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Kashf al-Mahjib [Revelation of the Veiled| authored by Abu’l-
Hasan ‘All b. ‘Uthman b. ‘Al1 al-Jullabi al-Hujwirl (d. between1073-77
circa) was written in Lahore after mid-eleventh century. It is considered
the first treatise on Sufism in the Persian language, as well as one of the
most read classical texts on Sufism. It offers valuable information on the
doctrines, practices and ethics of Sufism along with the biographies of
renowned early Sufis. Like many other early Sufi texts, Kashf al-Mahjiib
is a hybrid text, combining features of varied genres of Sufi literature, hence
denying any neat genre classification. Nonetheless, it has generally been
considered a survey or handbook of Sufism. While analyzing the debate
on the genre classification of Kashf al-Mahjib, the present study confirms
the prevalent view, since the biographical section in the Sufi text under
study forms a major portion of it, challenging its exclusive branding as a
Sufi manual. The present study argues that Kashf al-Mahjiib cannot be
treated exclusively as a Sufi manual or a fabaga. In other words, it is more
than a Sufi manual owing to its rich biographical subject matter. Furthermore,
the study argues that Kashf al-Mahjib partly appears to be a proto-
tadhkirah as well due to its biographical content, since it was produced
at the time when development of the genre of tadhkirah writing had not
yet originated. Later, it served as a model for writing the first tadhkirah
of Sufi literary history, i.e. Tadhkirat al-Awliya by Farid-ud-Din ‘Attar.
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Kashf al-Mahjub [Revelation of the Veiled] authored by Saiyyid
Abu’1-H'asan ‘Ali b. ‘Uthman b. ‘Ali al-Ghaznawi al-Jullabi al-Hujwirl
(d. between 1073-77 ) is a celebrated treatise on Sufism written in
Lahore after the mid-eleventh century. It is considered the first treatise
on Sufism in Persian language, as well as one of the most read classical
Sufi texts. It offers valuable information on the doctrines, practices and
ethics of Sufism along with the biographies (or prosopographies) of
renowned early Sufi masters. However, it has generally been considered
a survey or handbook of Sufism by the scholars of Sufi studies. The
present study is an attempt to analyze the debate on its genre classification,
but before proceeding further, it seems pertinent to have a brief overview
of the biography and scholarship of Saiyyid ‘Ali Hujwiri.

Saiyyid ‘All Hujwiri as a Sufi Author: An Introduction

Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali b. ‘Uthman b. ‘Ali al-Ghaznaw1 al-Jullabi al-
Hujwiri’s profile is not much known to the present-day world as he is
not the subject of any independent and detailed biography. His own work
Kashf al-Mahjub offers some details about the events of his life. Al-
Hujwiri was born in the town of Hujwir (also spelled as Hajvare) near
the city of Ghazna in Central Afghanistan. He spent the early years of
his life at his native town Ghazna, but Kashf al-Mahjib informs us that
the author also travelled far and wide to meet prominent Sufis of the
time. He went from Syria to Turkistan, and travelled widely in many
areas of Central Asia, Arabia, Iraq and other parts of the world. Treading
on the path of Sufism, he was influenced by renowned Sufis of his time.
Most important among them were Muhammad b. ‘All Hakim Tirmidhi
(d. 255/869), ‘Amr b. ‘Uthman Makki (d. 297/909 circa), Husayn b.
Mansir al-Hallaj (d. 309/922), Abu Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988), Abi
‘Abd al-Rahman Muhammad al-Sulami (d. 412/1021), Abu’l Qasim al-
Qushayri (d. 465/1072), and Abu’l Fadl Muhammad b. Hasan al-Khuttali.
He finally settled at Lahore (in present day Pakistan), where he spent
the latter part of his life till death. According to Khulasat al-Tawarikh
and Safinat al-Awliya he reached Lahore accompanying the armies of
Sultan Mahmid (r. 389/999-421/1030) of Ghazna, when the latter
conquered the area.”? He came to be known as the most prestigious Sufi
of the region, and became an acclaimed Sufi after his death. Later, he
came to be popularly known as Data Ganj Bakhsh, (literally the bestower/
conferrer of treasures). He was buried in Lahore, where his shrine is
greatly revered and referred to as Datd Darbar. Hujwiri was a well-
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versed and erudite scholar of Sufism who wrote extensively on the
subject. One comes to know about the details or titles of these works
through Kashf al-Mahjub where he refers to them. Otherwise we do
not have any other source of information about these works. Below is
the list of the treatises written by him which he cites in Kashf al-
Mahjiib:?

