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Abstract

Rifa‘iya is a suft order that was founded by Sayyid Ahmad
Kabir Rifa’T’. He was a contemporary of Shaikh ‘Abd al-
Qadir Jilani, the founder of Qadirtya order. He was famous
among people due to his knowledge, piety and services for
preaching Islam. The founder of Rifa‘tya order has been
referred to in Tadhkiras and works on Safi history. This
paper underlines how orientalists have highlighted the life
and achievements of Ahmad Kabir Rifa‘T’and the order
founded by him. The orientalists referred to herein are
David Samuel Margoliouth, Sir H.A.R Gibb, John P.Brown.
John Spencer Trimingham, John Renard, Joseph Mill,
Valeri J. Hoffman-Ladd, Nile Green, Thomas Eich,
Annemarie Schimmel and Clifford Edmund Bosworth. All
these Western Scholars have generally eulogized the saint
with a few exceptions while narrating saintly miracles.
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1. Mohammed and the Rise of Islam

The Early Development of Mohammedanism

3. The Relations between Arabs and Israelites prior to the Rise of
Islam

N
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4. Cairo, Jerusalem, and Damascus: Three Clief Cities of Egyptian
Sultans
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“Al-Rifa‘t, Ahmad b. ‘Alt Abu ‘I-*Abbas, Shafi‘1 fakih by training
and founder of the Rifa'iyya tarika, dervish order. He was born in
Muharram 500/September 1106 (or, according to other authorities in
Radjab 512/October-November 1118) at Karyat Hasan, a village of the
Bata’ih or marshlands of lower ‘Irak between Basra and Wasit, whence the
nisba sometimes given to him of al-Bata’ihi, and he died at Umm ‘Ubayda
in the same region on 22 Djumada 1578/23 October 1182 (see Ibn
Khallikan, ed. ‘Abbas, I, 171-2, tr. De Slane, I, 152-3), The nisba al-Rifa‘1
is usually explained as referring to an ancestor Rifa’a, but by some is
supposed to be a tribal name. This ancestor Rifa'a is said to have migrated

from Mecca to Seville in Spain in 317/929, whence Ahmad's grandfather
came to Basra in 450/1058. Hence, he is also called al-Maghribi.”*

22L_?,T.é&y L"48/41“:)“}",%0%/;?:5&&5}&8)1&‘ SR
L P WU 6 Logo i a8 (1383 7 23) 0578 Jivigte
05512023 L B 3n Ut (1106755007 7 st § Tk
1 bbb o) e U L6 A 20n e L7 AGLTT 23
Ly E el (LJEes1)(3:1-152 De Slane .27 2-171
eSS Nl e e 51T, w2 Gl i
e h L L Uo Ut o d Bl P et 9K o6t Lo
AL e Uz AL P L e o F L3 1T U S el
et F G Tl T A

! Margoliouth, D.S., “Al- Rifa‘i ” The Encyclopedia of Islam (Leiden: E. J. Brill 1995)
Vol. VIII, p. 524
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“Whereas according to some accounts he was posthumous child,
the majority date his father’s death 519 in Baghdad, when Ahmad was
seven years old. He was then brought up by his maternal uncle Mansar al-
Bata'ihi, resident at Nahr Dakla in the neighbourhood of Basra. This
Manstr of whom there is a notice in Sha‘rant's Lawakih al-Anwar, i. 178)
is represented as the head of a religious community, called by Ahmad (if he
is correctly reported by his grandson, Kilada, 88) al-Rifa‘iya; he sent his
nephew to Wasit to study under a Shafi‘t doctor Abu ‘I-Fadl 'Ali al-Wasiti
and a maternal uncle Aba Bakr al-Wasiti. His studies lasted till his 27th
year, when he received an idjaza from Abu 'I-Fadl, and the khirka from his
uncle Mansar, who bade him establish himself in Umm ‘Ubayda, where (it
would seem) his mother’s family had property, and where her father Yahya
al-Nadjdjart al-Ansari was buried. In the following year (540) Mansar died
and bequeathed the headship of his community (mashyakha) to Ahmad to
the exclusion of his own son.”?
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“His activities appears to have been confined to Umm ‘Ubayda and
neighbouring villages, whose names are unknown to the geographers; even
Ummi ‘Ubayda is not mentioned by Yakat, though found in one copy of
the Marasid al-Ittila. This fact renders incredible the huge figures cited by
Abu ‘I-Huda for the number of his disciples (muridin) and even deputies
(khulafa), the princely style and the colossal buildings in which he
entertained them. Sibt ibn al-Djuzt in Mirat al-Zaman (Chicago, 1907, p.
236) says that one of their shaikhs told him he had seen some 100,000
persons with al- Rifa‘t on a night of Sha‘ban. In Shudjarat al- Dhahab the
experience is said to have been Sibt ibn al-Jauzi’s own, though this person
was born 581/1185, three years after al-Rifa‘t's death. In Tanwir al-Absar
(p. 7, 8) his grandfather as well as himself is credited with the assertion.”
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“His followers do not attribute to him any treatises, but Abu'l-Huda
produces I. two discourses (madjlis) delivered by him in 577/1181 and
578/1182-3 respectively; 2 a whole diwan of odes; 3. a collection of
prayers (ad‘1ya), devotional exercises (awrad), and incantations (ahzab); 4.
a great number of casual utterances, sometimes nearly of the length of
sermons, swollen by frequent repetitions. Since in 1, 2 and 4 he claims

