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The dual mystical concepts of Fanā’ and 

Baqā’ in early Sūfism. 

 

 

ANDREW WILCOX
*
 

 

 

ABSTRACT   The objective of this essay is to present an understanding of the dual concepts 

of fanā’ and baqā’ based upon the earliest formulations of the Sūfī tradition. This will be done 

through an initial explanation of the development of the concept of tawḥīd upon which the 

twin concepts are based, followed by an analysis of the earliest detailed description of the 

practical experience of fanā’ from the personal accounts of Bayazid Bistami. The third section 

will briefly discuss the doctrinal and socio-political ramifications of the two schismatic 

interpretations of the nature and role of fanā’ and baqā’ as expressed by the ‘Sober’ School of 

Baghdad and the ‘Intoxicated’ School of Khurasan. This discussion will then be continued in 

more detail by an in-depth analysis of the theory of the two Sūfī masters generally accepted as 

the principle advocates of these opposing doctrines: starting with Abu’l-Qasim al-Junayd 

(d.910) the definitive exponent of the doctrine of Sobriety; followed by the counter-claims of 

Husayn ibn Mansur al-Hallaj (d.922), often described as the ecstatic intoxicant par 

excellence. Finally, this essay will analyse inconsistencies frequently found within current 

academic understandings of the concepts of fanā’ and baqā’ through an examination of two 

eminent and respected encyclopaedia entries on the subject and will close by offering a third 

definition based upon the material discussed in this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
*
 Andrew Wilcox, Institute of Arab and Islamic Studies, University of Exeter. a.wilcox@ex.ac.uk. 
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Introduction 

 

Fanā’ is to die in God. It is to forsake the created world in contemplation of the unimaginable 

oneness of God. It is the passing away of the self and is thus the essential pre-requisite to the 

survival (baqā’) of the selfless divine qualities placed in man by God. Similar notions can be 

found in Judaism, Christianity, Buddhism, Hellenistic paganism and the Vedic tradition.
1
 

However, the Islamic mystical tradition of Sūfism uniquely combines such notions of Divine 

immanence with the paradoxical insistence of the inviolable transcendence of God.
2
 Unlike 

the Buddhist notion of nirvana, fanā’ does not allude to the cessation of individual life but to 

its development and perfection. Furthermore the Sūfī masters of the classical period 

strenuously rejected the heretical notion of the incarnation of the essence of God in the human 

(ḥulūl)
3
 as in the Christian tradition. Similarly the idea of the merging of the essences of man 

and God, as found in the Hellenic conception of ekstasis, is seen to violate the core Islamic 

understanding of the transcendent nature of God.
4
 

 

In Arabic the noun fanā’ is derived from the verb faniya meaning to pass away, to undergo 

obliteration, to perish
5
 - thus yielding the nominal meaning of passing away or annihilation. 

Hans Wehr also offers the mystical connotation of “extinction of individual consciousness, 

recedence of the ego and obliteration of the self.”
6
 The noun baqā’ is derived from the verb 

                                                 
1
 An example within the Jewish mystical tradition being the Prophetic Kabbalism of Abulafia, see: Gershom G. 

Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York: Schocken, 1946), pp. 119-55. Whilst for an overview 

of ‘Ecstasy’ and ‘Rapture’ in the Christian tradition, see: Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism (London: Methuen, 1967), 

pp. 358-79. 
2
 The importance of the seemingly paradoxical reconciliation of transcendence and immanence in Sūfism is 

expressed by William Chittick in a foreword to a translation of Ghazālī’s Niche of Lights. 'When reason is left to 

its own devices, it recognizes at best a God who is infinitely distant and difficult to access. Sūfīs accepted this 

point of view, but they insisted that it had to be complemented by another point of view, according to which God 

is “with you wherever you are,” as the Qur’ān puts it. Presence, in short, is just as important as absence; the 

divine immanence is every bit as real as the divine transcendence.” Muhammad Abū Hāmid al-Ghazālī, The 

Niche of Lights,  trans. David Buchman (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1998), foreword by 

William C. Chittick, xii. Whereas Jewish mysticism for example ultimately comes down on the side of 

transcendence, as Scholem puts it: 'Even in this ecstatic frame of mind, the Jewish mystic almost invariably 

retains a sense of the distance between the Creator and His creature… It is a significant fact that the most famous 

and influential book of our mystical literature, the Zohar, has little use for ecstasy.' Scholem, Major Trends in 

Jewish Mysticism, p. 123. 
3
 Although Massignon refers to 'the hulūl of Nūrī'. See Louis Massignon, The Passion of al-Hallāj: Martyr and 

Mystic of Islam: Life, trans. Herbert Mason (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), p. 77. 
4
 A notion underlined by the concept of the inequality of human nature (nāsūt) and Divine nature (lāhūt) even in 

the most complete mystical union. Reynold Alleyne Nicholson, Studies in Islamic Mysticism (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1967), p. 80. 
5
 Perish here, as in English having the connotation ‘to disintegrate’, as with rubber or other material. See: The 

Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, 4
th

 ed. (Urbana, Illinois: Spoken Language Services, Inc., 

1994), p. 854. The noun fanā’ derives from the 1
st
 form of the triliteral root fā’ – nūn – yā’ 

6
 Ibid. 
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baqiya meaning “to remain, to continue or survive” which gives the nominal meaning of 

“remaining, continuance or survival,” which stems from the spiritual connotation of the term 

dār al-baqā’ as meaning “the immortal afterlife.”
7
 

 

The terms fanā’ and baqā’ occur only once in the Qur‘an and do so as an interrelated pair. In 

the middle of the verse of The All Merciful (Surah ar-Raḥmān) the created realm is described 

as fānin (that which perishes or perishing) whilst the Face of God is described as yabqā
8
 

(remaining, enduring). 

 

All that dwells upon the earth is perishing, yet still  

abides the Face of thy Lord, majestic, splendid.
9
 

 

The verse of The All Merciful (Surah ar-Raḥmān) sets out the omnipotence of God and the 

wondrous bounties that comprise God’s Mercy to the faithful. Thus on a superficial level the 

line quoted simply demonstrates the transcendent nature of God, that God is the only eternal 

Being, and highlights the transient nature of creation. On a deeper level it can be seen that this 

transience suggests that creation has no true reality of its own, as it is in a continuous state of 

passing away into the eternal reality of God, and thus can be seen as a model for mystical 

practice. That is not to say that the mystic should seek death in a physical sense, but instead 

should reject all that pertains to the unreal created world and seek union with the True Reality 

(al-Ḥaqq) or in the words of a Prophetic tradition: 

 

[i]f you seek life, O friend,  

then die before you die:  

for in such a death,  

Idris attained Paradise before us.
10

 

 

The practice of the dissolution of the self, through devotion to God, leading to the remaining 

thereafter of the attributes of divine grace is also supported by the following ḥadīth qudsī.
11

 

                                                 
7
 Ibid., p. 84. The noun baqā’ derives from the 1

st
 form of the triliteral bā’ - qāf – yā’. 

8
 The 3

rd
 person singular of the verb baqiya in the 1st form. 

9
 Qur’an 55:26. All references to the Qur’an in this work are from: Arberry A. J. The Koran Interpreted (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1998). 
10

 The tradition cited is 'Die before you die,' which is here incorporated into a poem attributed to Sana’i. Javad 

Nurbakhsh, Traditions of the Prophet (London: Khaniqahi-Nimatullahi Publications, 1981-3), pp. 66-7. 



4 

 

 

My servant draws near to Me by means of nothing dearer to Me than that 

which I have established as a duty for him. And My servant continues 

drawing nearer to Me through supererogatory acts until I love him; and when I 

love him, I become his ear with which he hears, his eye with which he sees, 

his hand with which he grasps and his foot with which he walks.
12

 

 

The emergence of the concepts of fanā’ and baqā’ in Sūfism is usually attributed to Abu Sa’īd 

Ahmad b. ‘Isā al-Kharraz (d.899). However, this 'is not literally correct, for these concepts 

had been used by earlier Sūfīs and were commonplace among his contemporaries':
13

 an 

example of which can be observed in the experiences of Abu Yazid Tayfur b. ‘Isa b. Sorushan 

Bistami (d.848 or 874).
14

 Nonetheless, it may be true to say that al-Kharraz was the first to 

use these words as specific and interrelated terms within the technical lexicon of the Sūfī 

tradition. 

 

Throughout the formation of Sūfism as a formal initiatic tradition,
15

 the path (tarīqa) to union 

with God was increasingly mapped out by the great mystical teachers, Darani in Syria, Shaqiq 

in Khurasan, and by Dhu’l-Nun in Egypt,
16

 in terms of the stations (maqāmāt) through which 

the wayfarer (sālik) must pass. These mystical stations are sequential and hierarchical, each 

one reflecting the psychological obstacles that the wayfarer must overcome in order to pass to 

the next stage and each one expressing the devotee’s current relationship with God.
17

 In most 

Sūfī works fanā’ and baqā’ are among the final and most lofty stages. For example, in the 

influential “One Hundred Grounds” of the Sūfī master ‘Abdullah Ansari of Herat (1006-1089) 

they appear as the two highest stages of spiritual development.
18

 The stations, which are 

ostensibly achieved through the strivings of the devotee, may be accompanied by the onset of 

                                                                                                                                                         
11

 Ḥadīth qudsī are the divinely inspired words of the Prophet Mohammad, as distinct from the word of God 

delivered to the Prophet which is the Qur’an. 
12

 Ahmet T Karamustafa, Sufism: The Formative Period (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), p. 16. 
13

 Wilfred Madelung, s.v. 'al-Kharrāz,' EI
2
, vol. IV (Leiden/London: E.J.Brill/Luzac, 1960-2009), p. 1083. 

