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Introduction





Rabi‘a, “The Woman Who Never Dies”


In October 1804 the Lewis and Clark expedition, which was \organized to explore and map the lands along the Missouri River in the American West, entered the area where the Cannonball River and the Heart River join the Missouri River in present-day North Dakota. The expedition was \following a map made by a member of the Mandan nation of Native Americans, who was asked to locate the sites of Mandan villages and \important landmarks. The Mandan people called the region between the Heart and Cannonball Rivers “Heart of the Land” because it was the center of their world and the heartland of their culture. It was here that Lone Man, the first being, and First Creator, the Coyote, brought up mud from the Missouri River and its tributaries to build the Mandan villages. South of the Cannonball River was the home of Old Woman Who Never Dies. “Of all female life on earth I am the head,” she said. “Cold and blizzard I subdue... I make whatever I plant to grow.”1

Old Woman Who Never Dies originally came from a land far to the south of the Mandan homeland. When she heard about the villages that Lone Man and Coyote had created, she resolved to come north and make a female of each species so that life could continue. For the Mandan people, Old Woman Who Never Dies symbolized the female power of rebirth and regeneration; she was the spirit of vegetation and guaranteed the growth of agricultural crops. Her spirit also entered the body of the Rocky Mountains to make sure that the rivers would always flow. Her creative spirit entered into the body of the first woman to insure that females would always produce children. Out of her spirit, she created the Holy Women of the Groves of the Four Directions.

The Holy Women had great power and acted as teachers for chosen men. In the sacred ceremonies of the Mandan people, both men and women performed special rituals for the Holy Women so that all women would be respected. Old Woman Who Never Dies maintained her immortality by bathing in the Missouri River and its tributaries. Each time she bathed in the river she came up younger, until she came up as a young girl.2 According to some legends, she kept a second home far to the south of Mandan territory, where the Mississippi River empties into the Gulf of Mexico. There she lived in a hut beside the sea and ate corn porridge with spoons made of clamshells.3

When I was a young girl growing up in the Middle Atlas Mountains of Morocco, I had no idea about the Mandan people or Old Woman Who Never Dies. However, I did know something about holy people. I was born into a family that traced its origins to murabitin, holy people of the Moroccan countryside. My ancestors were the Banu Amghar, a family of Moroccan saints that created one of the first ribats or Sufi teaching centers in rural Morocco. This ribat was located near a sacred spring called Tit-n-Fitr, “Spring of Sustenance” in the Amazigh language. Known today as Moulay Abdellah, the ribat of Tit-n-Fitr can still be seen on the Atlantic coast of Morocco, just south of the city of El Jedida. Many legends are told about the holy men of the Banu Amghar, and even today, the festival of Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad Amghar (fl. 1133 CE) attracts thousands of visitors each year.4

Unlike most girls in rural Morocco in the 1960s, my father allowed me to leave my native town for school, first in the small city of Sefrou near Fez and later in the regional capital of Meknès. At an early age, I was taught the Qur’an because Qur’anic learning was my family’s tradition. My father took his heritage seriously and tried to maintain the most important traditions of the family. During each vacation from school I would spend long hours with him, sharing what I had learned and listening to the stories and teachings that he related. I developed a reputation for being different from the other girls of my town. I read a lot, I kept to myself, and I did not think of marriage as a goal. Because I also had a serious inclination toward religion, the other girls of my town gave me a nickname that persisted throughout my childhood and adolescence: “Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya.”

Despite being compared mockingly to Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya as a girl, it did not occur to me to write anything about her until I published my first book, Early Sufi Women, in 1999.5 I only thought of writing about Rabi‘a after I saw how she was depicted by the Persian Sufi Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 1021 CE). Sulami portrayed Rabi‘a very differently from most of the legends and accounts about her that I knew. Sulami’s Rabi‘a was not a dreamy and romantic Love mystic. Instead, she was a tough-minded and clear-headed teacher and spiritual master. Famous male ascetics respected her for the wisdom of her teachings. Some of these men were even her disciples. In addition, when I translated and published Sulami’s Book of Sufi Women, I discovered that Rabi‘a was not a unique figure in her time but instead represented a tradition of women’s ascetic spirituality that went back more than a century before her. It was then that I resolved to write a book about Rabi‘a and found my chance to do so in the pursuit of a doctoral degree at VU University Amsterdam.

However, as soon as I resolved to take on this project, I was faced with a major historiographical problem: What was I to say about a legendary figure like Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya? How could I find a framework of inquiry that explained the numerous and often contradictory narratives—both Sufi and non-Sufi—that have helped create the myth of Rabi‘a as she is known in the Muslim world today? What metaphor could encapsulate the different “faces” of Rabi‘a from medieval to modern times? In 2004, I found my inspiration on a visit to St Louis, Missouri during the Bicentennial Celebration of the Lewis and Clark expedition. At the St Louis Gateway Arch Bookstore, I found a copy of Carolyn Gilman’s richly illustrated memorial volume, Lewis and Clark: Across the Divide. This book introduced me to the Mandan and Hidatsa legends of Old Woman Who Never Dies. I soon realized that this metaphor could also apply to the legend of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya. Except for the Prophet Muhammad’s daughter Fatima, more than any other woman in the history of Islam, Rabi‘a is The Woman Who Never Dies.


I. THE MYTH OF RABI‘A AL-‘ADAWIYYA AS A MASTER NARRATIVE


Because Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is a figure of myth, she is not a normal subject of historical inquiry. In fact, she does not appear in most medieval histories or biographical works in the Islamic world. Instead, she mostly appears in hagiographic narratives and in Sufi doctrinal works. As the chapters of this book will demonstrate, her biography is largely—if not entirely—fictional. Her status as a subject of historical inquiry is mainly a product of the \twentieth century. Because of this, she upsets the normal rules of historiographical method. In conventional historical studies, the scholar researches and assesses historical documents and archival sources and puts the conclusions of her research into writing.6 However, with Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya, there are no sources to consult other than hagiographies or other literary works, and these are not historical documents in the normal sense of the term. As she is known today, Rabi‘a is mostly a figure of literature and all the information that is known about her comes through literature. Thus, to write about her one must make use of literature and take literary forms of representation into account.

In the modern period, scholars of Islamic Studies in Europe, the US, and the Muslim world have tried to demythologize Rabi‘a in order to write about her historically. This has created two major problems. First, some writers make the mistake of treating literary representations of Rabi‘a uncritically as historical data or empirical facts.7 Naively, they accept virtually everything that is written about her. This is clearly a mistake. As this book will reveal, not only is much of what is written about Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya governed by narrative tropes more than by documentary evidence but key elements of her story, especially her vita or life story, can be shown to be fictional, although they are most often believed to be factual today.

Second, in trying to avoid the naivety of the previous group of writers, other writers have been too skeptical. By trying to treat Rabi‘a in a purely empirical manner, they diminish her as a religious and cultural figure by either dismissing her as a legitimate subject of history altogether or by ignoring the levels of symbolic meaning that have made her an important part of Islamic cultural memory.8 As a figure of cultural memory, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is not unlike the mythical figure of al-Khidr (The Green One), who in Muslim folklore reappears in every age to guide a new generation of seekers with his wisdom.9 As the phenomenologist of religion Mircea Eliade observed, myths and stories (including hagiographies and modern histories) often contain the same master plots and tropes, despite being expressed in different idioms. For Eliade, if the symbolic meaning of a story is paramount (or as he puts it, “whenever the essential precedes existence”), the story is a myth.10

Following Eliade’s lead, but also making use of other theorists of \narrative, historiography, and myth, this book examines the accounts, dicta, and stories that make up the myth of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya, both in terms of their content and in terms of their form and structure. Following a metaphor used by the theorist of narrative Roland Barthes, I approach the narratives that make up the Rabi‘a myth not as an “apricot” but as an “onion.” In this metaphor, the apricot represents conventional historical narratives and the onion represents the Rabi‘a narratives. If the “fruit” of a historical narrative is the narrative content and the “pit” is the factual core, there is little that can be considered a “pit” or factual core in the Rabi‘a narratives. Thus, the Rabi‘a narratives cannot be compared to an apricot; rather, they are more like an onion. Like an onion, the narratives of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya consist of superimposed stories, layers of content, and different forms, with a “core” that can only be discerned when a new narrative version or image of Rabi‘a emerges from within.11 For this reason, a thorough historical analysis of the Rabi‘a narratives must involve peeling back the multiple layers of content and form and rearranging them according to the most significant narrative tropes.