descent from 'All and Fatima, and to be the substitute (na’ib) for the
Prophet on earth, whereas his biographers insist on his humility, and

® Ibid p. 325
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disclaiming such titles as kutb, ghawth, or even shaykh, the genuineness of
these documents is questionable.”
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“Inconsistent accounts are given of his relations with his

contemporary ‘Abd al-Kadir al-Djilani [q.v.]. In the Bahjat al-asrar of Nar
al-Din al-ShattanawfT it is recorded by apparently faultless isnads on the
authority of two nephews of al-Rifa‘t, and a man who visited him at Umm
‘Ubayda in 576/1180-1, that when ‘Abd al-Kadir in Baghdad declared that
his foot was on the neck of every saint, al-Rifa‘t was heard to say at Umm
Ubayda "and on mine". Hence some make him a disciple of ‘Abd al-Kadir.
On the other hand, Abu'l- Huda's authorities make ‘Abd al-Kadir one of
those who witnessed in Medina in the year 555/1160 the unique miracle of
the Prophet holding out his hand from the tomb for al-Rifa'1 to kiss; further,
in the list of his predecessors in the discourse of 578/1182-3, al- Rifa‘i
mentions Manstr but not ‘Abd al-Kadir. It is probable, therefore, that the
two worked independently.”®
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Details of his family are quoted from the work of al- Fardthi,
grandson of a disciple named ‘Umar. According to him, al-Rifa‘t married
first Mansur's niece Khadidja; after her death, her sister Rabia; after her
death Nafisa, daughter of Muhammad b. al-Kasimiyya. There were many

daughters; also three sons, who all died before their father. He was
succeeded in the headship of his order by a sister's son, ‘Ali b. ‘Uthman.®
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“The looseness of the Qadiriya favoured the development of
numerous sub-orders, some of which have grown into independent
organizations. One of the most important of these in Western Asia, the
Rifa‘tya, was founded by al-Jilani’s nephew Ahmad al-Rifa‘1 (d.1182), also
in Irag. This order was distinguished by a more fanatical outlook and more
extreme practices of self-mortification, as well as extravagant
thaumaturgical exercises, such as glass-eating, fire-walking, and playing
with serpents, which have been imputed to the influence of primitive
Shamanism during the Mongol occupation of Iraq in the thirteenth
century.”’
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“During St. Louis’s invasion of Egypt in the Seventh Crusade a
Rifa‘1 disciple, the Egyptian Ahmad al-Bedawi (d.1276), played a notable
part in stirring up the population to resist the invaders. The order which he
founded, called after him the Bedawiya or Ahmadiya, is the most popular
‘rustic’ order in Egypt, and became notorious for the orgies, inherited from

early Egyptian practices, which until recent times accompanied the fairs
around his tomb at Tanta, in the Delta. The other two popular orders in

