯿﻨﺪ ﭘﻨﮭﺎن در ﻟﺒﺎس زﻧﺎن ﮔﻮ
.در ﻓﺎطﻤﮫ ﻧﮕﺮ
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When they entered Bāyazīd’s presence Fāṭimah removed her veil from
her face and engaged Bāyazīd in conversation. Ahmad was dismayed by this,
jealousy overmastering his heart. ‘Fāṭimah, what boldness was this you showed
with Bāyazīd?’ he said.
‘You are intimate with my natural self,’ Fāṭimah replied. ‘Bāyazīd is
intimate with my spiritual way. You bring me to desire, but he brings me to
God. This is why he can dispense with my company, whereas you need me.’
Bāyazīd was bold with Fāṭima, until one day his eyes fell upon her hands and
he noticed that they were stained with henna.
‘Fāṭimah, why have you put on henna?’ he asked.
‘Bāyazīd, until now you have never looked at my hands and noticed the
henna,’ Fāṭimah replied. ‘Thus far I have been at ease with you. Now that your
eyes have fallen on my hands, it is unlawful for me to keep your company.’
‘I have petitioned God,’ said Bāyazīd, ‘to make women in my eyes no
more noticeable than a wall, and so He has made them in my sight. One who is
like this, how can he see a woman?’ […]
This Fāṭimah was such in chivalry (futuvvat) that Bāyāzīd used to say,
‘Whoever wishes to see a man hidden in women’s clothing, tell him, “Look at
Fātimah.”’383
Despite the fact that women are often characterised as distractions or disruptions on the
Path, here the onus is laid upon the male saint for resisting sexual temptation. The fear
of giving in to sexual desire appears to have been one of the major anxieties for male
followers of the Path, as it is a recurring theme in many accounts.384 It is implied here
that such an atypical interaction between an unrelated man and woman could only take
place between two initiates of an extraordinarily high station. Although Fāṭima does not
need God to make men ‘no more noticeable than a wall’ to her, Bāyazīd’s supplication
to God for the same ability is presented as evidence that he is mustajāb al-du‘ā, ‘one
whose prayers are answered.’ The male form, apparently, represents no temptation for
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her. The passage does not portray Fāṭima as tempted, but it makes reference to the
patriarchal understanding of the female form as inherently destabilising, as disruptive
temptation (like a fitnah) which must be overcome. Bāyāzīd has been made not to notice
women, and cannot ‘see a woman’ even when she is interacting with him. Thus,
Bāyazīd can only transcend his lust towards an unrelated woman by divorcing her from
the ontological category of female. This anecdote demonstrates the ways in which
gender-egalitarian impulses of Sufi thought can be contravened by deeply patriarchal
interpretations of the human body. Genderless souls can occupy the same rank and
interact, but the moment awareness of the corporeal form intrudes, the ability to safely
interact collapses.

5.5.3 Celibacy and Sexual Renunciation for the Female Awliyā’
The question of marriage and celibacy continually surfaces in the biographies
of pious women. Many holy women circumvented the problem by remaining unmarried,
but that was a state of being that had to be constantly justified because it does not
conform to the example of the Prophet. Just as marriage is sometimes represented as an
obstacle to a male Sufi’s spiritual journey, so is it represented as a distraction for
women seekers. Rābi‘a, for example, is asked to explain her celibacy several times in
her biography. Ḥasan al-Baṣrī asks her at one point why she does not take a husband, to
which Rābi‘a responds by emphasising her lack of being (vujūdī) and recasts her
existence as not belonging to herself but to God:
 رﻏﺒﺖ ﮐﻨﯽ ﺗﺎ ﻧﮑﺎﺣﯽ ﮐﻨﯿﻢ وﻋﻘﺪ ﺑﻨﺪﯾﻢ؟:ﻧﻘﻞ اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ ﺣﺴﻦ راﺑﻌﮫ را ﮔﻔﺖ
 و ھﺴﺖ ﺷﺪه. اﯾﻨﺠﺎ وﺟﻮد ﺑﺮﺧﺎﺳﺘﮫ اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ ﺧﻮد ﮔﺸﺘﮫام. ﻋﻘﺪ ﻧﮑﺎح ﺑﺮ وﺟﻮدی ﻓﺮوآﯾﺪ:ﮔﻔﺖ
. ﺧﻄﺒﮫ از او ﺑﺎﯾﺪ ﺧﻮاﺳﺖ ﻧﮫ از ﻣﻦ، و در ﺳﺎﯾﮫ ﺣﮑﻢ اوام. و ھﻤﮫ از آن اوام،ﺑﺪو
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It is related that Ḥasan asked Rābi‘a: ‘Do you wish us to get married?’
‘Matrimony is predicated upon existence,’ she replied. ‘Here, existence
has vanished and I have become nothing. Being is through Him, and I am made
up entirely of Him. I am in the shadow of His command. The marriage request
must be made of Him, not of me.’385
Following from the Sufi premise that the interior state trumps the exterior form, this
passage is an excellent example of the gender-transcendent mystic philosophy coming
to the fore. What is at stake here is more than the question of marriage and the
implications that has for male-female physical interaction. The anecdote aims at the
renunciation of all physicality, all being, and as such, they encourage the Sufi reader to
strive for a negation of the male-female polarity based on corporeality. A similar
question is posed to Rābi‘a by an unknown group of people:
 ﭼﺮا ﺷﻮھﺮ ﻧﮑﻨﯽ؟:ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ
 اول آﻧﮑﮫ در وﻗﺖ ﻣﺮگ اﯾﻤﺎن ﺑﮫ. ﺳﮫ ﭼﯿﺰ از ﺷﻤﺎ ﻣﯽﭘﺮﺳﻢ ﻣﺮا ﺟﻮاب دھﯿﺪ ﺗﺎ ﻓﺮﻣﺎن ﺷﻤﺎ ﮐﻨﻢ:ﮔﻔﺖ
ﺳﻼﻣﺖ ﺑﺨﻮاھﻢ ﺑﺮد ﯾﺎ ﻧﮫ؟
. ﻣﺎ ﻧﻤﯽداﻧﯿﻢ:ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ
 دوم آﻧﮑﮫ در آن وﻗﺖ ﮐﮫ ﻧﺎﻣﮫھﺎ ﺑﮫ دﺳﺖ ﺑﻨﺪﮔﺎن دھﻨﺪ ﻧﺎﻣﮫای ﺑﮫ دﺳﺖ راﺳﺖ ﺧﻮاھﻨﺪ داد ﯾﺎ ﻧﮫ؟:ﮔﻔﺖ
ﺳﻮم آﻧﮑﮫ در آن ﺳﺎﻋﺖ ﮐﮫ ﺟﻤﺎﻋﺘﯽ ازدﺳﺖ راﺳﺖ ﻣﯽﺑﺮﻧﺪ و ﺟﻤﺎﻋﺘﯽ از دﺳﺖ ﭼﭗ ﻣﺮا از ﮐﺪام ﺳﻮی
ﺧﻮاھﻨﺪ ﺑﺮد؟
. ﻧﻤﯽداﻧﯿﻢ:ﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ
 اﮐﻨﻮن اﯾﻦ ﭼﻨﯿﻦ ﮐﺴﯽ ﮐﮫ اﯾﻦ ﻣﺎﺗﻢ در ﭘﯿﺶ دارد ﭼﮕﻮﻧﮫ او را ﭘﺮوای ﻋﺮوﺳﯽ ﺑﻮد؟:ﮔﻔﺖ
‘Why don’t you take a husband?’ they asked.
‘I’m going to ask you three questions,’ she replied. ‘Answer me so I that
I may follow your wishes. First, at my time of death, will I be safely
transported to peace or not?’
‘We don’t know.’
‘Second, when the records of deeds are presented to God’s servants, will
mine be delivered to my right hand, or not? Third, when a group passes by me
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on the right [headed towards Paradise], and another passes by me on the left
[headed towards hell], how am I to know which way I will be taken?’
‘We don’t know.’
‘How, then, can such a person – who faces an assembly of mourners – be
inclined386 to marry?’387
In this case, Rābi‘a is given the chance to defend her decision to remain celibate. Like
other episodes involving Rābi‘a and female saints, the anecdote is set up as a purported
‘test’ from an unknown group of people. The saint in question then overturns that
dynamic and transforms it into a test for the people, which the people invariably fail and
thus come to see the saint’s wisdom in rejecting her prescribed social role. Although the
question was posed in a gendered fashion and is commonly asked of celibate women
Sufis, Rābi‘a responds in a gender-neutral way. Her reasoning can be applied to
anyone’s decision to remain celibate. In the face of mortality and the transience of this
world, there is no point in attaching oneself to it by marriage and distracting oneself
from reunion with God. Both anecdotes look to convince the reader to cut off all
attachment to this world, including physicality.
Hagiographers also justify the celibacy of women saints in this world by
portraying them as promised to someone in the next world. In these cases, the women
find their spouses via mystical dream. So far, I have found the motif of finding one’s
spouse by mystical dream only in the biographies of female saints, though this does not,
on its own, prove that it is an especially female phenomenon. It does, however,
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strengthen our case that women tend to attain sainthood by disassociating from their
physicality, including sexually. It seems that the question of marital status could not be
avoided for women Sufis. Many Sufi texts vacillate between advocating celibacy as a
dedication to God on the one hand, and promoting adherence to the example of the
Prophet on the other. As alluded to in Chapter 1, the advice given to men about
marriage in Sufi literature ranges widely, from the classic woman-as-burden paradigm,
to the idea of one’s wife being yet another test from God, to the idea of the wife as a
spiritual partner, to the insistence on marrying simply because it is sunna.388
In the following example from Ibn al-Jawzī, a man sees in a dream who will
become Rabī‘ b. Khathīm’s wife in heaven. They meet in real life, he asks her some
questions about her Sufi practices, then tells her of his dream. She replies that she had
the same dream.
 إن ﻓﻼﻧﺔ اﻟﺴﻮداء زوﺟﺘﻚ ﻓﻲ اﻟﺠﻨﺔ ﻓﻠﻤﺎ أﺻﺒﺢ: أﺗﻰ اﻟﺮﯾﺒﻊ ﺑﻦ ﺧﺜﯿﻢ ﻓﻲ ﻣﻨﺎﻣﮫ ﻓﻘﯿﻞ:ﻋﺒﺪ ﷲ ﺑﻦ ﻧﺎﻓﻊ ﻗﺎل
 ﯾﺎ ھﺬه ﻋﻠﻤﺖ أﻧﻲ:[ ﻓﻘﺎل...]  ﻷﻗﯿﻤﻦ ﻋﻨﺪھﺎ ﻓﺄﻧﻈﺮ ﻣﺎ ﻋﻤﻠﮭﺎ: ﻓﻘﺎل.ﺳﺄل ﻋﻨﮭﺎ ﻓﺈذا ھﻲ ﺗﺮﻋﻰ أﻋﻨﺰا ﻟﮭﺎ
 أﻧﺖ اﻟﺮﺑﯿﻊ ﺑﻦ ﺧﺜﯿﻢ؟: ﻗﺎﻟﺖ ﻟﮫ.رأﯾﺖ ﻓﻲ اﻟﻤﻨﺎم أﻧﻚ زوﺟﺘﻲ ﻓﻲ اﻟﺠﻨﺔ
. ﻟﻌﻠﮭﺎ أن ﺗﻜﻮن رأت ﻓﻲ ﻣﻨﺎﻣﮭﺎ ﻣﺜﻞ ﻣﺎ رأى: ﻛﯿﻒ ﻋﻠﻤﺖ ھﺬا؟ ﻗﺎل:ﻗﻠﺖ ﻟﻌﺒﺪ ﷲ ﺑﻦ ﻧﺎﻓﻊ
‘Abdallāh b. Nāfi‘ said that someone came to Rabī‘ b. Khathīm in a
dream and said, ‘That black woman will be your spouse in heaven,’ and when
he awoke, he asked after her, and it so happened that she was tending her
sheep. And he said [to himself]: ‘I will stay in her midst and observe what she
does.’ […]
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And he said: ‘Hey you! [Do] you know that I saw in a dream that you
would be my wife in paradise?’
‘Are you Rabī‘ b. Khathīm?’ she asked.
I said to ‘Abdallāh b. Nāfi‘: ‘How did she know that?’
And ‘Abdallāh replied, ‘She must have seen in a dream the same thing
that he saw.’389
A similar example of destined partners revealed to each other via dreams appears in
Maymūna’s biography in Ibn al-Jawzī. Maymūna’s future husband has a dream about
her, and when he finally finds her, she recognises him on sight, but tells him, ‘Go away,
for this is not the appointed time.’ In both Maymūna and the anonymous woman’s
anecdotes, it is implied that the marriage is not an earthly union to be consummated in
this world, but rather a union for the afterlife, the reward in paradise for a devout life in
this world. The dream is a well-known device in Sufi biographical (and many other)
texts used to establish the legitimacy of the person receiving a vision of a famous Sufi
or a prophet.390 The fact that their marriages are prophecised by mystical dream
provides evidence that their celibacy in this world is divinely ordained. These anecdotes
show that in these mystical biographies, both women and men are given a complex set
of implicit instructions about the question of marriage as it relates to spiritual progress.
While female piety and male piety both seem to be correlated with celibacy, it is not
presented as the only path to spiritual attainments for Sufi women or Sufi men.
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5.5.4 Married Female Saints: Solving the Conflict of Loyalty
Not all female saints were able to remain unmarried. To reconcile the
perceived conflict between her duty to God and her duty to her husband, the female
saint is valorised for her apparent ability to compartmentalise her commitments. In the
case of the wife of Aḥmad b. Abī al-Ḥawārī, there are reports from her husband
describing her dedication to celibacy. In his accounts, the wife acknowledges that she
must be sexually available for him if he so desires, according to law. This
acknowledgement, combined with her obvious reluctance and resistance to break her
spiritual devotions to be intimate, inspires her husband’s respect:
She also said to me: ‘It is not lawful for me to forbid you from myself or to
forbid you from another. So go ahead and get married to another woman.’ So I
married three times. She would feed me meat and say: ‘Go with strength to
your wives!’ If I wanted to have sex with her during the day, she would say: ‘I
implore you in the name of God to not make me break my fast today.’ And if I
wanted her during the night, she would say: ‘I implore you in the name of God
to grant me this night for God’s sake.’391
The conflict of expectations placed on the married female saint – both to serve her
husband and to serve God by her ascetic practice – come to a head in this anecdote. By
satisfying both requirements, but clearly placing her duty to the Lord above her duty to
her husband, this holy woman acquits herself nicely of the double bind. Loyal, devout
and unflinching service to the husband becomes analogous to service to the divine.
Jāmī takes this depiction of Rābi‘a Shāmiyya and her clever avoidance of
intimacy with her husband one step further by transforming her relationship to her
husband into a chaste marriage. If he was aware of Ibn al-Jawzī’s version, he has
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excised any reference to her views on intimacy with her husband, instead preferring the
more chaste quote in which she says:
ُ
ﻟﺴﺖ أﺣﺒّﻚ ﺣﺐﱠ
.اﻷزواج إﻧّﻤﺎ أﺣﺒّﻚ ﺣﺐّ اﻹﺧﻮان
:و اﺣﻤﺪ ﺑﻦ اﺑﯽ اﻟﺤﻮاری را ﻣﯽﮔﻔﺘﮫ
ِ
‘I do not love you in the way that spouses love each other; I love you as
brothers love one another.’392
Through this declaration, it is made clear that in fulfilling her wifely duty, there is no
intrusion of passion or desire on her part. One wife, ‘Ā’īsha of Marv, chronicled in
Sulamī, lives at the house of her shaykh instead of her husband, much to the husband’s
dismay.393 Even in marriage, it seems, women saints show their transcendence of their
lower form by remaining celibate and inspiring awe and respect for their God-given
powers of self-denial.
An explicit meditation on this divide appears in Ibn al-Jawzī, who records a
quatrain of poetry by Rābi‘a bt. Ismā‘īl describing this phenomenon:
ُ
وأﺑﺤﺖ ﺟﺴﻤﻲ ﻣﻦ أراد ﺟﻠﻮﺳﻲ
وﺣﺒﯿﺐُ اﻟﻘﻠﺐ ﻓﻲ اﻟﻔﺆاد أﻧﯿﺴﻲ

وﻟﻘﺪ ﺟﻌﻠﺘُﻚ ﻓﻲ اﻟﻔﺆاد ﻣﺤ ّﺪﺛﻲ
واﻟﺠﺴﻢ ﻣﻨﻲ ﻟﻠﺠﻠﯿﺲ ﻣﺆاﻧﺲ

I have made You the One who speaks to me in the depths of my soul,
While I made my body lawful for the one who desires to sit with me.
My body is my intimate gift to my worldly companion,
While my heart’s Beloved is my true Intimate in the depths of my soul.394
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It is the successful distinction between divine love and physical love that provides the
basis for Rābi‘a’s strong claim to authority. Rather than finding creative ways to avoid
her sexual duty to her husband, this Rābi‘a accepts the physical reality of her situation
on earth, but places it firmly below her commitment to the true Beloved. By clearly
prioritising her two commitments, and placing the soul above the body, she
demonstrates how married women saints could navigate their dual roles successfully.

5.6 Conclusion
Pious Sufi women of the medieval period were able to gain spiritual authority
by performing heroic feats and disassociating themselves from their bodies. While all
saints were norm-breakers and almost all display some victory over the body, the
treatment of women saints in particular shows how they negotiated with, bent, and
sometimes broke the rules that would constrain ordinary women. The portrayal of
female Sufi saints does not have to be reduced to a binary choice between being
‘constrained on every side by misogyny’ and making use of the possibilities of the body
to legitimise saintly authority. Rather the male authors employ a combination of tactics
to justify the presence of female sainthood and lend it a universal appeal. Though the
biographers often take the gender-egalitarian theories of Sufism to their logical,
practical conclusion and argue for the unimportance or non-existence of gender in unity
with God, the Otherness of the female saints is unavoidable and continually remarked
upon. As noted in sections 5.4 and 5.5, their accounts rely heavily on misogynist
perceptions prevalent in their contexts, which paint women as tightly associated with
their baser corporeality. The biographers set up these premises only to then subvert
them and establish the legitimacy of the female saints. Although the strategies used to
legitimise female saints may seem contradictory, the authors surveyed here were not
necessarily concerned with maintaining internal consistency on this front. The basis of
many saints’ fame rests on their ability to defy the needs of the body, transcend the laws
of physics by performing karāmāt, or overcome disadvantages dealt them by poverty,
class, or race. Gender simply complements the list of societal norms that can or must be
broken by saints in order to attain the highest degree of earthly spiritual authority below
prophethood, wilāya.
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6 SUFIS AND SUBALTERNS
WOMEN, BLACKS, AND SLAVES
IN ‘AṬṬĀR, SULAMĪ, IBN AL-JAWZĪ AND JĀMĪ
ﺳﻮﺧﺘﯽ از زﺧﻢ ﻣﺎر ھﻔﺖ ﺳﺮ
وز ﺑﮭﺸﺖ ﻋﺪن ﺑﯿﺮوﻧﺖ ﻓﮑﻨﺪ
ﮐﺮدت از ﺳﺪ طﺒﯿﻌﺖ دل ﺳﯿﺎه
ﮐﯽ ﺷﻮی ﺷﺎﯾﺴﺘﮫ اﯾﻦ اﺳﺮار را

ﺧﮫ ﺧﮫ ای طﺎووس ﺑﺎغ ھﺸﺖ در
ﺻﺤﺒﺖ اﯾﻦ ﻣﺎر در ﺧﻮﻧﺖ ﻓﮑﻨﺪ
ﺑﺮﮔﺮﻓﺘﺖ ﺳﺪره و طﻮﺑﯽ ز راه
ﺗﺎ ﻧﮕﺮداﻧﯽ ھﻼک اﯾﻦ ﻣﺎر را

And welcome, peacock – once of paradise,
Who let the venomous, smooth snake entice
Your instincts to its master’s evil way,
And suffered exile for that fateful day;
He blackened your untutored heart and made
A tangled darkness of the orchard’s shade –
Until you crush this snake, how can you be
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A pilgrim worthy of our mystery?395
– ‘Aṭṭār, Manṭiq al-Ṭayr
‘No state is more elevating for the slave than his awareness of his shortcomings
in attaining it.’
–

Abū Sa‘īd al-Kharrāz, on the authority of muḥadditha Amat al-Ḥamīd.396

6.1 Introduction
. ھـﺮﮔـﮫ ﮐـﮫ اﻟﻠّـﮫ ﮔﻔﺘـﯽ ﺳـﭙﯿﺪ ﺷـﺪی، در ﺑﺎدﯾﮫ زﻧﮕﯿﯽ دﯾﺪم ﺳـﯿﺎه:وی ﮔﻮﯾﺪ ﮐﮫ ذو اﻟﻨﻮن ﮔﻔﺖ ﮐﮫ
ّ  ھﺮﮐﮫ:ذواﻟﻨـﻮن ﮔﻮﯾـﺪ
.ﷲ ﯾﺎد ﮐﻨﺪ در ﺣﻘﯿﻘﺖ ﺻﻔﺖ وی ﺟﺪا ﮔﺮدد
[Walīd b. ‘Abdallāh al-Saqqā’] reports that Dhū al-Nūn said, ‘I saw a black
slave in the desert. Whenever he said ‘Allah,’ he would turn white.’
Dhū al-Nūn says, ‘Whoever remembers God, in reality, separates from
his aspect.’397
With this statement, ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Jāmī (d. 1492 CE) invites the reader to
think about identity as an effaceable aspect of the self, as an ‘accidental’ (‘araḍī) rather
than essential quality in Aristotelian terms, an external skin which can be shed whilst in
communion with the divine. The 13th-century Sufi philosopher Ibn ‘Arabī comes to a
similar conclusion in his Futūḥāt: gender cannot constitute an obstacle to women
attaining wilāya. Being a woman does not bar one from attaining sainthood, because
being male or female does not relate to one’s essence.398 But is Jāmī’s pronouncement
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really generalizable as far as subaltern or subordinated groups are concerned?
According to medieval Persian and Arabic hagiographical traditions, are aspects of a
saint’s identity simply another veil (pardah) impeding his or her path to God? This
chapter examines the relationship between sainthood, subalternity, and identity in select
texts of the Sufi hagiographical writings. It posits that while some identities are shown
to impede the saint’s progress, others accelerate or confirm it. It explores the differences
between these representations and provides a theory as to why these differences might
arise.
When looking to recover the voices and representations of the subaltern classes
like blacks, women, and slaves in medieval texts, it is all too easy to assume we will
find many incompatibilities with the modern ideals of egalitarianism. Indeed, it is
possible to find examples of such misogyny, racism, and classism within the texts I
survey here. Consider, for example, Farīd al-Dīn ‘Aṭṭār’s succinct summary of the
existing gender and racial hierarchy:
. ﺟﻮاﻧﯽ ﺑﮫ ﺧﻮاب دﯾﺪم ﺑﮫ ﻏﺎﯾﺖ ﺻﺎﺣﺐ ﺟﻤﺎل:ﻧﻘﻠﺴﺖ ﮐﮫ ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﮐﯿﺴﺘﯽ؟:ﮔﻔﺘﻢ
. ﺗﻘﻮی:ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﮐﺠﺎ ﺑﺎﺷﯽ؟:ﮔﻔﺘﻢ
. در دل اﻧﺪوھﮕﻨﺎن:ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﺗﻮ ﮐﯿﺴﺘﯽ؟: ﮔﻔﺘﻢ.ﭘﺲ ﻧﮕﮫ ﮐﺮدم زﻧﯽ ﺳﯿﺎه دﯾﺪم ﺑﮫ ﻏﺎﯾﺖ زﺷﺖ
. ﺧﻨﺪه و ﻧﺸﺎط و ﺧﻮش دﻟﯽ:ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﮐﺠﺎ ﺑﺎﺷﯽ؟:ﮔﻔﺘﻢ
. در دل ﻏﺎﻓﻼن واھﻞ ﻧﺸﺎط:ﮔﻔﺖ
[Kattānī] related: I saw an extremely handsome youth in a dream.
‘Who are you?’ I asked.
‘Piety,’ he replied.
‘Where do you dwell?’ I asked.
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‘In the hearts of the mournful.’
Then I saw a terribly hideous black woman. ‘Who are you?’ I demanded.
‘Laughter, levity, and delight,’ she answered.
‘Where do you dwell?’
‘In the hearts of the heedless and the feckless.’399
Despite the one-to-one correlation implied here between ugliness, blackness, femininity,
and heedlessness, unbelief, and the treachery of this world, not all Sufi authors’
attitudes can be so simply summarised as proofs of the conception that black or slave
women function as the nexus of inferiority. More often in the early mystical Persian and
Arabic hagiographies we find an interesting tendency to reverse the status quo, which
works to generate favourable portrayals of otherwise marginalised figures like black
male awlīyā’ and female Sufis. Rather than a systematic dismissal or denigration of
subaltern classes, what one finds is a complex negotiation between those on the lower
rungs of the social hierarchy and the path to saintly authority.