1. Kitab al-Fana wa Baqga * [The Book of Annihilation and
Subsistence]. The book discusses the ideas of annihilation (fand) and
subsistence (bagd). However, in Kashf al-Mahjiub he confesses that
the views expressed in the said treatise were quite bold and candid, and
admitted that he would be more cautious in the present work.’

2. Asrar al-Khirdqg wa’l Mu‘anat® [Mysteries of the Patched Frocks
and the Means of Livelihood]. It deals with the secrets and mysteries
revealed to a Sufi on the path of Sufism, and the sources of income
permitted for a Sufi.

3.  Al-Ri‘ayat bi-Huqdq Allah’ [The Observance of What is due to
God]. This treatise was written in refutation of the Zoroastrian dualists
as well as the philosophers and Mu‘tazilites.

4.  Kitab al-Bayan li-ahl al- ‘Iyan® [The Book of Exposition for Persons
of Intuition]. This work also deals with the Sufi concepts of union and
separation.

5. Bahr al-Qulub/Nahv al-Qulib® [The Sea of Hearts]. This work
also elaborates the Sufi concept of union.

6.  Minhdj al-Din'® [The Highway of Religion]. The work contains a
lengthy chapter on Ahl-al-Suffa or the people of the platform.

7. Manajat Husayn bin Mansur'' [The Supplication]. This work
exclusively deals with the life account of Husayn b. Manstir al-Hallaj (d.
309/922)

These works establish Hujwiri’s credentials as a discerning follower of
the path of Sufism and its perceptive analyst.

Kashf al-Mahjib: An Introduction

As stated Kashf al-Mahjub is the earliest known work on Sufism
in Persian, written probably after the mid eleventh century in Lahore. It
was written in Persian when Arabic language was primarily used for
production of religious and mystical/Sufi literature. According to Carl
W.Ernst, Hujwari used the “elegant and courtly Persian of the Samanid
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style” in his work.!? The Kashf al-Mahjiib became a prominent and
significant text in South Asia, not only because of its content but also due
to Hujwirl’s popularity as a celebrated Sufi in Punjab at that time.'* It
is one of the most read books on Sufism. ‘Abd-al-Rahman Jami (d. 898/
1492), a Sufi poet and biographer, refers to Kashf al-Mahjub in his
book, Nafahdt al-uns [Lives of the Saints] as the very first “Persian”
Sufi handbook, and “one of the renowned and revered books on this
discipline [of Sufism], in which [Hujwiri] has compiled many subtleties
and truths”'* Kashf al-Mahjiub received much acclaim not only in Sufi
and scholarly circles but it has also been very popular among the laity.
It is not merely a “literary production” but also “an exposition of practical
Sufism that summarizes a wide tradition of centuries of reflection and is
still one of the best descriptions of the Sufi path.”! It is also known to
be a Persian version of Risalah-i’ Qushayriyyah fi ‘ilm al-tasawwuf,
written around 437/1045 by Abu’l Qasim ‘Abd al-Karim Qushayri (d.
465/1072) of Nishapur in Arabic,'® since Hujwirl adopted the latter’s
organizational style. Kashf al-Mahjib has a rich content, which makes
it a hybrid Sufi text, as it combines features of varied genres. Nonetheless,
despite its hybridity, it is generally classified as a Sufi manual. In order
to analyze the debate on its genre classification, it is imperative to study
the content as well as organization of the said work.

Content and Organization of Kashf al-Mahjiub

Kashf al-Mahjub comprises of twenty-five chapters in total, but
for the purpose of analysis, clarity and convenience, these disparate
chapters can be divided into three distinct parts. It must be noted that
Hujwiri himself has not divided his work in three distinct parts. What
follows is a discussion on the contents of these three parts:

The first part of the book consists of six chapters on varied sufi
themes and concepts. These include ‘ilm (knowledge), fagr (austerity),
safa (purity), muraqqa ‘ (patched cloak) and ‘malamat (blame). Here it
is important to note that the articulation of and discussion on the Sufi
notion of blame in sixth chapter of Kashf al-Mahjub, is a pioneering
effort in a ‘Sufi manual,’!” since no earlier Sufi theorist or author penned
it. In Mojaddedi’s opinion, Hujwiri’s self-experience being on the path of
blame makes his contribution well-documented, highlighting its significance
as well as authenticity.'®