According to the rules of conventional historiography, the study of a figure from the distant past like Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is supposed to involve: (1) an examination of the factual information on the subject as she appears in \premodern sources; and (2) a determination of what can be said about the “real” person as she lived out the events of her life. However, as mentioned above, there are no empirical source materials that can tell us conclusively what the “real” Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya was like. All we can know is how the \figurative Rabi‘a has been represented. A few purportedly eyewitness accounts exist in the literary record, but until more corroborating evidence can be found it is difficult to establish their reliability. Under these circumstances, separating the “real” Rabi‘a from the figurative Rabi‘a is virtually impossible.12 Therefore, there is no recourse for the historian but to examine the representations of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya in the narratives and the subsequent interpretations that have been made of her mythical image.

However, the narrative approach that I use in this book does not mean, “Anything goes.” Rather, my motive for this methodology is, “Necessity is the mother of invention.” Although evidence suggests that a well-known Muslim woman and ascetic by the name of Rabi‘a lived in the region of Basra in southern Iraq in the eighth century CE, little else can be determined according to conventional historical methods. The normal approach of “fact-finding” followed by “history writing” cannot apply in this case. The unconventional nature of the archive demands a different approach. If one takes the position of Michel de Certeau, Hayden White, F.R. Ankersmit, and other scholars who believe that the sources of history can include literary forms of representation, then it becomes both possible and legitimate to study how the myth of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya has been constructed through different forms of literature.

The historiographical approach that I use in this book is both \narrativist and constructivist. According to the discursive model of constructivism advanced by Jonathan Potter, this approach is based on two premises: (1) descriptions and accounts construct our views of the world; (2) these descriptions and accounts are themselves constructed.13 Such a perspective “suggests the possibility of assembly, manufacture... and the likelihood that different materials will be used in the fabrication. It emphasizes that descriptions are human practices and that descriptions could have been otherwise.”14 Constructivism is a useful perspective from which to approach the historical study of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya because everything that we know about her has been constructed. It enables us to ask questions of the \available information that we could not ask otherwise. As Potter states, “If we treat descriptions as constructions and constructive, we can ask how they are put together, what materials are used, what sorts of things or events are produced by them, and so on.”15

As the title, Rabi‘a from Narrative to Myth implies, this book is more concerned with how Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya has been represented than with the alleged “facts” of her existence. The most important “fact” from this \perspective is that her image has been constructed out of a variety of \narrative forms for over 1200 years. Moreover, she exhibits through these narratives an identity that has inspired countless people in different times, places and \cultures. Just as the Native American mythical figure of Old Woman Who Never Dies becomes a young girl again each time she bathes in the Missouri river, so too the mythical figure of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is revived by periodically “bathing” in new narratives or in new adaptations of former narratives. Today the Rabi‘a narratives are popular among both Muslims and non-Muslims, and can be found in both Sufi and non-Sufi literatures, in local traditions, songs, movies, and even television miniseries.

The historical paradox of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is that her name is known by nearly everyone but the “real” Rabi‘a is known by no one. In the term coined by the Belgian sociologist of religion Pierre Delooz, she is a “constructed saint”—a composite figure of legends, dicta, stories, poems, and hagiographic accounts that have taken on the aura of fact.16 Both the details of Rabi‘a’s life and the meaning of her sainthood depend on narratives that vary according to \differences in Sufi doctrine, literary convention, and authorial intent. These narratives are made up of religious, literary, and even philosophical tropes that when taken as a whole, portray her in figurative terms as the quintessential woman saint of Islam. Like a mirage in the desert, Rabi‘a’s mythical image is forever on the horizon. And like a mirage as well, she changes form according to the perspective from which she is viewed. The farther away one gets from the “real” Rabi‘a, the more one believes one knows her. However, the closer one gets to the sources that are supposed to provide empirical information on her life and teachings, the less one finds consensus. Also like a mirage, Rabi‘a’s image dissolves when viewed at close range. However, when seen at a greater distance and from a different angle she reappears once again, clothed in yet another narrative that attracts a new group of admirers.

Defined most simply, a narrative is the representation of an event or a series of events.17 The narratives of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya refer to a \character or a typified identity. Narratives are related to myths because like a myth a narrative starts as “a mode of verbal presentation and involves the linguistic recounting or telling of events.”18 Like myths as well, the events recounted in narratives occur in a time other than the present. Narratives vary according to their structure. Some narratives are compact and easily definable: these are the building blocks for larger narrative structures.19 The short accounts and dicta that make up the earliest narratives of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya are of this type. Other narratives are structurally more complex.20 In the Rabi‘a narratives, these more complex structures include longer accounts, different modes of representation, and the master narratives through which her story is told. Master narratives are associated with types or tropes. Tropes are universal character types that are integral to the narrative.21 The tropes of the Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya master narrative are the main focus of this book.

Theorists of narrative differentiate between a story (the recounting of an event or a series of events) and a narrative discourse (how the recounting of the event is conveyed).22 Narrative is related to historiography through the concept of narrative discourse. Theorists of history-as-narrative view history as a narrative because like a narrative, history is the representation of an event or a series of events. However, the representation of an event is not the same as “what really happened.” For such theorists, history is a “mediated story” or “re-presentation” of what really happened. Because it is a form of representation, history also has something in common with myth. For the scholar of comparative religion Mircea Eliade, myth is a type of sacred history. For the French literary theorist Roland Barthes, both myth and history are types of narrative discourse. In his landmark essay on narrative, Barthes stresses the fact that narrative is a universal form of human communication:

The narratives of the world are numberless. Narrative is first and foremost a prodigious variety of genres, themselves distributed amongst different substances—as though any material were fit to receive man’s stories. Able to be carried by articulated language, spoken or written, fixed or moving images, gestures, and the ordered mixture of all these substances; narrative is present in myth, legend, fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy, drama, comedy, mime, painting... stained-glass windows, cinema, comics, news items, conversation. Moreover, under this almost infinite diversity of forms, narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it begins with the very history of mankind and there nowhere is nor has been a people without narrative. All classes, all human groups, have their narratives, enjoyment of which is very often shared by men with different, even opposing, cultural backgrounds. Caring nothing for the division between good and bad literature, narrative is international, transhistorical, transcultural: it is simply there, like life itself.23

Because narrative is a form of communication, it has also been a major subject for theorists of Communications Studies. Scholars of this field would call the myth of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya a master narrative, “a transhistorical narrative that is deeply embedded in a particular culture.”24 Because the name, “Rabi‘a,” stands for a master narrative, it conjures up an image based on a wide variety of stories and sayings that have been transmitted over many centuries. As I discuss below in Chapter 5, the association of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya with master narratives may be compared to an Orthodox Christian icon. In the Orthodox icon, a single image can evoke a variety of symbolic associations. In this sense, one could say that Rabi‘a is an icon too, except that her image is evoked through literature rather than through painting. However, now that she is represented in modern times through movies and television, her image also carries something of the visual aspect of an icon. As a master narrative, the myth of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is part of a dialectical process of composition: her master narrative both shapes other narratives and is shaped by them.

Scholars of Comparative Literature often refer to master narratives as “master plots.” Master plots are narratives that reflect the dominant values of a society, such as the Horatio Alger story in American culture.25 As the scholar of narrative H. Porter Abbott observes, master plots often appear as archetypes or barely conscious themes in historical narratives, such as when the “rags to riches” Horatio Alger master plot is used as a frame story for the biography of US President Abraham Lincoln. Based on this notion, I argue that the master plot of the Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya myth was first \created by the Sufi Farid al-Din al-‘Attar (d. ca. 1220 CE).26 ‘Attar’s chapter on Rabi‘a in the hagiographic anthology Tadhkirat al-awliya’ (Memorial of the Saints) \established the frame story for all subsequent versions of her life story. However, long before ‘Attar other elements of the Rabi‘a myth had already existed in the form of dicta and narrative tropes. Because dicta and narrative tropes do not fit the literary concept of “plot” very well, in this book I prefer the concept of master narrative to that of master plot.

I further argue in this book that the master narrative of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is composed of four major tropes or character types: Rabi‘a the Teacher, Rabi‘a the Ascetic, Rabi‘a the Lover, and Rabi‘a the Sufi. Each of these tropes may also be seen as a master narrative and each comprises a chapter of this book. Chapters 5 and 6, which discuss the concept of “Rabi‘a the Icon,” include all of the tropes mentioned above plus new tropes that emerged in the twentieth century from the adaptation of Rabi‘a’s vita by academic scholars, novelists, and dramatists. As part of a continuous process of re-presentation and re-interpretation, the mythical figure Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya emerges with a new or revised image in each period of narrative activity. This process has not only continued into the modern period but has been intensified as well. I discuss Rabi‘a’s biography, as it appears in medieval and modern literature and media, toward the end of the book rather than at the beginning because this placement best illustrates the development of the Rabi‘a narrative from master narrative to myth.