6.1.1 Theoretical Underpinnings
This chapter documents and analyses that negotiation between subalternity and
the dominant religious power structures by making use of the methods of subaltern
studies as informed by intersectionality theory. I argue that intersectionality theory, as
borrowed from gender studies, can help bring the potential of subaltern studies to
fruition, by making use of intersectionality’s major insight – the recognition of
difference between women. Not only, then, do we need to employ the subaltern method
with more awareness of gender, but also of the interaction of gender, race, class,
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nationality, disability, and more. The chapter does not attempt to cover all those
interactions, but focuses on the interplay between race and gender, and class and gender.
A very brief history of the field of subaltern studies will illuminate the need for
increased awareness of gender as a factor in this context. The idea of the ‘subaltern’ was
pioneered in 1981 by Ranajit Guha, who kicked off a major development in the field of
South Asian history with a relatively straightforward premise – that historians could
take a bottom-up look at history through the subaltern lens.400 Guha, one of the
founding members of the group surrounding Subaltern Studies, defines the subaltern as
‘a name for the general attribute of subordination in South Asian society whether this is
expressed in terms of class, caste, age, gender and office or in any other way.’401
Despite Guha’s explicit mention of gender in the movement’s founding statement, it
took two full decades for gender to make significant inroads in the field. In all the
volumes of Subaltern Studies I - X published between 1981 and 1999, I find only seven
articles with an overt approach to gender.402 A special volume, Subaltern Studies XI:
Community, Gender and Violence, was produced in 2000 in an attempt to rectify this
imbalance.
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak was one of the first to address the gender
imbalance in subaltern studies. She noted the lack of attention to gender in the Subaltern
Studies group as early as 1988 in her famous essay ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, as well
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as in ‘Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography.’403 ‘Indeed,’ Spivak wrote, ‘In
a collective where so much attention is rightly paid to the subjectivity or subjectpositioning of the subaltern, it should be surprising to encounter such indifference to the
subjectivity, not to mention the indispensable presence, of the woman as crucial
instrument.’ She continues to criticise historians of the group for tending ‘not to ignore,
but to re-name the semiosis of sexual difference ‘class’ or ‘caste-solidarity.’’404 In the
subaltern approach, gender difference, she argues, has been subsumed by class
difference. Spivak essentially makes an intersectional argument here, before the advent
of the term and the fleshing out of the theory.
‘Intersectionality’ is a term coined by legal scholar Kimberlé W. Crenshaw to
describe the ‘simultaneity and mutual co-constitution of different categories of social
differentiation.’405 It is her contention, and that of other gender theorists in this field,
that the various strands of identity cannot be separated from one another and should not
be treated piecemeal. Rather, they have a simultaneous effect on the subject which is
different from ‘single-axis’ discrimination, positive or negative. ‘[W]hat makes an
analysis intersectional,’ write the founders of the field, ‘—whatever terms it deploys,
whatever its iteration, whatever its field or discipline—is its adoption of an
intersectional way of thinking about the problem of sameness and difference and its
relation to power.’ In this framework, one tries to conceive of categories ‘not as distinct
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but as always permeated by other categories, fluid and changing, always in the process
of creating and being created by dynamics of power.’406
Using the reading strategy of subaltern studies – ‘from within, but against the
grain’407 – the chapter investigates the complex relationship between sainthood and
subalternity in medieval Persian and Arabic hagiography, which often takes a
paradoxical form. I argue that the hagiographers surveyed here display an awareness of
the intersectional nature of identity in their texts. Their tendency is to simply reverse
single-axis indications of subalternity (e.g. being black, female, or lower class) by
reclaiming them into the unmarked, dominant group. However, figures with multiple or
intersectional subaltern identities are difficult to reclaim, and as such the hagiographers
often take a different approach – they compound the subject’s Otherness and transform
this alterity into a badge of honour and an indication of spiritual superiority. Subaltern
identities are therefore alternately portrayed as inescapable and necessary to escape if
one is to rise to the level of a saint.
This paradoxical attitude towards the subaltern, however, does not mean the
authors cited here are necessarily consistent in an effort to challenge the dominance of
normative identity. Rather, it serves to allow them to valorise the exceptional few who
transcend their identity while maintaining and upholding traditional power structures.
Sa‘diyya Shaikh makes a similar observation when she notes a potential in Sufi
philosophy more generally for challenging social norms. ‘In particular,’ she writes,
‘Sufism’s essential critique of egotism presents an opportunity to challenge notions of
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male superiority.’408 But, she admits, this potential has not always been exploited.
Instead, the tradition provides many examples of ‘male Sufis who, despite their
reverence for women who achieved spiritual excellence, could not unshackle
themselves from broader prevailing negative gender stereotypes.’409 In the texts
examined here, the gender-egalitarian aspects of Sufi thought once again clash with the
often-patriarchal assumptions that permeate our authors’ contexts.

6.1.2 Sources and Approach
This chapter makes use of the same sources as Chapter 5, though it considers
them through an intersectional lens. As for the approach to the subalterns in these
sources, one method I thought to try was an examination of the variants between
biographies. Using this approach, scholars compare biographies of the same individual
and use this information to make comments about the author’s own context and
agenda.410 However, the variants approach is nearly impossible for the parts of the
source material we are interested in here: the subaltern, the marginalised, the nameless.
There are a few reasons the contextualising approach does not work for this material.
First, apart from a few towering names, a particular woman’s biography is often
confined to a unique source.411 If my focus were not primarily on ‘Aṭṭār, one could
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probably produce some interesting results using the 25 biographies that appear in two or
more sources. Second, women’s biographies are already much less often recorded than
men’s in the sources. Looking particularly at race and class pares down the material
even further, which makes overlap even less common. Finally, a great percentage of
women are anonymous, and there appears to be less overlap among the named women
than there is overlap among the named men. This is potentially due to a phenomenon
pointed out by Silvers, that women are taken from their own entries in some
biographies, and turned into side characters by later compilers. Less commonly, they
make the opposite journey, as I find in some of Jāmī’s entries.412
For these reasons, a structuralist approach – that is, the attempt to identify
patterns of representation – has been taken for the hagiographies, as opposed to some of
the alternative approaches taken by others in the field.413 In the case of the subaltern
saints, the reader is struck not by a series of shifting attitudes towards them, but rather a
surprising continuity of motif and theme linking these texts across the centuries.
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Perhaps most important to this justification is the ‘ahistorical’ nature of some of the
biographies of subaltern saints. Ruth Roded hypothesises that ‘[m]ost of the devout
women in the sufi collections date to a distant, idealised past.’ They are ‘timeless’ in a
sense, and the hagiographies ‘relay messages about the proper or perhaps ideal behavior
of women.’414 For these reasons, this chapter takes a structuralist approach that
unearths an unexpected continuity in the representation of the subaltern in these
biographies.

6.1.3 Roadmap
In order to demonstrate the authors’ awareness of intersectional identities, I
first look at the way they treat ‘single-axis’ identities, or those individuals who are only
one status marker removed from the unmarked norm (in this context, free non-black,
and potentially Arabic-speaking415 males). These cases portray simple reversals or
separation from the ‘accident’ of identity. This first section on ‘single-axis’ identities
examines the representation of black men, male slaves, and free women. The second
main section moves to the intersectional cases. For these intersectional subaltern cases,
identity is compounded and reconfigured as the source of legitimacy, because, I suggest,
they are too ‘Other’ to be reclaimed into the unmarked group. Because of their relative
prevalence in the sources, I have found that the sometimes-overlapping categories of
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black women and slave women provide some of the most useful material by which to
examine the authors’ attitudes towards intersectional identities. Other intersectional
identities are represented in the texts, but not in numbers which allow me to make a
significant comment on gender difference. By comparing the hagiographers’ attitudes
towards the single-axis cases to their attitude towards the intersectional subaltern
identities, we can see a difference in the authors’ treatment of the intersectional cases.
This difference reinforces the importance of considering the simultaneity of identity
markers like race, gender, and class.

6.2 Single-Axis Identities vs. Intersectional Subalterns
This section discusses the texts’ attitudes towards single-axis cases of subaltern
identity (e.g. being black, female, a slave, etc). Although not all subalterns are treated in
the same way, I focus here particularly on black men, male slaves, and free women. In
the course of discussing the representation of black men, I also discuss briefly the
history of the symbolism of white and black and Sufi texts, as this will have a bearing
on our understanding of how both black men and black women are represented. Even in
single-axis cases, the biographies reflect a tension between the hagiographers’ tendency
to transform the marker of alterity into an indication of superiority and their attempts to
wrench the saint apart from any indication of identity, implying transcendence to the
divine. This is why we see an insistence on two seemingly conflicting kinds of
characterisations: first, the subaltern divorced from his/her subalternity and second, the
use of subalternity to indicate the lowest social status, which is ultimately equated with
the highest spiritual status.
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6.2.1 Whiteness, Blackness, and Race in the Sources
Historically, not all slaves were black in the Medieval Islamic world, nor were
all black people enslaved. White slaves were more expensive than black slaves, and
talented white female slaves were most highly valued.416 While relatively few blacks or
slaves appear as saints in these hagiographies generally, there are comparatively many
more female saints in these categories than male saints. In Jāmī’s hagiography, a very
small percentage of the saints therein are specified as having black skin. There are only
four male awlīyā’ in the entire Nafaḥāt al-Uns whose blackness is alluded to. With a
total of 584 male saints in Jāmī’s work, that means the black male saints comprise less
than 1% of the total. Black male murīds also appear, as do black men in the margins of
the text. Meanwhile, there are four black female saints out of just 34 (11.7%), and more
described as slaves (kanīzak or jāriya) but not specified as black. In the Ṣifat al-Ṣafwa
of Ibn al-Jawzī, the percentage of women in the text is greatly expanded, as is the
number of those specified as black or as slaves in turn. Ibn al-Jawzī includes 240
women, about 40% of the saints therein. Nearly one in four of those from Medina,
Mecca, and Baghdad are identified either as a slave or black, or both.417 In all of
‘Aṭṭār’s Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’, only one black male saint appears, Khayr al-Nassāj,
while again other black men and women and a number of slaves can be found in the
margins. Sulamī includes the fewest black and slave women with just one black woman
(Sha‘wāna, DhN #14) and one slave (Baḥriyya al-‘Ābida, DhN #32) forming the subject
of their entries.
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‘Aṭṭār, Jāmī and Ibn al-Jawzī’s characterisation of black male saints is quite
straightforward.418 They do not hesitate to establish a clear line between white and
black. Whiteness is established as the norm, an unmarked social category, and is
therefore the ideal way a saint would interact with the divine. In order to commune with
the divine, a saint is usually dissociated from any particular element of his identity that
would label him as ‘Other.’ This is particularly the case for those that display singleaxis alterity. In the biography of Maymūn al-Maghribī, for example, we find a black
saint whose skin turns white when he hears the samā‘.419 Similarly, Abū Ḥamīd alAswad turns white whenever he reaches the state of wajd, or ‘ecstasy,’ and turns black
again once he leaves it. ‘Aṭṭār follows the same kind of logic with a story from the
Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’:
 ﻣﮕﺮ روزی اﻧﺪﯾﺸﮫ ﮔﻨﺎھﯽ ﮐﺮد و در آﯾﻨ ٔﮫ ﻧﮕﺎه.ﻧﻘﻞ اﺳﺖ ﮐﮫ ﺟﻨﯿﺪ را در ﺑﺼﺮه ﻣﺮﯾﺪی ﺑﻮد در ﺧﻠﻮت
 ﺗﺎ. از ﺷﺮم روی ﺑﮫ ﮐﺲ ﻧﻨﻤﻮد. ﻣﺘﺤﯿﺮ ﺷﺪ و ھﺮ ﺣﯿﻠﺖ ﮐﮫ ﮐﺮد ﺳﻮد ﻧﺪاﺷﺖ.ﮐﺮد و روی ﺧﻮد ﺳﯿﺎه دﯾﺪ
 ﮐﯿﺴﺖ؟: ﮔﻔﺖ، ﻧﺎﮔﺎه ﯾﮑﯽ در ﺑﺰد.ﺳﮫ روز ﺑﺮآﻣﺪ ﺑﺎره ﺑﺎره آن ﺳﯿﺎھﯽ ﮐﻢ ﻣﯽﺷﺪ
 ﻧﻮﺷﺘﮫ ﺑﻮد ﮐﮫ ﭼﺮا در ﺣﻀﺮت ﻋﺰت ﺑﺎ ادب ﻧﺒﺎﺷﯽ؟ ﺳﮫ. ﻧﺎﻣﮫ ﺑﺮﺧﻮاﻧﺪ. ﻧﺎﻣﮫ آوردهام از ﺟﻨﯿﺪ:ﮔﻔﺖ
.ﺷﺒﺎﻧﮫ روز اﺳﺖ ﺗﺎ ﻣﺮا ﮔﺎزری ﻣﯽﺑﺎﯾﺪ ﮐﺮد ﺗﺎ ﺳﯿﺎھﯽ روﯾﺖ ﺑﮫ ﺳﭙﯿﺪی ﺑﺪل ﺷﻮد
It is related that Junayd had a disciple dwelling in seclusion in Baṣra. One day,
it so happened, he had a sinful thought. He looked in a mirror and saw that his
face had turned black. Astonished, he tried every trick he could think of, but to
no avail. He was so ashamed that he showed his face to no one. Three days
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went by, and the blackness faded little by little. Someone knocked on his door
unexpectedly.
‘Who is it?’ the disciple asked.
‘I have a letter from Junayd,’ the messenger replied.
The disciple read the letter, which said, ‘Why do you not behave
respectfully in the presence of Glory? For three days, I have had to work
around the clock as a fuller, so your face might turn from black to white.’420
These episodes could hardly be more explicit in terms of demarcating whiteness as the
transcendental, unmarked status through which one communes with the divine.
Blackness, by contrast, is associated with impurity and sin, as the disciple’s face turns
black with an impious thought. It is in this context that Jāmī offers us his even more
general statement regarding the transcendence of any kind of identity, quoted above:
‘Whoever remembers God, in reality, separates from his aspect.’
These authors are not the first to use the imagery of white and black to convey
ideas about purity. This general symbolism of white and black undergirds the more
specific allegorical uses of skin colour in the texts. Such imagery appears in the Qur’an,
wherein believers destined for heaven have ‘whitened’ faces and those destined for hell
have ‘blackened’ faces.421 Furthermore, a well-known hadith tells of two white birds
that appear to the Prophet when he is an infant and remove two black clots from his
heart, returning it cleansed and ready to receive revelation.422 Yet it is not just in
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scripture that we find such ideas circulating. The mystics picked up this imagery early,
including in such influential texts as the Ḥilyat al-Awliyā’ of Abū Nu‘aym al-Iṣbahānī
(d. 430/1038) and the Qūt al-Qulūb of Abū Ṭālib al-Makkī (d. 386/998). According to
the editors of the Kitāb al-Bayāḍ wa-l-Sawād by Abū al-Ḥasan al-Sīrjānī (d. ca.
470/1077), many of these manuals participate in the ‘subscription of white to
enlightened existence, which in effect is annihilated existence. The true mystics who are
enlightened with clear certitude have hearts that are pure, white and ephemeral.’ This
reading is supported by ‘Aṭṭār’s entry on Ḥabīb:
.ﻧﻘﻠﺴﺖ ﮐﮫ ﺣﺴﻦ ﺑﺠﺎﯾﯽ ﺧﻮاﺳﺖ رﻓﺖ ﺑﺮ ﻟﺐ دﺟﻠﮫ آﻣﺪ و ﺑﺎ ﺧﻮد ﭼﯿﺰی ﻣﯽاﻧﺪﯾﺸﯿﺪ ﮐﮫ ﺣﺒﯿﺐ در رﺳﯿﺪ
 ﯾﺎ اﺳﺘﺎد ﺗﺮا ﭼﮫ: ﺣﺒﯿﺐ ﮔﻔﺖ. ﺑﺠﺎﯾﯽ ﺧﻮاھﻢ رﻓﺖ ﮐﺸﺘﯽ دﯾﺮ ﻣﯽآﯾﺪ: ﯾﺎ اﻣﺎم ﺑﭽﮫ اﯾﺴﺘﺎدهای؟ ﮔﻔﺖ:ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﺣﺴﺪ ﻣﺮدﻣﺎن از دل ﺑﯿﺮون ﮐﻦ و دﻧﯿﺎ را ﺑﺮ دل ﺳﺮد ﮐﻦ و ﺑﻼ را ﻏﻨﯿﺖ.ﺑﻮد؟ ﻣﻦ ﻋﻠﻢ از ﺗﻮ آﺧﻮﺧﺘﻢ
. ﺣﺒﯿﺐ ﭘﺎی ﺑﺮ آب ﻧﮭﺎد و ﺑﺮﻓﺖ و ﻣﻦ ﻣﺎﻧﺪهام. آﻧﮕﺎه ﭘﺎی ﺑﺮ آب ﻧﮫ و ﺑﺮو.دان و ﮐﺎرھﺎ از ﺧﺪای ﺑﯿﻦ
اﮔﺮ ﻓﺮدا آواز آﯾﺪ ﮐﮫ ﺑﺮ ﺻﺮاط آﺗﺸﯿﻦ ﺑﮕﺬرﯾﺪ اﮔﺮ ﻣﻦ ھﻤﭽﻨﯿﻦ ﻓﺮو ﻣﺎﻧﻢ ﭼﮫ ﺗﻮاﻧﻢ ﮐﺮد؟ ﭘﺲ ﺣﺴﻦ ﮔﻔﺖ
 ﻋﻠﻤﯽ ﻧﻔﻊ ﻏﯿﺮی: ﺣﺴﻦ ﮔﻔﺖ.ای ﺣﺒﯿﺐ اﯾﻦ ﺑﭽﮫ ﯾﺎﻓﺘﯽ؟ ﮔﻔﺖ ﺑﺪاﻧﮏ ﻣﻦ دل ﺳﻔﯿﺪ ﻣﯽﮐﻨﻢ و ﺗﻮ ﮐﺎﻏﺬ ﺳﯿﺎه
.وﻟﻢ ﯾﻨﻔﻌﻨﯽ – ﻋﻠﻢ ﻣﻦ دﯾﮕﺮان را ﻣﻨﻔﻌﺖ اﺳﺖ و ﻣﺮا ﻧﯿﺴﺖ
It is related that one day Ḥasan wanted to go somewhere and ended up at the
bank of the Tigris. He was thinking something to himself when Ḥabīb arrived.
‘O Imam,’ said Ḥabīb, ‘Why are you standing there?’
‘I’m waiting for a boat to arrive. It’s late.’
‘Master, what has got into you? I learned from you – purge your heart of
jealousy, cut yourself off from this world, value the calamities [that befall you],
see all works as originating with God. Then, place your foot on the water and
pass over it.’
This he said, then laid his foot on the water and went.
‘I remained there,’ Ḥasan narrated, ‘[Thinking,] if tomorrow the call
came telling me to walk across the fiery bridge to Paradise, in this state of
helplessness, how could I do it? Ḥabīb, how did you discover this power [to
walk on water]?’
‘By making my heart white, whereas you make paper black,’ Ḥabīb
replied.
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‘My learning profited another, but it did not profit me,’ Ḥasan
commented.423
There are two significant ideas here which underpin the logic of the anecdote. First is
the association of blackness with sin, which we saw underlying the Junayd report, and
‘whiteness’ of heart (i.e. purity) as a positive. Second is the reference to the black words
on white paper as a potential negative. The words on paper are negatively connotated
not just because of their blackness but also because of the suspicion towards the written
word that existed particularly in the early centuries of Islam and during the codification
of the hadīth material as it began to be put down in writing in the 9th century CE.424
‘Aṭṭār plays with this second layer of metaphorical significance – blackness is identified
with sin, and the image of black on white to denote improper reliance on writing.
And yet, the signification of this black/white metaphor can shift, and we would
do well not to ascribe a single value to it. In some contexts, the skin of a devoted Sufi
turns black as a sign of intense fasting.425 Annemarie Schimmel relays Sufi references
to blackness as the ultimate realisation of fanā’, or annihilation of the self.
[M]etaphors... are not merely poetic ornaments but are indicative of a peculiar
way of thinking. The Sufis have, for instance, spoken of the experience of the
black light – the light of bewilderment: when the divine light fully appears in
the mystic’s consciousness, all things disappear instead of remaining visible....
Such is the experience of fanā’, a blackout of everything until the mystic
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perceives that this blackness is ‘in reality the very light of the Absolute-as
such,’ for existence in its purity is invisible and appears as nothing. To
discover the clarity of this black is to find the green water of life, which,
according to the legends, is hidden the deepest darkness.426
Despite possible associations between blackness and fanā’, the general, metaphorical
relationship between whiteness and purity, blackness and impurity, assumes primary
significance for the sources at hand. This association holds firm not just in the abstract
but also permeates representations of skin colour in these Sufi hagiographies.