The second part of the book comprises of seven chapters containing
biographies. These chapters are chronologically organized. The first
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chapter in this part (chapter seven of the book) offers life-accounts of
the first four Caliphs of Islam, including Imam ‘Ali b. Ab1 Talib. The
second chapter of this part (chapter eight of the book) deals with the
lives of five Imams, from Imadm Hasan b. ‘Ali to Imam Ja‘far b.
Muhammad al-Sadiq. The third chapter of this part (chapter nine of the
book) discusses Akl al-Suffd or the ‘People of the Platform.” The fourth
chapter of this part (chapter ten of the book) deals with the biographies
of Al-Tabi ‘un (the successors / generation next to the Companions of
the Holy Prophet [£2]). The fifth chapter of this part (chapter eleven of
the book) throws light on the lives of the generations of Sufis after a/-
tabi‘un down to the times of the author (i.e. the third quarter of the
eleventh century). This is the longest chapter of the biographical part, as
it relates the life accounts of sixty-four Sufis. According to Nicholson,
many of them are taken from al-Sulami’s Tabagadt al-Sifiyya.'
However, Hujwir?’s list is lengthy and embraces a lot more Sufis than
those recorded by al-Sulami. He incorporates scholars and men of piety
in addition to the Sufis, such as Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855), Abu
Hanifa (d. 150/767), Muhammad b. Idris Shafi‘1 (d. 204/820) and others.
In the sixth chapter of this part (chapter twelve of the book) Hujwirl
narrates the biographies of the major Sufis of his own times, which are
ten in numbers. The next chapter (chapter thirteen of the book) offers
valuable but brief information about the Sufis living in varied geographical
regions such as Syria, Iraq, Persia, Transoxiana, and Ghazna, etc. The
biographical part of the book ends here.

The next chapter (chapter fourteen of the book) focuses on another
major contribution of Hujwiri, as he identifies twelve distinct groups or
garouh of Sufis in it.?° Historically, this classification or identification of
Sufi groups is the first attempt of its kind. Before him, no Sufi scholar
or theorist had ever tried to identify these groups. Mojaddedi argues that
these groups seem to be a construct of Hujwiri’s time, and his classification
of these groups served his purpose of looking at variations and
dissimilarities among Sufis regarding their opinion on various issues.*!
HujwirT’s description of Sufi groups tends to authenticate ten of these
groups as maqgbul (accepted/approved), while the remaining two, the
“Holulian” and the “Hallajian” have been condemned as mardid
(disdained/disapproved).? To him, the Holulians are the adherents of the
heretical notion of incarnation, while the “Hallajians” are the fake devotees
of Husayn b. Mansiir al-Hallaj. Hujwiri blames them for falsely attributing
their permissive ideology or philosophy to al-Hallaj.?* Discussion on varied
Sufi concepts is skillfully weaved into this chapter by the author. This
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chapter seems to form a different section or part of the book in thematic
terms, as it appears to be independent of the preceding as well as the
succeeding chapters.

The third and the last part of the book is comprised of eleven
chapters (chapters 15-25 of the book), each one unveiling a particular
‘veil” on the path of Sufism, hence the book is titled ‘Unveiling of the
Veiled.” These chapters offer elaborate discussion on Sufi notions of
gnosis of God, unity, faith, purification, ritual prayer and fasting, pilgrimage,
companionship and its rules and regulations, Sufi terminology and its
explanation, and, last but not the least, devotional Sufi music.

Before going into the debate of genre classification of Kashf al-
Mahjub, it is important to compare the organizational style and similarities
between Kashf al-Mahjiub and Risalah-i’ Qushayriyyah, since the two
works are often compared to each other. The latter was written in
Arabic and the former is first of its kind in Persian language. Both are
considered as each other’s counterpart. Both are popular and are
considered influential manuals or surveys of Sufism in their respective
languages. Both works enjoy an exalted position in their respective
traditions. Both have distinct scholarly blending of different intellectual
tendencies of Sufism that existed in their time. In the words of
Karamustafa, there is a happy marriage of “Tasawwuf and legal-theological
scholarship” in Risalah-i’ Qushayriyyah and Kashf al-Mahjib.** The
major parts of these texts comprised of Sufi lexicon, stations and states
on the path of Sufism. These works contain chapters on Sufi conduct
and manners, and also include set of rules and principles for the ones
who aspire to become Sufis in future. However, Karamustafa does not
count much on the biographical entries in these works and dismisses
them as mere ‘survey of Sufism.’?® While the Risalah-i Qushayriyyah
includes eighty-three biographies of Sufis, the biographical part or section
of Kashf al-Mahjub is one-third of the entire text.* Interestingly, both
Kashf al-Mahjiub and Risalah-i’ Qushayriyyah are ‘dual-generic,” since
they both combine features of two genres of Sufi literature, i.e. thematic
chapters on Sufi philosophy, ideals and Sufi practices along with chapters
containing biographical material on the lives of the Sufis.