In order to become a master narrative, a narrative must pass two tests of validity or rationality. The first test of validity is of narrative probability, or whether the narrative is coherent and makes sense.27 According to the \communications theorist Walter R. Fisher, the information in a master \narrative must be presented in a systematic way: “The stories must relate to one another in consistent ways, and carry a common theme [or related themes]. They must form a structure where one story reinforces, \elaborates, or combines with another so that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.”28 The second test of validity is of narrative fidelity, or whether the master \narrative relates to the world as the audience understands it. Master \narratives make sense out of the situations they relate by establishing \archetypal \characters, relationships, and standard actions that the audience can understand.29 The tropes of the Rabi‘a master narrative serve all of these functions.

However, passing the tests of narrative validity or rationality does not necessarily mean that the master narrative is true. It only has to seem true for audiences to accept it. The use of narrative tropes helps a master \narrative pass these tests by enabling the audience to recognize familiar patterns in the way that characters and their actions relate to each other. This allows the \audience to derive a common meaning for the master narrative. Major \narrative tropes in the myth of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya such as Rabi‘a the Teacher, Rabi‘a the Ascetic, Rabi‘a the Lover, and Rabi‘a the Sufi are also master narratives because each is made up of its own set of archetypal characters, relationships, and actions. Furthermore, each on its own can pass the tests of narrative probability and narrative fidelity. The narrative elements of these tropes are also related to elements in other tropes, such that it is possible to plot these relationships in a diagram. In this way, the narratives of the Rabi‘a myth form a web or matrix of tropes or narrative types that make up the master narrative of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya as a historical personage. In the chapters of this book I will show how the elements of this matrix fit together and how the medieval narratives of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya became transformed into a myth that continues to inspire people today. Because the narrative elements of her story continue to be relevant for audiences across the centuries, one can refer to Rabi‘a figuratively as the Islamic version of the “Woman Who Never Dies.”


II. KEY PREMODERN SOURCES AND MODERN WORKS ON RABI‘A AL-‘ADAWIYYA


The narratives of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya are too numerous to count. This situation has become even more problematical since the creation of the Internet. A Google search of the name “Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya” comes up with nearly 29,000 entries. The name “Rabi‘a al-Basri” yields about 179,000 entries. The name “Rabi‘a” yields over 24 million entries because girls and women who are currently named Rabi‘a are also included. The trouble with this mass of information is that very little of it is useful. For the most part, the stories, quotations and anecdotes about Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya recycle information contained in a handful of key narratives that span a 1200-year period from the mid-ninth century CE to the present. Because it is \impossible to cover all of the works—even the premodern ones—that mention Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya, I concentrate in this book on the medieval and modern narratives that were most influential in creating her myth.

For a figure about whom there seems to be so much information, it comes as a surprise to discover that there is no source on the life of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya from her own time. The first version of Rabi‘a’s vita or life story was not written until 400 years after the approximate date of her death. Works that provide even a small amount of credible historical information on her are very rare. Only a handful of sources mention her in the century after her death. Since some of these sources are currently missing, information from them must be obtained by searching later sources for quotations and citations from these earlier works. The earliest extant mention of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya that I have been able to find is a statement attributed to her in the doctrinal work al-Qasd wa-l-ruju‘ ila Allah (God as the Goal and the Return), by the Sufi al-Harith ibn Asad al-Muhasibi of Baghdad (d. 857 CE). This reference to Rabi‘a is identified for the first time in this book. Another early Sufi work that contained information on Rabi‘a was Kitab al-ruhban (The Book of Monks), a work on ascetics by Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Burjulani of Baghdad (d. 852 CE). Several citations of Rabi‘a from this work can be identified in later sources. Burjulani’s citations of Rabi‘a may actually be older than Muhasibi’s; however, we cannot be certain of their date because the work itself has been lost. These citations by Muhasibi and Burjulani are the earliest references to Rabi‘a in Sufi literature.

The earliest non-Sufi references to Rabi‘a are in the works of two major literary figures of Abbasid-era Baghdad. The first of these authors is Abu ‘Uthman al-Jahiz (d. 868 CE), a famous essayist and rhetorician who mentions Rabi‘a in two works, Kitab al-hayawan (The Book of Animals) and Kitab al-bayan wa-l-tabyin (On Demonstrative Proof and Elucidation). Scholars have known about Jahiz’s citations of Rabi‘a for many years. However, scholars have not previously identified the references to Rabi‘a in another important work from this period. This is Kitab balaghat al-nisa’ (Book of the Eloquence of Women) by Ahmad ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur (d. 893 CE). Balaghat al-nisa’ is the earliest extant work devoted entirely to women in Arabic literature. Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur’s references to Rabi‘a have not been identified because this author does not refer to her as Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya or even as Rabi‘a al-Qaysiyya, which is how Jahiz refers to her. Instead, he calls her Rabi‘a al-Musma‘iyya. However, we can be sure that this figure is Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya because some of the quotations that are attributed to her are the same as those attributed to her by Jahiz.

Rabi‘a’s identity is also an issue in another early work, Kitab al-mahabba li-llah (Book of the Love of God). This recently discovered work was written by Ibrahim ibn al-Junayd of Baghdad (d. 883–4 CE), who was a student of the Sufi Burjulani.30 Here Rabi‘a is mentioned in three accounts but is only referred to by her first name. However, we can know that this is Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya because one of the accounts is the same as that of Muhasibi. Ibn al-Junayd’s references to Rabi‘a are important historically for two reasons: first, his book is the earliest extant source on Rabi‘a to provide documentation through chains of transmission (Ar. isnad); second, her inclusion in this work confirms, along with Muhasibi’s citation, that Rabi‘a was remembered as an ascetic lover of God in the period after her death.

The situation is similar for the early citations of Rabi‘a transmitted by the traditionist Ibn Abi al-Dunya (d. 894 CE). Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad ibn Abi al-Dunya was a teacher of the Abbasid Caliph al-Muktafiʼ Billah (r. 902–8 CE). He is said to have composed several works on Muslim ascetics and some of his collections of traditions are edited and in print today. Several references to Rabi‘a can be found in the collection Majmu‘at rasa’il Ibn Abi al-Dunya (The Collected Letters of Ibn Abi al-Dunya).31 Like Ibn al-Junayd, Ibn Abi al-Dunya refers to Rabi‘a only by her first name but he also provides detailed chains of transmission for his accounts. These can be useful for the historian in tracing oral traditions about Rabi‘a from their origins in Basra to Baghdad, where Jahiz, Ibn al-Junayd, Ibn Abi al-Dunya, and Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur all resided.

What historical information can be ascertained from the earliest sources on Rabi‘a? As stated above, there is very little except to confirm that a Muslim woman ascetic and teacher named Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya or Rabi‘a al-Qaysiyya (the name ‘Adawiyya refers to her clan and the name Qaysiyya refers to her tribe) lived in or around the city of Basra in southern Iraq in the eighth century CE. This is important because otherwise one might conclude that Rabi‘a is merely a figure of literature. Even the exact dates of her birth and death are not known. The commonly accepted birth date of 717 CE and death date of 801 CE come from a much later period and the ultimate source of these dates is unclear. Thus, everything about Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is tentative. However, the earliest sources mentioned above are valuable because of their \proximity to her in time and place. Two early authors—Muhasibi and Jahiz—were born in Rabi‘a’s home city of Basra. Because of this, they were familiar with her reputation. This local reputation is the best empirical evidence we have that Rabi‘a actually existed. In addition, Jahiz, Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur, Ibn Abi al-Dunya, and Ibn al-Junayd are important sources on Rabi‘a because they use her as a rhetorical example. These writers all regarded her as a figure of eloquence, although for Jahiz and Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur, she was not part of their literary and intellectual milieu. They would not have used her in this way if her reputation had not been widely known, much as the reputation of Mother Teresa is widely known today.

In the classic historiographical study Oral Tradition as History, Jan Vansina defines oral traditions as “verbal messages which are reported statements from the past beyond the present generation.”32 According to Vansina, in order to be used as historical evidence, an oral tradition must establish one or more links between the later record of a report (whether transmitted orally or in writing) and the original observation on which the tradition is based. If such a link does not exist, the tradition cannot be used as historical evidence. However, if such a link can be established, the tradition must not be dismissed as unhistorical. In the present context, this means that the oral traditions about Rabi‘a that are supported by chains of transmission, such as those cited by Ibn al-Junayd and Ibn Abi al-Dunya, should be regarded as legitimate historical information because the links between the written record and the original observation were preserved.