6.2.2 Free, Non-Black Women
Just as the hagiographies draw clear lines between the metaphorical
significances of white and black, Ibn al-Jawzī and Jāmī also structurally distinguish
between female and male saints. From the structure of the texts alone, we can make
some inferences regarding the perceived ‘lower’ position of women in the hierarchy, or
at the very least, note the way in which they are explicitly separated by gender. In Jāmī,
the women are added on as a kind of appendix, while in Ibn al-Jawzī, the saints are
sorted by region, and each region lists the men, the madmen and anonymous men,
followed by women and then madwomen. In these cases, women are clearly positioned
as subalterns even before the first words of their biographies.
In order to analyse the intersectional subaltern cases effectively, we must
consider all relevant single axis cases that will give us an insight into how the black and
slave women are sometimes represented differently. This includes free, non-black
women. Just as in the cases of black men, we find many examples of single-axis female
Others who are divorced from the specific aspect of their identity, womanhood, when
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communing with the divine. However, as opposed to the black male saints who are
straightforwardly recategorised as white while in tawḥīd, not all the cases of women
saints can be so easily explained as instances of simple effacement of an identity
marker. In the entries on otherwise-unmarked women, there exist two conflicting
tendencies in representing their subaltern status. In some cases, the biographers may
attempt to wrench the saint apart from any indication of identity, thus implying that the
saint has transcended to the divine. Conversely, in other instances the authors
transfigure the marker of alterity from a sign of inferiority into an indication of the
subject’s superiority. At times, both strategies appear within a single biographical entry.
This paradox reflects the tension between the fundamental egalitarianism inherent in the
Sufi philosophy, which disregards appearances in favour of the inner spiritual journey,
and the social power structures, which continually interfere with the practical execution
of this philosophy. This paradoxical conception of identity, far from representing a
challenge to be met by my authors, functions as a means to avoid a definitive answer to
the role of identity in sainthood in these texts.
Because of this inconsistent attitude toward subaltern identities, we find
examples – even among the single-axis cases – of subaltern saints being divorced from
their identity in one instance, but valorised for that very identity in the next. This is part
of what I have argued in chapter 5, namely, that women are divorced from the primary
signifier of Otherness, but inconsistently. ‘Aṭṭār’s biography of Rābi‘a bt. al-‘Adawiyya
perfectly encapsulates this apparent contradiction. She is called the ‘Crown of Men’ (tāj
al-rijāl)427 and is described in the Manṭiq al-Ṭayr as follows:
از ﻗﺪم ﺗﺎ ﻓﺮق ﻋﯿﻦ درد ﺑﻮد

427
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She was no woman, rather a hundred men.
From head to toe she was a spring of anguish.428
Hailed at first as an honorary ‘Man of the Path,’ Rābi‘a is later turned into a heroic
figure by ‘Aṭṭār for showing bravery and commitment to God even when the onset of
her period prevents her from circumambulating the Ka‘ba after a seven-year
pilgrimage.429 ‘Aṭṭār’s moral of the story encourages the reader to show the kind of
bravery that Rābi‘a has in the face of her lower, female physicality. If Rābi‘a can
transcend the problem of womanhood, ‘Aṭṭār seems to imply, surely the average gnostic
can reign victorious over his own nafs. The shock of this kind of reversal is meant to
break down the veil of male chauvinism separating seekers from God.
Other examples of women recast as honorary men abound. Cornell, as
mentioned in Chapter 2, notes that Dhū al-Nūn al-Miṣrī calls Fāṭimah of Nishapur ‘my
[male] teacher (ustādhī).’430 In Sulamī, it is also reported that ‘Ḥukayma was Rābi‘a [bt.
Ismā’īl’s] teacher (ustādh) and companion,’ again preferring the masculine form of the
word ‘teacher.’431 Also in ‘Aṭṭār, a similar pattern to Rābi‘a’s biography is upheld in the
tale of Marḥūmah. The tension resurfaces between masculinisation and valorising the
Otherness of femininity. From her first appearance, Marḥūmah, a pious heroine who
protects her chastity by cross-dressing, is praised in masculine terms:
ﺷﻤﺮدﯾﺶ از ﺷﻤﺎر ﺷﯿﺮ ﻣﺮدان
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She was a woman that Time’s turning wheel
Accounted as a lion-hearted man.432
Though initially complimented for her manly bravery, she is later praised for her
restraint and self-control when she refuses to take the kingship offered to her. This selfcontrol arises from her appropriate feminine modesty, which places her above men:
ﺗﻦ ﯾﮏ ﺑﻨﻤﺎی ﭼﻨﯿﻦ اﯾﻦ ز ﻣﺮدان
زﻧﯽ ﮐﻮرا ز ﻣﺮدان ھﻢ ﻧﻔﺲ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ

ﻧﺠﻨﺒﯿﺬ از ﺑﺮای ﻣﻠﮏ ﯾﮏ زن
ﻧﻈﯿﺮش ﻣﺴﺘﺠﺎب اﻟﺪﻋﻮه ﮐﺲ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ

This woman did not jump to hold the reins –
You show me just one man with such control [...]
No one’s prayers are answered more completely than hers,
She has no peer among men.433
Again, we see the conflicted portrait of spiritually successful women. They are valorised
by being equated with honorary men, but then praised for the special perspective
femaleness offers them, which here prevents Marḥūmah’s seduction by worldly
ambition and egoism.
The reversal of female status from low to high is accomplished by drawing on
her status as Other to demonstrate her superiority to the dominant identity. It is this type
of surprising, demonstrative moment that Spivak refers to when she talks about methods
for recovering the subaltern voice. ‘You can only read against the grain if misfits in the
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text signal the way,’ she explains. ‘These are sometimes called “moments of
transgression” or “critical moments.”’434 Especially on this topic, we can find numerous
such ‘moments of transgression’ in which the women – filtered through men’s reports –
explain their rejection of their presupposed social role. One such moment occurs in the
biography of Malīka bt. al-Munkadar.
 ﻟﻮ: ﻗﺎﻟﺖ.ﻗﺎل أﯾﻮب ﻓﻤﺎ ﺣﺪﺛﺖ ﻧﻔﺴﻲ ﺑﺎﻣﺮأة ﻗﺒﻠﮭﺎ ﻓﻘﻠﺖ ﻟﮭﺎ ﻟﻮ ﺗﺰوﺟﺖ رﺟﻼ ﻛﺎن ﯾﻌﯿﻨﻚ ﻋﻠﻰ ﻣﺎ أﻧﺖ ﻋﻠﯿﮫ
: ﻓﻘﻠﺖ أﻧﺎ ﻣﺎﻟﻚ اﺑﻦ دﯾﻨﺎر و ھﺬا أﯾﻮب اﻟﺴﺨﺘﯿﺎﻧﻲ ﻓﻘﺎﻟﺖ.ﻛﺎن ﻣﺎﻟﻚ ﺑﻦ دﯾﻨﺎر أو أﯾﻮب اﻟﺴﺨﺘﯿﺎﻧﻲ ﻣﺎ أدرﺗﮫ
 ھﺬه ﻣﻠﯿﻜﺔ:أف ﻟﻘﺪ ظﻨﻨﺖ أﻧﮫ ﯾﺸﻐﻠﻜﻤﺎ ذﻛﺮ ﷲ ﻋﻦ ﻣﺤﺎدﺛﺔ اﻟﻨﺴﺎء و أﻗﺒﻠﺖ ﻋﻠﻰ ﺻﻼﺗﮭﺎ ﻓﺴﺄﻟﻨﺎ ﻋﻨﮭﺎ ﻓﻘﺎﻟﻮا
.ﺑﻨﺖ اﻟﻤﻨﻜﺪر
Ayyūb reports:
I never inclined toward a woman before her. I told her, ‘If you marry a man,
he will tell you what you are to him.’435
‘Even if it were Mālik b. Dīnār or Ayyūb al-Sakhtīyānī, I’d still refuse,’
she replied.
‘I’m Mālik b. Dīnār, and this here is Ayyūb al-Sakhtīyānī.’
‘Pfft, I assumed remembrance of your Lord would preoccupy you from
chatting with ladies.’
She went back to her prayers. We asked around about her, and the people
said, ‘That’s Malīka bt. al-Munkadar.’436

The jarring rebuff and reproach made by Malīka shows her rejecting societal
expectations of marriage in favour of emphasising preoccupation with contemplating
the divine. Such a rejection is meant to show these Others’ worthiness for the Path by
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appealing to the commonality of all devout seekers before God. Malīka’s surprising
superiority to the men in the anecdote is only further highlighted by her sharp rebuke
regarding their frivolous attentions to the outward form of her person.
Despite the active rejection by women in these texts of their social role, which
works to neutralise the significance of their Otherness, we also find numerous instances
in which women turn their perceived disadvantage into an opportunity to prove their
dedication to the Path. Thus the relationship between sainthood and Otherness is
complex: not only are women reclaimed into the dominant sphere of masculinity (or
genderlessness), their subordinate position itself can also be converted into an indication
of spiritual authority. The biography of Ḥafṣa bt. Sīrīn provides an example of the way
an embrace of feminine duty can represent a kind of defiance, based on the attitude and
context in which it is undertaken. ‘Āsim Aḥwal reports:
ْ ّﻛﻨﺎ ﻧﺪﺧﻞ ﻋﻠﻰ ﺣﻔﺼﺔ ﺑﻨﺖ ﺳﯿﺮﯾﻦ وﻗﺪ ﺟﻌﻠﺖ اﻟﺠﻠﺒﺎب ھﻜﺬا وﺗﻨﻘ
 رﺣﻤﻚ ﷲ ﻗﺎل ﷲ:ﺒﺖ ﺑﮫ ﻓﻨﻘﻮل ﻟﮭﺎ
ً«ﻀ ْﻌﻦَ ﺛﯿﺎﺑﮭﻦ ﻏﯿﺮ ﻣﺘﺒﺮﺟﺎت ﺑﺰﯾﻨﺔ
َ »واﻟﻘﻮاﻋﺪ ﻣﻦ اﻟﻨﺴﺎء اﻟﻼﺗﻲ ﻻ ﯾﺮﺟﻮن ﻧﻜﺎﺣﺎ ً ﻓﻠﯿﺲ ﻋﻠﯿﮭﻦ ﺟﻨﺎح أن ﯾ
ُ
إﺛﺒﺎت
 »وأن ﯾﺴﺘﻌﻔِ ْﻔﻦَ ﺧﯿ ٌﺮ ﻟﮭﻦ« ﻓﺘﻘﻮل ھﻮ: أي ﺷﻲ ٍء ﺑﻌﺪ ذﻟﻚ؟ ﻓﻨﻘﻮل: ﻗﺎل ﻓﺘﻘﻮل ﻟﻨﺎ.وھﻮ اﻟﺠﻠﺒﺎب
.اﻟﺠﻠﺒﺎب
Once we visited Ḥafṣa. She was wearing her veil in such a manner as to shroud
her entire body. We were taken aback and reproached her saying, ‘God have
mercy on you. Do you not remember God’s own pronouncement? “Such
elderly women as are past the prospect of marriage, there is no blame on them
if they lay aside their garments, provided they make not a wanton display of
their beauty.”(Q 24:60) The point of this precept,’ I commented to her, ‘is that
you should cover yourself, not drape yourself in a robe.’
‘What comes after that verse?’ Ḥafṣa then asked.
‘But it is best for them to be modest,’ I replied.
Ḥafṣa then observed, ‘And this verse demonstrates the necessity of the
robe.’437
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At the centre of this anecdote is Ḥafṣa’s commitment to the spirit of the Qur’anic
regulations regarding her dress. By following the Qur’an carefully and interpreting it
conservatively – in defiance of her companions who would have her do otherwise –
Ḥafṣa demonstrates how an extra duty placed on her because of her gender can be
another chance to prove her saintliness. Otherness (femininity) is thus reframed as one
of the sources of her spiritual authority. The case of free women in the hagiographies is
much less straightforward than the cases of the black men, who are also only one step
removed from the ‘neutral’ identity. In the cases of women who display only a singleaxis of alterity (femaleness), the tension between de-gendering the woman and using her
Otherness as a proof of saintly worth creates a multifaceted portrait of the women which
belies the authors’ conflicted attitude towards the source material. For women of
intersectional marked identities, however, this tension appears to resolve itself, which I
will discuss in the following section.

6.3 Intersectional Cases: Black Women and Slave Women
Jāmī’s general rule of distancing marked individuals from their ‘aspect’ holds
up well for those who are only marked by one type of subalternity. It is simple enough
to reverse a single category of identity and thus validate the saint by making him into
part of the dominant group. However, the situation becomes more complicated when we
turn to the intersectional cases. We do not find examples of black women
metaphorically re-categorised as black men or non-black women. Neither do we find
examples of black women transcending both aspects of their identity. Instead we find
authors adding to the indications of subalternity, converting these saints into the nexus
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of low social status, and using that to establish their spiritual authority. Laury Silvers
explains this latter phenomenon in her description of the function of blackness in these
texts: ‘In some of these stories,’ she writes, ‘black skin seems to articulate the ideal of
spiritual poverty by connecting the lowest social status, an enslaved black woman, with
the highest spiritual status.’438
This section demonstrates several ways in which the authors exhibit a unique
attitude towards the intersectional439 women. First, it describes how the intersectional
subaltern cases are usually further demarcated as Other wherever possible, and the way
that this alterity becomes an unexpected source of authority. Second, the section
explores the master-slave relationship and how it functions, particularly for the female
saints. Finally, I show that in Ibn al-Jawzī and Jāmī, it is from these subaltern women
that the most miracles emerge, rather than the women of more well-known biographies.
This is in opposition to ‘Aṭṭār, who ascribes miracles much more liberally. For black
men, miraculous occurances are not necessarily framed as proofs of their own
sainthood, whereas black women saints are associated with their own miracles. Black
women’s relationship to the supernatural is interpreted as a sign of sainthood, while the
same is not necessarily true for black men. All three of these points are made in service
of the larger argument, which claims that the authors persistently associate these
subalterns with varying types of Otherness in order to overturn the established social
hierarchy and justify the presence of subaltern saints in the ṭabaqāt. Rather than
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Silvers, ‘Early Pious, Mystic Sufi Women,’ 43.
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dividing the intersectional saints from their ‘aspects’ of identity, these are converted
into the source of legitimacy.

6.3.1 Compounding the Alterity of Intersectional Subaltern Saints
Many of the black women of these hagiographies remain anonymous or appear
only in one source, and so comparison of individuals across the sources is difficult.
There is one black woman slave, however, who is chronicled in her own entry by the
three writers Sulamī, Ibn al-Jawzī, and Jāmī. She is known simply as Sha‘wāna. A
comparison of her representation in these three hagiographies can reveal our authors’
attitudes towards their subaltern subjects. Ibn al-Jawzī does not back away from
Sha‘wāna’s identity as a black slave, something Sulamī does not mention.440 Jāmī,
meanwhile, calls her an ‘ajam, and a slave, but does not specify if she is black. Ibn alJawzī also does not avoid presenting Sha‘wāna as a lover towards her spiritual master,
which Bashir has shown was standard practice for male disciples in his sources. As
noted in Chapter 5, the gender difference may have been perceived as an obstacle to this
type of mystical love relationship, suggested by the following passage from Ibn alJawzī:
Manbūdh greeted her and said: ‘This is the son of your Sufi brother Ḍaygham.’
She greeted me and welcomed me warmly, and said: ‘Welcome, son of the one
whom we love without seeing him! By God, my son, I have long been yearning
for your father. The only thing that has prevented me from seeing him is the
fear that I will distract him from his service to his Master. For service to his
Master is more worthy than talking to Sha‘wāna. [...] But who is Sha‘wāna?
And what is Sha‘wāna? Nothing but a sinful black slave!’441
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Adapted from Cornell, Early Sufi Women, 300.
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Here the lowness of her black and female identities both contribute to Sha‘wāna’s
claims to spiritual authority. Ibn al-Jawzī also turns Sha‘wāna’s identity as literal slave
into an articulation of her figurative status as God’s slave. While Sulamī does not
mention that Sha‘wāna is a black slave, Ibn al-Jawzī converts this fact into one of the
focal points of his rendering of her biography. Subaltern status often functions as the
source of the claim to authority in the intersectional cases.
The alterity of these saints can also be amplified by the accumulation of
identity markers that are outside the norm. Ibn al-Jawzī’s biography of Maymūna alSawdā’ (Maymūna the Black)442 is a perfect example of compounding an intersectional
subject’s alterity by adding on even more indications of Otherness. Maymūna is not
only a black woman, she is also impoverished, deemed mad (referred to as majnūna), a
wandering sheep-herder, and, it is implied, a former slave.443 All of these indications
reveal the additive nature of subaltern identity. Take, for another example, this tale of a
slave woman who advises the well-known saint Dhū al-Nūn:
: ﮔﻔﺘﻨـﺪ. از ﺣﺎل وی ﺧـﺒﺮ ﭘﺮﺳـﯿﺪم، ﻣﺮا ﮐﻨﯿﺰﮐﯽ ﺻﻔﺖ ﮐﺮدﻧﺪ ﻣﺘﻌﺒّﺪه:و ھﻢ ذواﻟﻨّﻮن ﮔﻮﯾﺪ ﻗ ّﺪس ﺳﺮّه ﮐﮫ
 ﺑﮫ آن دﯾﺮ آﻣﺪم ﮐﻨﯿﺰﮐﯽ دﯾﺪم ﺿﻌﯿﻒ ﺟﺴﻢ ﮐﮫ ﺑـﯽ ﺧـﻮاﺑﯽ ﺷـﺐ در وی اﺛـﺮ.در دﯾـﺮی ﺧﺮاب اﺳﺖ
: ای ﺟﺎرﯾﮫ! در ﻣﺴﮑﻦ ﻧﺼﺎرا ﻣﯽﺑﺎﺷﯽ؟ ﮔﻔﺖ: وی را ﮔﻔﺘﻢ. ﺟﻮاب داد، ﺑـﺮ وی ﺳـﻼم ﮐﺮدم.ﮐـﺮده ﺑـﻮد
 از: ھﯿﭻ وﺣﺸﺖ ﺗﻨﮭﺎﯾﯽ ﻧﻤﯽﯾﺎﺑﯽ؟ ﮔﻔﺖ:ﺳﺮ ﺑﺮدار! ﻏﯿﺮ ﺧﺪای ﺗﻌـﺎﻟﻰ در ھـﺮ دو ﺳﺮای ﻣﯽﺑﯿﻨﯽ؟ ﮔﻔﺘﻢ
ﻣﻦ دور ﺷﻮ! او دل ﻣﺮا از ﻟﻄﺎﯾﻒ ﺣﮑﻤﺖ ﺧﻮد و ﻣﺤﺒﺖ ﺧﻮد ﭼﻨﺎن ﭘﺮ ﮐﺮده اﺳﺖ و ﺷﻮق دﯾﺪار ﺑﺮ ﻣﻦ
 ﻣﺮا ﺑﯿﺮون آر، ﺗﺮا ﺣﮑﯿﻤﮫ ﻣﯽﺑﯿﻨﻢ: ﮔﻔﺘﻢ.ﮔﻤﺎﺷﺘﮫ ﮐﮫ در دل ﺧﻮد ھﯿﭻ ﻣﻮﺿﻊ از ﺑﺮای ﻏﯿﺮ او ﻧﻤﯽﯾﺎﺑﻢ
 و زھﺪ طﺮﯾﻖ، ای ﺟـﻮاﻧﻤﺮد! ﺗﻘـﻮی زاد ﺧﻮد ﺳﺎز: و راه راﺳﺖ ﺑﺮ ﻣﻦ ﺑﮕﺸﺎی! ﮔﻔﺖ،از اﯾﻦ ﺗﻨﮕﯽ
ﺧﻮد و ورع ﺑﺎرﮔﯿﺮ ﺧﻮد و ﺳﻠﻮک ﮐﻦ در طﺮﯾﻖ ﺧﺎﯾﻔﺎن ﺗﺎ ﺑﺮﺳﯽ ﺑﮫ دری ﮐﮫ ﻧﮫ ﺣﺠﺎب ﺑﯿﻨـﯽ آﻧﺠﺎ و ﻧﮫ
. ﺧﺎزﻧﺎن ﺧﻮد را ﺑﻔﺮﻣﺎﯾﺪ ﮐﮫ در ھﯿﭻ ﮐﺎری ﻧﺎﻓﺮﻣﺎﻧﯽ ﺗﻮ ﻧﮑﻨﻨﺪ.ﺑﻮّاب
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Dhū al-Nūn – may his spirit rest in peace – also reported:
I was told of a devout slave girl, so I asked around about her. ‘She lives
in a ruined monastery,’ they told me. I went to the monastery and saw a slave
girl, haggard from lack of sleep. I greeted her, and she returned my greeting. I
said, ‘O slave girl! Why are you [living] in a Christian building?’
‘Look around you!’ she replied, ‘Do you see anything other than the
Lord Almighty in either world?’
‘Don’t you fear loneliness?’ I asked.
‘Get away from me!’ she said. ‘He has filled me with His subtle wisdom,
His love and longing for a vision of Him to such a degree that I have no room
in my heart for anything else.’
‘You seem like a sage (ḥakīmah) to me. Deliver me from this
predicament; show me the way!’
‘O javānmard! Make piety your provision, renunciation your Way, and
avoidance (vara‘) your steed. Become a traveller on the way of the fearful,
until you reach a door where you see neither veil nor doorkeeper. He has
ordered His treasurers to obey your every command.’444
Here we see that, far from distancing this woman from her subaltern status (as both
slave and woman), Jāmī actually reinforces her alterity, compounding her Otherness by
relating her to other subaltern categories, including Christian. The idea is further
underlined by the use of the term muta‘abbida to describe the slave girl. Cornell has
already pointed out that Jāmī’s predecessor Sulamī seems preoccupied with the terms
ta‘abbud (making oneself a slave or slave-like) and ‘ubūdiyya (literally, ‘slavery’,
which Cornell interprets as ‘service’) and their association with women’s religious
practice in particular.445 Those who follow Sulamī in the tradition of Sufi women’s
biography, like Jāmī and Ibn al-Jawzī, take this metaphor to its literal conclusion and
enshrine a number of their female Friends of God as actual slave girls. Of this tendency
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Silvers writes, ‘[S]laves sometimes play a romantic role in the literature because their
abject submission to their owners is analogous to abject submission to God.’446
Furthermore, this slave girl remains anonymous in the text, referred to only as
‘unknown slave girl’ (jāriyya majhūla). I read this anonymity as another indication of
subalternity. These accounts of anonymous women, unrestricted by prior sources, may
in fact give us the most accurate portrait of the ideal woman saint as envisioned by
medieval male scholars. The number of anonymous women in these texts is,
percentage-wise of the whole, much greater than the number of anonymous men.447
Rkia Cornell asks if this is a case of ‘convenient amnesia,’ where women’s names (and
even the title of Sulamī’s biography) were lost over time as male biographers did not
care to transmit and reproduce their records.448 Another possible explanation is that
biographers avoid transmitting women’s names because of concerns over the
immodesty of mentioning them publicly. I suggest here that anonymity is just another
way women are commonly cast as subaltern and transformed into stock characters of
sorts. Unencumbered by personal identifying details, such as names, dates, locations,
well-known sayings, and anecdotes, the author is free to compose an image of the
woman saint entirely bent to his own will, or perhaps of his own invention.
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Silvers, “Early Pious, Mystic Sufi Women,” 42.
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Roded, Women in Islamic Biographical Collections, 93.
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Cornell, Early Sufi Women, 43. Silvers has taken this one step further in her paper “God Loves Me” in