14
 Who will be discussed in detail in the second section. 

15
 A gradual process between about the third/ninth to sixth/twelfth centuries. Karamustafa, Sufism: The 

Formative Period, viii. 
16

 Ibid., p. 6. 
17

 Whilst it was uniformly agreed upon that all stations were sequential and that each station must be mastered 

before moving on to the next, the exact sequence seems to vary from one mystical theoretician to the next. 
18

 Fanā’ being the 99
th
 and baqā’ the 100

th
 'of his 100 grounds'. 'Abd al-Gafur Ravan Farhadi, ‘Abdullah Ansari 

of Herat: An Early Sūfī Master (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 1996), pp. 71-72. 
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psychological events known as states (aḥwāl) which are, conversely, a divine grace.
19

 Both 

states and stations are traditionally expressed in pairs of ‘complementary opposites’ such as: 

fear (khawf) and hope (rajā); contraction (qabḍ) and expansion (basṭ); annihilation (fanā’) 

and subsistence (baqā’). Sara Sviri connects the use of complementary opposites to express 

the ‘names’ (asmā’) of God
20

 with the states that overcome the wayfarer on his journey to 

God. Sviri notes that the apparently paradoxical names of God
21

 allude to His action in the 

world and thus express His relationship to creation,
22

 and so similarly the mystical states 

correspond to this paradoxical scheme but from the point of view of the worshipper. 

 

 

The Principle of Divine Unity (tawḥīd) 

 

In order to fully examine the concepts of fanā’ and baqā’ it is first necessary to outline the 

development in Sūfism of the allied Islamic concept of Unity (tawḥīd): as both fanā’ and 

baqā’ spring forth from the ramifications of this principle. Professor Schimmel describes 

tawḥīd as “the central mystery of Islam”
23

 which attempts to express the nature of God’s 

absoluteness.
24

 The point of departure is Islam’s explicitly stated monotheism as expressed in 

the first part of the testament of faith (shahāda): ‘There is no god but God’. The Sūfī scholar 

and hagiographer ‘Ali ibn ‘Uthman Jullabi Hujwiri (d.1071) cites two further Qur‘anic 

sources as the basis for a conception of tawḥīd:
25

 

 

                                                 
19

 Sara Sviri, 'Between Fear and Hope: On the Coincidence of Opposites in Islamic Mysticism,' Jerusalem 

Studies in Arabic and Islam, 9 (1987): p. 337. See also: Carl W. Ernst, The Shambhala Guide to Sufism (Boston: 

Shambhala, 1997), pp. 98-119. 
20

 The names of God portray the character of God’s action in the world: such as God’s chastisement (‘adhāb) 

balanced by his mercy (raḥma) or describe God as Manifest (zāhir) and Hidden (bātin). Thus they do not 

describe God’s essence, which is unknowable, but instead God’s relationship to creation. 
21

 Paradox being a method of expressing the unknowable infinite that is God in the limited language of 

humanity. For a discussion of the use of paradoxical language and apophasis see Michael Anthony Sells, 

Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). 
22

 And not His ultimate reality or essence which is unknowable to all except Him. 
23

 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 

1975), 17. Also see Kalabadhi, The Doctrine of the Sufis, trans. Arthur John Arberry (Lahore: Muhammad 

Ashraf, 1966), pp. 15-17. 
24

 Although in discussions of tawḥīd it is probably as well to keep in mind Junayd’s assertion about definitions of 

tawḥīd: 'It is an idea (ma‘na) the definition of which cannot be defined, despite the vast and complete knowledge 

contained therein.' Abdel-Kader, The Life, Personality and Writings of al-Junayd (London: Luzac, 1962), p. 69. 

Thus all such definitions are allusions to a reality which cannot be contained within the boundaries of definition. 
25

 Ali ibn Usman Hujwiri, Kashf al-Maḥjūb: The Oldest Persian Treatise on Sufism, ed. Reynold A. Nicholson 

(London: Luzac, 1936), p. 278. 
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Your God is one God
26

 

Say, ‘He is God, One, God’
27

 

 

A further Qur‘anic expression of God’s omnipotence, omnipresence and omniscience is: 

 

To God belong the East and the West; 

whithersoever you turn, there is the Face of God; 

God is All-embracing, All-knowing.
28

  

 

The duty of tawḥīd upon the Sūfī is the affirmation and existential witnessing
29

 of God’s 

Unity, as William Chittick puts it: '[t]he Sūfīs strove to achieve perfect iḥsān, which involved, 

according to the Prophet’s definition, “worshipping God as if you see Him.”'
30

 According to 

Abu’l-Ḥasan Sari as-Saqati (d.867) the ‘tawḥīd of the worshipper’ is 'to declare that God is 

one.'
31

 It is perhaps but a small logical step to the extrapolation that only God has agency, as 

this definition by the Egyptian Dhu’n Nun al-Misri (d.859) asserts: 

 

Tawḥīd is that you know that God’s omnipotence in the calling into being of 

anything does not result necessarily from a natural power, and that His 

creation goes on without instrument; that the cause of all things is His creation 

which has no cause and that everything which you, yourself, may form a 

conception of is a thing, so that God is different from it.
32

 

 

Al-Kharraz went further, suggesting that God was the only true holder of identity and that all 

other individual identities were false and illusory, stating: 'Only God has the right to say “I,” 

for whoever says “I” will not reach the level of gnosis.'
33

 

 

The Sūfī seeks to serve God as perfectly as he can, but such an understanding of tawḥīd 

demands the question: how can he do this whilst he persists in the illusion that his actions are 

                                                 
26

 Qur’an 16:23 
27

 Qur’an 112:1 
28

 Qur’an 2:109 
29

 As opposed to ritual observance, intellectual affirmation or mere social duty. 
30

 Al-Ghazālī, The Niche of Lights, p. xii. 
31

 Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p. 53. 
32

 That Dhu’n Nun is writing in repost to the Mu‘tazilite standpoint does not detract from its sentiment as a Sūfī 

conception of tawḥīd. Abdel-Kader, The Life, Personality and Writings of al-Junayd, p. 70. 
33

 Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p. 55. 
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his own and whilst persisting in the idolatry of self-identity? The doctrines of fanā’ and its 

complementary opposite baqā’ were a response to this question. Hujwiri states that Kharraz 

was the first to develop an explanation of the states of annihilation and subsistence, defining 

fanā’ as the 'annihilation of consciousness of manhood (‘ubūdiyyat)'
34

 and baqā’ as 

'subsistence in the contemplation of Godhead (ilāhiyyat).'
35

 Hujwiri interprets the term 

manhood (servanthood) here as agency in one’s actions, thus fanā’ is the destruction of the 

illusion that one’s actions are one’s own and baqā’ is the experiential realization that one’s 

actions (indeed all actions) belong to God’s agency alone.
36

 It is significant to note that both 

annihilation and subsistence here are states of awareness and not ontological states, this is 

confirmed and emphasised by Hujwiri who says: 

 

And whoever explains these terms otherwise, i.e. annihilation as meaning 

‘annihilation of substance’ and subsistence as meaning ‘subsistence of God 

(in Man)’, is a heretic and a Christian.
37

 

 

The most concise definition of tawḥīd and that most uniformly adopted within the Sūfī 

tradition was that elaborated by the Sūfī master Junayd as being: 

 

Unification is the separation of the Eternal from that which was originated in time.
38

 

 

This saying denoted that true witnessing of the tawḥīd of God can only be realised by the 

freeing of the devotee’s consciousness from the temporal (created) realm and focusing it upon 

the Immortal (Divine) Reality. Having outlined the basic understanding of fanā’ and baqā’ in 

general terms and having described the development and some of the key meanings of the 

principle of tawḥīd, it will now be useful to examine a more personal and experiential account 

of fanā’. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
34

 Hujwiri, Kashf al- Maḥjūb, p. 245. 
35

 Ibid., 245. Perhaps a better rendering of ‘ubūdiyyat would be servanthood, see Hans Wehr: The Hans Wehr 

Dictionary of Modern written Arabic, 4
th
 ed., p. 685. 