In Islamic historical, biographical and prosopographical literature, the links between the written record and oral narratives are often recorded as chains of transmission (Ar. isnad, pl. asanid, literally, “support”). In the culture of narrative in Islam, the chains of transmission that accompany oral accounts are taken as proofs of the authenticity of the narratives they \support.33 In other words, they are regarded as evidence, much like testimony in a court of law. In historical works, chains of transmission serve a function similar to that of source citations in modern scholarship. Jan Vansina views oral traditions in much the same way. According to him, the modern historian should view oral tradition “as a series of successive historical documents all lost except for the last one and usually interpreted by every link in the chain of transmission. It is therefore evidence at second, third, or nth remove, but it is still evidence unless it be shown that a message does not rely on a first statement made by an observer.”34 The same can be said of the traditions of Rabi‘a cited with isnads by Ibn al-Junayd and Ibn Abi al-Dunya. Although we must not make the mistake of treating oral traditions as if their narrative contents are fixed as in written documents, they can still provide important evidence of past events, people and ideas. For this reason, it is legitimate to take the citations and anecdotes of Rabi‘a in the early sources as circumstantial evidence of her existence.

However, to conclude that Rabi‘a probably existed does not make the voice that speaks through these early traditions entirely hers. She wrote no books and no account of her was written during her lifetime. Although \certain poems have been attributed to her, these attributions are \questionable at best. To date, no written body of work has been linked conclusively to Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya. In addition, narrative tropes can be found in some of the sources mentioned above. For example, I discuss in Chapter 1 how Jahiz used Rabi‘a to exemplify the narrative trope of the “Person of Bayan.” This is a trope from the Abbasid era that combined the concepts of eloquence and wisdom and which illustrated for Jahiz the virtue of practical reason. Another important narrative trope was “Rabi‘a the Poet.” I discuss in Chapter 3 how Ibn Abi al-Dunya might have been an early source for this trope.

The 200 years between the late ninth century CE and the beginning of the twelfth century CE comprise the period in which the most important Sufi tropes of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya were developed. The process of turning the Sufi narratives of Rabi‘a into tropes began in earnest in the tenth century CE. By this time the geographical location of the Sufis who related the Rabi‘a narratives had expanded to include not only her homeland of Iraq but also Syria and Khorasan, a region that included eastern Iran and much of Central Asia. It was in Iraq, Syria and Khorasan that the tropes of Rabi‘a the Teacher, Rabi‘a the Ascetic, Rabi‘a the Lover, and Rabi‘a the Sufi were developed. Two Sufi writers were particularly important to this process.

The first of these Sufi writers was Abu Talib al-Makki (d. 996 CE), who uses the narrative trope of Rabi‘a the Lover in his doctrinal work Qut al-qulub (The Nourishment of Hearts). Although Makki was born in Iran and lived in Baghdad, he spent a considerable amount of time in Rabi‘a’s home city of Basra.35 Makki uses Rabi‘a as a character type to exemplify his \mystical \theology of Love. Although statements on the love of God attributed to Rabi‘a also appeared in the works of earlier Sufis such as Muhasibi and Ibn al-Junayd, the prominence that Makki gives to her in his book allows us to identify him as the creator of the trope of Rabi‘a the Lover. For Makki, the figure of Rabi‘a symbolized the highest degree of Love mysticism. I discuss in Chapter 3 how Makki’s use of this character type was similar to Plato’s use of the priestess Diotima of Mantinea in The Symposium. In Plato’s work, Diotima initiates Socrates into the mysteries of Love, just as Rabi‘a is used by Makki to initiate his readers into the Sufi theology of Love.

The second Sufi to use Rabi‘a as a paradigmatic character type was Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 1021 CE), who lived in the eastern Iranian city of Nishapur. Sulami was one of the greatest systematizers of Sufi doctrine. He depicts Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya as the quintessential Sufi woman in his book Dhikr al-niswa al-muta‘abbidat al-sufiyyat (Memorial of Female Sufi Devotees). This is the first extant Sufi work devoted entirely to women. For Sulami, the figure of Rabi‘a symbolized the concept of ta‘abbud (literally, “making oneself into a slave [of God]”), which for him was the key characteristic of Sufi women’s spirituality. Sulami also used Rabi‘a to symbolize the theology of servitude, which he viewed as the most important contribution of Sufi women to Sufism in general.36

Sulami’s Book of Sufi Women is also important historiographically because like his predecessors Ibn al-Junayd and Ibn Abi al-Dunya, he cites chains of transmission for his accounts about Rabi‘a. Some of the names in these chains of transmission are authors of written works that are now lost but would have been consulted by Sulami. In addition to Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Burjulani (mentioned above), he also cites other early authors of prosopographical works.37 These include Abu Sa‘id ibn al-A‘rabi of Basra and Mecca (d. 952–3 CE), an important early Sufi who wrote a work titled Tabaqat al-nussak (Generations of the Ascetic Ritualists), and Ja‘far al-Khuldi of Baghdad (d. 959 CE), a Sufi and traditionist who wrote a work titled Hikayat al-awliyaʼ (Stories of the Saints) or Hikayat al-mashaʼikh (Stories of the Spiritual Masters).

The most important step in the transformation of the Rabi‘a narratives into a Sufi master narrative was taken around the beginning of the thirteenth century CE. Before this time no work that mentioned Rabi‘a had established itself as the definitive model for subsequent narratives. Certain Sufi works, such as Makki’s Qut al-qulub and Sulami’s Book of Sufi Women, had created important narrative tropes. In addition, there is some evidence that short non-Sufi works devoted to Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya were also being written, which took material from Ibn Abi al-Dunya and other sources. However, since Rabi‘a had already become recognized as an important figure in Islam, the lack of a vita for her hagiography is surprising.

All of this changed with the publication of Farid al-Din al-‘Attar’s Tadhkirat al-awliya’ (Memorial of the Saints) in the first quarter of the thirteenth \century. This was the most important single work for the development of the Rabi‘a myth. The vita that ‘Attar outlines in his chapter on Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya has become the source text for all subsequent versions of Rabi‘a’s life story. Because this vita has gained universal acceptance, no analysis of the Rabi‘a myth is sufficient without discussing it in detail. ‘Attar did more than just provide a new interpretation of the Rabi‘a master narrative. Most if not all of the details of Rabi‘a’s life mentioned in Tadhkirat al-awliya’ appear to have been created out of whole cloth. No tradition recounting the events that ‘Attar describes can be found in any previous work known today. For this reason, his vita of Rabi‘a must be viewed primarily as a work of fiction, whose message lies in its figurative meaning, not in its supposed “facts.” In Chapter 5, I show how ‘Attar employed the literary technique of verisimilitude to create a sense of historical reality in his vita of Rabi‘a. In addition, I show how he opened the way for the popularization of the Rabi‘a myth and enabled an icon for Sufis to become an icon for all Muslims. Because of the influence of ‘Attar’s work, no further major changes to the Rabi‘a master narrative would be made until the twentieth century.

The adaptations to the Rabi‘a narrative that were made in the twentieth century were influenced by the rise of historicism and the historical method. In the second half of this century, other tropes and narrative adaptations were introduced through the influence of existentialist philosophy and the dramatic requirements of entertainment media. The first modern historical works on Rabi‘a also appeared in Europe and the Arab world at this time. Several of these works will be mentioned in the chapters below. However, two historical works stand out in particular because of their influence on \subsequent versions of the Rabi‘a master narrative. These are Margaret Smith’s Rabi‘a the Mystic, which was first published in 1928, and ‘Abd al-Rahman Badawi’s Shahidat al-‘ishq al-ilahi (The Martyr of Divine Love), which was first published in 1948.

In terms of her importance to the development of the Rabi‘a myth, the English historian Margaret Smith (1884–1970) has been as influential for the English-language tradition of works on Rabi‘a as ‘Attar has been for the Sufi tradition. In fact, one could say with only slight exaggeration that Margaret Smith was the “English ‘Attar.” Smith wrote the first detailed historical study of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya. This book, Rabi‘a the Mystic A.D. 717–801 and Her Fellow Saints in Islam, Being the Life and Teachings of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya al-Qaysiyya of Basra, Sufi Saint ca. A.H. 99–185, A.D. 717–801, Together with Some Account of the Place of Women in Islam, has become the most widely read work on Rabi‘a in English or any other European language.38 In fact, if translations of this work are included it may be the most widely read book on Rabi‘a in any language.

Because Smith’s book has influenced the scholarship on Rabi‘a in so many ways, I could not confine my discussion of it to a single chapter. Instead, I refer to her contributions in various places throughout this work. In many ways, the present study of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is built on the foundations of Smith’s pioneering scholarship. In other ways, however, it goes beyond her scholarship. One of the chief differences between my book and Smith’s is in its initial premise. Whereas Smith was concerned with discovering the “real” or historical Rabi‘a, I dispute the notion that the “real” Rabi‘a could ever be represented in a way that corresponds to the ideals of conventional historiography. For this reason, I am more concerned with the figural Rabi‘a—the Rabi‘a of narrative and myth. Although in some chapters I discuss the religious, social and intellectual environments that the “real” Rabi‘a might have lived in, the most I could accomplish with this method was to fill in the social and historical background for the tropes of Rabi‘a the Teacher, Rabi‘a the Ascetic, and Rabi‘a the Sufi. There is no way to write a conventional biography of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya with the source materials that currently exist. Therefore, as explained above, the only satisfactory way to approach her historiographically is to write the history of how she has been represented in the master narratives and tropes that comprise her myth.