which she argues that the women who are the subject of main entries in earlier Sufi biographies are
eventually pushed out into the periphery of male-centered entries. She argues that this process follows the
same contours as the women in hadith transmission field, that is, as professionalisation of the saint
occurred, women were pushed to the side and only those that were critical to the transmission itself were
retained, and sufficiently masculinised so as to be inoffensive. Silvers, “‘God Loves Me’,”36-37, note 14.
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Despite Roded’s argument that the de-historicised biographies of women
function as messages to shape the behaviour of women who wish to be pious, the
images of the slave girls tend to be non-conventional. Perhaps we are safe in suggesting,
then, that these slaves were not chronicled as exempla to emulate, and that they are free
from the restrictive bounds of womanhood because they are not viable marriage
prospects. Slave women and outcasts could be more likely to achieve notoriety for their
Sufi practice because they are uninhibited by societal expectations of being ‘ladylike.’
One such anonymous stock character, a pious slave girl (kanīzak), appears in ‘Aṭṭār’s
Tadhkirat and again makes use of her subalternity to sidestep the expectations placed on
her gender:
 ای: در وی ﺳﺮ ﺑﺮھﻨﮫ ﮔﻔﺘﻢ. در ﺑﺎدﯾﮫ ھﻤﯽﺷﺪم ﮐﻨﯿﺰﮐﯽ را دﯾﺪم در ﻏﻠﺒﺎت وﺟﺪ ﺳﻮری:ﻧﻘﻠﺴﺖ ﮐﮫ ﮔﻔﺖ
 اﻣﺎ ﺧﻮد. ﻣﻦ ﻋﺎﺷﻘﻢ و ﻋﺎﺷﻖ ﭼﺸﻢ ﻧﭙﻮﺷﺪ: ﮔﻔﺘﻢ. ﭼﺸﻤﻢ ﻧﮕﮫ دار، ای ﺧﻮاص:ﮐﻨﯿﺰک ﺳﺮ ﺑﭙﻮش! ﮔﻔﺖ
 از ﮐﺪام ﺷﺮابﺧﺎﻧﮫ ﻣﺴﺖ: ﮔﻔﺘﻢ. ﻣﺴﺖ ﺳﺮ ﻧﭙﻮﺷﺪ. ﻣﻦ ﻣﺴﺘﻢ: ﮐﻨﯿﺰک ﮔﻔﺖ.ﺑﯽاﺧﺘﯿﺎر ﭼﺸﻢ ﺑﺮ ﺗﻮ اﻓﺘﺎد
 ای ﮐﻨﯿﺰک ﻣﺼﺎﺣﺒﺖ: ھﻞ ﻓﯽ اﻟﺪارﯾﻦ ﻏﯿﺮ ﷲ؟ ﮔﻔﺘﻢ. دورم ﻣﯽداری، زﻧﮭﺎر، ای ﺧﻮاص:ﺷﺪی؟ ﮔﻔﺖ
. ای ﺧﻮاص ﺧﺎم طﻤﻌﯽ ﻣﮑﻦ ﮐﮫ از آن ﻧﯿﻢ ﮐﮫ ﻣﺮد ﺟﻮﯾﻢ:ﻣﻦ ﻣﯽﺧﻮاھﯽ؟ ﮔﻔﺖ
It was related that [Khavāṣ] said:
I was once travelling through the desert when I saw a slave girl in the
throes of ecstasy (vajd), wandering with her head uncovered.
‘Servant-girl, cover your head,’ I cried.
‘Khavāṣ, avert your eyes!’ she replied.
‘I am in love,’ I said, ‘and the lover does not avert his eyes. Rather my
eyes involuntarily fell upon you.’
‘I am drunk,’ she answered, ‘and the drunkard does not cover his head.’
‘In which tavern did you become intoxicated?’ I asked.
‘Take care, Khavāṣ,’ she cried. ‘You are impeding me. Is there anything
other than God in the two abodes?’
‘Servant-girl, would you have my company?’ I asked.
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‘Don’t entertain naive hopes,’ she answered. ‘I am not the kind that’s
looking for a man!’449
Unveiled, (figuratively) intoxicated, and unaccompanied in the desert, this slave girl
represents almost everything that a good, pious Muslim woman theoretically should not
be. It is perhaps surprising then that this is not an atypical image of female seeker on the
Path, especially amongst those display intersectional subalternity. In the cases of
women like these, they are not recast as honorary men, but rather, the authors intensify
the indicators of their subjects’ outcast status, allowing them to circumvent the
expectation of modesty and seclusion.
Another way to reinforce alterity of these saints is by emphasising their foreign
origin. Foreignness, or being ‘‘ajam’ – often indicated by surnames, place names, or
linguistic identity – is also very common among the female saints. Sha‘wāna,
considered in detail above, is described by Jāmī as ‘ajam, rather than as a black slave
like she is in Ibn al-Jawzī.450 In addition to names and descriptions, this foreignness can
be expressed in Arabic texts through intrusions of the Persian language. For example,
the biography of Jawhara al-‘Ābida illustrates the significance of ethnic or linguistic
identities perceived as Other in these texts, particularly in relation to those that are
already subaltern. Ḥukaym b. Ja‘far informs us that Jawhara was a slave girl (jāriya) for
several kings and then she was manumitted. She later married Abū ‘Abdallāh al-Birāthi,
whom she served (ta‘abbudat).451 Abū ‘Abdallāh reports:
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« ﯾﺎ أﺑﺎ ﻋﺒﺪﷲ »ﻛﺎروان َر ْﻓﺖ: ﻛﺎﻧﺖ ]ﺟﻮھﺮة[ ﺗﻨﺒّﮭﻨﻲ ﻣﻦ اﻟﻠﯿﻞ وﺗﻘﻮل:ﻋﻦ أﺑﻲ ﻋﺒﺪﷲ اﻟﺒﺮاﺛﻲ ﻗﺎل
. ﻗﺪ ﺳﺎرت اﻟﻘﺎﻓﻠﺔ:ﻣﻌﻨﺎه
It was relayed by Abī ‘Abdallāh al-Birāthī that he said, ‘She [Jawhara] would
wake me up in the night and tell me [in Persian], ‘Abī ‘Abdallāh, the caravan’s
gone (karavān raft),’ which means ‘the caravan has departed’ (qad sārat alqāfila).452
A similar story appears in Ibn al-Jawzī’s biography of ‘Amra, who wakes her husband
Ḥabīb al-‘Ajamī when he is oversleeping:
 وﻗﻮاﻓﻞ اﻟﺼﺎﻟﺤﯿﻦ، ﻗﻢ ﯾﺎ رﺟﻞ ﻓﻘﺪ ذھﺐ اﻟﻠﯿﻞ وﺟﺎء اﻟﻨﮭﺎر و ﺑﯿﻦ ﯾﺪﯾﻚ طﺮﯾﻖ ﺑﻌﯿﺪ و زاد ﻗﻠﯿﻞ:وﻗﺎﻟﺖ ﻟﮫ
.ﻗﺪ ﺳﺎرت ﻗُﺪاﻣﻨﺎ وﻧﺤﻦ ﻗﺪ ﺑﻘﯿﻨﺎ
‘And she said, “Get up, man! Night has passed and midday is here. You have a
long way to go and few provisions. The caravans of the pious have departed
before us and we have fallen behind.”’453
This is the only clue I have found to help make sense of the report in Jawhara’s
biography, and it implies that the caravan’s departure is a metaphor for the lagging
behind of those who are not sufficiently pious.454 Ibn al-Jawzī follows up on the
previous report by showing that Jawhara was awake all night doing devotions and hence
in a position to wake Abū ‘Abdullāh up. The report glorifies her for serving her husband
dutifully, through encouraging him in his devotion, which again reinforces the female
virtue of ta‘abbud. However, both of these goals could have been accomplished without
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reference to the linguistic preferences of Jawhara. Whether or not ‘the caravan has
departed’ was a known phrase or idiom, I suggest that Jawhara’s linguistic and implied
ethnic identity is the actual point of the report here. It specifically highlights her use of
Persian language to further mark her alterity as intersectional to an extent even beyond
her status as a female slave. The choice to use Persian could also be meant to remind the
reader of the fact that as a jāriya she spent time in the cosmopolitan environment of the
court in Baghdad where Persian may have been used, and should actually be understood
as a reference to her class as well. Thus, through a variety of strategies to ‘Other’ the
female saints – by associating them with racial Others, slavery, anonymity, and
foreignness – the authors surveyed here further the female saints’ alterity, to crystallise
their status as outcasts, and in this way, convert them into saints worthy of veneration.
A particularly compelling example of this phenomenon appears in Ibn alJawzī, who reports the biography of Taḥiyya of Nubia. The narrator relates:
ُ
. ﯾﺎ ﻣﻦ ﯾُﺤﺒّﻨﻲ وأُﺣﺒﱠﮫ:دﺧﻠﺖ ﻋﻠﻰ ﺗﺤﯿﺔَ زاﺋﺮاً ﻓﺴﻤﻌﺘُﮭﺎ ﻣﻦ داﺧﻞ اﻟﺒﯿﺖ وھﻲ ﺗﻨﺎﺟﻲ وﺗﻘﻮل ﻓﻲ ُﻣﻨﺎﺟﺎﺗﮭﺎ
ّ
ُ ﻓﺪﺧﻠﺖ إﻟﯿﮭﺎ وﺳﻠ
ُ
: ﯾﺎ ﺗﺤﯿﺔ ھَﺒﻲ أﻧﻚ ﺗﺤﺒّﯿﻦ ﷲ ﺗﻌﺎﻟﻰ ﻓﻤﻦ أﯾﻦ ﺗﻌﻠﻤﯿﻦ أﻧّﮫ ﯾﺤﺒّﻚ؟ ﻓﻘﺎﻟﺖ:ﻤﺖ ﻋﻠﯿﮭﺎ وﻗﻠﺖ
 وﻛﺎﻧﺖ أﻣﻲ ﺗﺤﻤﻠﻨﻲ إﻟﻰ اﻟﻜﻨﯿﺴﺔ وﺗﺠﻲ ُء ﺑﻲ ﻋﻨﺪ.ى ﻛﺎﻧﺎ ﻧﺼﺮاﻧﯿﯿﻦ
وأﺑﻮا
اﻟﻨﻮﺑﺔ
ﺑﻠﺪ
ﻓﻲ
ﻛﻨﺖ
إﻧﻲ
ﻧﻌﻢ
َ
ً
ّ
ُ
ُ
ﻓﻌﻠﻤﺖ أن
.ھﻤﻤﺖ ﺑﺬﻟﻚ أرى ﻛﻔﺎ ﺗﺨﺮج ﻓﺘﺮ ّد وﺟﮭﻲ ﺣﺘﻰ ﻻ أﻗﺒﻠﮫ
 ﻓﺈذا، ﻗﺒﻠﻲ اﻟﺼﻠﯿﺐ:اﻟﺼﻠﯿﺐ وﺗﻘﻮل
.ﻋﻨﺎﯾﺘﮫ ﺑﻲ ﻗﺪﯾﻤﺔ
I came to Taḥiyya as a visitor and heard her praying inside the house. ‘O
You who love me and You Whom I love,’ she was saying.
I went in to see her and greeted her. ‘Taḥiyya,’ I said, ‘It’s a given that
you love God, but how do you know that He loves you?’
‘Yes, well, I was in Nubia, and my parents were Christians. My mother
used to carry me to the church, bring me up to the cross and say, “Kiss the
cross.” And if I tried to do it, I saw a hand reach out and turn my face away, so
I would not kiss it. Thus, I learned that His regard for me was eternal.’455

455

ṢṢ #852. See also Silvers’ translation and analysis of the account in Silvers, “‘God Loves Me’,” 56-57.
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We may guess from her being specified as Nubian that Taḥiyya was probably also a
black woman. Ibn al-Jawzī then amasses four different types of subalternity in her
identity as black, female, foreign, and Christian. Just as being female sometimes gives
female saints the opportunity to disprove prejudices held against their spiritual abilities,
Taḥiyya’s Christianity provides her the chance to prove her status as one of the awliyā’
by demonstrating that God has helped her reject this portion of her identity. A Christian
background, paradoxically, is what allows Taḥiyya to prove she has been chosen to
excel as a Muslim. Though she rejects her Christian upbringing, the other aspects of her
subaltern identity remain intact. The fact that her subaltern identity forms the basis of
her authority demonstrates that spiritual knowledge and talent can be bestowed upon
anyone, regardless of society’s dominant hierarchy. Compounding Otherness through
emphasis on intersectional subaltern identity appears to be the biographers’ chosen
method to convey the link between social inferiority and spiritual superiority.

6.3.2 The Master-Slave Relationship in Sufi Hagiography
The submission of a slave to his or her master mirrors his or her submission to
the ultimate Master, God. The tradition plays with potential earthly or divine readings of
‘master,’ much as it does with the multivalent layers of interpretation wrapped up in the
beloved / Beloved of the ghazal. This could be another reason why so many female
saints are also slaves, as ta‘abbud (submissiveness, servitude) is already associated with
being female in several contexts, to her husband, to her master, to her Lord. Khayr alNassāj, the only male saint of the Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’ explicitly described as black,
exemplifies the tendency to interpret earthly servitude in this life as analogous to
serving the divine master. In the following episode, Khayr al-Nassāj pretends to be a
runaway slave:
دروازه ﮐﻮﻓﮫ رﺳﯿﺪ ﻣﺮﻗﻌﯽ ﭘﺎره ﭘﺎره ﭘﻮﺷﯿﺪه و او ﺧﻮد ﺳﯿﺎه رﻧﮓ ﺑﻮد ﭼﻨﺎن ﮐﮫ ھﺮ ﮐﮫ او را
ﭼﻮن ﺑﮫ
ٔ
 ﭘﯿﺶ او. روزی ﭼﻨﺪ او را در ﮐﺎر َﮐ َﺸﻢ: ﮔﻔﺖ. ﯾﮑﯽ او را ﺑﺪﯾﺪ. اﯾﻦ ﻣﺮ ِد اﺑﻠﮭﯽ ﻣﯽﻧﻤﺎﯾﺪ: ﮔﻔﺘﯽ،دﯾﺪی
 ﺗﻮ را ﻧﮕﮫ دارم ﺗﺎ: ﮔﻔﺖ. آری: از ﺧﺪاوﻧﺪ ﮔﺮﯾﺨﺘﮫای؟ ﮔﻔﺖ: ﮔﻔﺖ. آری: ﺗﻮ ﺑﻨﺪهای؟ ﮔﻔﺖ:رﻓﺖ وﮔﻔﺖ
 او از. ﻧﺎم ﺗﻮ ﺧﯿﺮ اﺳﺖ: ﭘﺲ او را ﺑﮫ ﺧﺎﻧﮫ ﺑﺮد و ﮔﻔﺖ. ﻣﻦ ﺧﻮد اﯾﻦ ﻣﯽطﻠﺒﻢ: ﮔﻔﺖ.ﺑﮫ ﺧﺪاوﻧﺪ ﺳﭙﺎرم
ّ ﺣﺴﻦ ﻋﻘﯿﺪت ﮐﮫ داﺷﺖ ﮐﮫ اﻟﻤﺆﻣﻦ ﻻ
 ﭘﺲ.ﯾﮑﺬب او را ﺧﻼف ﻧﮑﺮد و ﺑﺎ او ﺑﺮﻓﺖ و او را ﺧﺪﻣﺖ ﮐﺮد
.آن ﻣﺮد ﺧﯿﺮ را ﻧﺴﺎﺟﯽ در آﻣﻮﺧﺖ و ﺳﺎلھﺎ ﮐﺎر او ﻣﯽﮐﺮد
[Khayr] arrived at the gates of Kufa wearing a tattered patchwork robe, he
himself black of complexion, so that anyone who saw him would cry, ‘This
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man looks like a fool!’ Someone saw him there. ‘I will employ him for a few
days,’ he thought to himself. He approached and asked, ‘Are you a slave?’
‘Yes,’ Khayr replied.
‘Have you run away from your master?’
‘Yes.’
‘I will take charge of you until I can restore you to your master,’ the man
said.
‘That is what I am seeking myself,’ said Khayr.
Then the man took him home and said, ‘You’ll be called Khayr.’
Out of the firm faith that he had – for the believer does not deny – Khayr
did not contradict him. He went with him and served him. Thus the man taught
him weaving and Khayr served him for many years.456
This story relies on the multiple possible significations of the master and slave
relationship and the metaphorical resonances with the devotee’s relationship to the
divine. ‘Aṭṭār exploits the potential for confusion between literal and metaphorical
slavery by highlighting Khayr’s absolute submission to God and implying that if Khayr
does not intentionally engender the slave owner’s misapprehension of the situation, he
at least abides by it in acceptance of his fate. Meanwhile, in Nafaḥāt al-Uns, Jāmī’s mad
slave girl Tuḥfah does not just exploit the divine/earthly ambiguity, she explicitly points
it out to confirm her own faithfulness. Given her freedom and told to go where she
wishes, she replies:
ّ  ای ﺳﺮ:ﮔﻔﺖ
ی! ﺑﮫ ﮐﺠﺎ روم و ﻣﺮا ﺟﺎی رﻓﺘﻦ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ؟ آﻧﮑﮫ ﺣﺒﯿﺐ دل ﻣﻦ اﺳﺖ ﻣﺮا ﻣﻤﻠﻮک ﺑﻌﺾ
ّ ، اﮔﺮ ﻣﺎﻟﮏ ﻣﻦ راﺿﯽ ﺷﻮد ﺑﺮوم،ﻣﻤﺎﻟﯿﮏ ﺧـﻮد ﮔﺮداﻧﯿﺪه اﺳﺖ
.واﻻ ﺻﺒﺮ ﮐﻨﻢ
She said, ‘Where should I go? There is nowhere for me to go, and He who is
my heart’s dear Friend has indentured me as a slave to another of His slaves.
Only if my Master approves will I go, else I will forbear.’457

456

NTA #65, 111-12.

457

NU #605: 624.
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As we can see, just as with the beloved/Beloved ambiguity, hagiographers play with the
literal and metaphorical dimensions of the master-slave relationship. At times they even
choose to take the literal line of interpretation to reinforce the allegorical signification of
divine servitude. In the case of the wife of Abū Shu‘ayb al-Barāthī, Ibn al-Jawzī unifies
all three types of servitude possible for female seekers in one person.
ْ
.ﻓﻌﺰﻣﺖ ﻋﻠﻰ اﻟﺘﺠﺮد ﻣﻦ اﻟﺪﻧﯿﺎ واﻻﺗﺼﺎل ﺑﺄﺑﻲ ﺷﻌﯿﺐ
 وﺗﺠﺮدي ﻋﻤﺎ أﻧﺖ ﻓﯿﮫ، إن أردت ذﻟﻚ ﻓﻐﯿﺮي ھﯿﺌﺘﻚ: ﻓﻘﺎل ﻟﮭﺎ. أرﯾﺪ أن أﻛﻮن ﺧﺎدﻣﺔ:ﻓﺠﺎءت إﻟﯿﮫ وﻗﺎﻟﺖ
. ﻓﺘﺠﺮدت ﻋﻦ ﻛﻞ ﻣﺎ ﺗﻤﻠﻜﮫ وﻟﺒﺴﺖ ﻟﺒﺴﺔ اﻟﻨﺴﺎك وﺣﻀﺮﺗﮫ ﻓﺘﺰوﺟﮭﺎ.ﺣﺘﻰ ﺗﺼﻠﺤﻲ ﻟﻤﺎ أردت
She resolved to abstract herself from the world and attach herself to Abū
Shu‘ayb. She went to him and said, ‘I’d like to be a servant (khādimah).’
‘If that is what you want, change your desire. Separate yourself from
what you want so that you will be reformed.’
And she got rid of everything she owned, dressed in rags, and she went
to him and he married her.458
Here the unnamed wife of Abū Shu‘ayb, a former slave, is a servant to her husband, her
Sufi master, and God all at once. Her success in each earthly dimension reflects success
in the otherworldly dimension as well. The traditional lover/beloved relationship
between murīd and shaykh is legitimised in this case by its enshrinement in marriage. A
former palace slave, she exchanges false slavery to the Caliph for true service of the
divine.
An even more involved and explicit case that plays with the master/Master
concept appears in the Ilāhī-nāmah involving a female slave. Although the Ilāhī-nāmah

458

ṢṢ #361.
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does not purport to convey the biography of a historical figure, the reader will note that
the same theme observed in the hagiographical accounts can be traced into the purely
fictional depictions of women with intersectional subaltern identities. ‘Abdallāh tells
his slave woman he needs to sell her for the money. Readying herself for sale, she
combs her hair and finds a few gray hairs. She begins crying hysterically, and ‘Abdallāh
tells her not to worry, as he has decided not to sell her after all. However, it turns out
that the threat of sale is not exactly why she is crying. She delivers a surprising speech,
questioning the purpose of her life and the point of having served someone her whole
life who would, in the end, sell her:
ﮐﮫ درﺣﮑﻢ ﻓﺮوش ﺗﺴﺖ ﺟﺎﻧﻢ
ﮐﮫ ﻋﻤﺮی ﮐﺮدهام ﭘﯿﺶ ﮐﺴﯽ ﮐﺎر
ﺑﺂﺧﺮ ﮐﺎر آﻣﺪ ﻧﺎ اﻣﯿﺪی
ﮐﮫ ﺑﻔﺮوﺷﺪ ﻣﺮا آﺧﺮ ﺑﺪردی
ﮐﮫ در ﭘﯿﺮی ﻧﮭﻨﺪم در ﺑﮭﺎﺋﯽ
ﮐﮫ آن ﺧﺪﻣﺖ ﻓﺮوش آورد ﺑﺎری
ﭼﻮ درﮔﺎھﯽ ﭼﻨﺎن در ﭘﯿﺸﮕﮫ ﺑﻮد
ﺑﺪرﮔﺎھﯽ دﮔﺮ ﭼﻮن راه ﺑﺎﺷﺪ
اﮔﺮﭼﮫ ﻣﯽﻧﯿﺮزم ھﯿﭻ ﺑﻔﺮوش
ﺑﮫ ﭘﯿﺶ ﺻﺪر و ﺑﺪر ﻻﯾﺰاﻟﯽ
ﻣﺒﺎش اﯾﻦ درد را آﺧﺮ روا دار
ﺟﺰ آزادی ﻧﺨﻮاھﺪ ﺑﻮد روﯾﺶ

ﮐﻨﯿﺰک ﮔﻔﺖ ﻣﻦ ﮔﺮﯾﺎن ﻧﮫ زاﻧﻢ
وﻟﯿﮑﻦ زان ﺳﺒﺐ ﮔﺮﯾﻢ ﭼﻨﯿﻦ زار
ﮐﮫ ﯾﺎﻓﺖ از ﺧﺪﻣﺘﺶ ﻣﻮﯾﻢ ﺳﭙﯿﺪی
ﭼﺮا ﺑﻮدم ﺑﺂﺧﺮ ﭘﯿﺶ ﻣﺮدی
ﭼﺮا ﮐﺮدم ﺟﻮاﻧﯽ ﺧﺮج ﺟﺎﺋﯽ
ﭼﺮا ﺑﻮدم ﺑﺠﺎﺋﯽ روزﮔﺎری
ﭼﺮا ﺑﺮ درﮔﮫ ﻏﯿﺮﯾﻢ ره ﺑﻮد
ﮐﺴﯽ را ﮐﺎن ﭼﻨﺎن درﮔﺎه ﺑﺎﺷﺪ
ﺗﻮ ای ﺧﻮاﺟﮫ ﺣﺪﯾﺚ ﻣﻦ ﺑﻤﻨﯿﻮش
درآﻣﺪ ﺟﺒﺮﺋﯿﻞ و ﮔﻔﺖ ﺣﺎﻟﯽ
ﮐﮫ ﻋﺒﺪﷲ را ﮔﻮی ای وﻓﺎدار
ﺳﭙﯿﺪی ﯾﺎﻓﺖ در اﺳﻼم ﻣﻮﯾﺶ