36
 Hujwīrī, Kashf al- Maḥjūb, p. 245. 

37
 Ibid., p. 246. 

38
 Ibid., p. 281. 
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The shaṭḥiyāt of Abu Yazid (Bayazid)
39

 Bistami 

 

In the sayings of Bayazid, the ascetic and solitary mystic from Bistam
40

,
 
can be seen the 

earliest elaborate expression of the experience of annihilation in God.
41

 If he was not the first 

to have introduced the term fanā’
42

 Bayazid is generally accepted as one of the originators of 

the concept.
43

 Originally educated in the Hanafite religious school of law he then 'became the 

model of the perfect Muslim ascetic'.
44

 Massignon states that 'Bistami was the first to make an 

open proclamation of the goal desired but barely perceived by his predecessors… [of] 

isolation before the pure unity of God (tajrīd al-tawḥīd)'.
45

 Whilst Bistami left no written 

works, some 500 of his sayings have been recorded and passed down by followers and 

critics,
46

 the most controversial of these sayings and those of greatest interest to this study are 

his ecstatic utterances (shaṭḥiyāt).  Before continuing with an analysis of Bayazid’s 

descriptions of mystical annihilation, the term shaṭḥ
47

 requires some explanation. Broadly 

speaking shaṭḥ is the verbal overflowing of the mystical encounter with the divine and in 

relation to fanā’ is the expression of the divine through the vehicle of the physical body of the 

Sūfī whilst his awareness of individuality is annihilated.
48

 The quotations used below to 

illustrate Bayazid’s notion of fanā’ bi’l-tawḥīd 
49

 are taken from two sources, the Kashf al- 

Maḥjūb of ‘Ali ibn ‘Uthman al- Hujwiri (d.1071), and The Book of Flashes by Abu Nasr as-

Sarraj (d.988). Whilst these quotations do not constitute a systematic theory of fanā’ they are 

important because they figuratively relay Bayazid’s personal experiences and portray a 

mystic’s journey towards the goal of consciousness of the Unity of God (tawḥīd) through the 

annihilation of his awareness of self (fanā’). The following quotation taken from the Kashf al- 

Maḥjūb demonstrates the essential need for the annihilation of the consciousness of self in 

                                                 
39

 The contraction of Abu Yazid. 
40

 A small town in Kumi province in Khurasan (now northern Iran). 
41

 fanā’ bi’l-tawḥīd, that is annihilation of the self in the Divine Unity. 
42

 Böwering states: 'It is an erroneous claim as well that Bayazid Bestami (q.v.) was the first to have introduced 

the term fanā’ into Sufism, as assumed by Hartmann … and apparently also Ritter.' Gerhard Böwering, s.v. 

'Fanā’ wa Baqā’,' Encyclopaedia Iranica Vol III (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982-), p. 722. 
43

 Michael Anthony Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism: Sufi, Qur’an, Mi’raj, Poetic and Theological Writings (New 

York: Paulist Press, 1996), p. 212. 
44

 Louis Massignon, Essay on the origins of the technical language of Islamic Mysticism, trans. Benjamin Clark 

(Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997), p. 185. 
45

 Ibid., p. 185. 
46

 Gerhard Böwering, s.v. 'Bestami,' Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. IV, pp 183-6. 
47

 Shaṭḥ is often rendered as theopathic locution: literally translated its meaning is 'overflowing: ecstatic or 

enigmatic language, inspired paradox' and according to Clark it was '[f]or Massignon the defining characteristic 

and “crucial symptom” of Islamic mysticism.' Massignon, Essay on the Origins, p. xxiii. 
48

 Ernst, The Shambhala Guide to Sufism, p. 117. 
49

 Ibid., p. 191 
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order to perceive the true reality of God’s Oneness and to escape what to the esoteric 

understanding is the polytheism of dualistic thinking.  

 

I went to Mecca and saw a House standing apart. I said, ‘My pilgrimage is not 

accepted, for I have seen many stones of this sort.’ I went again, and saw the 

House and also the Lord of the House. I said, ‘This is not yet real unification.’ 

I went a third time, and saw only the Lord of the House. A voice in my heart 

whispered, ‘O Bayazid, if thou didst not see thyself, thou wouldst not be a 

polytheist (mushrik) though thou sawest the whole universe; and since thou 

seest thyself, thou art a polytheist though blind to the whole universe.’ 

Thereupon I repented, and once more I repented of my repentance, and yet 

once more I repented of my seeing my own existence.
50

  

 

It is worth underlining how deeply shocking such a statement is to the traditional exoteric 

understanding of what is required of a Muslim. The underlying message is that mere 

observance of ritual practice is insufficient to make one a believer without the interior 

understanding, not on an intellectual but on an experiential level, that God’s absolute unity 

excludes all other realities. Thus whilst aware of anything other than God, even of oneself, 

one is a polytheist and thus not a true Muslim. Such a radical definition of belief could draw 

allegations of blasphemy, resulting in being condemned as a heretic (takfīr
51

); however, 

Bayazid’s mission was of a mystical not a political nature and within the Sūfī tradition there is 

an acceptance of differing capabilities of belief. In this context such extreme definitions of 

fidelity and infidelity should only be applied to the aspirations of a spiritual elite capable of 

realizing such concepts. The second quotation of Bayazid, taken from The Book of Flashes by 

Abu Nasr as-Sarraj (d.988), attempts to convey the paradox of the passing away of the 

mystic’s self-identity even whilst his physical body remains: 

 

Once [God] raised me up and placed me before him, and said to me:  

‘O Abu Yazid, verily my creation longs to seek thee.’ 

I said: “Adorn me with thy unity and clothe me in thine I-ness and raise me up 

unto thy oneness, so that when the creatures see me, they may say:  

‘We have seen thee and thou are that.’  

                                                 
50

 Hujwiri, Kashf al- Maḥjūb, pp. 107-8. 
51

 Takfīr means to accuse someone of unbelief. See J. O. Hunwick, s.v. “Takfīr,” EI
2
, vol. X, p 122. 
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Yet I (Bisṭami) will not be there at all.”
52

 

 

Thus Bayazid describes the process of fanā’. As the attributes of the Divine, God’s 

subjectivity and God’s oneness (tawḥīd), clothe him (baqā’), so his own self-identity is 

annihilated and when God’s creatures look upon Bayazid what remains is no longer Bayazid: 

for Bayazid has ceased to be. Interestingly, the creatures are given to say '[w]e have seen thee 

and thou are that', where that refers to the Divine I-ness (subjectivity) and oneness.
53

 In this 

formulation, even though Bayazid exists only through the inflowing of God’s attributes, he is 

nonetheless not identical with God: thus balancing the demands of immanence and 

transcendence.  The third quotation is more enigmatic: 

 

As soon as I arrived at his oneness, I became a bird whose body was of unity 

and whose wings were of everlastingness. So I continued to fly through the 

ether of howness (kayfiyya) for ten years until I came to the air of something 

like that one thousand thousand times. I did not cease flying until I came to 

the field of pre-eternity and saw there the tree of unity… Then I looked, and 

knew that it was all a cheat.
54

 

 

This passage alludes to the indescribable, the attainment of unity with the Unlimited, 

depicting poetically the spiritual journey and the characteristics of unity. It is usually 

considered that the ‘cheat’ refers to the created world: that, in comparison to the reality of 

Unity, created existence is a cheat.
55

 I would like to propose an alternative interpretation, if 

only to emphasise the enigmatic nature of this shaṭḥ: that the cheat may refer to the vision 

itself. Within the text the emphasis on the grammatical first person is so dense that it seems to 

direct the reader to the notion that any search for unity in God which is rooted in self is bound 

to result in a duality: any such vision of Divine Unity is obviated by awareness of duality and 

is thus a cheat. 

 

Possibly Bayazid’s most famous ecstatic utterance, however, is his use of the word Subḥānī 

(how great is my majesty) a phrase normally used in the third person in reference to God. 

                                                 
52

 Michael A. Sells, 'The Infinity of Desire: Love, Mystical Union, and Ethics in Sufism,' in G. William Barnard 

and Jeffrey J. Kripal (eds.), Crossing Boundaries: Essays on the Ethical Status of Mysticism (London: Seven 

Bridges Press, 2002), pp.185-187. 
53

 Ibid., pp. 185-89. 
54

 Ibid., p. 219. 
55

 Ibid., 219-22. 
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Whilst controversy has raged for centuries over what was meant by such a statement the 

standard Sūfī apologetics postulate that Bayazid was either speaking rhetorically or that it was 

God who uttered the word through him. The theory behind the latter held that at the moment 

of mystical union, upon the vision of the unity of God (tawḥīd), Bayazid would have lost all 

consciousness of self and, being lost in God, his very utterances would be the result of this 

encounter.
56

 The outward expression of such a mystical union is characteristically the 

intoxicated (Sukr) behaviour and ‘theopathic locutions’ (shaṭḥiyāt) of the mystic which to the 

outside observer, who is not in the state (ḥāl) or moment (waqt) of the mystic, could be 

interpreted as blasphemy.
57

 Massignon notes that “Bisṭami himself seems not to have tried to 

justify the ‘Subḥānī’ [utterance]. He simply outlined the theory of union with certain divine 

attributes but not with the Essence”.
58

 Such a distinction between God’s essence and attributes 

allows theologically for the otherwise contradictory notions of transcendence and immanence. 