Genre Classification of Kashf al-Mahjiib
The term ‘genre’ is used when one refers to different forms/kinds/

categories of literary works. It combines different aspects, i.e. the focus
and subject matter, pragmatic function or purpose of the work, organization
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and structure, style and length, etc. It is noteworthy to mention that
genres and forms in literature change over time and cannot be understood
or defined without regard to time and context. Kashf al-Mahjib, the
text under study, has a rich content. Keeping in view its content and
style, it is generally classified as a Sufi manual or a survey of Sufism,
which offers a complete guide of the Sufi path.?” In addition, it is sometimes
labeled as a dictionary of Sufi terminology.?® In 2001, however, Jawid
Mojaddedi studied Kashf al-Mahjub under tabagat category.?® To
Mojaddedi, Kashf al-Mahjub is a ‘dual-generic’ work, as it falls under
the category of tabagat genre owing to its biographical content, along
with being a sufi manual.** However, he also warns the reader regarding
Hujwirl’s organization being different from fabagat style.’! Traditionally,
in Arabic textual tradition, in fabagat the biographical notes are arranged
under a system of ranks, classes or generations, hence it is termed as
tabaqat, the plural of fabaqa, literally meaning level or stratum.®
However, Hujwir1 does not group the biographies into ranks or generations.
Furthermore, Kashf al-Mahjub accommodates a diverse range of
individuals, rather than focusing merely on most celebrated Sufis in a
particular manner. In a nutshell, the text under study is unique in various
ways as it connects the Arabic and Persian Sufi textual traditions.

Kashf al-Mahjiib combines features of more than one genres of
Sufi literature, which makes it a hybrid text or a ‘multi-generic’ Sufi
writing, as along with providing details on Sufi doctrines, it incorporates
elaborate Sufi biographies in its second part. A ‘hybrid’ or a ‘multi-
generic’ work refers to a text which combines two or more genres of
literature, and thus may fall in more than one category. The issue of
genre classification of medieval texts, many of which are hybrid, is quite
complex. As far as contemporary genre classification models of literary
texts are concerned, the medieval Sufi texts defy any neat categorization.
In fact, the analysts need to have a “thorough comprehension of the
processes of inter-textuality and intra-textuality of these works in order
to classify them in one or the other category.”*

As pointed out above, a text cannot be studied and analyzed without
reference to the time when it is produced, and its broader context.
Regarding the genre classification of Kashf al-Mahjub, it is worth-
noting that one cannot overlook the spirit of the age in which it was
composed. It was produced in an era when the development of Sufi
literature was in its formative or nascent phase. Most of the genres had
not yet been produced such as Malfiizat (collection of the sayings of
Sufi shaykhs or masters collected by their disciples), Maktibat (collection
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of letters or correspondence) or tadhkirah (collection of life accounts or
biographies of the Sufis), etc. Since the categories or genres pertaining
to biographies are relevant here, it seems pertinent to briefly compare
tabagat and tadhkirah. Tabagat is an umbrella term for any literature
dealing with famous personalities divided in ranks or levels, whereas
tadhkirah does not categorize the personalities in ranks or levels. This
indicates a difference between tabagat and Sufi tadhkirah as the former
is a broad category of Arabic literature dealing with the biographies of
pious people, which may include jurists, theologians, military generals, as
well as Sufis, while the latter deals primarily and more often exclusively
with the biographies of the Sufis. Tadhkirah may be treated as a
subcategory of tabagqatt, which later developed as an independent category
of Sufi literature and was systematized by sufi scholars such as Farid al-
Din ‘Attar (d. circa 618/1221), the author of Tadkirat al-awliyd, which
was composed in 1220. Literally, tadhkirah means memorial,
commemoration and remembrance. As a genre of literature, it
commemorates the lives of scholars, poets, and most importantly, Sufis.
Tadhkirah is one genre of Muslim biographical writings besides khawads,
tabaqgat, sirah, manaqib and others. A Sufi tadhkirah is an anecdotal
collection of Sufi lives, sayings and their teachings. It is also known as
‘memorative communication,’** since it tries to commemorate the lives
and times of renowned Sufis.