" Gibb, H.A.R. Mohammedanism: An Historical Survey (New York: A Galaxy Book
/Oxford University Press, 1962) p.156
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Lower Egypt, the Bayyimi and Dasuqt orders, are both offshoots of the
Bedawiya.”®
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“Their exercises consist, like those of the Rufa‘ees and other
Orders, at first in seating themselves, and afterwards in rising upright; but
in often changing the attitude, and in redoubling their agitation even until
they become overcome with fatigue, when they fall upon the floor
motionless and without knowledge, then the Sheikh, aided by his vicars,
employs no other means to draw them out of this state of unconsciousness
than to rub their arms and legs, and to breathe into their ears the words -La
ilaha ill Allah-".°
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® Ibid, pp.156-7
® John P. Brown, The Dervishers, OR, Oriental Spiritualism (London; Trubner and Co.,
1868) p.224
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“The Way of Ahmad ibn ‘Ali ar- Rifa‘t (A.D. 1106-82) is no
derivative from the Qadiriyya as has been claimed. On the contrary, he
himself inherited a family Silsila and his order came into prominence as a
distinctive Way from his lifetime, whereas the Qadiriyya did not emerge as
a khirga line until much later. The Rifa‘tyya was distinguished by peculiar
practices deriving from Ahmad himself and his centre in the Bata’ih
counted as a focus of attraction for Siifis in a way that ‘Abd al-Qadir’s ribat
in Baghdad did not.”*
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% Trimingham, J. Spercer, The Sufi Orders in Islam (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press,
1971) p. 37
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“Ar-Rifa‘T Ahmad.c. 512/1118 [or 499/1106]- 578/1182). ‘Iraqi

Shafi‘1 religious Law scholar and founder of the Rifa‘tya. Some sources

credit him with having written miscellaneous poems, prayers, litanies, and

discourses. He is said to have gathered remarkably large numbers of

followers to hear him speak on special occasions, and to have emphasized
the importance of poverty and asceticism.”*?
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“Rifa‘tya. One of the earliest orders, founded in southern Iraq by
Ahmad ar-Rifa‘T and eventually established prominently throughout the
central Middle East, Turkey, and North Africa. It also spread as far to the
east as Indonesia and Malaysia, possibly as a result of the preaching of
Raniri. Some scholars suggest that it was the most extensive of the orders
prior to the dramatic spread of the Qadiriya. The order soon developed a

reputation for emphasizing wonders and extreme behavior not unlike that
associated with galandars. One such ritual, still popular even in Southeast

12 John Renard, Historical Dictionary of Sufism (Lanham: The Scarecrow Press Inc.,
2005) p. 202
B 1bid, p.177
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Asia, is called the dabbus (“awl"), in which various parts of the body are
pierced with no permanent sign of damage. Some are reported to have even
removed their eyeballs from their sockets. Members of the organization
have commonly been dubbed the "Howling Dervishes” as a result of
certain ritual practices. It remains a major order in Egypt today, thanks in
part to the influence long ago of one of the order's most famous sons,
Ahmad al-Badawi.”**
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“Two other early turug, the Suhrawardiyya and Rifa‘iyya, also
emerged in Baghdad during the late twelfth century... The Suhrawardiyya
is now one of the largest turuq in South Asia, and the Riffa‘tyya spread

through Central Asia.”*®
AV uif/‘l’LdMijz/l, ~F6I03 0208 g J/(LJ}“’])&U?.U;

W s 6K S AN sl Ll S ey EAZIS o8 1
(Valerie J. Hoffman-Ladd) $uet -2 /..J-‘-s /.:3:4.7

i1 Ut e bl 3 sl 309 (1954 P 1) s S i
“Devotion to the Prophet and His Family in Egyptian Sufism”¢is* JG
e A TS 28180t 2 W9 (ead e e bif i é;EgE(Uw|;§’vuﬁ_}f‘7d/f)
J! _‘ag/) E"SE" é_uilufu’!-‘alnéﬁuﬁ (Middle East Studies)z &
29(5‘”J d,}:,_%ﬂ BNV W= R -