 

Ultimately however, though Bayazid covered unimaginable spiritual distances on the road to 

a union with God (fanā’ bi’l-tawḥīd), he seems to have been unable to transcend his 

awareness of duality:  

 

God considered the consciences in the universe and saw that all were empty of Him 

except mine, in which He saw Himself in all His fullness. Then He said, praising me, 

‘The entire world is in slavery to Me, except you’.
59

 

 

Bayazid’s union is incomplete for where there is consciousness of both the “I” and the “He” 

there is duality and where there is duality there can be no vision of absolute Unity (tawḥīd), as 

poetically embodied in the words of the later Sūfī master Abu Bakr ash-Shibli (d.945): 'it has 

been my life-long desire to be alone with God, without that [Shibli] was there at this being 

alone'.
60

 

 

                                                 
56

 Although the word encounter maybe misleading, as it implies a duality of existences at a point where 

Bayazid’s awareness of his individual self has ceased to be. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say - at the 

event of the cessation of the illusion of separation. 
57

 As an observation it is interesting to note that by this more specific definition of shaṭḥiyāt the descriptive 

quotations of Bayazid are not strictly shaṭḥiyāt because the notion of duality remains in the consciousness of the 

speaker. They are, rather, allusions to memories of a previous and indescribable experience. It is, however, 

customary within the tradition and within the academic study of Sūfism to speak of these descriptive sentences 

of Bayazid as shaṭḥiyāt. 
58

 Massignon, Essay, p. 189. 
59

 Ibid., pp. 185-6. 
60

 Böwering, s.v. “Fanā’ wa Baqā’,” Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. III, p 723. 
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The two Schools: Baghdad and Khurasan 

 

The impulse to bring order from chaos is a human urge and a tendency particularly strong in 

chroniclers. The division of the medieval community of Sūfīs between the opposing mystical 

schools of Baghdad and Khurasan by the Persian Sūfī scholar Hujwiri is an example of just 

such an organisational tendency. The classification reflects a contentious and ongoing 

doctrinal schism resulting from divergent understandings of the ultimate goal of fanā’. On the 

one side, Hujwiri placed the School of Baghdad representing the doctrine of Sobriety (ṣaḥw); 

and on the other, the School of Khurasan which represented the doctrine of Intoxication 

(sukr). The doctrine of Intoxication held that at the apex of the mystical experience of fanā’, 

when the Sūfī’s individuality had been entirely annihilated, the actions and speech of the 

mystic were not his own,
61

 or even belonging to the created world at all, but were instead a 

by-product of the divine encounter.
62

 For this reason his behaviour and speech would seem to 

be as one who is drunk, indeed he could be considered as being intoxicated by the mystical 

union. To the contrary, the School of Baghdad maintained that the ecstatic behaviour of the 

intoxicant marked one who had not reached the zenith of the mystical path, and firmly held 

the belief that the Sūfī master had an obligation as role model to the greater community which 

forbade displays of behaviour contrary to the obligatory norms of the Sharī‘a (Islamic Law).
63

 

Hujwiri chose as leader of the School of Baghdad the character of Abu’l-Qasim al-Junayd 

(d.910), who had been possibly the most influential Sūfī master in the Baghdad of his day and 

the most lucid advocate of the doctrine of Sobriety. The iconic representative of the opposing 

doctrine of Intoxication became the figure of Husayn ibn Manṣur al-Ḥallaj (d.922), arguably 

as much a Baghdadi as al-Junayd, but frequently cited by later Sūfīs as the ‘intoxicated Sūfī’ 

par excellence. 

 

The geographical nomenclature of these two schools seems to have been largely symbolic: the 

School of Baghdad at the heart of empire 'representing a continuation of the authoritarian 

tradition',
64

 whilst the School of Khurasan on the frontier of the Sasanian empire symbolised a 

more egalitarian and anti-authoritarian religious expression.
65

 Indeed, even though it is 

possible to point out as many Baghdadi representatives of the doctrine of Intoxication as of 

                                                 
61

 There being no “he” left to lay possession to them. 
62

 As can be seen in the experiences and speech of Bayazid presented above. 
63

 At least in public. 
64

 Terry Graham, 'Abu Sa‘īd ibn Abi’l-Khayr and the School of Khurasan' The Heritage of Sufism, Vol 1. ed. 

Leonard Lewisohn (Oxford: Oneworld, 1999), p. 108. 
65

 Ibid., pp. 106-16. 
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Sobriety,
66

 the definition remains a useful one as it points to an underlying moral and socio-

political reality: a struggle which revolved around the dilemma between the exigencies and 

obligations of social conformity within God’s community and a more personal responsibility 

to God. 

 

 

Abū’l-Qasim al-Junayd’s doctrine of Sobriety 

 

Abu’l-Qasim al-Junayd was a student of both al-Harith ibn Asad al-Muḥasibi (d.857) and Sari 

as-Saqaṭi, the co-founders of the School of Baghdad.
67

 Junayd seems to have drawn from both 

his teachers, the strict asceticism of Muḥasibi and the radical daring of Saqaṭi, and achieved a 

synthesis that is both far reaching in its vision and at the same time more generally socially 

acceptable. In large measure he achieved this by considering appropriate conceptions of 

worship and notions of God to vary depending upon the audience to whom they were 

presented: what is acceptable for the elite is not acceptable and beneficial for the masses and 

what is understood by the esotericists may be harmful to those who can only comprehend the 

exoteric nature of the law. Hujwiri says of Junayd that '[h]e was approved by externalists and 

spiritualists alike'
68

 and Professor Schimmel describes the importance of Junayd and his 

teachings as follows: 

 

The undisputed master of the Sūfīs of Baghdad was Abu’l-Qasim al-Junayd, 

who is considered the pivot in the history of early Sufism. The representatives 

of divergent mystical schools and modes of thought could refer to him as their 

master, so that the initiation chains of later Sūfī orders almost invariably go 

back to him.
69

 

 

Junayd was able to maintain this pedagogical balancing act by ensuring that his more esoteric 

teachings were not delivered to general audiences but to trusted initiates and that 

                                                 
66

 Notably: Abu Bakr ash-Shibli (d. 945), Abu’l-Husayn an-Nuri (d. 907) and of course Ḥallaj himself. 
67

 Graham states that: 'the mystical school of Baghdad was founded essentially by two persons: Sari Saqati and 

Harith Muhasibi.' Terry Graham, 'Junayd: the master who made Sufism conventionally acceptable,' Sufi, no. 67 

(autumn 2005): pp. 35-43. 
68

 Hujwiri, Kashf al- Maḥjūb, p. 128. 
69

 Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p. 57. 
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correspondences on such topics were conducted in a coded format (ishārāt
70

). In order to 

appreciate Junayd’s doctrine of Sobriety it is necessary to return to his definition of tawḥīd:  

 

Unification is the separation of the Eternal from that which was originated in time.
71

 

 

The paradox of the idea of unification being achieved by separation implies that one of these 

elements has no true reality: thus the Eternal, the Real (al-Ḥaqq) must be separated from all 

that is created and ultimately unreal. So the seeker after unification with God (muwaḥḥid) 

must strive to rid himself of all that pertains to the created realm in order to ‘taste’ (dhauq) the 

reality of the Eternal. The elements of the worshipper’s personality which derive from the 

created realm are his personal attributes of self-interest and ultimately his very awareness of 

all which is other than God. This ‘ridding of attributes’ is fanā’ and it is achieved through 

worship, mortification, spiritual poverty and the performance of dhikr.
72

 Junayd describes the 

path (ṭarīqa) to the state of fanā’, complete immersion in God’s Existence, as comprising of 

three stages of purgation. 

 

The first stage is: '[t]he obliteration of attributes, characteristics and natural 

qualities in your motives when you carry out your religious duties, making 

great efforts and doing the opposite of what you may desire, and compelling 

yourself to do the things which you do not wish to do.”
73

 

 

Here the use of the word fanā’ (translated as obliteration) clearly portrays the elimination of 

human attributes and does not designate the onset of any particular psychological or 

metaphysical state but rather a process: the purgation of desire. The devotee must free himself 

of all ulterior motives in the performance of his religious duties, so that his actions are 

performed solely for the benefit of God which in turn will lead to the obliteration (fanā’) of 

these human attributes.
74

 

                                                 
70

 Mystical hints and allusions. 
71

 Hujwiri, Kashf al- Maḥjūb, p. 281. 
72

 The formal and repetitive recollection of the divine names or a formula, such as the Shahāda, in order to focus 

the attention and consciousness of the worshipper fully upon God 
73

 Abdel-Kader, The Life, Personality and Writings of al-Junayd, p. 81. 
74

 These principles of self-abnegation had been established and refined in the generation prior to Junayd allowing 

him to draw upon a rich heritage of experience and theory. Particularly formative to Junayd’s theory was the 

work of Sari as-Saqati in his explication of the mystic’s progress through the mystical stages of purification and 

his development of the concept of love between man and God. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p. 53. 

Additionally, the mystical psychology of Harith al-Muhasibi offered to Junayd a practical framework and 
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The second stage is: '[t]he obliteration of your pursuit after pleasures and even 

the sensation of pleasure in obedience to God’s behests – so that you are 

exclusively His, without any intermediary means of contact.'
75

 

 

Whilst the second stage takes the devotee a step closer to the ultimate goal, the mystical state 

of fanā’, it can be seen that the term fanā’ here once again does not indicate a mystical state 

but the elimination of human attributes. This second fanā’ refers to the purgation of pleasure 

and is brought about by acts of self-abnegation on the part of the devotee. At this stage, and 

level of perfection of the psyche, the mystic may or may not enter into the ecstatic state of 

fanā’ but such a state is a grace which can only be granted by God and not forced by man. 

This ecstatic vision of God, however, is only partial as the mystic still retains his awareness of 

his vision of God. The final barrier or veil between man and God is his awareness of having a 

vision of God as this implies a viewer, and thus a duality, which defies the notion of tawḥīd. 

 

The third stage is: '[t]he obliteration of the consciousness of having attained 

the vision of God at the final stage of ecstasy when God’s victory over you is 

complete. At this stage you are obliterated and have eternal life with God, and 

you exist only in the existence of God because you have been obliterated. 