The slave woman said, ‘I’m not crying because [you want to sell me],
For the right to sell me belongs to you.
I cry so fervently because
I have spent my life working for someone,
In whose service I have found my hair turned white,
And in the end it turned to hopelessness.
Why then did I work for a man
Who would sell me in the end so painfully?
Why did I spend my youth in a place
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Where in old age I am put up for a price?
Why did I spend my days in a place
Where that service just led to being sold?
How could there be a way to the other threshold,
When such a threshold was in front of me?
How can someone who belongs to such a court,
Find his way to the other court?
Master of mine, heed not my words.
Even if I am worth nothing, sell me.’
Gabriel appeared and said,
Before the Prophet, that eternally full moon459:
‘Tell ‘Abdallāh, O Loyal One,
Not to consider this pain a rightful end for her.
Her hair grew white in submission;
She will have nothing before her but freedom.’460
The slave’s story is again predicated on the analogic relationship between slave/master
and devotee/divine. The angel Gabriel asks for the Prophet’s intercession, informing
him (and the reader) that the slave woman has spent her entire life in submission (dar
islām) and as such deserves her freedom. The phrase dar islām, ‘in submission’ or ‘in
Islam’ is perfectly calculated to encompass both earthly and divine understandings of
the woman’s servitude. Hellmut Ritter has written of this story parenthetically that,

459

This ṣadr va badr appears to be an epithet for Prophet Muhammad, in reference to his moon-splitting

miracle. See ‘Aṭṭār’s line in the Asrār-nāmah, to open an entire section in praise of the Prophet (AN 2/1,
11):

ﺳﺰای ﺻﺪر و ﺑﺪر آﻓﺮﯾﻨﺶ

ﺛﻨﺎﺋﯽ ﻧﯿﺴﺖ ﺑﺎ ارﺑﺎب ﺑﯿﻨﺶ

According to the people of vision,
No praise can ever be worthy of the Prophet of creation.
460

IN Epilogue/13, 382.
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‘‘Aṭṭār does not, of course, recount the story in order to describe the slave woman’s
fidelity.’ As he does not comment further, one can guess from the placement of the
story in Ritter’s theme-based chapters that he understood it to be primarily an indication
of the Prophet’s mercy and just conduct towards even the lowest or most insignificant
creatures, in this case, the female slave too old to work.
While this reading is possible and certainly a theme present in the anecdote, it
is difficult to discount the female slave’s centrality to the episode. Most of the lines of
the anecdote are indeed taken up by her speech, and ‘Aṭṭār’s long aside is essentially a
paralleling of her speech, in which he compares himself to her and asks for similar
consideration from God. Reading this in the context of the large number of female
slave-saints in the hagiographies, I understand this old slave woman as another
intersectional subaltern figure whose destitution is used to highlight her piety, especially
in the face of a cruel fate, and subvert reader expectations regarding her spiritual
capabilities. This reversal of expectations may be the reason why so many female saints
and pious women are depicted as slaves. From this status as slave, the convenient
metaphor of devotion to master/Master then follows. Finally, I have suggested in this
section that slave status provides some of these women with a freedom from the normal
expectations of ‘respectable’ womanhood which makes sainthood easier to attain.
Crucially, this lack of respectability sanctions contact between men and women,
allowing these women to advance as saints and their lives to be recorded and reported
by the men who ultimately tell their stories.

6.3.3 Race, Gender, Sainthood and Miracle Stories (Maqāmāt or Karāmāt)
In Ibn al-Jawzī and Jāmī, saints of multiple subaltern identities are also
particularly strongly correlated to miracle stories. This is distinctly different to ‘Aṭṭār,
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who includes miracles across the board for most saints that he catalogues.461 Like
anonymity, the tendency to perform miracles can be another characteristic associated
with the Other. Lacking real power in terms of social capital, the marginalised in society
must demonstrate their power in visible form. ‘Magical practices have a sense of
“otherness” because of the supernatural power that is believed to be channeled through
the practitioner, who is a marginalised or stigmatised figure in some societies and a
central one in others.’462 In some cases the performance of miracles is linked to the
marginalised status of the performer.
While saints of an ‘unmarked’ identity also perform miracles, some members
of subaltern groups perform miracles or supernatural acts without being specified as a
valī. In these cases, the supernatural act is most often portrayed as the proof of the
saint’s, not the performer’s, connection to the divine. Moreover, Jāmī actually
suppresses the fantastical backstory of some of the prominent saints – Ibrāhīm b.
Adham, Bāyāzīd, Bishr al-Ḥāfī, even al-Ḥallāj463 — and instead cordons off the
‘supernatural’ elements of these biographies into the realm of the subaltern, the domain
of blacks, women, and slaves. In the few examples attested, black males appear either as
named saints of their own entry, or nameless, non-saintly sources of sorcery and magic

461

Sulamī is omitted from this discussion because he includes almost no miracles at all in his Dhikr al-

Niswa.
462

Karen Louise Jolly, Robert Andrew Gilbert, and John F.M. Middleton, “Magic (Supernatural

Phenomenon),” Encyclopaedia Britannica (Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc.), accessed May 3, 2017,
https://www.britannica.com/topic/magic-supernatural-phenomenon.
463

By Jāmī’s telling, both Bāyāzīd and al-Ḥallāj perform only one miracle each (cf. ‘Aṭṭār’s Tadhkirat al-

Awlīyā’). Jāmī is more concerned with relating different opinions of shaykhs who were contemporary
with al-Hallāj or just after his time, and establishes him as a contested but legitimate figure in the
tradition.
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at the margins. We find, for example, a male black slave miraculously producing food
in times of famine when Abū ‘Aqqāl recites a particular verse.464 Majd al-Dīn Baghdādī
relates a story in which one of his disciples, a heavy-set male black slave (zangī),
levitates during samā‘ and perches light as a sparrow on the shaykh’s shoulder.465
Muḥammad Yamanī describes a black man who can read minds.466 ‘Aṭṭār’s Bāyāzīd
returns from the pilgrimage immediately after departing, explaining that he saw a black
man standing beside the road with a drawn sword, who informed Bāyāzīd that he had
‘left God in Bisṭām and set out for the holy house.’467 While blackness is associated
with the supernatural, on the male side it is not necessarily linked to saintliness. In fact,
we find quite the reverse: male black saints are co-opted into the unmarked realm of
whiteness when they commune with God. Male blacks who do magic or are connected
to the supernatural are firmly marginalised in the biographies. They represent
manifestations of other saints’ connections to the divine, rather than their own.
While the black men associated with supernatural activity often appear only in
the margin of entries about other saints, subaltern black women saints continue to be
strongly associated with miracles even when they are named and are the central subject
of an entry. On the female side, such a simple reversal of blackness as the only identity
marker is not possible, since being female is a sign of alterity. Too clearly ‘Other’ to
ever be divested of identity markings and recast as unmarked, the biographers embrace
their subalternity and transfigure it. Their compounded alterity is transformed into
saintliness in a way that is not true of the single-axis identity (here, black male). Jāmī in
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NU #68: 77.

465

NU #468: 424.

466

NU #503: 475.

467

TA #14, 119.
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particular does not relate the miracle stories of the famous female awlīyā’, including
those of Rābi‘a, whose fantastic deeds in ‘Aṭṭār’s Tadhkirat al-Awlīyā’ were likely
known to him. In Ibn al-Jawzī and Jāmī, these kinds of stories seem reserved
particularly for the realm of the less famous and intersectional saints, quite in contrast to
the fanciful and incredible anecdotes that litter ‘Aṭṭār’s Memorial.
One common type of supernatural proof of holiness typical of the intersectional
cases is clairvoyance or miraculous recognition. This type of miracle is by no means
exclusive to black female saints, however I suggest it is a common one by which these
saints provide proof of their being ‘chosen.’ The mad singing slave girl, Tuḥfah,
recognises Sarī al-Saqaṭī without having seen him before.468 These miracles of second
sight are often tied up in the symbolism of the veil (pardah/ḥijāb), whether in the
common or the mystic definition. Another anonymous black slave girl is described as
follows in the Nafaḥāt al-Uns:
 اﯾﻦ زﻧﺪﯾﻘﮫ: ﮐﻨﯿﺰﮐﯽ ﺳﯿﺎه دﯾﺪم ﮐﮫ ﮐﻮدﮐﺎن وی را ﺑﮫ ﺳﻨﮓ ﻣﯽزدﻧﺪ و ﻣﯽﮔﻔﺘﻨﺪ:ذواﻟﻨّﻮن ﮔﻮﯾﺪ ﮐﮫ
ّ ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﺪ ﮐﮫ ﻣﻦ
 ﺗﻮ ﻣﺮا ﭼﮫ: ای ذواﻟﻨّﻮن! ﮔﻔﺘﻢ: ﻣﺮا آواز داد وﮔﻔﺖ. ﻣﻦ در ﭘﯽ او ﺑﺮﻓﺘﻢ.ﷲ را ﻣﯽﺑﯿﻨﻢ
 اﯾﻦ ﭼﯿﺴﺖ ﮐﮫ اﯾﻦ ﮐﻮدﮐﺎن: ﮔﻔﺘﻢ. ﺟﺎنھـﺎی دوﺳﺘﺎن او ﺳﭙﺎه اوﯾﻨﺪ ﺑﺎ ﯾﮑﺪﯾﮕﺮ آﺷﻨﺎ:ﺷﻨﺎﺧﺘﯽ؟ ﮔﻔـﺖ
ّ  ﻣﻦ: ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﻨﺪ ﮐﮫ ﺗﻮ ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﯽ ﮐﮫ: ﭼﮫ ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﻨـﺪ؟ ﮔﻔـﺘﻢ:ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﻨﺪ؟ ﮔﻔﺖ
 راﺳﺖ: ﮔﻔﺖ.ﷲ را ﻣﯽﺑﯿﻨﻢ
.ﻣﯽﮔﻮﯾﻨﺪ ﺗﺎ او را ﺑﺸﻨﺎﺧﺘﻢ ھﯿﭻ ﻣﺤﺠﻮب ﻧﺒﻮدهام
Dhū al-Nūn reports:
There was a black slave girl I saw being stoned by children. They said,
‘This heretic says she sees God.’ I went after her.
She called to me, ‘Dhū al-Nūn!’
‘How did you recognise me?’ I asked.
‘The souls of His friends are His soldiers, recognisable to one another.’
‘What is this [nonsense] these children are saying?’ I asked.
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‘What do they say?’
‘They say that you claim to see God.’ I said.
‘They’re telling the truth,’ she replied. ‘Since I recognised Him, I have
[no longer] been veiled.’469
Jāmī plays here with the figurative and literal meanings of the word maḥjūb (‘veiled’),
which primarily implies, in the Sufi context, the obstacles that cause the seeker to
remain at a distance from God. But here, the word can take on its literal meaning as
well, suggesting that the black slave girl is not veiled because of her low status. This
status, therefore, becomes the path by which she ‘sees’ more clearly than the rest.
Similarly, Zahrā al-Wāliha miraculously recognises Dhū al-Nūn, because, she says:
.ﻛﺸﻒ ﻋﻦ ﺳﺮّي اﻟﺤﺒﯿﺐ ﻓﺮﻓﻊ ﻋﻦ ﻗﻠﺒﻲ ﺣﺠﺎب اﻟﻌﻤﻰ ﻓﻌ ّﺮ ْﻓﻨﻲ اﺳﻤﻚ
‘Within my soul’s mystery, my Beloved disclosed your name to me, and rent
aside the veil of blindness which beclouded my heart.’470

While the black men performing miracles in these texts tend not to be depicted as
awliyā’, the intersectional subaltern women of Ibn al-Jawzī, Sulamī, and Jāmī are
portrayed as saints who can also perform miracles. Thus, although black skin can be
shown to be correlated with the supernatural in general, the implication is very different
for black men’s ‘magic’ and intersectional women’s miracles. While the ‘magic’
surrounding black men tends to point to the legitimacy of another saint, the
intersectional women’s miracles function as a proof of their own divine connection.
This suggests there is a difference between the symbolic value of black female skin and
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the representational meaning of black skin for males in regard to its power to determine
saintly authority, or not.

6.4 Conclusion
This chapter has shown that the hagiographers represent the intersectional
subaltern cases, like black and slave women, differently than single-axis cases like black
men or free women. While they tend to reclaim single-axis subalterns into the dominant
group, they instead connect the lowest intersectional subalterns with the highest
spiritual station. In some cases, therefore, Jāmī’s observation holds true that identity is
an ‘aspect,’ or ‘accident’ (ṣifat), separate from the true self or the soul. These tend to be
the straightforward single-axis cases where a specific element of the identity is rejected.
Hence black men turn white, white women become (metaphorically or otherwise) white
men. However, even the cases of non-black, free women are not always so clear. Our
authors provide a mixed representation, sometimes favouring the ‘masculinising’
approach, other times referring to the perceived ‘lowness’ of femininity as spiritual
highness.
From the fairly straightforward single-axis male cases, the chapter moved to
the more conflicted representation of single-axis women, and finally to the
intersectional subaltern women. These intersectional subalterns in no way approach the
‘unmarked’ status that is gained by the likes of Majd al-Dīn Baghdādī’s black disciple,
for example, when he becomes white. For the intersectional subalterns, black skin is
identified with a lack of social capital, as demonstrated in my discussions of both the
general symbolism of black the colour, and black the skin tone. Rather than a
disadvantage, this lack of social capital is portrayed as an advantage on the path to
sainthood. At the same time, slavery is portrayed as the ideal state for the worshipper, as
it implies a correlation between the utter devotion to the master and the seeker/slave’s
unflinching fidelity to the divine. The intersection of all these marginal identities in the
form of the black slave woman is represented as ultimate conversion of low status into
high.
Contrary to expectation, not only do blacks, women, slaves – and the
intersections thereof – appear in the hagiographies, they are in fact venerated in a
302
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dramatic reversal of hierarchy that conveys a typical Sufi worldview. According to this
worldview, the greatest achievements in spirituality often emanate from the most
unexpected sources. On a broader scale, the chapter reveals the need to look at more
than just class when using the tools of subaltern studies, and the imperative to consider
the interaction between class, race, gender, and other differentiating factors. And finally,
it demonstrates that the medieval sources are rich enough, and the approach of
intersectionality studies malleable enough, to sustain a reading of these quite old
sources through a very new lens.
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7 CONCLUSION

7.1 Research Questions
The broad question animating this research asks what literary representation
can tell us about medieval Islamicate attitudes towards gender, as opposed to what is
uncovered by more conventional studies of gender as it functions in historical
chronicles, the Qur’ān, hadith, and tafsīr. Specifically, it asks how gender, particularly
femininity, is represented and constructed in Sufi literary texts. It provides a partial
answer to this question by undertaking a thorough investigation of a prominent author
of the medieval Persian poetic tradition, Farīd al-Dīn ‘Aṭṭār Nīshāpūrī, in the context of
other Sufi hagiographers who recorded women.
A number of sub-questions have emerged from this initial inquiry. The
research considers to what extent ‘Aṭṭār’s generalised statements regarding the category
of women line up with narrative depictions of women. Relatedly, it investigates how
much continuity there is between narrative and meta-textual commentary, between
anecdotes and the authorial voice of the epimythia. It explores whether the purported
historicity of women in the hagiographies affect their representation, and how ‘Aṭṭār’s
work characterises the relationship between gender, the body, and saintly authority.
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Finally it asks how race and class complicate this already-mixed bag of gender
representation.

7.2 Main Findings
The primary answer I have found to the overarching question driving my
research is that there is a striking disconnect between the representation of the category
of women in the abstract or in allegorical functions, on the one hand, and their
representation in narratives and biographies on the other. In the abstract, women are
often denigrated as symbols of weakness or temptation. In the allegorical
representations, women can function as anything from the old hag representing the
dunyā to the wise old woman sage. In the concrete, however, specific women appearing
in ‘Aṭṭār and the hagiographies tend to be represented as exceptional Sufis. These
exceptional mystic women seem to require justification or further commentary. These
commentaries explain their existence via three different legitimisation strategies. First,
they may claim her authority by masculinising her, and hence, apparently, relieving her
of the compromising specificity of her female gender. Second, they may advocate for
genderlessness in the eyes of the divine, an argument which is apparently not at odds
with the first. This leads us to suggest, in this context, that masculinity may function as
the absence of gender, a marker of neutrality. Third, the authorial commentary may
argue that these women, in their exceptionality, are set apart from ‘normal’ women,
placed even above men, and as such are not subject to the same restraints. The study
found that these meta-commentaries, which often try to minimise the significance of
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gender, tend to be at odds with the narrative representations wherein gender is very
much at issue.
On the basis of these results, I suggest we should be wary of claims that
classical Sufism provides a gender-egalitarian environment that leads to increased
freedoms for women and access to the highest levels of religious life.471 Nor, I find, can
we claim that it confirms a rigorous theoretical misogyny with consistency. Ultimately,
my research shows that while Sufi literary representations did allow space for genderegalitarian principles to gain traction, these principles are, in practice, persistently
contravened by patriarchal norms of the period.

7.3 Source Material and Arguing the Findings
In terms of primary sources, the dissertation focuses chiefly on the mathnavīs
of Farīd al-Dīn ‘Aṭṭār (d. ~1221 CE) and the Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’. For comparison, it
considers the Ḥadīqat al-Ḥaqīqa and Sayr al-‘Ibād ilā al-Mu‘bād of Sanā’ī,472 and ‘Abd
al-Raḥmān Jāmī’s (d. 1492 CE) Yūsuf va Zulaykhā, and his Nafaḥāt al-Uns (Breaths of
Intimacy). It refers to the following Arabic works for context: Dhikr al-Niswa alMuta‘bbidāt al-Ṣūfiyyāt (Memorial of Pious Sufi Women) by ‘Abd al-Raḥmān al-Sulamī

471

Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina

Press, 1975), 432; Kelly Pemberton, Women Mystics and Sufi Shrines in India (Columbia: University of
South Carolina Press, 2010).
472

Sanāʾī al-Ghaznavī, Kitāb-i Ḥadīqat al-Ḥaqīqah va Sharīʻat al-Ṭarīqah; Sanā’ī, Mathnavī-hā-yi

Hakīm Sanā’ī.
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(d. 1021 CE), Abū al-Faraj b. al-Jawzī’s Ṣifat al-Ṣafwa (Qualities of the Excellent) (d.
1200 CE), and Ibn Khallikān's Wafayāt al-A‘yān (Lives of the Eminent) (d. 1282 CE).473
Each of the project’s five chapters serve to develop the overarching argument. I
argue that there is a disconnect between the representation of women in the works
consulted in terms of their narrative representation and in the meta-textual commentary
and general statements on women in this context. I suggest that this disconnect is
reflective of the conflict between the idealism of the egalitarian, Sufi philosophy which
values only the inner spiritual life, and the realities of the social hierarchy of the
authors’ contexts, which is so dependent on outward form. The first chapter collects
material from a broader range of Sufi texts in an effort to document the general
misogynistic view of women which permeates this context. It also analyses ‘Aṭṭār’s and
other medieval authors’, rigorous justifications for including women in the ranks of the
awliyā’, which present quite a different side to the question of women’s roles and
capabilities in Islam. The second chapter discusses some of the many stock and minor
female characters that appear in ‘Aṭṭār’s work. It lays out the paradigm in which he
consistently places authority in the hands of the lowest on the social hierarchy, and
explores how he uses paradox to ‘unsay’ gender. The third chapter uses Zulaykhā as a
barometer for the treatment of female desire in these texts and traces her development

473

Nicholson, The Tadhkiratu ’l-Awliya (Memoirs of the Saints) of Muḥammad Ibn Ibrāhīm Faridu’d-Din
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from the Qur’an, through the commentaries, into the Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’, and through
‘Aṭṭār’s oeuvre. It concludes that ‘Aṭṭār may have followed a previously existing
minority tradition in Sufi Qur’an commentary to arrive at his reversal of the image of
Zulaykhā. The fourth chapter covers the biographies of holy women as they are
presented in ‘Aṭṭār and other hagiographies, and sets out to identify the relationship
between gender, corporeality, and spiritual status. The fifth chapter examines the same
set of hagiographical sources through the lenses of intersectionality and subaltern
studies. It examines various axes of identity like race, class, disability, and slavery and
discusses how they interact with gender in the biographies of the saints. Thus the thesis
begins with a broad overview of established misogynist views permeating ‘Aṭṭār’s
context, then moves more specifically to representations of minor female characters and
female literary figures in ‘Aṭṭār. Finally, the scope again begins to broaden out, situating
‘Aṭṭār’s saintly women in the context of the hagiographies, and finishing with a
discussion that ventures out beyond gender as the sole category of analysis.

7.4 The Findings in the Context of Scholarly Literature
Many scholars have approached similar questions in the past regarding the
attitudes towards gender and sexuality in the medieval Islamicate world. Despite much
excellent work on themes such as women in adab literature and in the Persian romance,
however,474 scholars examining the literary representation of gender in Islam have not

474
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yet fully explored the importance of Sufi literature in stretching and expanding the
perceived roles available for women in the context of spiritual authority. To that end,
this study aims at filling a small gap in our knowledge regarding gendered
representations of the medieval Islamic world. To ignore the literary representation of
gender in favour of the strictly historical is to miss out on the distinctive information
these representations can provide to us. More than telling us how women lived, these
depictions can show us the limits of the imagination regarding women’s possible roles,
or the breadth of possibility that was afforded them in the abstract, literary world, if not
necessarily in the concrete. By consistently focusing on women as a corrective to maledominated histories, we can prevent ourselves from falsifying or distorting our literaryhistorical conclusions by making sure we are not, in the words of Carl Degler, ‘half
wrong before we even begin.’475
The studies that examine Classical Persian literature through a gendered lens
are fairly limited in number. A few works undertake a gendered reading of classical Sufi
primary sources, notably Murata, Schimmel, Elias, and Smith.476 Some focus
particularly on Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī.477 Though the bibliography on ‘Aṭṭār is relatively
large, very little of this draws meaningful attention to gender. Even Ritter’s magisterial
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tome includes reference to subjects as detailed as the role of doves, for example, but not
women as a group.478 The large amount of work done on Rābi‘a bt. ‘Adawiyya tends to
look at the Arabic sources documenting her, or the Arabic poetry attributed to her, with
the notable exceptions of Yaghoobi, Helms, and Hermansen.479 Arabic Sufi literature
has drawn more attention, especially the writings Ibn ‘Arabī and Sulamī.480 Finally, this
research responds to the growing literature of theoretical depth on Islamicate sexualities
that can help us think through the relationship between gender and sexuality in
Islamicate society.481
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Though the gendered readings of Persian sources are limited, other fields
provide us with models to draw on and apply to our own sources. From within religious
studies, there exists a fairly large corpus of research on the relationship between
Christian female saints and their bodies, much of which can be used to add theoretical
rigor and facilitate cross-faith comparison.482 Recently, scholars of Islamic Studies have
begun to follow these methodological leads.483 Also relevant from a theory perspective
is the significant body of feminist critical theory which was developed beginning in the
1980s and continuing up to the present time.484
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7.5 Specific Contributions to the Field
The originality of this study lies in several areas. First, it takes a new approach
to one of the major authors of the canon, engaging deeply with gender studies theory in
a way that has not been done before for these sources. In that sense, it adds another
brick to the house of research on gender and Islamic literature, alongside the work of
scholars like Sa‘diyya Shaikh, for example, who has elucidated a comprehensive view
of gender in Ibn ‘Arabī. The dissertation expands on some of the discoveries of the
newly-developed field of Islamicate Sexualities and adjusts their insights to fit my
author and period, as the theory continues to work its way backward into medieval
material. It takes an initial step towards bridging the gap between Persian and Arabic
hagiographical sources, making connections between the texts that include women in
large numbers across the two languages. The study makes use of corporeality theory
and adds data to the literature on the body in Sufi practice. It engages in comparative
study with the scholarly literature on gender in the Christian saintly tradition, examining
to what degree the theories developed by scholars of Christianity can apply to our
sources. It incorporates discussions of intersectionality, referencing race and class as
categories of analysis, and models ways to use the analytical category of gender in
concert with other elements of identity formation.

