—  Journal of Islamic Mysticism
Wl edd

Scientific Association of
Islamic Mysticism of Iran

Print ISSN: 2538-5135 Online ISSN:2980-8421

erfanmag.ir

Sufi Adab: Historical Evolution of the Concept and Its Place in the Ethical
System of Sufism (4th—7th Centuries AH)

Mojtaba Zurvani!

| Mahmoud Sheikh>

1. Professor, Department of Comparative Religions and Mysticism, Faculty of Theology and Islamic Studies, University of
Tehran, Tehran, Iran/ E-mail: zurvani@ut.ac.ir
2. Corresponding Author, Assistant Professor, Department of Comparative Religions and Mysticism, Faculty of Theology and
Islamic Studies, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran/ E-mail: ma.sheikh@ut.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:

Research Article

Article history:

Received 20 January 2025

Accepted 27 February 2025

Published online 11 February
2026

Keywords:

Adab; Ethics; Sufism;
Islamic Mysticism;
Ibn ‘Arabr;
al-Ghazalt.

This article employs a historical-comparative approach to examine the evolution of the
concept of adab in classical Sufi texts from the fourth to the seventh centuries AH. The
texts analyzed were selected on the basis of their historical significance and influence,
encompassing the works of al-Sarraj, al-Sulami, al-Qushayri, al-Ghazali, Ibn ‘Arabi, and
al-Kashani. Drawing on a fourfold distinction within the dimensions of human
existence—belief, emotion, volition, and conduct—this study demonstrates that adab
pertains primarily to the behavioral dimension and is thereby distinguished from
neighboring concepts such as virtues (fada’il), vices (radha’il), spiritual stations
(maqgamat), and spiritual states (ahwal). This behavioral definition does not entail a
disregard for the inner dimensions of human existence; rather, adab is understood in this
study as the outward manifestation of inner virtues, whereby virtuous conduct both
reflects the inward spiritual state and serves as the ground for its realization. The findings
reveal that the definition of adab in early Sufism (al-Sarraj, al-Qushayri) was
accompanied by conceptual ambiguity; al-Ghazali was the first to offer a more coherent
framework by situating adab clearly within the domain of conduct; and in the works
attributed to Ibn ‘Arabi, the concept acquired deeper metaphysical dimensions, becoming
a station (maqam) that encompasses all other stations and states. The originality of this
research lies in its use of comparative textual analysis of primary Sufi sources to trace the
historical transformation of adab and to demonstrate why Islamic mystical ethics, in
contrast to philosophical ethics grounded in virtues and vices, adopts a practice-oriented

approach in which transformative conduct precedes and facilitates spiritual growth.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The concept of adab (pl. adab) occupies a central position in Islamic Sufi thought, with virtually every
major classical Sufi text devoting a substantial section to the adab of the spiritual path. Despite this
prominence, the scholarly literature has yet to offer a rigorous conceptual analysis that situates adab
precisely within the ethical framework of Sufism, distinguishes it clearly from neighboring concepts
such as spiritual stations (maqamat), spiritual states (ahwal), and moral virtues (fada’il), or traces the
trajectory of its conceptual evolution across the formative centuries of the tradition. Existing specialized
dictionaries of Sufi terminology—including those of Niurbakhsh, Abi Khazam, and Rafiq al-*Ajam—
tend to reproduce earlier authorities without independent analysis. Scholarly studies of a more analytical
character, such as those of Maier, Ritter, and Mahdipiir, address adjacent questions but do not focus
directly on the conceptual status of adab within the Sufi ethical system. More recent contributions,
including the theoretically sophisticated work of Chittick on Ibn “Arabi and Sviri's analysis of self-
transformation in Sufism, are limited to particular thinkers or periods and do not provide a diachronic
account of the concept's development. Ethnographic studies, such as those of Kostadinova and Vicini,
illuminate the lived practice of adab in contemporary Sufi communities but necessarily presuppose
rather than interrogate the concept's theoretical foundations.

This research addresses three interrelated questions. First, what definition of adab can be derived from
classical Sufi texts, and how can the fourfold distinction among the dimensions of human existence—
belief, emotion, volition, and conduct—yield a precise and unambiguous definition? Second, what is the
place of adab within the ethical system of Sufism, and what is its relationship to neighboring concepts
such as virtues, vices, spiritual stations, and states? Third, what trajectory of conceptual evolution does
adab follow from early Sufism (al-Sarraj, al-Qushayr1) through al-Ghazali to Ibn ‘Arabi, and what
implications does this trajectory carry for the understanding of Islamic mystical ethics?

Research Findings

Employing a historical-comparative methodology, this study analyzes primary Sufi texts selected on the
basis of their historical significance and influence. These include the Kitab al-Luma“ of Abii Nasr al-
Sarraj (d. 378/988), the Rasa’il of Abli ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 412/1021), the Tahdhib al-Asrar
of al-Kharaquisht (d. 407/1016), the Risala of al-QushayrT (d. 465/1072), the Thya’ ‘Ulum al-Din and
Kimiya-yi Sa‘adat of al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), the Futiihat al-Makkiyya and related works of Ibn “Arab1
(d. 638/1240), and the Misbah al-Hidaya of ‘Izz al-Din Kashani (d. 735/1334).