Your physical being continues but your individuality has departed.'
76

 

 

This third fanā’ is both the purgation of the final attribute of man’s self and the onset of the 

highest mystical state of fanā’: that of fanā’ al- fanā’.
77

 

 

From the above it can be seen that there is great potential for confusion surrounding the term 

fanā’. It can refer to a mystical state accessible only as a grace from God or it can refer to the 

result of an action undertaken by man
78

 through the via purgativa. In Junayd’s system, the 

mystical state of fanā’ is so called because it is the result of the emptying of the self of all 

                                                                                                                                                         
technical vocabulary with which to more effectively pursue the practical task of the annihilation of attributes. 

Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, pp. 54-55. 
75

 Abdel-Kader, The Life, Personality and Writings of al-Junayd, p. 81. 
76

 Ibid., p. 81. 
77

 The passing away of the awareness of the state of annihilation. 
78

 As Hujwiri puts it: 'Now the expressions “not being” (‘adam) and “annihilation” (fanā), as they are used by 

Sūfīs, denote the disappearance of a blameworthy instrument (ālat-i madhmūn) and disapproved attribute in the 

course of seeking a praiseworthy attribute.” Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjūb, p. 28. 
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human attributes through the process of obliteration (fanā’) of those attributes. As such the 

process of purgation is the result of human activity whereas the mystical state is ultimately a 

grace of God. There is, however, a greater depth to this system. The ultimate goal of the 

mystic is to witness the reality of tawḥīd, a truth which proclaims that God alone has agency: 

paradoxically this leads to the conclusion that there can be no less an element of grace in the 

mystic’s efforts of purgation than in the onset of the mystical state.
79

 

 

A poorly understood aspect of fanā’ and baqā’, as mystical states in Junayd’s theory, is their 

interdependent nature. Indeed it is true to say that they are both alternate expressions of the 

same state: fanā’ being the total loss of self in the contemplation of God, whilst baqā’ is the 

ghalaba (overwhelming) of the self by the in-pouring of the attributes of God. Thus the 

mystical state of baqā’ in Junayd’s doctrine of Sobriety should not be considered as the onset 

of a new state after fanā’ in which the devotee has returned to self-awareness. Whilst, it is 

true that divine attributes remain (baqā’) in the personality of the worshipper both before and 

after the state of annihilation,
80

 the remaining of particular perfected attributes should not be 

confused with the mystical state of baqā’. The notion of the persistence of an overwhelming 

mystical state such as fanā’ or baqā’ in conjunction with self-awareness is contradictory as 

both of these states require that awareness of self is annihilated. There is therefore no 

difference in Junayd’s theory between the states of fanā’ and baqā’ except in perspective, a 

notion which is beautifully evoked by the circular poetic logic of Junayd: 

 

He has Fanā’, and this too is obliterated because he persists in Baqā’ only 

through complete obliteration.
81

 

 

Here the obliteration of fanā’ by baqā’ alludes to fanā’ al- fanā’ (obliteration of the 

awareness of obliteration
82

), which is the highest degree of the mystical state of annihilation. 

This is the notion that complete immersion in the attributes of God (the state of baqā’) is so 

overwhelming that all else is obliterated, even awareness of the state of fanā’, and that equally 

the state of baqā’ can only persist when all else has been obliterated (the state of fanā’). This 

leads to a simultaneous interdependence in infinite regress between the states of fanā’ and 

                                                 
79

 As the maxim goes: there is no success except through God. 
80

 Although Hujwiri is keen to assert that this remaining of attributes in no way suggests a mingling of the 

essences of God and man, but instead a quality of absence in the worshipper pervades which allows the qualities 

of God to ‘shine through’ the mystic. Hujwīrī, Kashf al- Mahjūb, p. 281. 
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 Abdel-Kader, The Life, Personality and Writings of al-Junayd, p. 89. 
82
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baqā’ which can only be resolved by the understanding that fanā’ and baqā’ are the same 

state from different points of view. There is no creation of void in the theory of fanā’ and 

baqā’, what human attributes are obliterated are replace by those of the divine. This should 

not be misinterpreted as suggesting the heretical notion of ḥulūl; Junayd’s vision of fanā’ 

places limits upon the human personality such that even when all of the mystic’s attributes are 

eliminated and he exists only through God, he is nonetheless not identical with God. 

 

Even so, in this divine state, it is not possible for him to approach the Ultimate 

Reality which now possesses him. It is only in this state that God can be seen 

in His exalted Nature, and His Beatific Names be appreciated.
83

 

 

Explicit in this description of the state of fanā’ is that although the attributes of God subsist in 

the worshipper the Essence of God, the Ultimate Reality, is unapproachable. There is 

therefore no merging of essences (ittiḥād) and no incarnation of God in man (ḥulūl), the 

process is therefore an experiential witnessing not an ontological becoming. This limitation 

preserves God’s transcendent nature whilst simultaneously embracing His immanence, as 

expressed by a description of the ‘first state’ of man taken from Junayd’s kitāb al- fanā’: 

 

He caused His desire to flow over him as He wills [sic] through His 

transcendent attribute which He does not share.
84

 

 

The above quotation brings this analysis to discuss a crucial component of Junayd’s doctrine 

of Sobriety: that of his conception of the primordial covenant (mīthāq). By linking the states 

of fanā’ and baqā’ to the condition of mankind at the time of the mīthāq Junayd can describe 

this Sūfī practice as a return to the original state of mankind. In so doing Junayd is able to 

legitimise the state of fanā‘ in Qur‘anic terms as being a return to the first state of man. 

Essential to this view is the master-servant relationship between God and man as expressed in 

the verse of the Battlements: 

 

And when thy Lord took from the Children of Adam, 

from their loins, their seed,  

                                                 
83

 Abdel-Kader, The Life, Personality and Writings of al-Junayd, 82. 
84
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and made them testify touching themselves, 

‘Am I not your Lord?’ 

They said, ‘Yes, we testify’
85

 

 

Junayd’s interpretation of this is that before creation and the beginning of time God brought 

forth out of non-existence all of mankind that were yet to be so that they should bear witness 

that God is their Lord. Junayd goes on to say that in this existence before creation their state 

was an existence through God where they were conscious of God alone and unaware of self. 

Their response, he says, 'was His answer on their behalf when He granted them their being, 

their function being that of interlocutors'.
86

 The significance of this to Junayd is that he sees 

this ‘first state’ of man as 'the most perfect and penetrating'
87

 and the state to which the Sūfī 

should aspire to return. Thus when Junayd defines Sūfism as being 'that God should make 

thee die to thyself [fanā’] and make thee live in Him [baqā’]'
88

 it is with the notion that such a 

death of the self is a return to the state 'in which he was before he was.'
89

 

 

Having discussed Junayd’s theory of the mīthāq it is now possible to return to his description 

of the practical process of annihilation and subsistence. At the apex of mystical union when 

the Sūfī’s awareness has been obliterated by the persistence of baqā’, Junayd describes that 

the worshipper is overcome by the state of balā. In a clever play on words, balā can mean 

both affliction and the affirmation of servanthood given by man to God in the mīthāq;
90

 it can 

be interpreted that Junayd is implying that this affliction is the result of man’s agreed status as 

servant. The cause of this affliction is the separation from union with God which Junayd 

ascribes to the persistence of man’s human qualities which veil the devotee from the vision of 

God. Junayd explains it thus: 

 

This, then, is the veil between them and God, which God has placed between 

them and Him, so that they can still retain a measure of their individuality and 
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use both their physical and spiritual faculties in this environment of glory, in 

this consequence of praise (dhikr) in the victory of God’s conquest.
91

  

 

In this state of balā, the mystic is wrenched from his full awareness of God, racked and 

suffering deeply from the loss of his identity in God and yet still separated from his old self-

identity.
92

 It is described as a state of trial but one in which the Sūfī can integrate his 

encounter with the Ultimate with his own finite individual reality and one in which his self-

will remains dissolved. Junayd describes the mystic’s condition during this process of 

recuperating from the experience of fanā’ as follows: 

 

he has left the intoxication of God’s overwhelming ghalaba (victory), and 

comes to the clarity of sobriety, and contemplation is once more restored to 

him so that he can put everything in its right place and assess it correctly. 

 

The return of the mystic’s consciousness and his ordeal of balā brings this discussion of 

Junayd’s theory of fanā’ to its final and definitive component, his doctrine of Sobriety (ṣaḥw). 