When Margaret Smith wrote Rabi‘a the Mystic, many of the premodern Islamic sources that are available today were not available to her. For example, although she had seen references to Sulami’s Book of Sufi Women, the work itself had not been discovered. Without the discovery of Sulami’s manuscript and the works of Ibn al-Junayd and Ibn Abi al-Dunya mentioned above, many of the early sources on Rabi‘a based on oral tradition would still be lost. Because these works are now coming to light, the twenty-first-century scholar is in a position to make insights about Rabi‘a and the Rabi‘a narratives that Smith was not able to make in her time. In addition, Smith lived in an era when the field of Islamic Studies was dominated by philological scholarship and positivistic historiography. Today’s scholars of Islam are able to draw from a greater variety of historiographical approaches.

For modern Arabic-speaking readers, the most influential historical work on Rabi‘a has been ‘Abd al-Rahman Badawi’s Shahidat al-‘ishq al-ilahi, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya the Martyr of Divine Love).39 This work is so important for contemporary Arabic studies of Rabi‘a that if Margaret Smith can be called the “English ‘Attar,” then Badawi can be called the “Arab ‘Attar.” ‘Abd al-Rahman Badawi (1917–2002) enjoys a high reputation in Western academia as a scholar of Islamic philosophy. However, in the Arab world he is also known as an important existentialist philosopher. Although Badawi’s monograph on Rabi‘a was written as a scholarly work, in many ways it has more in common with ‘Attar’s quasi-novelistic attempt to construct the Rabi‘a myth than with empirical historical studies. Because of Badawi’s frequent use of narrative adaptation and creative license, some Arab historians do not even list Martyr of Divine Love as part of his scholarly oeuvre.

Badawi’s book on Rabi‘a was one of the main inspirations for the 1963 Egyptian movie Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya. This well-known and widely popular film imaginatively chronicles Rabi‘a’s personal struggles, based on the exist\entialist model of Rabi‘a’s life as interpreted by Badawi. Badawi’s book also inspired the Lebanese-Syrian author Widad El Sakkakini (1913–91) to write al-‘Ashiqa al-mutasawwifa (The Sufi Lover), a novelistic biography of Rabi‘a that was first published in 1955.40 This work, which draws on the existentialist feminism of Simone de Beauvoir (1908–86), portrays Rabi‘a as a heroine of feminist self-expression.


III. WHAT IS A MYTH?


The current study, Rabi‘a from Narrative to Myth, begins with an early Muslim woman ascetic of Basra as a figure of narrative and ends with the Muslim saint Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya as a figure of myth. What does it mean to say that Rabi‘a is a figure of myth? What definition of myth do I use in this book? Surprisingly, there is little consensus in current scholarship on what the term, “myth,” means. To use a pun coined by the folklorist Alan Dundes, it is easy to fall victim to “myth-taken identity.”41 On one side are folklorists, such as Dundes himself, who advocate a very narrow definition of myth. They believe that this is the most scientifically valid approach to the subject. According to Dundes, “A myth is a sacred narrative explaining how the world and man came to be in their present form.”42 The term, “sacred narrative,” means for Dundes that the ultimate meaning of a myth is religious. This is different from the folktale, for example, whose meaning is secular. For Dundes, a myth must also be about ultimate origins. Although he argues that a myth’s story of origins should be taken as “true,” this is because the myth serves a religious function, not because its narrative is empirically true. Dundes’ definition of myth is based on a functional notion of truth: a myth is “true” because it is a story that serves a religious function. By contrast, a folktale is “fictional” because it has no such higher function: it is only a story.

Following a tradition in folklore studies that goes back to the Brothers Grimm, Dundes draws a distinction between three types of folk narratives: myths, legends and folktales. These three types correspond to the German terms Mythen, Sagen and Märchen, and the French terms mythes, traditions populaires and contes populaires.43 Dundes regards these types of narrative as universal categories because similar types can be found in many different cultures. The differences among them depend on their content rather than on their form. Myths are sacred or religious stories that talk about origins; folktales are “once-upon-a-time” stories and thus are fictional; legends are in-between.44 Legends may be either sacred or secular. Chronologically, their narratives take place after the time of origins but before the present time. Unlike myths, which are about origins, legends involve subjects that are relevant to present-day concerns. However, they do not have the truth-value of myths. For Dundes, stories of saints like Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya are legends, as are narrative tropes based on stereotypical figures, such as the tropes of the Flying Dutchman or the Wandering Jew. Thus, he would not agree with the contention made in this book that the Rabi‘a narratives constitute a myth. For him, the Rabi‘a narratives would be legends and the narrative tropes that they employ would be stories-within-a-story—rhetorical devices similar to those found in novels, short stories, or other types of fictional narrative. For Dundes, stories of saints are similar to the Sagen that were used as legendary source materials by the German composer Richard Wagner (1813–83) for his operas.

G.S. Kirk, a scholar of myth from the field of Classics, rejects the \definition of myth used by Dundes and other folklorists as too narrow: “[They] tend to exclude prima facie blocs of mythological material for no particular reason. Moreover, they tell us little about the nature of myths themselves; they simply isolate, not very accurately, one characteristic.”45 Kirk proposes a more inclusive definition of myth that is more relevant to the Rabi‘a narratives. For him, myths are “dramatically constructed tales” that are passed down from antiquity and incorporated in tradition.46 Although they might contain supernatural elements, they are not necessarily religious or sacred. Even secular stories can be myths. For Kirk, the value of myths is to be found in their popular appeal and their openness to multiple forms of interpretation.

[A myth’s] narrative core or plot must be such as to allow different emphases and interpretations according to different customs, needs, and preoccupations. In one sense, a myth is always changing; in another its narrative structure persists. Many traditional oral tales... are what we term folktales or Märchen. [However,] it is sensible not to deny these the general title of myths, since their themes interact with those of more imaginative and pregnant types.47

Most of the premodern accounts of Rabi‘a discussed in this book correspond to Kirk’s definition of myth. The same might also be said of Farid al-Din al-‘Attar’s vita of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya—but only if one accepts ‘Attar’s contention that the stories he relates are based on actual traditions. For Kirk, unlike Dundes, the form or structure of a mythical narrative is just as important, if not more important, than its contents. He states, “The continuing factor... that receives the different qualities [of myth], is the narrative structure itself.”48

Scholars of Religious Studies tend to agree with Kirk that the definition of myth is related to the form and structure of narrative. For example, Theodore H. Gaster defines myth as “any presentation of the actual in terms of the ideal.”49 This definition recalls Mircea Eliade’s statement that in myths, “the essential precedes existence.” Because Eliade’s writings on myth are so numerous and because he modified his views so often, it would take too much space to discuss them in detail here. At times, his view of myth is similar to that of Dundes.50 However, at other times he seems to disagree with Dundes and support the idea that hagiographical narratives can be considered myths. For example, in The Myth of the Eternal Return, he states that the \repetition of \paradigmatic or archetypal acts (as in hagiographical accounts) is a major hallmark of myth. 51 He argues that this is a key characteristic of the “mythicization of historical personages.” To illustrate this concept, Eliade cites the example of the Serbian folk hero Marko Kraljević: “His historical existence is unquestionable, and we even know the date of his death (1394). But no sooner is Marko’s historical personality received into the popular memory than it is abolished and his biography is reconstructed in accordance with the norms of myth.”52 One could say much the same about the story of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya in the vita composed by ‘Attar. Circumstantial evidence indicates that she actually existed and her approximate lifespan is known. However, her biography as constructed by ‘Attar is clearly more mythical than historical.