7.6 Limitations of the Study
Perhaps the most significant limitation of the study is that it is primarily a
systematic exploration of the world of a single author. Therefore, the results produced
therein must be expanded to other Sufi authors with caution and only after careful
further study. The thesis does not claim that the conflict between theoretical
egalitarianism and strict social hierarchies can necessarily be generalised to Persian or
Arabic mystical texts of the same period and context. It merely suggests this as a
plausible backdrop to explain the highly conflicted portrait of women painted within
‘Aṭṭār—and, to a certain extent, the other hagiographies examined here—which may or
may not be confirmed in other Medieval mystical texts. It is important to note also that
even within the discussion of ‘Aṭṭār’s work, the study of female figures is not
exhaustive. I have certainly not analysed every single woman that ‘Aṭṭār depicts in my
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analysis, but instead have summarised patterns and analysed in depth where I felt that
there was more to pull out of the text than superficial readings.
The analysis of gender representation focuses primarily on constructions of
femininity and as a result, not much room is left to consider constructions of
masculinity, except as they are directly raised in the discussions of femininity. This also
means that, unfortunately, a deeper investigation into the role of homosexuality and the
mukhannath has been left aside. The study is also limited primarily to ‘Aṭṭār’s
mathnavīs and the other hagiographies. It does not explore the use of gender in the
ghazals, partly because the change in genre makes for a very different representation.485
Although in some sense it is a shame to miss out on a complete overview of gender in
all of ‘Aṭṭār’s work, gender in the Dīvān is sufficiently different that it could probably
fill its own book. Finally, as mentioned throughout the study, the thesis views gender in
these texts through the lens of literary representation. It is concerned with the history of
ideas and attitudes towards women, not how they really were but how they could be
perceived and depicted. To that end, the study was not undertaken with a focus on
mining these texts for historical data in the service of social history.
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7.7 Implications of the Research
The results of this study imply that there is no single, simple representation of
woman in at least one major author of Persian Sufism. These inconsistencies regarding
the representation of women, especially women in positions of religious authority,
suggests that if we investigate deeply the representations of gender in other Sufi
authors, we will find different degrees of complexity and confusion within their
representations as well.486 I hope the thesis shows that if we approach the tradition with
an eye to ‘sift’ it for evidence of patriarchal attitudes, we will certainly find what we are
looking for, just as we would when employing the same selective technique to analyse
modern representations of gender. However, if we acknowledge the moments of
theoretical (and practical) misogynistic statements, and move beyond them to consider a
holistic picture of the representation of women in a medieval Sufi context, we can
generate a more complex image of Sufi attitudes towards women that more accurately
depicts the ‘constant struggle to hold gendered meanings in place.’487 In the broadest
sense, this research ultimately has some tangential impact on neo-Orientalist discourse
and debates over ‘women’s position in Islam,’ although it does not participate directly
in these debates. Studies on medieval Islamic depictions of gender probably cannot help
but be co-opted into politically motivated discussions regarding the history of the
treatment and status of women in Islamicate societies. I would hope that the results
presented here would inject some much-needed nuance into these debates.
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7.8 Avenues for Further Research
As a result of this study, further research might well be conducted on other
mystical literary texts using the same lens to expand our knowledge about medieval Sufi
attitudes towards gender. One could envision a fascinating comparison of gender
representation in literary texts and to the interpretations provided in Islamic legal texts,
to investigate the degree to which they conform, or not. Similarly there is room to
explore the relationship between the construction of gender in literary texts such as ours
and the medieval Islamic medical texts’ conceptions of gender, sex and sexuality. This
work on constructions of femininity could also benefit greatly from in-depth
considerations of the representation of homosexuality, the practice of shāhid-bāzī, the
role of the hermaphrodite and the catamite, and their relationships to femaleness. The
hagiographies in particular leave much to be done, and by selecting a broader range of
sources one could put the ‘variants’ approach (described in chapter 5) to excellent use
with some of the female saints.488 Further work could also be carried out to more
thoroughly catalogue the differences between male and female saints’ claims to
authority. These sources could also be mined for historical, social data or be subjected
to computational methods as described by Jürgen Paul.
While there remains much to be done in order to establish a more complete
view of medieval Sufi attitudes towards questions of gender and sexuality, I hope this
study takes one step toward the eventual goal of illuminating individual idiosyncratic
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conceptions of gender, unearthing trends in representations and schools of thought, and
discerning changes over time through varying contexts. In regards to ‘Aṭṭār’s own
views, I must conclude, that while God may not regard your forms, it seems that Farīd
al-Dīn certainly does.

318

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 7: Conclusion

Quay - January 2018

319

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

8 REFERENCES
Ahmadi, Vali, and Amin Banani. Converging Zones: Persian Literary Tradition and the
Writing of History: Studies in Honor of Amin Banani. Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda
Publishers, 2012.
Ahmed, Leila. “Arab Culture and Writing Women’s Bodies.” Feminist Issues, no.
Spring (1989): 41–55.
———. Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate. New
Haven: London: Yale University Press, 1993.
Aigle, Denise. “ʻAṭṭār’s Tazkirat al-Awliyā’ and Jāmī’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns: Two Visions of
Sainthood.” Oriente Moderno 96, no. 2 (2016): 271–375.
———. “Les biographies de saints de ʻAttār et de Gāmī, prolongements des écrits
fondateurs du Soufisme.” Anatolia Moderna V (1994): 1–41.
———. “Charismes et rôle social des saints dans l’hagiographie persane médiévale:
Xe-XVe siècles.” Bulletin d’études Orientales, 1995, 15–36.
Algar, Hamid. “Abu Ya’qūb Hamadānī.” Encyclopaedia Iranica, 1983.
———. The Path of God’s Bondsmen from Origin to Return: A Sufi Compendium by
Najm al-Din Razi. New York: Delmar, 1982.
Ali, Kecia. Marriage and Slavery in Early Islam. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 2010.
———. Sexual Ethics and Islam: Feminist Reflections on Qur’an, Hadith and
Jurisprudence. London: Oneworld Publications, 2006.
Aminova, Gulnora. “Removing the Veil of Taqiyya: Dimensions of the Biography of
Āghā-yi Buzurg (a Sixteenth-Century Female Saint from Transoxiana),” 2009.
Amri, Nelly. Sainte de Tunis: Présentation et traduction de l’hagiographie de ʻĀisha alMannūbiyya (M. 665 / 1257). Paris: Sindbad; Actes Sud, 2008.
320

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Annestay, Jean. Une femme soufie en islam: Rabi’a al-‘Adawiyya. Paris: Entrelacs,
2009.
Anvar-Chenderoff, Leili. “Le genre hagiographique à travers la Tadhkirat al-Awliyā de
Farīd al-Dīn ʻAttār.” Aigle, Saints Orientaux 41 (1995).
Aoyagi, Kaoru. “Al-Ghazālī and Marriage from the Viewpoint of Sufism.” Orient XL
(2005): 124–39.
‘Aqqād, ‘Abbās Maḥmūd. al-Mar’a fī al-Qur’ān. al-Qāhira: Dār al-Hilāl, 1971.
Arberry, AJ. Sufism: An Account of the Mystics of Islam. London: George Allen &
Unwin, 1950.
———. The Koran: Interpreted. Oxford World’s Classics. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998.
Aspegren, Kerstin. Male Woman: A Feminine Ideal in the Early Church. Uppsala:
Uppsala University, 1990.
ʻAṭṭār, Farīd al-Dīn. Asrār-nāmah-yi Shaykh Farīd al-Dīn ʻAṭṭār Nīshābūrī. Edited by
Ṣādiq Gawharīn. Tehran, 1959.
———. Asrār-nāmah. Edited by Muḥammad Riḍā Shafī’ī-Kadkanī. Tehran: Intisharat-i
Sukhan, 2009.
———. Dīvān-i ʻAṭṭār. Edited by Taqī Tafaḍḍulī. Tehran: Bungāh-i Tarjumah va
Nashr-i Kitāb, 1967.
———. Ilāhī-Nāme: Die Gespräche Des Königs Mit Seinen Sechs Söhnen, Eine
Mystische Dichtung. Edited by Hellmut Ritter. Nasharāt al-Islāmīya. Istanbul:
Staatsdruckerei, 1940.
———. Ilāhī-Nāmah. Edited by Muḥammad Riḍā Shafī’ī-Kadkanī. Tehran: Intishārāt-i
Sukhan, 1387.
———. Ilāhī-Nāmah. Edited by F. Rouhani. Tehran: Kitābfurūshī-yi Zuvvār, 1960.
———. Majmūʻah-yi Rubāʻiyyāt: Mukhtār-Nāmah. Edited by Muḥammad Riḍā
Shafīʻī-Kadkanī. Tehran: Intishārāt-i Tūs, 1979.
———. Manṭiq al-Ṭayr: Maqāmāt al-Ṭuyūr / Bi-Ihtimām-i Ṣādiq Gawharīn. Edited by
Ṣādiq Gawharīn. Tehran, 1964.
———. Manṭiq al-Ṭayr. Edited by Muḥammad Riḍā Shafiʻī-Kadkanī. Tehran:
Intisharat-i Sukhan, 2004.
———. Muṣībat-Nāmah. Edited by Nūrānī Viṣāl. Tehran: Kitābfurūshī-yi Zuvvār,
1959.
———. Muslim Saints and Mystics: Episodes from the Tadhkirat al-Awliya’
(Memorial of the Saints). Translated by A J Arberry. London: Penguin Books
Ltd, 1966.
———. Tadhkirat al-Awliyā’. Edited by Muḥammad Istiʻlāmī. 5th ed. Tehran:
Intishārāt-i Zuvvār, 1366.
ʻAṭṭār, Farīd al-Dīn, and Peter Avery. Speech of the Birds : Concerning Migration to the
Real, the Manṭeq al-Ṭayr. Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2001.
Quay - January 2018

321

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

ʻAṭṭār, Farīd al-Dīn, and John Andrew Boyle. The Ilahi-Nama: Or, Book of God of
Farīd al-Dīn ʻAttār. Translated by John Andrew Boyle. Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1976.
ʻAṭṭār, Farīd al-Dīn, Dick Davis, and Afkham Darbandi. The Conference of the Birds.
Classics Series. Penguin Books Limited, 1984.
ʻAṭṭār, Farīd al-Dīn, and Paul E. Losensky. Farid ad-Din ʻAttār’s Memorial of God’s
Friends: Lives and Sayings of Sufis. Translated by Paul Losensky. The Classics
of Western Spirituality. Mahwah, New York: Paulist Press, 2009.
ʻAṭṭār, Farīd al-Dīn, and Fuad Rouhani. Le Livre Divin, Elahi-Nameh. Spiritualités
Vivantes. Série Islam. Paris: A. Michel, 1961.
‘Aṭṭār, Farīd al-Dīn, and Christiane Tortel. Le Livre des secrets: Asrār-Nāma. Paris:
Les Deux Océans, 1985.
Austin, R. J. W. “The Sophianic Feminine in the Work of Ibn ʻArabi and Rumi.” In The
Heritage of Sufism v. 2: The Legacy of Medieval Persian Sufism (1150- 1500),
edited by Leonard Lewisohn, 233–245. Oneworld Publications, 1999.
ʻAwfī, Muḥammad. The Lubábu ʼl-Albáb of Muḥammad ʻAwfí. Edited by Edward
Granville Browne and Muḥammad Qazvīnī. London: Luzac & Co., 1903.
Awn, Peter J. Satan’s Tragedy and Redemption: Iblīs in Sufi Psychology. Leiden:
BRILL, 1983.
Azad, Arezou. “Female Mystics in Mediaeval Islam: The Quiet Legacy.” Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient 56 (2013): 53–88.
Babayan, K., and Afsaneh Najmabadi. Islamicate Sexualities: Translations Across
Temporal Geographies of Desire. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 2008.
Baldick, Julian. “The Legend of Rābiʻa of Basra: Christian Antecedents, Muslim
Counterparts.” Religion 20, no. 3 (July 1990): 233–47.
Baqlī, Rūzbihān. ʻArāʼis al-Bayān Fī Ḥaqāʼiq al-Qurʼān. Edited by Aḥmad Farīd alMizyadī. Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʻIlmiyya, 2008.
Barlas, Asma. Believing Women in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the
Qur’ān. 1st ed. Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2002.
Bashir, Shahzad. Sufi Bodies: Religion and Society in Medieval Islam. New York:
Columbia University Press, 2011.
———. “Islamic Tradition and Celibacy.” In Celibacy and Religious Traditions, edited
by Carl Olson, 133–50. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.
Bauer, Karen. Gender Hierarchy in the Qur’ān: Medieval Interpretations, Modern
Responses. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015.
———. “Room for Interpretation: Quranic Exegesis and Gender.” Princeton
University, 2008.
Bāʻūniyya, ʻĀ'isha. The Principles of Sufism. Edited by Th. Emil Homerin. New York:
NYU Press, 2014.
322

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Beard, Mary Ritter. Woman as Force in History. Persea Books, 1987.
Bennett, Judith M. “Feminism and History.” Gender & History 1, no. 3 (1989): 251–
272.
Beresford, Andy M. “Torture, Identity, and the Corporeality of Female Sanctity : The
Body as Locus of Meaning in the Legend of St Margaret Of Antioch.”
Medievalia 18, no. 2 (2015): 179–210.
Berkey, Jonathan P. “Women and Gender in Islamic Traditions.” The Oxford Handbook
of Women & Gender in Medieval Europe. Oxford University Press, 2013.
Bernstein, M S. Stories of Joseph: Narrative Migrations Between Judaism and Islam.
Wayne State University Press, 2006.
Blackham, Harold John. The Fable as Literature. London & Dover, 1985.
Bock, Gisela. “Women’s History and Gender History: Aspects of an International
Debate.” Gender & History 1, no. 1 (March 1989): 7–30.
Boudhiba, Abdelwahab. “La Sexualité En Islam.” Paris, PUF, 1975.
Bowering, Gerhard. “The Light Verse: Qur’anic Text and Sufi Interpretation.” Oriens
36 (2001): 113–44.
Böwering, Gerhard. “The Major Sources of Sulami’s Minor Qur’an Commentary.”
Oriens 35 (1996): 35.
———. The Mystical Vision of Existence in Classical Islam: The Qur’anic
Hermeneutics of the Sufi Sahl at-Tustari. Vol. 9. Walter de Gruyter, 1979.
Boyle, John Andrew, ed. The Cambridge History of Iran: The Saljuq and Mongol
Periods. Vol. 5. The Cambridge History of Iran. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1968.
———. “The Religious Mathnavīs of Farīd al-Dīn ʻAttār.” Iran 17 (1979): 9–14.
Bray, Julia. “Men, Women and Slaves in Abbasid Society.” In Gender in the Early
Medieval World: East and West, 300-900, edited by Leslie Brubaker and Julia
M H Smith. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004.
———. “Literary Approaches to Medieval and Early Modern Arabic Biography.”
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 20, no. 3 (2010): 237–53.
———. “Third and Fourth Century Bleeding Poetry.” Arabic and Middle Eastern
Literature 2, no. 1 (1999): 75–92.
Brown, Peter. The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early
Christianity. New York: Columbia University Press, 1988.
———. “The Saint as Exemplar in Late Antiquity.” Representations 2, no. 2 (2009): 1–
25.
Browne, Edward G. A Literary History of Persia. Vol. 2. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1956.
Bruijn, J T P de. Of Piety and Poetry: The Interaction of Religion and Literature in the
Life and Works of Hakim Sana’i of Ghazna. Leiden, 1983.

Quay - January 2018

323

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

———. Persian Sufi Poetry: An Introduction to the Mystical Use of Classical Persian
Poems. Curzon Sufi Series. Curzon Sufi Series. Richmond: Curzon, 1997.
———. “The Preaching Poet: Three Homiletic Poems by Farīd al-Dīn ʻAṭṭār.”
Edebiyāt, no. 9 (1998): 85–100.
———. “Comparative Notes on Sanāʾī and ʿAṭṭār.” In Classical Persian Sufism: From
Its Origins to Rumi, edited by Leonard Lewisohn, 361–79. London: New York,
1993.
Bukhārī, Muḥammad b. Ismā’īl. Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī. Riyāḍ: Dār al-Salām, 1997.
Bulliet, Richard W. Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: An Essay in
Quantitative History. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1979.
———. “Local Politics in Eastern Iran under the Ghaznavids and Seljuks.” Iranian
Studies 11, no. 1/4 (1978): 35–56.
———. The Patricians of Nishapur: A Study in Medieval Islamic Social History.
Harvard Middle Eastern Studies. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 1972.
Burnett, C. Magic and Divination in the Middle Ages: Texts and Techniques in the
Islamic and Christian Worlds. Collected Studies. Ashgate Publishing, Ltd.,
1996.
Burrus, Virginia. Chastity as Autonomy: Women in the Stories of the Apocryphal Acts.
Lewiston: E. Mellen Press, 1987.
Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York:
London: Routledge, Chapman & Hall, Inc., 1990.
———. “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and
Feminist Theory.” Theatre Journal 40 (1988): 519–31.
Bynum, Caroline Walker. Fragmentation and Redemption : Essays on Gender and the
Human Body in Medieval Religion. New York: Zone Books, 1991.
———. Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval
Women. New Historicism. University of California Press, 1987.
———. Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1995.
———. “The Female Body and Religious Practice in the Later Middle Ages.” In
Fragments for a History of the Human Body, edited by Michel Feher, Ramona
Naddaff, and Nadia Tazi. New York: Urzone, Inc., 1989.
Bynum, Caroline Walker, and Catherine M Mooney. Gendered Voices: Medieval Saints
and Their Interpreters. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2016.
Caswell, F M. The Slave Girls of Baghdad: The Qiyan in the Early Abbasid Era.
Library of Middle East History. I.B.Tauris, 2011.

324

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Chabbi, Jacqueline. “Remarques sur le développement historique des mouvements
ascétiques et mystiques au Khurasan: IIIe/IXe siécle - IVe/Xe siécle.” Studia
Islamica 46 (1977): 5–72.
Chebel, Malek. Encyclopédie de l’amour en Islam: Érotisme, beauté et sexualité dans le
monde Arabe, en Perse et en Turquie. Paris: Payot, 1995.
Cho, Sumi, Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, and Leslie Mccall. “Toward a Field of
Intersectionality Studies: Theory, Applications, and Praxis.” Source: Signs 38,
no. 4 (2013): 785–810.
Chodkiewicz, Michel. “Feminine Sainthood in Islamic Hagiography.” In Saints
orientaux. Hagiographies médiévales comparés, edited by Denise. Aigle, 99–
115. Paris: De Boccard, 1995.
Cloke, Gillian. “This Female Man of God”: Women and Spiritual Power in the Patristic
Age, AD 350-450. London: Routledge, 1995.
Coakley, John Wayland. Women, Men, and Spiritual Power: Female Saints and Their
Male Collaborators. New York: Columbia University Press, 2006.
Cooperson, Michael. “‘Arabs’ and ‘Iranians’: The Uses of Ethnicity in the Early
Abbasid Period.” In Islamic Cultures, Islamic Contexts, 364–87. Leiden:
Boston: Brill, 2014.
Corbin, Henry. Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn Arabi. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1969.
Cornell, Rkia Elaroui. “‘Soul of Woman Was Created Below’: Woman as the Lower
Soul (Nafs) in Islam.” In World Religions and Evil: Religious and
Philosophical Perspectives, edited by Hendrik M Vroom, 257–80. New York:
Rodopi, 2007.
Cornell, Rkia Elaroui, and Muhammad ibn al-Husayn Sulamī. Early Sufi Women: Dhikr
an-Niswa al-Muta‘abbidāt aṣ-Ṣūfiyyāt. Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 1999.
Curry, John. “Hagiography as a Source for Women’s History in the Ottoman Empire:
The Curious Case of Ünsî Hasan.” Journal of Middle East Studies 3, no. ii
(2003): 50–58.
Dakake, Maria. “Guest of the Inmost Heart: Conceptions of the Divine Beloved among
Early Sufi Women.” Comparative Islamic Studies 3, no. 1 (2007).
———. “‘Walking Upon the Path of God Like Men?’ Women and the Feminine in the
Islamic Mystical Tradition.” In Sufism: Love and Wisdom, edited by J-L
Michon and R Gaetani. Bloomington, Ind.: World Wisdom, 2006.
Dabashi, Hamid. “Historical Conditions of Persian Sufism during the Seljuk Period.” In
Classical Persian Sufism: From Its Origins to Rumi, edited by Leonard
Lewisohn. London, 1994.
Davis, Stephen J. “Crossed Texts, Crossed Sex: Intertextuality and Gender in Early
Christian Legends of Holy Women Disguised as Men.” Journal of Early
Christian Studies 10, no. 1 (2002): 1–36.
Dāyah, Najm al-Dīn Rāzī. Marmūzāt-i Asadī dar Mazmūrāt-i Dāvudī. Edited by
Muḥammad Riḍā Shafī‘ī-Kadkanī. Tehran, 1973.
Quay - January 2018