The common formulation of the state of Sobriety and its complementary opposite 

Intoxication, is that Intoxication (sukr) is the loss of self in the rapture of fanā’ and that 

Sobriety is the retention of self-awareness and control in the state of baqā’ after fanā’. In such 

a formulation, sukr and ṣaḥw are effectively synonymous with the states of fanā’ and baqā’, 

respectively. It is the contention of this essay that such definitions are far from Junayd’s usage 

of the terms, and are in fact misleading. Firstly, as demonstrated earlier, the states of baqā’ 

and fanā’ are simultaneous and interdependent; they are indeed opposite aspects of the same 

state and so baqā’ cannot follow fanā’. This interpretation of Junayd’s theory of Sobriety is 

supported by his condemnation of al-Ḥallaj, as related by Hujwiri, where Junayd defines 

Sobriety and Intoxication thus: 

 

'O son of Mansur,' said Junayd, 'you are in error concerning sobriety and 

intoxication. The former denotes soundness of one’s spiritual state in relation 
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to God, while the latter denotes excess of longing and extremity of love, and 

neither of them can be acquired by human effort.'
93

 

 

Divine attributes do not admit of any imperfection and excess is imperfection, therefore the 

intoxicated Sūfī in possessing an attribute of humanity is defective. This makes Intoxication a 

mere partial annihilation in Junayd’s eyes and only when the mystic attains to the annihilation 

of his longing and his love can fanā’ truly be realized. As for Sobriety, Junayd is clearly 

asserting that it is not an attribute of man but a condition of sound spiritual judgement, 

presumably the result of a complete annihilation. This standpoint is further expressed in the 

following critique by Junayd of the second shaṭḥ quoted in the above section on Bayazid:
94

 

 

These are the words of one who has not been clothed with the realities of the 

experience of tafrid (singularity) in the completeness of the true tawḥīd, a 

clothing that would have freed him of the need for what he requested.
95

 

 

So it can be seen that Junayd is depicted here, in Sarraj’s Kitāb al-luma, as vindicating 

Bayazid’s descriptions of the mystical experience as valid but only as the experiences of one 

who has not reached complete annihilation. Had he reached the complete state of fanā’ he 

would not have requested anything at all from God. Junayd describes Bayazid’s experiences 

as only 'one stretch along the path'
96

 and 'not the most advanced inner essence that those who 

are called are capable of'.
97

 This stance is further emphasised by Hujwiri, in relation to the 

story of the Shaykh Abu Uthman on the evils of Intoxication: 

 

Intoxication, then, is to fancy one’s self annihilated while the attributes really 

subsist; and this is a veil. Sobriety, on the other hand, is the vision of 

subsistence while the attributes are annihilated; and this is actual revelation.
98
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Interestingly Sobriety is here applied to fanā’, indicating that Sobriety should not be thought 

of as a state but refers to the completeness of annihilation and the completeness of subsistence 

in God which supports Junayd’s definition of ‘soundness of spiritual state’. These two 

definitions are significant in that they imply that the intoxicated behaviour and shaṭḥiyāt of 

the ‘drunken’ Sūfī are the result of remaining human attributes and consequently lead to 

erroneous results. The intoxicated Sūfī is as 'the kettle that sings as long as the water is not yet 

[boiled away]; when the water… evaporates, the kettle becomes silent'.
99

 Thus the spiritual 

soundness of the sober Sūfī, having led him to a complete annihilation, leads him back to his 

self-aware condition in order that he may serve his community. After all to seek solely after 

personal union with God at the expense of one’s fellow man is an egotistical act which would 

seem to be unworthy of a saint. Junayd puts it thus: 

 

God desires to return His worshipper to the community and does so, making 

clear the evidence of His grace to him, so that the lights of His gifts in the 

return of his individual characteristics scintillate and attract the community to 

him who appreciate him.
100

 

 

And in another instance: 

 

Once more he assumes his individual attributes, after Fana’. His personal 

qualities persist in him, and his actions in this world, when he has reached the 

zenith of spiritual achievement vouchsafed by God, become a pattern for his 

fellow men.
101

 

 

It is this concern for the health of God’s community as much as fear of reprisal and 

persecution which seems to have fuelled Junayd’s concern for secrecy in his more advanced 

mystical practise and his use of abstruse mystical terminology (ishārāt) to confound the 

uninitiated. A concern Junayd expressed in his letter to Abi Bakr al-kisa’i as follows:  
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Talk to the people so that they can understand and omit that which they 

cannot understand.
102

 

 

It was thus highly important for the followers of the doctrine of Sobriety to follow the 

exoteric law regardless of whether or not they had discovered a higher understanding of the 

nature and meaning of submission (Islam) to God’s will. 

 

 

Mansur al-Hallāj
103

 and the doctrine of Intoxication (sukr) 

 

Whilst there are many Sūfī masters of the early formative period who are adequately 

representative of the doctrine of sukr,
 104

 the figure of Mansur al-Hallāj has become the 

foremost icon of mystical intoxication. Over the centuries his martyrdom, whilst politically 

motivated from its outset,
105

 has in Islamic legend become a symbol of perfect self-sacrifice 

offered by the mystical lover to his Beloved.
106

 This messianic representation of the life of 

Hallāj, replete with miracles, is well expressed in the Akhbār al-Hallāj which Massignon 

describes thus: '[t]he central theme of the anonymous collection of Akhbār al-Hallāj is a 

desire to die accursed for the Muslim Community, struck down by its very laws'.
107

 The 

influence of his ideas and example within the Persian Sūfī tradition is difficult to overstate, 

and the name of Mansur al-Hallāj has been carried far beyond such linguistic boundaries and 

penetrated folk culture from Tunisia to Malaya. The significance of this mystical martyr to 

this essay and the emergence of the concepts of fanā’ and baqā’ lies, however, in the 

historical
108

 character and ideas of al-Hallāj as pieced together and drawn to the attention of 

western scholarship through the life-long research of the eminent French Islamicist Louis 
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Massignon.
109

 Of particular relevance to this study is the aforementioned alleged clash 

between Hallāj and Junayd over the meaning of Intoxication and Sobriety. 

 

It is often presented that the split between Junayd and Hallāj over their opposing 

interpretations of the meaning of Intoxication and Sobriety can be reduced to a disagreement 

over what inner (bātin) religious meanings should be revealed to the uninitiated masses.
110

 

However, Junayd’s reprimand of Hallāj is more than a simple disagreement of pedagogy, and 

reveals a significant divergence in mystical theory. In the pro-Junaydian literature, Hallāj is 

presented as a wayward and irresponsible junior who had lost his way through impetuous and 

egotistical folly.
111

 The residue of his name in myth and legend alone belies such a 

characterisation, as does the respect showed to him by many of his contemporaries. For 

example, Shibli is given to say '[m]y madness saved me, whereas his lucidity destroyed 

him';
112

 indeed Massignon goes so far as to say that, '[a]fter the sixth/twelfth century, no 

Muslim mystic disavowed Hallāj'.
113

 Furthermore, an examination of the research of Louis 

Massignon demonstrates the wealth of Hallāj’s literary expression which embraces with 

confidence and skill the full range of the medieval Islamic sciences. In particular the Ṭawāsīn, 

a hypothetical dialogue with Satan (Iblīs) written during Hallāj’s final incarceration, displays 

the depth and understanding of a true master (shaykh). 

 

As a mystic and a Sūfī Hallāj had undergone the ascetic ordeals and mystical challenges of 

annihilation of the attributes of his personality on a spiritual path that had led him to 

experience an intoxicated state similar to that of Bayazid. He had passed through the difficult 

psychological stations and mystical states which lead to the obliteration of the self in God and 

had uttered his own shaṭḥiyāt expressing this mystical union. Indeed he would seem to have 

gone further than Bayazid in that his most famous ecstatic utterance 'Anā’l-Haqq', usually 

translated as 'I am the Truth'
114

 but more esoterically rendered as 'my ‘I’ is God',
115

 carries no 

trace of duality. As such Hallāj would seem to be the ideal representative of the doctrine of 

Intoxication, a Sūfī whose devotional focus is his experiential immersion (istighrāq) in God; 
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and one who throws all control and caution to the wind by doing so in the public domain. 

However, Junayd’s famous reprimand of Hallāj, as related by Hujwiri,
116

  presents strong 

discontinuity with this role. In this account, Hallāj does not defend the primacy of 

Intoxication; instead, he discounts both Intoxication and Sobriety as insufficient for sustained 

union with God on the grounds that they are both attributes of man: 

 

O Master, sobriety (ṣaḥw) and intoxication (sukr) are only the two human 

aspects of the mystic, who remains separated from his Lord as long as these 

two aspects are not both annihilated.
117

 

 

This enigmatic definition can be understood in the light of Hallāj’s theory of isqāt al-wasā’it, 

which Massignon explains as '[t]he disappearance of the means…when the ends are 

achieved'.
118

 That is to say that the mystic should not attach himself to any particular mystical 

state or station, he should avoid considering them an ends in themselves and he should bear in 

mind that their usefulness depends upon the mystic’s progress toward union with God.
119

 This 

rejection by Hallāj of both Intoxication and Sobriety as ultimate states is emphasised by 

Massignon in his description of Hallāj’s public preaching in Baghdad, where Hallāj warns 

against the ‘crushing’ of the personality by Sobriety and the ‘disengaging’ from it caused by 

Intoxication.
120

 Hallāj proposes that although the attributes of the mystic are annihilated in 

Divine Union (‘ayn al-jam‘), his essential personality remains but is connected and 

harmonized with the Divine Will. With this insight, Hallāj’s famous definition of tawḥīd as 

being the “annihilation of separation (tafrīd)”
121

 can be understood as the elimination of 

anything which separates the worshipper from God, including the mystical states and stations 

which lead to Divine Union. This definition eloquently undermines Junayd’s conception of 

tawḥīd as requiring separation, and implies that Sobriety separates (veils) the worshipper from 

God. Instead, Hallāj insists, the mystic must surrender completely to the will of God 

following His immanent command without question. Massignon refers to this as the 'mystical 

exchange of wills':
122

 the obliteration (fanā’) of the worshipper’s will in God’s will.  
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Hallāj elaborated this understanding of the transitory utility of the mystical states and stations 

in his mystical theology which Massignon sums up as follows: 

 

Because it is He Who creates and preserves the multiplicity of the Universe, 

one must look by means of Him and not in it. Because it is on account of Him 

that it is explainable, one must immerse the intelligence in Him and not in it. 