Tadhkirah writing tradition developed in the early thirteenth century.
During the eleventh century, when Hujwiri lived, or even a century after
him, tadhkirah had not yet been originated or developed. Probably, that
is why Mojaddedi puts Kashf al-Mahjub into tabagat category instead
of tadhkirah. However, Mojaddedi’s classification is also problematic.
It is important to note that prior to Kashf al-Mahjib, the genre of
tabagat was quite well-developed, and many scholars had produced
tabagat, which included some renowned Sufis, who wrote the life
accounts of notable Sufis. However, in these works, the life accounts of
the sufis were organized according to their ranks, generations, or their
authors adopted a chronological order. These include, among others, Abt
‘Abd al-Rahman as-Sulami’s Tabagat al-sifiyya [Generations of the
Sufis] having one hundred and five entries of sufi notables,** and his
Dhikr an-niswa al-muta‘abbidat as-sufiyyat, [Early Sufi Women]
consisting of the life accounts of eighty-two sufi women up till his own
time.* The latter work is similar to the earlier one, though the latter
focuses on female sufis exclusively. There is another work of fabagat
genre titled Hilyat al-awliya wa tabagadt al-asfiya [Adornment of the
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Sufis and Generations of the Pure] authored by Ahmad b. ‘Abd-Allah
Abl Nu‘aym al-Isfahani (d. 430/1039) which was comprised of six
hundred and fifty biographical entries.?” These works fall in the category
of tabagat, and there were no tadhkirahs composed yet.

As for the tadhkirah writing tradition, the first well known tadhkirah
was composed in 1220 titled Tadhkirat al-Awliya authored by Farid al-
Din ‘Attar,*® which presents seventy-two biographical notes on Sufis.
Carl W. Ernst observes that Hujwirl’s work served as a model for
writing Tadhkirat al-Awliyd,*® which is known as the first tadhkirah of
Sufi literary history. This work was followed by Sibt b. al-Jawzi (d. 654/
1256-57) who authored Tadhkirat al-khawas in the early thirteenth
century. However, Siyar al-Awliyd’ dar ahwal va Malfizat-i
Mashdyikh-i-Chisht, [Biographies of the Sufis and the States and
Conversations of the Chishti Sufi Masters] by Amir Khurd Kirmani,
composed in 1351, appears to be the first tadhkirah or a proto-tadhkirah®
in South Asian history.

Furthermore, some biographical notes were found in didactic
literature and geographical dictionaries, etc.*’ Moreover, the biographical
content in Sufi manuals produced before Kashf al-Mahjib either did not
exist, or was very limited in content. Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. ‘Atiyya b.
Harith1 al-Makki’s (d. 386/996) Qit al-Qulub fi Mu‘amalat al-Mahbib
wa Wasf Tariq al-Murid ila Magam al-Tawhid [The Nourishment of
Hearts in Dealing with the Beloved and the Description of the Seeker’s
Way to the Station of Declaring Oneness] was probably the first sufi
manual that does not incorporate any Sufi biographies.** Kitab al-Lumd’
fi’'l-Tasawwuf [The Book of Sparkling Lights in Sufism] by Abi Nasr
‘Abd Allah b. ‘Ali al-Sarraj al-Tusi (d. 988/1370) adds biographical
content in chapters from fifty-six to sixty-two, on the mannerism of the
Companions of the Prophet (££) ‘as a pattern of the Sufi life.” It does
not offer any Sufi biographies per se. There is another renowned work
of the same kind titled Kitdb al-Ta‘arruf li Madhab ahl-Tasawwuf
[The Doctrine of the Sufis] by Muhammad b. Ibrahim b. Ya‘qub al-
Bukhari al-Kalabadhi (d. 380/990) which offers a one page ‘list of the
famous men among the sufis.” This list only indicates the names of
around forty Sufis but does not offer any biographical details.*

Keeping in view the above discussion, Kashf al-Mahjub seems to
occupy a unique position based on its biographical content which is added
differently to it as compared to the earlier works. As pointed out earlier,
the biographical content comprises one-third of the text, while the remaining
two-thirds deal with the Sufi doctrines and practices. In a nutshell, primarily
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speaking, Kashf al-Mahjib is a Sufi manual, but the arrangement,
structure and organization of its biographical content is different from a
usual Sufi manual. Noteworthy to mention is that these biographical
entries are also different from the tabagat genre. As stated above, these
are neither arranged in ranks, nor grouped into generations. Thus, the
text under study forms a unique type of Sufi literature which does not
fully or strictly fall into the category of a Sufi manual or a tabagat owing
to its biographical content. In other words, it cannot be treated exclusively
as a Sufi manual or a tabagat owing to its rich content combining Sufi
doctrines, practices along with the biographical material. In this manner,
it is more than a Sufi manual. Moreover, it also does not fall into tadhkirah
category but it can be regarded as a ‘prototype’ of tadhkirah genre, or
a proto-tadhkirah since it served as a model for the first tadhkirah of
Sufi literary history, i.e. Tadhkirat al-Awliyd by ‘Attar. Kashf al-Mahjib
provided a base for the genre of fadhkirah to develop later on.
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