325

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

De Beauvoir, Simone. The Second Sex. New York: Vintage Books, 1973.
De Blois, F. Persian Literature - A Bio-Bibliographical Survey: Poetry of the PreMongol Period. Royal Asiatic Society Books. Taylor & Francis, 2004.
De Certeau, Michel. The Writing of History. New York: Columbia University Press,
1988.
De Jong, Frederick, and Bernd Radtke. Islamic Mysticism Contested: Thirteen
Centuries of Controversies and Polemics. Leiden: BRILL, 1999.
De Sondy, Amanallah. “Prophecy and Masculinities: The Case of the Qur’anic Joseph.”
Cross Currents 61, no. 4 (2011): 529–39.
Degler, Carl N. “‘Woman as Force in History’ by Mary Beard (Review).” Daedalus
103, no. 1 (1974): 67–73.
Derin, Süleyman. Love in Sufism: From Rabia to Ibn al-Farid. Istanbul: insan
publications, 2008.
DeSouza, Wendy. “The Love That Dare Not Be Translated: Erasures of Premodern
Sexuality in Modern Persian Mysticism.” In Rethinking Iranian Nationalism
and Modernity, edited by Kamran Scot Aghaie and Afshin Marashi, 67–86.
Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2014.
DeWeese, Devin A. An “Uvaysi” Sufi in Timurid Mawarannahr: Notes on Hagiography
and the Taxonomy of Sanctity in the Religious History of Central Asia.
Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University, Research Institute for Inner Asian
Studies, 1993.
Dihkhudā, ʻAlī Akbar. Lughat-Nāmah; Muʾassasah-yi Lughat-Nāmah-yi Dihkhudā.
Edited by Muḥammad Muʻīn and Jaʻfar Shāhidī. Tehran: Dānishgāh-i Tihrān,
1993.
Dols, M W, and D E Immisch. Majnūn: The Madman in Medieval Islamic Society.
Clarendon Press, 1992.
Durkheim, Émile. The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life/Emile Durkheim;
Translated from the French by Joseph Ward Swain. Mineola, N.Y.: Dover,
2008.
Dyan, Elliott. Bride of Christ Goes to Hell: Metaphor and Embodiment in the Lives of
Pious Women, 200-1500. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2012.
———. Spiritual Marriage: Sexual Abstinence in Medieval Marriage. Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1993.
El Sakkakini, Widad, Nabil F Safwat, and Doris Lessing. First among Sufis: The Life
and Thought of Rabia al-Adawiyya, the Woman Saint of Basra. London:
Octagon Press, 1982.
Elias, Jamal J. “Female and Feminine in Islamic Mysticism.” The Muslim World, no.
603 (1981).
———. “Ṣūfī Tafsīr Reconsidered: Exploring the Development of a Genre.” Journal of
Qur’anic Studies 12 (January 1, 2010): 41–55.
326

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Ernst, Carl W. “From Hagiography to Martyrology: Conflicting Testimonies to a Sufi
Martyr of the Delhi Sultanate.” History of Religions 24, no. 4 (May 1985):
308–27.
———. Rūzbihān Baqlī: Mysticism and the Rhetoric of Sainthood in Persian Sufism.
Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1996.
———. Shambhala Guide to Sufism. 1st ed. Boston, Mass: Shambhala, 1997.
Ezabi, Shereen el. “Al-Naysaburi’s Wise Madmen: Introduction.” Alif: Journal of
Comparative Poetics, no. 14 (January 1, 1994): 192–205.
Fadl, Khaled Abou El. Speaking in God’s Name: Islamic Law, Authority and Women.
Oneworld Classics. Oneworld, 2001.
Felek, Özgen, and Alexander D Knysh. Dreams and Visions in Islamic Societies.
Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 2012.
Feuillebois-Pierenuk, Eve. “Mystical Quest and Oneness in the Mukhtār-Nāma
Ascribed to Farīd al-Din ʻAṭṭār.” In ʻAttār and the Persian Sufi Tradition: The
Art of Spiritual Flight, edited by Leonard Lewisohn and Christopher Shackle,
309–29. London: New York: London: I.B. Tauris, 2006.
Ford, Heidi A. “Hierarchical Inversions, Divine Subversions: The Miracles of Rābiʻa alʻAdawīya.” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 15, no. 2 (1999): 5–24.
Furūzānfar, Badī’ al-Zamān. Sharḥ-i Ahvāl va Naqd va Taḥlīl-i Āthār Shaykh Farīd alDīn Muḥammad ʻAṭṭār Nīshābūrī. Silsilah-yi Intishārāt-i Anjuman-i Āthār-i
Millī. Tehran: Chāpkhānah-yi Dānishgāh, 1960.
Gabbay, Alyssa. “Love Gone Wrong, Then Right Again: Male/Female Dynamics in the
Bahrām Gūr–Slave Girl Story.” Iranian Studies 42, no. 5 (December 2009):
677–92.
Gail, Ashton. Generation of Identity in Late Medieval Hagiography : Speaking the
Saint. London: Routledge, 2000.
Gaillard, Marina. “Héroïnes d’exception: Les femmes ‘Ayyar dans le prose
Romanesque de l’Iran médiéval.” Studia Iranica 34 (2005): 163–98.
Ganjavī, Niẓāmī. Kullīyāt-i Khamsah-yi Ḥakīm Niẓāmī Ganjah’ī. 3rd edition. Tehran:
Amīr Kabīr, 1972.
Gardiner, Anne Barbeau. “Feminist Literary Criticism: From Anti-Patriarchy to
Decadence.” Modern Age 49 (2007): 393–99.
Geissinger, Aisha. Gender and the Construction of Exegetical Authority: A Rereading
of the Classical Genre of Qur’an Commentary. Brill, 2015.
Giirsoy-Naskali, E. “Women Mystics in Islam.” In Women in Islamic Societies: Social
Attitudes and Historical Perspectives, edited by B Utas, 238–44. Copenhagen,
1983.
Godlas, Alan. “Influences of Qushayrī’s Laṭā’if al-Ishārāt on Sufi Qur’anic
Commentaries, Particularly Rūzbihān al-Baqlī’s ʻArā’is al-Bayān and the
Kubrawi al-Ta’wīlāt al-Najmiyya.” Journal of Sufi Studies 2, no. 1 (January 1,
2013): 78–92.
Quay - January 2018

327

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

Gold, Penny Schine. The Lady and the Virgin: Image, Attitude and Experience in
Twelfth-Century France. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985.
Goldman, Shalom. The Wiles of Women/The Wiles of Men: Joseph and Potiphar’s
Wife in Ancient Near Eastern, Jewish, and Islamic Folklore. New York: State
University of New York Press, 1995.
Green, Nile. Sufism: A Global History. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012.
Gross, Rita. Buddhism after Patriarchy. Albany, N.Y: State University of New York
Press, 1993.
Grosz, Elizabeth A. Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism. Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 1994.
Guha, Ranajit. Subaltern Studies: Writings on South Asian History and Society. Delhi:
Oxford University Press. Dehli: Oxford University Press, 1982.
Ḥāfiz, Khājah Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad. Dīvān-i Ḥāfiẓ: Ghazaliyyāt, Bi Taṣḥīḥ va
Tawḍīḥ-i Parvīz Nātil Khānlarī. Tehran: Intishārāt-i Khwārazmī, 1359.
Haleem, M A S Abdel. “The Story of Joseph in the Qur’an and the Old Testament.”
Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 1, no. 2 (1990): 171–91.
Hambly, Gavin. Women in the Medieval Islamic World: Power, Patronage, and Piety.
1st ed. Vol. 6. New Middle Ages. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998.
Hauglid, Brian Michael. “Al-Thaʻlabi’s Qisas al-Anbiya: Analysis of the Text, Jewish
and Christian Elements, Islamization, and Prefiguration of the Prophethood of
Muhammad,” 1998.
Helms, Barbara Lois. “Rabiʻah as Mystic, Muslim, and Woman.” The Annual Review of
Women in World Religions: Volume III 3 (1993): 1–87.
Hermansen, Marcia K. “The Female Hero in the Islamic Religious Tradition.” The
Annual Review of Women in World Religions: Heroic Women 2 (1992): 111–
44.
Hidāyat, Ṣādiq. Tarānah-hā-yi Khayyām / Bi-Ihtimām-i Ṣādiq Hidāyat. Edited by Peter
Avery. Taranés of Khayyam. Tehran: Maṭbaʻah-i Rūshanāʾī, 1313.
Hidayatullah, Aysha A. Feminist Edges of the Qur’an. Edited by Oxford University
Press. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2014.
Hills, Helen. “Demure Transgression: Portraying Female ‘Saints’ in Post-Tridentine
Italy.” Early Modern Women 3 (2008): 153–207.
Ḥiṣnī, Taqī al-Dīn Abū Bakr b. Mụhammad. Al-Mu’mināt wa Siyar al-Sālikāt. Edited
by Aḥmad b. Farīd b. Aḥmad Mizyadī. Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyah, 2010.
Hodgson, Marshall G. S. The Venture of Islam: The Expansion of Islam in the Middle
Periods. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977.
Hoffman, Valerie J. “Islamic Perspectives on the Human Body: Legal, Social and
Spiritual Considerations.” In Embodiment, Morality, and Medicine, edited by
Lisa Sowle Cahill and Margaret A Farley, 37–55. Dordrecht: Springer
Netherlands, 1995.
328

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Hoffman-Ladd, Valerie J. “Mysticism and Sexuality in Sufi Thought and Life.” Mystics
Quarterly 18, no. 3 (September 1, 1992): 82–93.
Hollywood, Amy. Sensible Ecstasy: Mysticism, Sexual Difference, and the Demands of
History. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2002.
Homerin, Th. Emil. “Writing Sufi Biography: The Case of ʻĀ’ishah al-Bāʻūnīyah (d.
922/1517).” The Muslim World 96, no. 3 (2006): 389–99.
Hotchkiss, Valerie R. Clothes Make the Man: Female Cross Dressing in Medieval
Europe. Routledge, 1999.
Hujwīrī, ‘Alī b. Uthmān. Kashf al-Maḥjūb: The Oldest Persian Treatise on Sufism.
Translated by Reynold A Nicholson. Lahore: Islamic Book Foundation, 1976.
———. Raskrytie Skrytogo Za zavesoĭ “Ki︠ a︡ shf-Al-Makhdzhub,” Persidskiĭ Tekst,
Ukazateli I Predislovie. Edited by B A Zhukovskiĭ. Leningrad, 1926.
Ḥusaynī, Maryam, and Ilhām Rūstā’ī-rād. “Majānīn al-ʻUqalā-yi Zan Dar Taṣavvuf-i
Islāmī.” Zan Dar Farhang va Hunar 8, no. 1 (1395): 67–82.
Ibn al-Jawzī, Abū al-Faraj ‘Abd al-Raḥmān. Kitab al-Mawdū’āt. Medina: al-Maktaba
al-Salafiyya, 1966.
———. Ṣifat al-Ṣafwa. Edited by Maḥmūd Fākhūrī. 3rd edition. Beirut: Dār al-Maʻrifa,
1984.
Ibn al-Jawzi, Abū al-Faraj ʻAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʻAlī, and M Cooperson. Virtues of the
Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal: Volume One. Library of Arabic Literature. Library
of Arabic Literature, 2013.
Ibn Ḥanbal, Aḥmad. Musnad Aḥmad B. Ḥanbal. Cairo: Dār al-Ma’ārif, 1949.
Ibn Khallikān, Aḥmad. Wafayāt al-Aʻyān Wa-Anbāʾ Abnāʾ al-Zamān. Edited by Aḥmad
b. Muṣṭafā Ṭāshkubrīzādah, Muḥammad b. Shākir Kutubī, and ʻAlī b. Bālī
Manq. Cairo: al-Maṭbaʻa al-Maymaniyya, 1892.
International, Saheeh. The Qur’an: Arabic Text with Corresponding English Meanings.
Jeddah, Saudi Arabia: Abul-Qasim Publishing House, 1997.
Iṣfahānī, Abū al-Nu‘aym. Ḥilyat al-Awliyā’ wa-Ṭabaqāt al-Aṣfiyā’. Cairo: Maktabat alKhānjī, 1932-1938.
Ishaque, Muhammad. Four Eminent Poetesses of Iran; with a Brief Survey of Iranian
and Indian Poetesses of Neo-Persian. Calcutta: Iran Society, 1950.
‘Izzatī-Parvar, Aḥmad. “Āyā Khusraw-Nāmah Az ‘Aṭṭār-i Nīshābūrī Ast?” Kayhān-i
Andīshah, no. 62 (1374): 163–72.
———. “Chand Nuktah Darbārah-yi Khusraw-Nāmah-yi Mansūb Bi ‘Aṭṭār.” Nāmah-yi
Farhang, no. 29 (1377): 114–17.
Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī, Mawlānā, and Coleman Barks. The Essential Rumi. San Francisco,
California: Harper, 2004.
Jāmī, Nur al-Dīn ʻAbd al-Raḥmān b. Aḥmad. Mathnavī-yi Haft Awrang: Bi-Taṣḥīḥ va
Muqaddimah. Edited by Murtaḍā Gīlānī. Tehran: Kitābfurūshī-yi Sa’dī, 1958.

Quay - January 2018

329

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

———. Nafaḥāt al-Uns Min Haḍarāt al-Quds. Edited by Mahdī Tawḥīdīpūr. Tehran:
Kitābfurūshī-yi Saʻdī, 1958.
Jāmī, Nur al-Dīn ʻAbd al-Raḥmān b. Aḥmad, and David Pendlebury. Yusuf and
Zulaikha: An Allegorical Romance. Octagon Press, 1980.
Jantzen, Grace. Power, Gender and Christian Mysticism. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995.
Jolly, Karen Louise, Robert Andrew Gilbert, and John F.M. Middleton. “Magic
(Supernatural Phenomenon).” Encyclopaedia Britannica. Encyclopaedia
Britannica, Inc. Accessed May 3, 2017.
https://www.britannica.com/topic/magic-supernatural-phenomenon.
Julhasz, Susanne. Naked and Fiery Forms: Modern American Poetry by Women, a New
Tradition. New York: Harper & Row, 1976.
Juynboll, G H A. Muslim Tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983.
Karamustafa, Ahmet T. Sufism: The Formative Period. The New Edinburgh Islamic
Surveys. The New Edinburgh Islamic Surveys. Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2007.
Keeler, Annabel. Sufi Hermeneutics: The Qurʼan Commentary of Rashīd al-Dīn
Maybudī. Oxford University Press, 2006.
———. “Ṣūfī Tafsīr as a Mirror: Al-Qushayrī the Murshid in His Laṭāʾif al-Ishārāt.”
Journal of Qur’anic Studies, 2006, 1–21.
Kempe, Margery, and Anthony Bale. The Book of Margery Kempe. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2015.
Keshavarz, F. Reading Mystical Lyric: The Case of Jalal al-Din Rumi. Studies in
Comparative Religion. University of South Carolina Press, 2004.
Keshavarz, Fatemeh. “Pregnant with God: The Poetic Art of Mothering the Sacred In
Rumi’s Fihi Ma Fih.” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the
Middle East 22, no. 1–2 (2002): 90–99.
Khaleghi-Motlagh, Djalal. Women in the Shahnameh: Their History and Social Status
within the Framework of Ancient and Medieval Sources. Costa Mesa, CA:
Mazda Publishers, 2012.
Khallikān, Ibn, and William MacGuckin baron de Slane. “Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical
Dictionary.” Paris: Allen and Co., 1843.
Khidr, Siham. Rābiʻa al-ʻAdawiyya bayna al-ustūra wa-al-ḥaqīqa. Bayrut: Dar alKutub al-ʻIlmiyya, 2010.
Khoury, Raif Georges. Les légendes prophétiques dan l’Islam: Depuis le premier
jusqu’au troizieme siècle de l’Hégire. Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1978.
Kisāʼī, Muḥammad b. ʻAbd Allāh, and Wheeler McIntosh Thackston. The Tales of the
Prophets of Al-Kisa’i. Library of Classical Arabic Literature. Boston: Twayne,
1978.

330

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Knappert, Jan. Islamic Legends: Histories of the Heroes, Saints, and Prophets of Islam.
Leiden: Brill, 1985.
Knysh, Alexander. “Historiography of Sufi Studies in the West and in Russia.” Written
Monuments of the Orient 1, no. 4 (2006): 206–38.
———. Islamic Mysticism: A Short History. Leiden: Brill, 2000.
Kolesnikov, Aliy. “The Early Muslim Geographers on the Ethnic Situation in Khurasan
(IX-XIII Centuries A.D.).” Iran & the Caucasus 1 (1997): 17–24.
Kugle, Scott. Sufis and Saints’ Bodies: Mysticism, Corporeality, and Sacred Power in
Islam. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007.
Lane, Edward William. An Arabic-English Lexicon. London: Williams and Norgate,
1863.
Laqueur, Thomas. Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992.
Leaman, Oliver. “Appearance and Reality in the Qur’an: Bilqis and Zulaykha’.” Islam
Arastirmalari Dergisi 10 (2003).
Lerner, Gerda. The Creation of Patriarchy. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986.
Lewis, Bernard. Race and Slavery in the Middle East: An Historical Enquiry. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002.
Lewis, Franklin. Rumi: Past and Present, East and West: The Life, Teaching and Poetry
of Jalāl al-Din Rumi. Oxford: Oneworld, 2000.
———. “Sexual Occidentation: The Politics of Conversion, Christian-Love and BoyLove in ‘Attār.” Iranian Studies 42, no. 5 (December 2009): 693–723.
———. “One Chaste Muslim Maiden and a Persian in a Pear Tree: Analogues of
Boccaccio and Chaucer in Four Earlier Arabic and Persian Tales.” In Metaphor
and Imagery in Persian Poetry, edited by Ali Asghar Seyed-Gohrab, 137–204.
Leiden: Boston: Brill, 2012.
Lewisohn, Leonard, and Christopher Shackle. ʻAttār and the Persian Sufi Tradition:
The Art of Spiritual Flight. London: New York: I.B. Tauris, 2006.
Lewisohn, Leonard. “Overview: Iranian Islam and Persianate Sufism.” In The Heritage
of Sufism: The Legacy of Medieval Persian Sufism (1150-1500), II:11–43.
Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 1999.
Losensky, Paul E. “Jami. I Life and Works.” Encyclopaedia Iranica, 2008.
Lowerre, Sandra. “To Rise Beyond Their Sex: Female Cross-Dressing Saints in
Caxton’s Vitas Patrum.” In Riddles, Knights, and Cross-Dressing Saints:
Essays on Medieval English Language and Literature, edited by T Honegger.
Collection Variations. Peter Lang, 2004.
Ludden, D. Reading Subaltern Studies: Critical History, Contested Meaning and the
Globalization of South Asia. Anthem South Asian Studies. Anthem, 2002.
Macdonald, John. “Joseph in the Qu’ran and Muslim Commentary. I A Comparative
Study.” The Muslim World 46, no. 2 (1956): 113–31.
Quay - January 2018

331

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

———. “Joseph in the Qu’ran and Muslim Commentary. II Part II.” The Muslim World
46, no. 3 (1956): 207–24.
Malamud, Margaret. “Gender and Spiritual Self-Fashioning: The Master-Disciple
Relationship in Classical Sufism.” Journal of the American Academy of
Religion 64, no. 1 (April 1, 1996): 89–117.
———. “Sufi Organizations and Structures of Authority in Medieval Nishapur.”
International Journal of Middle East Studies 26, no. 3 (1994): 427–42.
Mālmīr, Taymūr. “Barrisī-yi Sabkī-yi Khusraw-Nāmah Barā-yi Tabyīn-i Ṣiḥḥat-i
Intisāb-i Ān Bi ʻAṭṭār-i Nīshābūrī.” Faṣlnāmah-yi Takhaṣṣuṣī-yi Sabk-Shināsīyi Naẓm va Nathr-i Fārsī 4, no. 3 (1390): 1–20.
Malti-Douglas, Fedwa. Woman’s Body, Woman’s Word: Gender and Discourse in
Arabo-Islamic Writing. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1991.
Maybudī, Abū al-Faḍl Rashīd al-Dīn Aḥmad b. Muḥammad. Kashf al-Asrār va ʿuddat
al-Abrār. Edited by ʻAlī Aṣghar Ḥikmat. Tehran: Dānishgāh-i Tihrān, 1952.
Maybudī, Abū al-Faḍl Rashīd al-Dīn Aḥmad b. Muḥammad, and William C Chittick.
The Unveiling of the Mysteries and the Provision of the Pious: Kashf al-Asrār
Wa ’Uddat al-Abrār. Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 2015.
Mayeur-Jaouen, Catherine, and Bernard Heyberger. Le corps et le sacré en Orient
Musulman. Aix-en-Provence: Édisud, 2006.
Meier, Fritz. “Der Geistmensch Bei Dem Perischen Dichter ʻAṭṭār.” Eranos-Jahrbuch
13 (1945): 286.
Meisami, Julie Scott. “An Anatomy of Misogyny?” Edebiyāt, no. 6 (1995): 303–15.
———. “Eleventh-Century Women: Evidence from Bayhaqī’s History.” In Women in
Iran: From the Rise of Islam to 1800, edited by Guity Nashat, 80–103. Albany,
N.Y, 1999.
———. “Khāqānī, Elegy on Madā’in.” In Qaṣida Poetry in Islamic Asia and Africa II.
Eulogy’s Bounty, Meaning’s Abundance: An Anthology, edited by Stefan Sperl
and Christopher Shackle. Leiden: New York: Köln, 1996.
———. Medieval Persian Court Poetry. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987.
———. “Writing Medieval Women: Representations and Misrepresentations.” In
Writing and Representation in Medieval Islam: Muslim Horizons, edited by J
Bray. Routledge Studies in Middle Eastern Literatures. Taylor & Francis, 2006.
Melchert, Christopher. Ahmad Ibn Hanbal. Makers of the Muslim World. Oxford:
Oneworld Publication, 2006.
———. “Before Ṣūfiyyāt.” Journal of Sufi Studies 5, no. 2 (2016): 115–39.
———. “Competing Movements in Nishapur.” Iran 39 (2001): 237–47.
———. “Exaggerated Fear in the Early Islamic Renunciant Tradition.” Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society 21, no. 3 (2011): 283–300.
———. “The Transition from Asceticism to Mysticism at the Middle of the Ninth
Century C.E.” Studia Islamica 83 (1996): 51–70.
332