Because it is He, and not it, Who centralizes and moves it, it is He alone 

Whom we must allow to will in the depths of our heart, where He cannot be at 

home if He does not transform it.
123

 

 

Central to this theory is the role of the heart as the organ of mystical perception; it is through 

a purified heart that God’s will inspires the mystic to right action and the perception of God. 

The heart of the Sūfī is initially purified of all traces of human self-interest by acts of self-

abnegation throughout the via purgativa symbolized in Sūfism by the polishing of a mirror in 

order to reflect the beauty of God.
124

 However, according to Hallāj, this purification of the 

heart is not complete without the action of love upon it: and it is love and not intoxication 

which Hallāj holds to be the supreme path to permanent union with God. The importance of 

love being the path to God is summed up by Hallāj thus: 

 

The calling of love (mahabba) calls us to desire (shawq), the calling of desire 

to rapture (walah); and the calling of rapture calls us to God (Allāh)! As for 

those who feel no inner incentive to answer this calling, their expectation will 

be frustrated; they waste their time in the deserts of deviation; they are the 

ones whom God does not think much of.
125

 

 

Massignon explains that during the first three Islamic centuries the notion of love in Islam 

held by the ‘traditionalists’ (Ahl al-hadīth) and the ‘theologians’ (Mutakallimūn) was roughly 

synonymous with obedience.
126

 What was shocking to the establishment of his day was that 

Hallāj preached publicly that love (mahabba) was both reciprocal and passionate (‘ishq). The 
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principle of reciprocal love between man and God did not begin with Hallāj, and would seem 

to have originated in Sūfism with Hasan Basri,
127

 but it is Hallāj who raises it to primacy, who 

lived it overtly and who ultimately died in love’s name. To Hallāj the Sūfī is a witness or 

'shāhid, the proof of love'
128

 and '[t]he inner reality of love is that you remain always with 

your Beloved and strip off your own qualities'
129

. Interestingly ‘ishq can be translated as 

passionate love, the desire for union with God, or in a derogatory vein as excessive love, as 

per the criticism made by Junayd of Hallāj’s doctrine. Presumably Junayd’s criticism rests on 

the notion that desire is an attribute of man which thus acts as a veil between God and man; 

whereas Hallāj’s conception is that, among the mystical elite, desire for union with God is the 

natural consequence of selfless contemplation of the beatific vision of God. 

 

In relation to the appearance and evolution of the concept of fanā’, love is thus an agent of 

fanā’, a notion which is clearly expressed by one of Hallāj’s admirers, the Sūfī master Shibli: 

'love obliterates from the heart all but the Beloved'.
130

 Thus, the mystical love of God when 

fully developed is a selfless devotion to the will of the Beloved for the sake of God through 

surrendering unto God. As Ernst relates of the mystical elite, 'their love is their annihilation in 

the love of the Real, because all loves become invisible in the love of God'.
131

 Love can 

therefore be seen as the annihilation of what in modern terminology might be called the ego 

(nafs).  

 

Whilst love requires both a lover and a beloved, thus implying a duality which confounds the 

notion of tawḥīd, its goal is the paradoxical sublimation of the lover in the Beloved. However, 

this dilemma is averted in Hallāj’s theory by his insistence that the personality remains during 

its immersion in the Divine and that the annihilation executed by love is of the lover’s will 

and thus his agency. Thus tawḥīd is preserved as the worshipper becomes God’s witness to 

the divine Unity. This doctrine of annihilation of the will by means of fearlessly following the 

desire for God inspired in the heart of the mystic by an utterly selfless love for the Beloved 

leads beyond: 
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the cult of restraint [Sobriety] that leads some to ossify in their strict 

observance, beyond the cult of enthusiasm [Intoxication] that inspires others 

to work themselves into ecstasy through created objects and human means; 

the outcome of [both] these practices is the idolatrous destruction of one’s 

individuality at the feet of an indifferent divinity.
132

 

 

And instead to: 

 

the amorous nuptial in which the Creator ultimately rejoins his creature, in 

which He embraces him and in which the latter opens his heart to his Beloved 

in intimate, familiar, burning, and flowing discourse.
133

 

 

Thus it can be seen that Hallāj rejected the two dominant theories of fanā’: that of Bayazid’s 

Intoxication which must ultimately lead to one’s ‘idolatrous destruction’; and that of Junayd’s 

sober separation of God from man. Instead he perceived that the ultimate agent of fanā’ is 

love, for only mutual love between man and God can allow God’s full purpose to unfold in 

the heart of man.
134

 The subtleties of his teachings were largely lost on his persecutors and 

taken at face value though his defence has vigour for those who would listen: 

 

I am a metaphor (of God conveyed to man), not a generic kinship (of God 

with man), an apparition (of God), not an infusion (ḥulūl) in a material 

receptacle. 

My (present) survival [baqā’] is not a (mere) return to pre-eternity;
135

 it is a 

reality that is imperceptible to the senses and beyond the reach of analogies.
136

 

 

For his radical doctrine he was disavowed by almost all of his peers and branded a heretic, 

whilst his enthusiasm to share his insight with the masses assured his execution which he 

seemed to welcome as the fulfilment of his mission. 
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Whilst in prison and awaiting execution, Hallāj continued to state his case against Sobriety in 

his work the Ṭawāsīn in which the book Tā’ Sīn al-Azal pursues, through the device of a 

dialogue with Satan (Iblīs), his attack upon those who would put observance of the law above 

obedience to God.
137

 The Qur’anic story of the fall of Satan relates that Iblīs refused God’s 

command to bow down before the newly created Adam saying 'I am better than he; Thou 

createdst me of fire, and him Thou createdst of clay'.
138 

Hallāj presents Satan as the perfect 

monotheist (muwahhid)
139

 who despite 'incomparable outward dignities…whole (muwahhid), 

wise (‘ārif), truthful (siddīq) and holy (walī) believer'
140

 is nonetheless damned forever. 

Damned because in arrogance his intention was to 'defer to His decree…rather than obey His  

commandment'.
141

 Further, Hallāj depicts Satan as one 'posing as the perfect Gnostic and 

boasting of loving God'
142

 who ends up rejecting divine union as a result of his obstinate 

refusal to obey the immanent Divine Command over the transcendent Divine Law: as such 

Satan is the perfect allegory for Junayd and the doctrine of Sobriety. The thrust of Hallāj’s 

argument is that love must be greater than monotheism, leading him to communicate to one of 

his disciples: 

 

May God veil you from the exterior of the religious law, 

and may He reveal to you the reality of infidelity (haqiqat al-kufr). 

For the exterior of the religious law is a hidden idolatry, 

while the reality of infidelity is a manifest gnosis (ma‘rifah jaliyah).
143

 

 

Thus Hallāj urges the devotee to go beyond the understanding of the transcendent tawḥīd 

'there is no god but God' to an immanent union between God and man in a mutual love which 

‘annihilates separation’
144

. 
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Definitions of fanā’ and baqā’ within academia 

 

Before coming to a conclusion about these earliest and highly influential formulations of the 

concepts of fanā’ and baqā’, it is worthwhile noting the lack of agreement which exists in the 

academic world on the specific nature of these two terms. This is perhaps unsurprising as they 

are words which attempt to convey linguistically an inner psychological event. In the words 

of Javad Nurbakhsh, a latter-day Sūfī master, 'fanā’ and baqā’ are spiritual states to be 

experienced, not topics to be discussed. Hence, words cannot explain this subject to the extent 

one might wish'.
145

 Nonetheless, a brief critical analysis of two of the most respected 

encyclopaedia entries on the subject is useful in highlighting inconsistencies of theory 

prevalent in the field, and a quotation from Aleksandr Knysh will be used to demonstrate a 

common misinterpretation of Junayd’s theory. This will be followed by the divergent 

explanation proposed by this essay based upon the evidence presented in this study. The 

Encyclopaedia of Islam defines fanā’ and baqā’ thus: 

 

(1) the passing-away from the consciousness of the mystic of all things, 

including himself, and even the absence of the consciousness of this passing-

away and its replacement by a pure consciousness of God, and (2) the 

annihilation of the imperfect attributes …of the creature and their replacement 

by the perfect attributes bestowed by God…Accordingly, baḳā’… means (1) 

persistence in the new divinely bestowed attributes … and (2) a return to the 

mystic’s consciousness of the plurality of the creaturaly world.
146

 

 

In this definition fanā’ and baqā’ can be seen as either a state of consciousness or as a process 

of purgation. Furthermore, this definition also implies a sequential hierarchy, fanā’ leads to 

baqā’, and the separation of one from the other as its antithesis. The Encyclopaedia Iranica is 

more explicit in stating the sequential nature of the two terms, and says of fanā’ and baqā’: 

 

[t]he Sūfī teaching of passing away from worldly reality and being made 

subsistent in divine reality describes the apex of mystic experience and union 

with God. As a correlative pair of notions, in which fanā’ logically precedes 
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baqā’, it is applied to two levels of meaning, the passing away of human 

consciousness in the divine and the obliteration of imperfect qualities of the 

soul by substitution of new, divinely bestowed attributes.
147

 

 

What is of particular interest in this definition is that it is the baqā’ (here rendered more 

loosely as substitution) of the divinely bestowed attributes which is the cause of the 

annihilation of the imperfect qualities. This contradicts the statement ‘fanā’ logically precedes 

baqā’’ as the two would have to be simultaneous in order for divinely bestowed attributes to 

cause the obliteration of the imperfect ones that they replace. Likewise ‘the passing away of 

human consciousness in the divine’ either refers only to the mystical state of fanā’, leaving 

nothing said of the mystical state of baqā’, or else the implication is that the state of fanā’ is 

caused by the onset of the state of baqā’ rendering the two states simultaneous. As has been 

shown, this concept of the simultaneity of fanā’ and baqā’ was explicitly stated by Junayd,
148

 

who must surely be the prime authority on the subject of baqā’. 