For Eliade, the “mythicization of historical personages” is based on the trope of the folk hero. In Chapter 5, I discuss how ‘Attar’s depiction of Rabi‘a was drawn in part from mythical images of the Virgin Mary and the Prophet Muhammad’s wife ‘A’isha. Although some may debate whether these female figures should be called “heroes,” I argue that as paradigmatic female figures of Islamic scripture and history, the Virgin Mary and ‘A’isha (along with the Prophet’s daughter Fatima) can indeed be seen as Islamic folk heroes. In Muslim folklore, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is often included as the fourth of these paradigmatic women. Symbolically, it is significant that the name Rabi‘a, means “fourth” in Arabic. Whether by chance or by design, Rabi‘a’s name is used to signify her status as the fourth of the paradigmatic female folk heroes of Islam. Given this coincidence, the following statement by Eliade on the relationship between oral tradition, myth and the hero is relevant to the story of Rabi‘a from narrative to myth:

Myth is the last—not the first—stage in the development of a hero... the recollection of a historical event or a real personage survives in popular memory for two or three centuries at the utmost. This is because popular memory finds difficulty in retaining individual events and real figures. The structures by means of which [myth] functions are different: categories instead of events, archetypes instead of historical personages. The historical personage is assimilated to this mythical model (hero, etc.), while the event is identified with the category of mythical actions... If certain epic poems preserve what is called “historical truth,” this truth almost never has to do with definite persons and events, but with institutions, customs, landscapes.53

To further appreciate the relevance of Eliade’s insights on myths to the Rabi‘a myth, one need only recall that the development of major \narrative tropes about her did not begin until two centuries after her death and that her vita was not composed until four centuries after her death. These facts lend \support to Eliade’s comments about the limited duration of historical memory. For Eliade, literary tropes and life stories do not become major parts of the repertoire of myth until the memory of oral tradition begins to fade away. Old traditions do not die or just disappear; instead, they are transformed into myths. Although Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya was not an epic hero like the Slavic warrior-heroes discussed by Eliade, she clearly provides an example of what he calls “the mythicization of historical personages.”

Eliade’s theory of myth is also relevant to the Rabi‘a narratives when he talks about the reception of mythical stories by their audiences. In Myth and Reality (1963) he states:

What is involved is not a commemoration of mythical events but a reiteration of them. The protagonists of the myth are made present; one becomes their contemporary. This also implies that one is no longer living in chronological time, but in the primordial Time, the time when the event first took place. This is why we can use the term the “strong time” of myth; it is the prodigious, “sacred” time when something new, strong, and significant was manifested.54

The term, “reiteration,” that Eliade uses in this passage recalls the narrative techniques of repetition, adaptation, appropriation and imitation that can be observed throughout the history of the Rabi‘a narratives. The fact that Rabi‘a lived in the “strong time” of early Islam was also significant for the development of her myth. In Muslim historical memory, Rabi‘a is considered one of al-Salaf al-Salih, the “Righteous Predecessors” of early Islamic tradition, who are regarded as spiritual exemplars for later Muslims to follow. For Sunni Muslims, the generation of al-Salaf al-Salih is an exemplary generation, a notion that is reflected in the modern term, “Salafi Islam.” For this reason, one is just as likely to hear someone speak about Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya in a Wahhabi mosque in Saudi Arabia as in a Sufi zawiya in Morocco. For Salafi Muslims, Rabi‘a’s status as one of al-Salaf al-Salih absolves her of the alleged doctrinal errors of the Sufis, who also include her as one of their own.55

Although Eliade occasionally discusses European saints and Indian yogis in his writings on myth, to my knowledge he does not discuss Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya or any other Muslim figure. Instead of “tropes,” he uses the term “clichés.”56 And when he discusses history, it is not in the way that history is conceived in this book. Instead, he contrasts empirical history and historicism negatively with so-called primordial worldviews. However, his willingness to consider the legends of heroes as myths points the way to a broader view of myth that is useful for the present study. In accord with this approach, I will take as a theoretical starting point for my view of myth the broad and inclusive definition proposed by Robert A. Segal, a prominent American scholar of myth who is even cited approvingly by Alan Dundes. 57 Segal (2004) defines myth according to the following four characteristics:58

1. A myth is a story about something significant. Segal does not specify what the contents of a myth must be about because rigid, content-based definitions are too limiting. For example, if myth were only about creation as Dundes proposes, then most of the stories in the Bible apart from the Book of Genesis could not be counted as myths. In order to avoid such absurdities, says Segal, it is best to have a broad definition of myth. This notion of a broad definition also applies to the time of myths: a mythical story may take place in the past, the present, or even in the future. In addition, myths may include both religious beliefs and secular credos, such as the American Horatio Alger trope. Segal’s term, “credo,” is roughly equivalent to the “master plots” or “narrative tropes” discussed above.

2. The main figures of myths are personalities, whether divine, human, or animal. For Segal, mythical personalities may be either the agents or the objects of actions. If only divine agents were the protagonists of myths, then the stories of many characters in the Bible (such as Ruth or Rebecca) would be excluded from the category of myths. Such a narrow definition of myth would also exclude much of the Qur’an, since God is not always a direct agent in Qur’anic narratives.

3. The function of a myth is weighty: the myth accomplishes something significant for its adherents. Segal once again leaves this element of his definition open-ended on purpose. He refuses to specify what such accomplishments must entail in order to include as many types of significance and accomplishment as possible.

4. To qualify as a myth, a story—which may convey a conviction—must be held tenaciously by its adherents. In this part of his definition of myth Segal avoids the question of whether a myth is true or false. For Segal, it is irrelevant to the concept of myth whether a narrative is empirically true or advocates a clearly erroneous conviction, such as the belief that Elvis Presley is still alive. What is important for a myth is that it is tenaciously believed, that it says something significant about a personality, and that it is meaningful in some way for its adherents.

If the reader were to object that according to Segal’s definition of myth, a wide variety of narrative forms could be called myths, this is precisely the point that he is trying to make. According to Segal, any definition of myth that aspires to universality must be as inclusive as possible. To be inclusive, this definition must also be minimalist rather than maximalist in its \stipulations. Otherwise, narrative forms that are unique only to certain cultures might be excluded arbitrarily. Segal arrived at his minimalist definition of myth after studying myths cross-culturally for many years. If it seems less rigorous than other definitions, it is because experience has shown him that theoretically rigorous definitions of myth are too exclusive and that truly comprehensive definitions demand flexibility. The value of Segal’s definition of myth as a starting point for the present work is that it allows me to discuss a wide variety of aphorisms, dicta, poems and stories associated with Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya as parts of a single mythmaking process.


IV. THE PLAN OF THIS WORK


Rabi‘a From Narrative to Myth: The Many Faces of Islam’s Most Famous Woman Saint combines the methodologies of history, narrative theory, and Islamic Studies. The aim of the book is to trace the representation of the woman ascetic and teacher from Basra known as Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (ca. 717–801 CE) from narrative to master narrative and myth by examining in detail the most important tropes that have come to define her identity. Four main narrative tropes define Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya. These are Rabi‘a the Teacher, Rabi‘a the Ascetic, Rabi‘a the Lover, and Rabi‘a the Sufi. However, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is more to Muslims than just a myth; she is also revered as a saint. For this reason, another trope must be added to the list—Rabi‘a the Icon. As an iconic figure, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is more of a literary icon than a visual icon because until the modern era her image was portrayed primarily through oral narratives and the written word. However, we can still consider her an icon because the name, “Rabi‘a,” evokes multiple meanings in the Muslim imaginary in the same way that an Orthodox religious icon evokes multiple meanings through a painted image. In the largely aniconic culture of Islam, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya’s image has mostly been “painted” with words. However, recently the notion of her as an icon has become more appropriate because her image is now represented pictorially through the visual media of paintings, motion pictures and television series.

Although this book is about the narrative depiction of Rabi‘a, some chapters are more “historical” than others. In these “historical” chapters, I attempt to describe the social, cultural and intellectual milieus in which the “real” Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya might have lived in eighth-century CE Basra. This historically imagined figure is the woman ascetic on which the Rabi‘a narratives were based. Although there is some evidence that she actually existed, her form remains hidden in the mists of time. Realizing that the “real” Rabi‘a cannot be identified through conventional historiographical methods, I instead approach her indirectly—by investigating the types of spiritual and moral training, asceticism, and devotional practices that were current in her time. I use this information to shed indirect light on the woman who provided the inspiration for the subsequent myth of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya. In figurative terms, this approach is similar to deciphering a palimpsest, in which one tries to read the faint traces of an earlier narrative on pages that were reused for a later work.59 The chapters in which I attempt this approach are the closest that this book comes to conventional historiography.

Chapter 1, “Rabi‘a the Teacher,” is the first of these “historical” chapters. In it I discuss the earliest sources of information on the person identified by the mid-ninth century CE as “Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya” or “Rabi‘a al-Qaysiyya.” These sources recall her as a moral exemplar and teacher. In investigating the narrative trope of Rabi‘a the Teacher, I focus in particular on Abu ‘Uthman al-Jahiz’s characterization of Rabi‘a as a “person of bayan” and explore what this description meant in late Umayyad and early Abbasid Iraq. I also discuss the aphoristic teaching style attributed to Rabi‘a and show how this pedagogical method was based on long-established traditions in the Mediterranean world of classical and late antiquity.