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Meneghini, Daniela. “MOḴTĀR-NĀMA.” Encyclopaedia Iranica, 2008.
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/moktar-nama.
Merguerian, Gayane Karen, and Afsaneh Najmabadi. “Zulaykha and Yusuf: Whose
‘Best Story’?” International Journal of Middle East Studies 29, no. 4 (1997):
485–508.
Merguerian, Gayane, and Afsaneh Najmabadi. “Zulaykha and Yusuf: ‘Whose Best
Story’?” International Journal of Middle East Studies 29 (1997): 485–508.
Milani, Farzaneh. “The Mediatory Guile of the Nanny in Persian Romance.” Iranian
Studies 32, no. 2 (1999): 181–201.
———. “Voyeurs, Nannies, Winds, and Gypsies in Persian Literature.” Critique:
Journal for Critical Studies of the Middle East 8, no. 14 (1999): 107–23.
Mills, Margaret A. “Whose Best Tricks? Makr-i Zan as a Topos in Persian Oral
Literature” 32, no. 2 (1999): 261–70.
Mir, Mustansir. “The Qur’anic Story of Joseph: Plot, Themes, and Characters.” The
Muslim World 76, no. 1 (1986): 1–15.
Mīr Anṣārī, ʻAlī. Kitābshināsī-yi Shaykh Farīd al-Dīn ʻAṭṭār-i Nīshāpūrī. Tehran:
Anjuman-i Āthār va Mafākhir-i Farhangī, 1995.
Moi, Toril. Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory. London: Methuen, 1985.
Mojaddedi, J A (Jawid Ahmad). The Biographical Tradition in Sufism: The Ṭabaqāt
Genre from al-Sulamī to Jāmī. Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2001.
Mojaddedi, Jawid A. “Getting Drunk with Abū Yazīd or Staying Sober with Junayd:
The Creation of a Popular Typology of Sufism.” Bulletin of the School of
Oriental and African Studies 66, no. 1 (2003): 1–13.
Mottahedeh, Roy P. “The Shuʻūbiyah Controversy and the Social History of Early
Islamic Iran.” International Journal of Middle East Studies 7 (1976): 161–82.
Murata, Sachiko. The Tao of Islam. Albany, N.Y, 1992.
Murata, Sachiko. “Masculine-Feminine Complementarity in the Spiritual Psychology of
Islam.” Islamic Quarterly 33, no. 3 (1989): 165.
Nafīsī, Saʻīd. “Justujū Dar Aḥvāl va Āthār-i Farīd al-Dīn ʻAṭṭār Nīshābūrī.” Tehran:
Kitābfurūshī va Chāpkhānah-yi Iqbāl, 1941.
Nagel, Tilman. “Die Qisas al-anbiya: ein Beitrag zur arabischen Literaturgeschichte.”
Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelm-Universitat, 1967.
Najmabadi, Afsaneh. “Beyond the Americas: Are Gender and Sexuality Useful
Categories of Analysis?” Journal of Women’s History 18, no. 1 (2006): 11–21.
———. “Reading – and Enjoying – ‘Wiles of Women’ Stories as a Feminist.” Iranian
Studies 32, no. 2 (1999): 203–22.
Nashat, Guity, and Judith E. Tucker. The Middle East and North Africa: Restoring
Women to History. Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1999.
Neale, Harry Stuart. “Sufism, Godliness and Popular Islamic Storytelling in Farīd alDīn ‘Aṭṭār’s Taḏkiratu-L-’awliyā’.” University of California, Berkeley, 2007.
Quay - January 2018

333

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

———. “Zoroastrian in ‘Attār’s Tadkiratu’l-Awliyā’.” Middle Eastern Literatures:
Incorporating Edebiyat 12, no. 2 (2009): 137–56.
Nguyen, Martin. “Al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr: An Investigation of al-Qushayrī’s Major Qur’an
Commentary.” Journal of Sufi Studies 2, no. 1 (January 1, 2013): 17–45.
Nicholson, Reynold A. The Mystics of Islam. London: G. Bell and Sons, 1914.
———. The Tadhkiratu ’l-Awliya (Memoirs of the Saints) of Muḥammad Ibn Ibrāhīm
Faridu’d-Din ‘Aṭṭar Edited in the Original Persian, with Prefaces, Indices and
Variants. Persian Historical Texts. London: Luzac & Co., 1905.
Nīshāpūrī, Abū Isḥāq Ibrāhīm b. Manṣūr b. Khalaf. Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’: Dāstān-hā-yi
Payghāmbarān. Edited by Ḥabīb Yaghmā’ī. Tehran: Bungāh-i Tarjumah va
Nashr-i Kitāb, 1961.
Nurbakhsh, Javad. Sufi Women [Translated by Leonard Lewisohn]. 2nd ed. London:
Khaniqahi-Nimatullahi Publications, 1990.
———. Zanān-i Ṣūfī. 1st ed. London: Khaniqahi-Nimatullahi Publications, 1984.
Nwyia, Paul. Exégèse Coranique et langage mystique. Vol. 49. Beirut, Dar el-Machreq
Editeurs, 1970.
Orsatti, Paola. “ḴOSROW O ŠIRIN AND ITS IMITATIONS.” Encyclopaedia Iranica,
2006. http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/kosrow-o-sirin.
Paul, Jürgen. “Hagiographic Literature.” Encyclopaedia Iranica, 2002.
———. “Hagiographische Texte Als Historische Quelle.” Saeculum 41 (1990): 17–43.
Pemberton, Kelly. Women Mystics and Sufi Shrines in India. Columbia: University of
South Carolina Press, 2010.
Pickthall, Marmaduke William. The Meaning of the Glorious Koran: An Explanatory
Translation. London: A.A. Knopf, 1930.
Prus, Erin S. “Divine Presence, Gender, and the Sufi Spiritual Path: An Analysis of
Rabiah the Mystic’s Identity and Poetry.” Xavier University, 2009.
Qushayrī, ʻAbd al-Karīm b. Hawāzin, and Ibrāhīm Basyūnī. Laṭāʼif al-Ishārāt: Tafsīr
Ṣūfī Kāmil Lil-Qurʼān al-Karīm. Turāthunā. Cairo: Dār al-Kātib al-ʻArabī,
1969.
Rādfar, Abū al-Qāsim. Zanān-i ʻĀrif: Sūkhtigān-i ʻIshq va Ishtiyāq. Tehran: Madḥat,
2006.
Ragab, Ahmed. “Epistemic Authority of Women in the Medieval Middle East.” Hawwa
8, no. 2 (October 1, 2010): 181–216.
———. “One, Two, or Many Sexes: Sex Differentiation in Medieval Islamicate
Medical Thought.” Journal of the History of Sexuality 24, no. 3 (2015): 428–
55.
Ramaswamy, Vijaya. “Rebels - Conformists? Women Saints in Medieval South India.”
Anthropos 87, no. 1/3 (1992): 133–46.

334

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Reid, Megan H. Law and Piety in Medieval Islam. Cambridge Studies in Islamic
Civilization. Cambridge University Press, 2013.
Reinart, Benedikt. “AṬṬĀR, FARĪD-AL-DĪN.” Encyclopaedia Iranica, 1987.
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/attar-farid-al-din-poet.
Renard, John. Friends of God: Islamic Images of Piety, Commitment, and Servanthood.
University of California Press, 2008.
———. Islam and the Heroic Image: Themes in Literature and the Visual Arts.
Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 1993.
Renard, John, and Ahmet T. Karamustafa. Knowledge of God in Classical Sufism:
Foundations of Islamic Mystical Theology. New York: Paulist Press, 2004.
Rendsburg, Gary A. “Literary Structures in the Qur’anic and Biblical Stories of
Joseph.” The Muslim World 78, no. 2 (1988): 118–20.
Rich, Adrienne. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. W. W.
Norton. Norton, 1995.
———. On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose 1966-1978. W. W. Norton, 1995.
Richardson, Kristina. “Blue and Green Eyes in the Islamicate Middle Ages.” Annales
Islamologiques 48, no. 1 (2014): 13–30.
Ridgeon, L. Morals and Mysticism in Persian Sufism: A History of Sufi-Futuwwat in
Iran. Routledge Sufi Series. Taylor & Francis, 2010.
———. Sufism: Origins and Development. Sufism: Critical Concepts in Islamic
Studies. Routledge, 2008.
Riley, Denise. “Am I That Name?” Feminism and the Category of “Women” in History.
London: Macmillan, 1988.
Ritter, Hellmut. The Ocean of the Soul: Man, the World, and God in the Stories of Farīd
al-Dīn ʻAttār. Translated by John O’Kane. Vol. 69. HdO. Leiden: Boston:
Brill, 2003.
———. “Philologika X. Farīdaddīn ʻAṭṭār.” Der Islam 25, no. 2 (1938): 134–173.
———. “Philologika XVI. Farīduddīn ʿAṫṫār. IV.” Oriens 13/14 (January 1, 1960):
195–228.
———. “Philologika XIV. Farīduddīn ʿAṭṭār. II.” Oriens 11, no. 1/2 (December 31,
1958): 1–76.
———. “Philologika. XV. Farīduddīn ʿAṭṭār. III. 7. Der Dīwān (Mit Vergleich Einiger
Verse von Sanā’ī und Ḥāfiẓ).” Oriens 12, no. 1/2 (December 31, 1959): 1–88.
Robertson, Elizabeth. “The Corporeality of Female Sanctity in the Life of Saint
Margaret.” In Images of Sainthood in Medieval Europe, edited by Renate
Blumenfeld-Kosinski and Timea Szell. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991.
Roded, Ruth. Women in Islamic Biographical Collections: From Ibn Saʻd to Who’s
Who. Boulder: L. Rienner Publishers, 1994.
Roemer, Hans R. “Ḥosayn Bāyqarā.” Encyclopaedia Iranica, 2004.

Quay - January 2018

335

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

Rouhi, Leyla. “A Comparative Typology of the Medieval Go-Between in Light of
Western-European, Near-Eastern, and Spanish Cases.” Harvard University,
1995.
———. “The Representation of Gender in Pre-Modern Persian and Arabic Literature.”
Encyclopedia of Women and Islamic Cultures, 2007.
Rūmī, Jalāl al-Dīn. Kullīyāt-i Shams-i Tabrīzī: Az Āthār-i Mawlānā Jalāl al-Dīn
Muḥammad Mawlavī Rūmī. Edited by ʻAlī Dahstī and Badīʻ al-Zamān
Furūzānfar. Tehran: Amīr Kabīr, 1957.
———. Mathnavī-yi Ma’navī: Az Rū-yi Ṭab’-i Nīkulsūn (Nicholson). Edited by Mihdi
Ādhar-yazdī. Tehran: Intishārāt-i Pazhūhish, 1374.
Ruymbeke, Christine van. Kashefi’s Anvar-e Sohayli: Rewriting Kalila and Dimna in
Timurid Herat. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2016.
Saheeh International. The Qur’an: Arabic Text with Corresponding English Meanings.
Jeddah, Saudi Arabia: Abul-Qasim Publishing House, 1997.
Sanā’ī, Majdūd b. Ādam. Mathnavī-hā-yi Hakīm Sanā’ī. 2nd ed. Tehran: Intishārāt-i
Bābak, 1981.
Sands, Kristin Zahra. “On the Subtleties of Method and Style in the Laṭāʾif al-Ishārāt of
al-Qushayrī.” Journal of Sufi Studies 2, no. 1 (January 1, 2013): 7–16.
———. Ṣūfī Commentaries on the Qur’ān in Classical Islam. London ; New York:
Routledge, 2006.
Sāqifi, Zulaykhā. Tajallī-i Zan dar Asār-i Mawlavī. Tehran: Intishārāt-i Tarfand, 2002.
Sārimī, Suhaylā. Muṣṭalaḥāt-i ʿirfānī va Mafāhīm-i Barjistah dar Zabān-i ʻAṭṭār. 1st ed.
Tehran: Pizhūhishgāh-i ʻUlūm-i Insānī va Muṭālaʻāt-i Farhangī, 1994.
Sattarī, Jalal. Dard-i ’Ishq-i Zulaykhā: Pazhūhishī Dar Qiṣṣah-yi Yūsuf. Tehran: Tūs,
1994.
Sayeed, Asma. “Gender and Legal Authority: An Examination of Early Juristic
Opposition to Women’s Hadīth Transmission.” Islamic Law and Society 16,
no. 2 (2009): 115–50.
———. Women and the Transmission of Religious Knowledge in Islam. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2013.
Sayyid-Marsot, Afaf Lutfi. Society and the Sexes in Medieval Islam. Malibu: Undena,
1979.
Schimmel, Annemarie. “Eros – Heavenly and Not So Heavenly – in Sufi Literature and
Life.” In Society and the Sexes in Medieval Islam, edited by Afaf Lutfi alSayyid-Marsot, 119–41. Malibu, California: Undena, 1979.
———. “‘I Take Off the Dress of the Body.’ Eros in Sufi Literature and Life.” In
Religion and the Body, edited by S Coakley, 262–88. Cambridge, 1977.
———. My Soul Is a Woman: The Feminine in Islam. New York: Continuum, 1997.
———. Mystical Dimensions of Islam. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina
Press, 1975.
336

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

———. “Women in Mystical Islam.” Women’s Studies International Forum 5, no. 2
(1982): 145–51.
Schutz, Herbert. Mystic Women and Lyric Poets in Medieval Society: The Literary
View of Medieval Culture during the Romanesque Period in Central Europe
900-1300. Trier: Wissenschaftlicher, 2010.
Scott, Joan Wallach. The Fantasy of Feminist History. Durham: Duke University Press,
2012.
Sells, Michael A. Mystical Languages of Unsaying. National Bureau of Economic
Research. University of Chicago Press, 1994.
Sells, Michael Anthony. “Early Islamic Mysticism: Sufi, Qurʼan, Miʻraj, Poetic and
Theological Writings.” The Classics of Western Spirituality ; 86. The Classics
of Western Spirituality; New York: Paulist Press, 1996.
Seyed-Gohrab, A A, and Niẓāmī Ganjavī. A Narration of Love: An Analysis of the
Twelfth Century Persian Poet Nizāmī’s Laylī and Majnūn. Proefschri. Delft:
De Systeem Drukkers, 2001.
Shafak, Elif. “Women Writers and the Ghost of Zulaikha.” Words Without Borders,
December 2005.
Shafīʻī-Kadkanī, Muḥammad Riḍā. Zabūr-i Pārsī: Nigāhī Bi Zindagī va Ghazal-hā-yi
ʿAṭṭār. Tehran: Mu’assisah-yi Intishārāt-i Āgāh, 1999.
Shaikh, Saʻdiyya. Sufi Narratives of Intimacy: Ibn ’Arabī, Gender, and Sexuality.
University of North Carolina Press, 2012.
Shklovsky, Viktor. “Art As Technique.” In Global Literary Theory: An Anthology,
edited by Richard J Lane, 7–20. New York: Routledge, 2013.
Silvers, Laury. “Early Pious, Mystic Sufi Women.” In The Cambridge Companion to
Sufism, edited by Lloyd Ridgeon, 24–52. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2014.
———. “‘God Loves Me’: The Theological Content and Context of Early Pious and
Sufi Women’s Sayings on Love” 30 (2010): 33–59.
Sīrjānī, ʻAlī b. al-Ḥasan, Bilāl. Urfah’lī, and Nada. Saab. Sufism, black and white: a
critical edition of Kitāb al-Bayāḍ wa-l-Sawād by Abū l-Hạsan al-Sīrjānī (d. ca.
470/1077). Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2012.
Smith, Grace Martin, ed. Manifestations of Sainthood in Islam. Istanbul: Isis Press,
1993.
Smith, Margaret. Rābiʿa the Mystic and Her Fellow-Saints in Islām: Being the Life and
Teachings of Rābiʿa al-ʿAdawiyya al-Qaysiyya of Basra Together with Some
Account of the Place of the Women Saints in Islām. Cambridge,
Cambridgeshire; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984.
———. The Persian Mystics: ʿAṭṭār. London: John Murray, 1933.
Spellberg, Denise A. Politics, Gender, and the Islamic Past: The Legacy of ʻA’isha Bint
Abi Bakr. New York: Columbia University Press, 1996.

Quay - January 2018

337

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

Spivak, Gayatri. “Deconstructing Historiography.” In Selected Subaltern Studies, edited
by Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 1988.
———. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture,
edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, 271–313. Urbana: University
of Illinois Press, 1988.
Stacy, Robert Harold. Defamiliarization in Language and Literature. Syracuse, N. Y.:
Syracuse University Press, 1977.
Steingass, Francis Joseph. A Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary: Including the
Arabic Words and Phrases to Be Met with in Persian Literature: Being Johnson
and Richardson’s Persian, Arabic & English Dictionary, Revised, Enlarged and
Entirely Reconstructed. Edited by Francis Johnson. Persian-English Dictionary.
New Delhi, India: Manohar, 1892.
Stewart, Devin. “Women’s Biographies in Islamic Societies: Mirzā ‘Abd Allāh alIṣfahānī’s Riyāḍ al-‘ulamā’.” In Rhetoric of Biography: Narrative Lives in
Persianate Society, edited by L Marlow, 106–39
Storey, Charles Ambrose. Persian Literature: A Bio-Bibliographical Survey. Volume 1,
Qur’ānic Literature; History and Biography. Edited by Royal Asiatic Society
of Great Britain and Ireland. London: Luzac & Co., 1927.
Stowasser, Barbara Freyer. Women in the Qur’an, Traditions, and Interpretation. New
York : Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994.
Sulamī, Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusayn. Ḥaqā’iq al-Tafsīr: Tafsīr al-Qurʼān al-ʻAzīz. Edited
by Sayyid ʻUmrān. Al-Ṭabʻah. Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʻIlmīya, 2001.
———. Kitāb Ṭabaqāt al-Ṣūfiyya; Texte Arabe Avec Une Introduction et Un Index Par
Johannes Pedersen. Edited by Johannes Pedersen. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1960.,
1960.
Sulamī, Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusayn, and Gerhard Böwering. Ziyādat Ḥaqāʼiq al-Tafsīr.
Al-Ṭabʻah. Vol. 17. Langue Arabe et Pensée Islamique/Institut de Lettres
Orientales de Beyrouth; Beirut: Dār al-Mashriq, 1995.
Sulamī, Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusayn, and Michel Chodkiewicz. Femmes soufie: Sulamī;
introduction et traduction de l’arabe par A. Andreucci. Suivi de La sainteté
féminine dans l’hagiographie islamique. Paris: Entrelacs, 2011.
Sulamī, Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusayn, and Rkia Elaroui Cornell. Early Sufi Women: Dhikr
al-Niswah al-Mutaʻabbidāt aṣ-Ṣūfīyyāt. Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 1999.
Supik, L, M Vivar, and P H Lutz. Framing Intersectionality: Debates on a MultiFaceted Concept in Gender Studies. The Feminist Imagination - Europe and
Beyond. Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2012.
Swartz, Merlin L. A Medieval Critique of Anthropomorphism: Ibn al-Jawzi’s Kitāb
Akhbār aṣ-Ṣifāt : A Critical Edition of the Arabic Text with Translation,
Introduction and Notes. Leiden: Boston: Brill, 2002.

338

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Ṭabarānī, Ḥafīẓ Abī al-Qāsim Sulaymān b. Aḥmad. Al-Mu‘jam al-Kabīr. Edited by
Ḥamdī ‘Abd al-Majīd Salafī. 2nd ed. Beirut: Dār Iḥyā’ al-Turāth al-ʻArabī,
1984.
Ṭāhirī, Zahrā. Huḍūr-i Paydā va Penhān-i Zan Dar Mutūn-i Ṣūfiyyah. Tokyo:
Mu’assasah-yi Mutālaʻāt-i Farhang-hā va Zabān-hā-yi Āsiyā va Afrīqā, 2007.
Ṭarafī, Ibn Muṭarrif, and Roberto Tottoli. The Stories of the Prophets by Ibn Muṭarrif
al-Ṭarafī. Berlin: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 2003.
Thaʻlabī, Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad. ʻArāʻis al-Majālis fī Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā’, Or, Lives of
the Prophets / as Recounted by Abū Isḥāq Aḥmad Ibn Muḥammad Ibn Ibrāhīm
al-Thaʻlabī ; Translated and Annotated by William M. Brinner. Edited by
William M Brinner. Leiden: Brill, 2002.
Thompson, Stith. Motif-Index of Folk-Literature: A Classification of Narrative
Elements in Folktales, Ballads, Myths, Fables, Mediaeval Romances, Exempla,
Fabliaux, Jest-Books and Local Legends. Vol. 4. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1955.
Tottoli, R. Biblical Prophets in the Qur’an and Muslim Literature. Curzon Studies in
the Qur’an. Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 2002.
Tourage, M. Rūmī and the Hermeneutics of Eroticism. Iran Studies, Volume 2. Brill,
2007.
Trimingham, J.S. The Sufi Orders in Islam. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971.
Tustarī, Sahl b. ʻAbd Allāh, Annabel. Keeler, and Ali. Keeler. Tafsīr al-Tustarī. Vol. 4.
Great Commentaries on the Holy Qur’an ; Louisville, KY: Amman, Jordan:
Fons Vitae; Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought, 2011.
Urvoy, D. “Waraʻ.” Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis,
C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs., n.d.
Wadud, A. Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s
Perspective. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.
Waldman, Marilyn R. “New Approaches to ‘Biblical’ Materials in the Qur’ān.” The
Muslim World 75, no. 1 (1985): 1–13.
Weinstein, Donald, and Rudolph M Bell. Saints and Society: The Two Worlds of
Western Christendom, 1000-1700. Edited by Rudolph M Bell and American
Council of Learned Societies. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982.
Wheeler, Brannon. “Arab Prophets of the Qur’an and Bible,” Journal of Qur’anic
Studies 8, no. 2 (January 1, 2006): 24–57.
Yaghoobi, Claudia. “Against the Current: Farid al-Din ‘Attar’s Diverse Voices.”
Persian Literary Studies Journal 1, no. 1 (2012).
———. “Sexual Trauma and the Spiritual Experiences: Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya and
Margery Kempe” 3, no. 4 (2014): 73–92.
Yohannan, J D. Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife in World Literature: An Anthology of the
Story of the Chaste Youth and the Lustful Stepmother. New Directions Book.
New Directions Publishing Corporation, 1968.
Quay - January 2018

339

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

Yücesoy, Hayrettin. “Language of Empire: Politics of Arabic and Persian in the
Abbasid World.” Publications of the Modern Language Association of America
130, no. 2 (2015): 384–92.
Yusuf Ali, Abdullah. The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary. Birmingham:
Islamic Propagation Centre International, 1946.
Zarrīnkūb, ʻAbd al-Ḥusayn. Az Guzashtah-yi Adabī-yi Irān. Tehran, 1996.
———. Justujū Dar Taṣavvuf-i Īrān. Tehran: Mu’assisah-yi Intishārāt-i Amīr Kabīr,
1978.
———. Ṣidā-yī Bāl-i Sīmurgh: Darbārah-yi Zindagī va Andīshah-yi ʻAṭṭār. Tehran:
Intishārāt-i Sukhan, 1999.
———. Ḥikāyat-i Hamchinān Bāqī. Tehran: Intishārāt-i Sukhan, 1997.

340

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 8: References

Quay - January 2018

341

‘God Does Not Regard Your Forms’

9 APPENDICES
APPENDIX 1: OVERLAPPING BIOGRAPHIES OF SUFI WOMEN 343

342

Quay - January 2018

Chapter 9: Appendices

APPENDIX 1: OVERLAPPING BIOGRAPHIES OF SUFI WOMEN

Rābi‘a bt. ‘Adawiyya
Maryam of Baṣra
Mu‘ādha al-‘Adawiyya
Rayḥāna
Ghufayra al-‘Ābida
Sha‘wāna
Athāma
Kurdiyya
Umm Talq
Ḥafsa bt. Sīrīn
Ajrada al-‘Amiyya
Umm Salīm
Ubayda bt. Abī Kilāb
Rābi‘a Shāmī
Fāṭima of Nishapur
Umm Hārūn
Baḥriyya al-‘Ābida
Fāṭima al-Barda‘iyya
Zaytūna
Bishr’s Sisters
Abda
Umm al-Aswad
Mu’mina bt. Bahlūl
Lubāba

Sulamī
1
3
5
8
9
14
16
18
19
21
25
26
27
29
30
31
32
33
37
50
51
13, 40
2, 22

Ibn al-Jawzī
588
592
584
632
593
630
820
608
597
585
589
931
594
823
688
824
601
361
822
591
365
783
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Jāmī
585
587
589
588
590
591
592
593
594
597
599
598
4
-

‘Aṭṭār
9
-
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