The analysis identifies three distinct phases in the conceptual history of adab. In the first phase, covering
the fourth and early fifth centuries AH, adab is understood primarily as a set of behavioral norms
governing the outward conduct of the Sufi practitioner. Al-Sarraj devotes approximately one-sixth of
the Luma“ to a systematic enumeration of Sufi adab, covering conduct in prayer, travel, companionship,
eating, clothing, and death. Two key passages in the Luma“ explicitly align adab with the domain of
conduct: it is divided into adab al-qawl (etiquette of speech) and adab al-fi‘l (etiquette of action), and it
is placed in opposition to ‘ilm (knowledge), which pertains to the domain of belief. Nevertheless, al-
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Sarraj's treatment of adab is not free of conceptual confusion: his threefold classification of adab—for
the people of this world, for the people of religion, and for the elect among the religious—introduces
elements such as taharat al-asrar (purification of the inmost conscience) and mura‘at al-asrar
(attentiveness to inner states) that pertain to spiritual states and inner dispositions rather than outward
conduct. Al-Sulami, al-Kharaquishi, and al-QushayrT follow the same pattern: they demonstrate a sound
practical intuition about the behavioral nature of adab in their enumeration of its instances, but their
theoretical definitions are imprecise and admit elements drawn from the domains of belief, emotion, and

volition without acknowledging the resulting tensions.

The second phase is marked by the systematic contribution of al-Ghazali, who represents a decisive
advance in the conceptual clarification of adab. In the Ihya’ ‘Ulum al-Din, al-Ghazali organizes his
ethical system into four domains: acts of worship (‘ibadat), customary practices and social conduct
(‘adat), destructive qualities (muhlikat), and saving qualities (munjiyat). By situating adab within the
domain of ‘adat—defined as the observance of proper comportment in movement, repose, and daily
life—and by reserving the domain of muhlikat and munjiyat for virtues and vices as inner dispositions,
al-Ghazali achieves the first rigorous separation of adab from moral psychology. In his framework, adab
governs the outward behavioral dimension of human existence, while virtues and vices pertain to the
inner dispositional dimension. This two-layered ethical architecture—in which behavioral norms (adab)
express, cultivate, and provide the occasion for the formation of inner moral dispositions—constitutes
the most coherent account of adab in the classical tradition.

The third phase is represented by Ibn ‘Arabi, in whose metaphysical system adab acquires a significantly
expanded significance. In the Futiihat al-Makkiyya (chapters 168—169), Ibn ‘Arabi treats adab as a
spiritual station (maqam) of such comprehensive scope that the one who has attained it possesses the
capacity to engage appropriately with all other stations and states. He distinguishes four varieties of
adab: the adab of the revealed law (adab al-shari‘a), the adab of service (adab al-khidma), the adab of
the Real (adab al-haqq), and the adab of essential reality (adab al-haqiqa). This fourfold typology moves
well beyond the behavioral domain and incorporates dimensions of gnosis, ontological orientation, and
the mystical annihilation of the self. In the works of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Kashani, who systematizes Ibn
‘ArabT's teachings, this metaphysical expansion of adab is carried further, with the result that the concept
becomes increasingly difficult to distinguish from the broader complex of stations, states, and inner
dispositions.

A crucial finding of this study concerns the relationship between Islamic mystical ethics and
philosophical ethics. Ibn Miskawayh's Tahdhib al-Akhlaq, the most influential work of philosophical
ethics in the Islamic tradition, defines virtue as a stable dispositional state (malaka nafsaniyya) of the
soul, cultivated through habituation, and identifies the goal of ethics with the attainment of happiness
(sa‘ada) through the development of four cardinal virtues: wisdom (hikma), courage (shaja‘a),
temperance (‘iffa), and justice (‘adala). In this framework, outward conduct is understood as the
consequence and expression of inner dispositions, not as an independent object of ethical concern, and
behavioral norms as such have no systematic place. The Sufi ethical tradition, by contrast, assigns
adab—a domain of behavioral norms and decorum—a foundational and irreducible role in the ethical
life, treating it not merely as the expression of virtue but as the very medium through which inner virtues
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are cultivated, realized, and made manifest. This inversion of the relationship between conduct and
disposition constitutes the most fundamental difference between Islamic mystical ethics and its

philosophical counterpart.
Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that adab is best defined as pertaining primarily to the behavioral dimension
of human existence—encompassing both speech acts and bodily actions—and that this definition yields
the most precise and coherent account of the concept's place within the Sufi ethical system. The
conceptual confusion characteristic of early Sufi discussions of adab (al-Sarraj, al-Sulami, al-QushayrT)
stems from a failure to maintain this distinction consistently; al-Ghazali's systematic contribution lies
precisely in his explicit articulation of it; and the metaphysical expansion of the concept in Ibn ‘Arabi,
while philosophically significant, represents a departure from the original practical orientation of the
concept. By recovering the centrality and conceptual boundaries of adab in the Sufi ethical tradition,
this study contributes to a more precise understanding of Islamic mystical ethics as a distinctive practice-
oriented ethics in which transformative conduct precedes, occasions, and facilitates spiritual growth—
an ethical vision that merits serious engagement in contemporary moral philosophy and the comparative
study of religious ethics.
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