Chapter 2, “Rabi‘a the Ascetic,” is the second “historical” chapter of this book. In it I discuss Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya’s reputation as a major figure of early Islamic asceticism and assess the historical evidence for Muslim women’s asceticism in eighth-century Basra and its environs. As part of this discussion, I offer new suggestions for how to think about early Islamic asceticism, drawing on recent studies of asceticism in late antiquity, early Christianity, and early rabbinic Judaism. I introduce three key concepts, drawn from descriptions of ascetic practices in the Umayyad and Abbasid periods. These are instrumental asceticism, in which ascetic renunciation is directed toward specific goals; reactionary asceticism, which arose as a form of countercultural protest against the unequal distribution of wealth in Abbasid society; and essential asceticism, in which the ascetic worldview is seen as integral to the spiritual life in general. I argue that essential asceticism is related doctrinally to the Love mysticism for which Rabi‘a would become famous.

Chapter 3, “Rabi‘a the Lover,” is the first of the “literary” chapters of this book. Although every chapter discusses both history and literature, with the trope of Rabi‘a the Lover it is impossible to separate the “real” Rabi‘a in a meaningful way from her literary persona. In this chapter, I argue that both Rabi‘a’s Love mysticism and her alleged celibacy are doctrinally related to her essential asceticism. In early sources she is portrayed as practicing vocational celibacy, in which marriage and family life are viewed as impediments to the ascetic’s true vocation, which is devotion to God. As noted earlier, the literary trope of Rabi‘a the Lover appears to have been created by the Sufi Abu Talib al-Makki. I show through an analysis of Makki’s discourse on love in the book Qut al-qulub that his portrayal of Rabi‘a closely resembles Plato’s portrayal of Diotima of Mantinea in The Symposium. I also discuss the trope of Rabi‘a the Love Poet as an important corollary to the narrative trope of Rabi‘a the Lover, although the “real” Rabi‘a does not appear to have composed any poetry.

Chapter 4, “Rabi‘a the Sufi,” is the third “historical” chapter of this book. In it I argue that this narrative trope reads later Sufi doctrines anachronistically back into Rabi‘a’s time. The earliest accounts of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya give no indication that she had a fully developed mystical doctrine. Instead, she most likely adhered to a form of “Proto-Sufism,” which combined ascetic, social and spiritual outlooks and practices that are now seen as precursors of Sufism. A key concept that differentiated early Sufis from their ascetic predecessors was the importance of the heart as the locus of spiritual knowledge. This metaphor connects all the major tropes of the Rabi‘a narratives. The wisdom of the heart that Rabi‘a personified would eventually become an important part the Sufi theory of knowledge.

Chapters 5 and 6 return to the “literary” side of this study. In Chapter 5, “Rabi‘a the Icon (I): The Sufi Image,” I discuss the transformation of the Rabi‘a narratives into a Sufi myth. Using Roland Barthes’ concept of the “reality effect,” I show how ‘Attar’s vita of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya created a necessary backstory for her myth. The plot elements of this vita created a sense of verisimilitude by passing the tests of narrative probability and narrative validity. These plot elements are discussed in detail, with special attention given to their literary antecedents, figurative meaning, and use by later writers. Using the theory of myth of the Russian phenomenologist Aleksei Fyodorovich Losev, I show how the “faces” of Rabi‘a that emerged from ‘Attar’s vita and earlier forms of narrative representation were used dialectically to create the iconic image of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya as a mythical figure. Hence the notion of “Rabi‘a the Icon.” Chapter 5 concludes with a discussion of the mythical Rabi‘a’s purported burial sites. Although the “real” Rabi‘a is likely buried in the al-Zubayr suburb of modern Basra, other tombs attributed to her can also be found in Jerusalem, Damascus and Cairo.

Chapter 6, “Rabi‘a the Icon (II): The Secular Image,” focuses on how in the twentieth century Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya became an object of secular attention. This was done by adapting ‘Attar’s vita to the narrative conventions of academic history, the modern novel, motion pictures and television. First I discuss ‘Abd al-Rahman Badawi’s representation of Rabi‘a. By viewing her through the lens of Existentialist philosophy, he depicts her as a restless soul and an independent-minded individualist. This new “face” of Rabi‘a was an inspiration for the Syro-Lebanese novelist Widad El Sakkakini, who combined elements of Simone de Beauvoir’s feminism with the romantic trope of the “fallen woman” saint. Next I discuss “Rabi‘a the Film Icon,” a trope that was created by the Egyptian screenwriter Saniya Qurra‘a, who popularized Badawi’s depiction in a play for Radio Cairo, a published “historical study” and screenplay outline, and finally the script for the 1963 movie, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya. The widespread popularity of this movie established the iconic image of Rabi‘a that is best known in the Muslim world today.

This book ends with the Epilogue, “Rabi‘a the Myth and the Narrative.” By way of reflection more than conclusion, I return once again to the discussion of myth begun above. As seen from the vantage point of the present century, the myth of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya has by now developed well beyond Robert A. Segal’s introductory framework. Indeed, the process of mythmaking has never ended for Rabi‘a, for it continues to develop dialectically in an open-ended chain of adaptations and re-presentations. Today just as in the past, the form and content of earlier narratives are used as raw materials for new myths constructed out of tropes and master narratives that have gone before. Because the mythical Rabi‘a is more than the sum of her narrative parts, her historiography from narrative to myth now requires looking at myth from a symbolic perspective. In order to map out this new territory, the theoretical approaches of semiology—the study of forms and meanings—and ideology—the study of ideas-in-form—provide the researcher with better conceptual tools to take the study of the Rabi‘a myth into new terrains. I use Roland Barthes’ discussion of these concepts and his theory of myth to portray Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya in the twenty-first century as a “global sign.” Like the Mandan guide who took Lewis and Clark to the lands beyond the Heart and Cannonball Rivers in their exploration of the American West, this approach points out new vistas ahead of us as we continue to seek the traces of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya, The Woman Who Never Dies.
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Chapter 1





Rabi‘a the Teacher


“Take me to the teacher (mu’addiba). For when I am apart from her, I can find no solace.”

—Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 778 CE), speaking about
Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya in Sulami’s Dhikr al-niswa al-muta‘abbidat al-sufiyyat (Memorial of Female Sufi Devotees)

“He who is not educated by good behavior (man lam yu’addibhu al-jamil) is reformed by tribulations.”

—Abbasid Caliph Harun al-Rashid (d. 809 CE) in Ibn 
‘Abd Rabbih, al-‘Iqd al-Farid (The Peerless Necklace)


I. WHO WAS THE “REAL” RABI‘A?


Who was the “real” Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya? As stated in the Introduction, the Rabi‘a who is known by millions of Muslims and non-Muslims around the world is a “constructed saint,” a composite image of female spirituality whose outline has been shaped through numerous sayings, stories, poems and other popular forms of expression. Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is also a “master narrative”: her identity is embodied in a trans-historical meta-narrative that is deeply embedded not only in the culture of Islam, but now in global culture as well. Thus, any serious attempt to study her representation through time must involve what Nicholas Wolterstorff has called the “archaeology of cultural memory”—“telling the story of how we got where we are in our thinking.”1

However, Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is not just a figure of literary representation and cultural memory. There was a real person at the beginning, a woman who lived in the Iraqi city of Basra roughly between the years 717 and 801 CE.2 Although we know little in detail about her, we can surmise that she had a remarkable reputation. Otherwise, writers in the generations after her would not have mentioned her and used her as a rhetorical example. For this reason, the archeology of the tropes and narrative constructs that make up the building blocks of the master narrative of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya must start where all archeological investigations begin, with the most concrete evidence at our disposal, no matter how scarce that evidence may be.


a. Early Sources for the Historical Rabi‘a


Unlike an actual archeological investigation, the archeology of cultural memory of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya can uncover no artifacts that can be attributed unquestionably to Rabi‘a herself. She wrote no books and no prosopographical account was written about her during her lifetime.3 In narrative terms, there is no “prior text” on which to base an outline of Rabi‘a’s life. What was to become the “prior text” of her life story was not written until the beginning of the thirteenth century CE, about 400 years after her death. How, then, are we to determine which of the many accounts of her actions, sayings, and teachings represent the “real” Rabi‘a? Is there any way to sift through the accumulated narratives to find a trace of the person behind the myth? There is one way, although it is not foolproof. We can turn to the sources that provide what are purported to be the most contemporaneous views of Rabi‘a extant in Islamic literature. However, one should not forget that even these sources were composed nearly fifty years or more after her death. The earliest extant references to Rabi‘a come from five sources from the ninth century CE: (1) a single statement in a doctrinal work by al-Harith al-Muhasibi; (2) anecdotes reported by the prosopographer (compiler of collective biographical notices) Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Burjulani; (3) statements transmitted by Burjulani’s student Ibrahim Ibn al-Junayd; (4) anecdotes reported by the Baghdad littérateurs Jahiz and Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur; (5) statements attributed to Rabi‘a by the traditionist Ibn Abi al-Dunya.4