 

Aleksandr Knysh presents an example of a common and erroneous interpretation of Junayd’s 

theory of fanā’ and baqā’: 'This dialectic of ecstatic rapture and subsequent return is captured 

in the mystical experience of passing-away (fanā’), followed by the state of perdurance in 

God (baqā’). In the process of fanā’, the human self is completely shattered by the encounter 

with of [sic] the Divine Reality, which leads it to a mystical union with the Divine. In 

describing this exalting experience al-Junayd writes:'
149

 

 

For at that time thou wilt be addressed, thyself addressing; questioned 

concerning thy tidings, thyself questioning; with abundant flow of precious 

wisdom, and interchange of visions; with constant increase of faith, and 

uninterrupted favors.
150

 

 

Here Knysh has clearly separated fanā’ and baqā’ into two distinct states, baqā’ following as 

a consequence of fanā’. Knysh has used the above quotation from Junayd to demonstrate 

fanā’ but ‘abundant flow of precious wisdom’ is clear reference to baqā’: the flow of divine 
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insight into the consciousness of the mystic can only be from God. Indeed, being ‘addressed, 

thyself addressing’ is either insanity or the action of God  upon the annihilated person of the 

Sūfī that is baqā’. Knysh’s quotation of Junayd is in fact an outstandingly good example of 

the simultaneity of fanā’ and baqā’: the Sūfī has to be annihilated for the in-flowing of God’s 

graces to occur, which is simultaneously the cause of the annihilation. It can be seen then that 

there is an enormous scope for interpretation and confusion over these two terms. The Arabic 

words fanā’ and baqā’ have both mystical and mundane connotations which can be used in a 

number of different contexts and those contexts may be conflated. This essay proposes that 

fanā’ and baqā’ have four main mystical connotations: 

 

a) The annihilation and subsistence of the Sūfī’s attributes (fanā’ wa baqā’ al-sifat) are 

opposite sides of the same process, there is no fanā’ without baqā’ and vice versa. As 

blameworthy attributes are annihilated the Sūfī simultaneously subsists in the divine 

attributes which replace them and so the simultaneity of fanā’ and baqā’ is implicit. 

b) Linguistically the terms fanā’ and baqā’ can also be applied to the moment (waqt) of a 

mystical state (ḥāl). A mystical state begins with the passing away (fanā’) of the 

previous state and the present state can be said to subsist (baqā’) until its own passing 

away (fanā’), which marks its end.
151

 

c) Both fanā’ and baqā’ can be used to denote a specific mystical state: fanā’ describing 

the passing away of awareness of the separate self in contemplation of the Godhead; 

and baqā’ describing the same state as the overwhelming in-flowing and subsistence 

of the attributes of God. 

d) Fanā’ and baqā’ are also the names given to two of the highest spiritual stations on 

the mystical path. When referring to stations fanā’ and baqā’ are separate and 

sequential and refer not to an overwhelming state and the action of God but to a 

process and the behaviour of man. 

 

With these distinctions clearly stated, the possibilities for confusion become more obvious;
152

 

the greatest of which being the conflation of the mystical state of fanā’/baqā’ with the 
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 For example, when talking about the fanā’ of the state of fanā’ one could either mean simply the temporal 

ending of the state of fanā’ or the annihilation of the awareness of the mystical state of fanā’, which are of 

course two different things. Furthermore, the annihilation of the awareness of fanā’ whilst being one form of the 

purgation of attributes also leads to the onset of the mystical state of fanā’ but it should not be interpreted as the 

annihilation of a mystical state. 
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spiritual stations of either fanā’ or baqā.
153

 Furthermore, Junayd’s Sobriety seems often to be 

erroneously perceived as a kind of permanent state of baqā’, which as we have seen is not 

possible for Sobriety requires self-awareness. A final note should be made on the question of 

agency: at all levels fanā’ and baqā’ are attained only by the grace of God, and whilst a 

worshipper may work towards mystical union through renunciation (zuhd) by acts of devotion 

and mortification, only God can cause the annihilation of human attributes and the 

concomitant subsistence of divine attributes or precipitate the state of fanā’/baqā’. In the 

words of Abu’l-Husayn an-Nuri (d. 907): 'renunciation of pleasure is the act of man, but 

annihilation of pleasure is the act of God.'
154

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

One of the most important aspects of this essay has been the clarification and enumeration of 

the various and diverse meanings of the terms fanā’ and baqā’. It was shown that these 

meanings can be conflated even by respected academics to yield erroneous and contradictory 

conclusions, and thus four clear definitions were proposed for the various meanings of the 

dual terms based closely upon the writings of Junayd. It is hoped that these clarifications are 

not only helpful in illuminating the various concepts presented in this essay but will also be of 

more general value to the field of study. 

 

When evaluating the intended meaning of technical terms it is of prime importance to place 

such terms within the context of their discipline, as each discipline gives primacy to different 

methods of obtaining truth.
155

 Within the Medieval Islamic Sciences, falsafa (philosophy) 

considered reason to be paramount, whereas ‘ilm al-kalam (theology) held revealed law in the 

form of Qur’an and Ḥadīth
156

 to be the ultimate authority. In the case of Sūfism, whilst taking 

revealed law as the stating-point and holding on to the utility of reason, practical experience 

and direct divine inspiration were the ultimate sources of knowledge of The Real (al-Ḥaqq). 

Therefore, an academic analysis of Sūfī terms cannot ascertain the veracity of any particular 
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 Which would seem to be Knysh’s error. 
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 Hujwiri, Kashf al-Maḥjūb, p. 37. 
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 Whether or not that discipline considers truth to be absolute of relative. 
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 Traditions of the Prophet: 'being an account of what the Prophet said or did, or of his tacit approval of 

something said or done in his presence.' J. Robson, s.v. “Ḥadīth,” EI
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,
 
vol. III

 
(Leiden/London: E.J.Brill/Luzac, 

1960-2009), p 28. 
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explication over another and is thus obliged to rely upon the anecdotal and often poetic 

evidence of those who have experienced the reality that such terms attempt to convey. With 

this limitation in mind, the present essay has outlined the ideas of three of the most significant 

figures in the early interpretation and usages of the concepts of  fanā’ and baqā’ using as 

much of their own related experience and analysis as possible in the hope of allowing them to 

speak for themselves. 

 

This essay has presented three very different interpretations of the same concepts from the 

words of three very different Sūfī masters; it has also shown that the usual characterisation of 

Hallāj as either deranged or foolish does not stand up to the evidence of his work. In 

summary, it was seen that the fanā’ of Bayazid is full of uncertainty and agonizing doubt, the 

lone struggle of the ascetic to erase his personality in the contemplation of tawḥīd, which he 

was ultimately unable to achieve. His struggles would lead him time and again back to the 'I 

and He' duality that veils the mystic from a clear vision of tawḥīd and thus doomed him to his 

bitter 'cheat'. Junayd’s teachings reveal an orderly system with clear and detailed processes, 

involving the simultaneous interdependence of the mystical states of fanā’ and baqā’, which 

leads the Sūfī in a return to the mīthāq and his pre-eternal state. This is a system with clearly 

defined limits as to the degree to which unification with God is possible and that emphasises 

the master-servant relationship in which love of God conforms more to obedience than to 

desire. It was then shown that Hallāj’s search for unity with the divine led him through a 

severe asceticism similar to that of Bayazid and further to an understanding that the will to 

achieve annihilation in God is itself a barrier to its own purpose. His solution was that true 

union with God could only be achieved by allowing God’s will to act in the heart of a mystic 

whose own will had been annihilated through love.  

 

The analysis of fanā’ and baqā’ inevitably requires the appraisal of the doctrines of Sobriety 

and Intoxication which are the consequences of their applied meanings. In essence the 

Junaydian doctrine of Sobriety supposes that intoxicated mystical states are the result of 

incomplete annihilation and their results should be concealed from the uninitiated masses for 

their moral protection. Sobriety also implies that the ultimate mystical state is one in which 

the Sūfī’s consciousness is no longer annihilated but has returned to him purified allowing 

him to see everything through God and God in everything. Conversely, the doctrine of 

Intoxication holds that the ultimate state is that of fanā’ al- fanā’ when the Sūfī’s personality 

is completely annihilated and all that remains is consciousness of God. This is a state wholly 
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beyond the control of the mystic and which results in intoxicated behaviour and shaṭḥiyāt, and 

implies that the Sūfī’s first responsibility is to the direct witnessing of God and not to the 

health of the community.  

 

An important finding of this essay is that, whilst Hallāj is often held up to be the archetypal 

Intoxicated Sūfī, his teachings clearly state that he rejected both Sobriety and Intoxication as 

insufficient to produce true sustained union with God. Hallāj’s doctrine of mystical love 

provides a third way which criticised both Intoxication and Sobriety: stating that both 

damaged the human personality whose divine function is the existential witnessing of God. 
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