Contemporary writers on Rabi‘a tend to view non-Sufi accounts of her as more “objective” than Sufi accounts because they are presumed to be less colored by Sufi traditions. The earliest non-Sufi writer to provide information on Rabi‘a was Abu ‘Uthman al-Jahiz (d. 868 CE), a noted essayist and theologian whose writings covered a wide range of subjects.5 Jahiz mentions Rabi‘a in two of his works, Kitab al-hayawan (The Book of Animals) and Kitab al-bayan wa-l-tabyin (Treatise on Demonstrative Proof and Elucidation), where she is called “Rabi‘a al-Qaysiyya.” Jahiz’s references to Rabi‘a are significant because of his closeness to her in time and place. As a native of Basra, Rabi‘a’s home city, he could have known people who were personally acquainted with her. Clearly, he had heard stories about her and was well aware of her reputation. However, even at this early stage of collective memory formation, her image was not immune to the effects of figurative representation. In his works, Jahiz categorizes Rabi‘a rhetorically and transforms her into what the historian of philosophy Pierre Hadot called a figure. Like a character sketch in a novel, a figure defines “what we think we know” about a historical personage. For Hadot, a figure is a constructed representation. However, because it encapsulates what we think we know about a personage, it is just as much a historical “reality” as the person herself. Hadot explains this phenomenon in the following way: “The historical Socrates is probably an insoluble enigma. But the figure of Socrates, as it is sketched by Plato, Xenophon, and Aristophanes, is a well-attested historical fact.” 6

According to Michel de Certeau, the process of defining the identity of a saint starts by associating a personage with a place.7 Since the time of Jahiz, Rabi‘a has most often been associated with her city of origin. For this reason, she is often called “Rabi‘a of Basra.” As we shall see later on in this chapter, Jahiz also attempted to characterize Rabi‘a rhetorically, by fitting her into his theory of bayan, a concept that refers to rhetorical excellence. Scholars consider Kitab al-hayawan and al-Bayan wa-l-tabyin, the works of Jahiz in which Rabi‘a appears, to contain the most important discussions of his theology. This theology was rationalistic and relied on logical arguments to describe the nature of God.8 Although Jahiz saw Rabi‘a as different from himself in her approach to Islam, he nevertheless used her as a rhetorical example for his moral and theological arguments. By using the figure of Rabi‘a rhetorically in this way, he played an important role in the creation of her narrative image.

Several modern scholars have remarked on the references to Rabi‘a in Jahiz’s works. However, no one has yet mentioned the references to her by another ninth-century literary figure, Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur. Like Jahiz, Ahmad ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur of Baghdad (d. 893 CE) was a literary critic and cultural observer. 9 His most extensive work was a local history of Baghdad titled Kitab Baghdad (The Book of Baghdad). This work contained a description of Baghdad and accounts of events that occurred during the first century of Abbasid rule. Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur supported himself as a book dealer and published other works on a wide variety of subjects. The most notable of these was Balaghat al-nisa’ (The Eloquence of Women), which is the earliest extant work devoted to women in Islam.10 In this work, Rabi‘a is referred to as Rabi‘a al-Musma‘iyya, which can be translated roughly as “Rabi‘a the Woman Who Must Be Heard.”11 Although the exact meaning of this \appellation is open to debate, it tells us, along with Jahiz’s mention of her, that Rabi‘a was remembered for “having something important to say” in the century after her death.12

The greatest amount of early information on Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is to be found in Sufi works of prosopography. Some of these works claim to reproduce first-hand accounts that were transmitted by her students and contemporaries. Although these accounts have a strong aura of \authenticity, they are historically problematical because most of them were written down 150 years or more after Rabi‘a’s death. Historiographically, Sufi prosopographical works are examples of tabaqat (levels, classes, or generations) literature. These are collections of sayings and biographical notices in which famous figures are classified either chronologically or according to their spiritual practices. The tabaqat genre originated in the field of Hadith studies out of the need to assess the reputation of transmitters of oral tradition.13 Most Sufi tabaqat works seek to link the Sufi tradition to the so-called “Righteous Predecessors” (al-Salaf al-Salih) of Islam, who were the Companions of the Prophet Muhammad and the following two generations of their successors. This category of individuals comprised the most \important tradition-bearers of Islam. According to Tarif Khalidi, the publication of tabaqat works provided a sense of continuity between the generations of al-Salaf al-Salih and subsequent generations of Muslim religious figures: it linked the “then” to the “here and now.”14 Because they transmitted oral \traditions, Sufi tabaqat works were often written in the style of Hadith \collections. The most reliable of these relied on purportedly first-hand accounts that contained chains of oral and written transmission leading from the witness of an event to the author of the work in which the account of the event appeared.

The earliest prosopographical work to mention Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya was Kitab al-ruhban (The Book of Monks) by Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Burjulani of Baghdad (d. 852 CE).15 This work appears to have focused on edifying statements and acts by early Muslim ascetics. Although no copy of the work is known to exist at the present time, information from it can be found in a number of later works. When chains of transmission are cited in these works, the appearance of the name “Muhammad ibn al-Husayn” often indicates that the account in question was transmitted by Burjulani and likely came from Kitab al-ruhban. The sayings and anecdotes about Rabi‘a from Burjulani are extremely important because they represent some of the earliest accounts of her in existence.

Another work in this genre whose references to Rabi‘a have not been mentioned previously is Kitab al-mahabba li-llah (Book of the Love of God) by Ibrahim Ibn al-Junayd of Baghdad (d. 883–4 CE).16 This work \consists of sayings on the love of God from al-Salaf al-Salih and the earliest \generations of ascetics and Sufis. Ibn al-Junayd was a student of Burjulani.17 The tenth-century bibliographer Ibn al-Nadim of Baghdad regarded him as a major authority on early Sufism and mentions that besides Kitab al-mahabba, he wrote works on the fear of God (khawf) and ethical precaution (wara‘), plus another work titled Kitab al-ruhban.18 The recent publication of Kitab al-mahabba is important for scholarship on early Islam because it provides crucial information on the links between early Sufism and other ascetic and pietistic traditions. As mentioned in the Introduction, the fact that Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya is called “Rabi‘a” in this work indicates that by the time of Ibn al-Junayd’s writing, she had become so well known that her first name was enough to identify her for his readers. In this sense, she could be called a religious “celebrity” in the way that a modern religious celebrity such as Mother Teresa is known today.

Another important early source on Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya was the traditionist Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad ibn Abi al-Dunya of Baghdad (d. 894 CE), who was a teacher of the Abbasid Caliph al-Muktafiʼ Billah (r. 902–8 CE). Several references to Rabi‘a can be found in Majmu‘at Rasaʾil Ibn Abi al-Dunya (The Collected Letters of Ibn Abi Dunya) and in accounts attributed to him in later works.19 Like Ibn al-Junayd, Ibn Abi al-Dunya provides detailed chains of transmission for his accounts. These chains of transmission can be useful in tracing the lineage of accounts about Rabi‘a from their origins in Basra to Baghdad, where Burjulani, Jahiz, Ibn al-Junayd, Ibn Abi al-Dunya, and Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfur all resided.

The earliest Sufi writer to mention Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya appears to have been al-Harith ibn Asad al-Muhasibi of Baghdad (d. 857 CE).20 In the treatise al-Qasd wa-l-ruju‘ ila Allah (God as the Goal and the Return), Muhasibi states: “Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya would say at the coming of night, ‘The night has come, the darkness has mingled (ikhtalata al-zalam), and every lover is left alone with his beloved. Now I am alone with you, my Beloved.’”21 No modern scholar has yet recognized this passage as the earliest extant reference to Rabi‘a. Muhasibi’s mention of Rabi‘a is significant for three reasons. First, it is the earliest citation of her to date in any extant text. Second, he cites her full name, “Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya.” Third, like Jahiz, he spent the first part of his life in Basra, Rabi‘a’s native city. Born in 781 CE, Muhasibi would have lived in Basra during Rabi‘a’s lifetime and probably knew about her by reputation. In her book on Muhasibi, which was published seven years after Rabi‘a the Mystic, Margaret Smith agrees that Rabi‘a’s fame “must certainly have come to [Muhasibi’s] ears.”22 Smith also states that Muhasibi quoted Rabi‘a in one of his works; however, she provides no citation for this claim and the statement she reproduces is different from that given above.23 Despite her extensive knowledge of Middle Eastern manuscript collections, al-Qasd wa al-ruju‘ ila Allah does not appear in Smith’s bibliography of Muhasibi’s writings.24 However, we can be quite certain that this work is in fact Muhasibi’s. ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata, the modern Arabic editor of Muhasibi’s works, states that two manuscript copies of this work can be found in Istanbul.25 He also confirms the work’s authenticity by means of doctrinal and stylistic similarities with other, better-known examples of Muhasibi’s writings.
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