“This belief is reflected in the prayers and songs of many of the
major Sufi orders in Egypt. In the prayer of Ahmad al-Rifa‘t (d.1178)
founder of the Rifa‘Tyya order, Muhammad is described as the pre-existent
(asbaq) light of God... the dot of the ba of the primordial sphere, the secret
of the secrets of the pivotal (qutbiyya) alif, by which the turbidity of
existence was clarified... He is Your primordial, pervading secret, and the
water of the essence of flowing essentiality (jawhar al-jawhariyya’t-jari) by
which You gave life to the existents, be they mineral, animal or plant. He is
the heart of hearts and the spirit of spirits, and the knowledge of the good
words, the first highest Pen, and the encompassing Throne; spirit of the
body of both world, boundary of the two seas, the second of two, the pride
of both worlds, Abu’l Qasim, our lord Muhammad Ibn ‘Abdallah ibn ‘Abd

16 Joseph Hill, “Sufism Between Past and Modernity” in Hand Book of Contemporary
Islam and Muslim Lives eds. Ronald Luken-Bull and Mard Woodward (Switzerland AG:
Springer Nature, 2019), p.64
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al-Muttalib, Your servant, Your prophet and Your apostle, the illiterate
prophet.”*’
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' Valerie J. Hoffman Ladd, “Devotion to the Prophet and His Family in Egyptian
Sufism”, International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 24, No. 4 (November 1992),
pp.618-19

¥ |bid, p. 632
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“It would be easy to see the men after whom the major brotherhoods were
named as genuine founder figures and so date the emergence of the
brotherhood to their actual lifetimes: Abt Najib al-Suhrawardi (d.1168),
‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilant (d.1166), Ahmad ibn al-Rifa‘t (d.1182), Ahmad al-
Yasawi (d.1166?), Najm al-Din Kubra (d.1221), Mu’in al-Din Chishti
(d.1236), Abu’l Hasan al-Shadhilt (d.1258) Jalal al-Din Rumi (d.1273) and
Baha al-Din Nagshband (d.1189). In the case of some of these men, we do
have evidence for new kinds of organizational activity, but on the whole
we are looking at men who, through writing or preaching, achieved a fame
and following in their lifetimes which their disciples and very often their

families inherited and perpetuated after their deaths.”
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( Thomas Eich) ZiU " 2549

(University of Hamburg)” uj;j.f s ifts Z(¢1973Jj ) G /3;4
=M (Asia and Africa Institute)e s Asde

9 Nile Green, Sufism: A Global History (UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012) pp.84-85
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- 6 bbb L Llett(Arabica)es f e 2 Tl LIy
eI L
<< "Patterns of the 1920 rising in Irag: The Rifa‘1yya tariga and Shiism"

‘auﬂgg/u?utu’
“During the reign of Abdulhamid Il (1876-1909) the Rifa‘iyya received
considerable support from the Porte: it expanded significantly in Iraq, as
part of the sultan’s policies directed towards Iraq’s Shii population... The
most important example in the renovation of the shrine of Ahmad al-
Rifa‘1, the Rifa‘Tyya founder, in Umm ‘Abida in the ‘Amara region during
the 1880s. In his book Ibrahim al-Rawi states that the shrine had been
entirely derelict, and the sultan had invested significantly from him private
purse. In addition, Nasir Pasha, leader of the Muntafiq tribe, donated funds
for the reconstruction of the dome of shrine. In both cases the doners were
compensated by treasures, including the digging of a well. Of course, much
of this is anecdotal evidence, which has to be treated cautiously since its
primary aim is to prove Ahmad al-Rifa‘1 standing as a sufi saint. However,
it clearly shows how the Rifa‘tyya was linked to the Ottoman government
as well as to the Bedouin population in rural Iraq during the 1880s.”%

S 5UE = 3B d sbgn Ler? S (1909-1876) 0 47145
a1 It Lol ons £ Bp e 18806 At ook b LU U2 1P b
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% Thomas Eich “Abu’l-Huda: The Rifi‘ya and Shiism in Hamidian Iraq”, Arabica, 56
(2009) p. 117
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“Abu’l-Huda, the Rifa‘Tyya and Shiism in Hamidian Irag” JJLE’U}!..{!Z;_ILJI
2 S bk S U

(Encyclopaedia Britanica) &t /i 440110

< I L "Rifa‘tyah Safi Order "5y 4352 6." iedl 57100352 L by

TS BT L st b
“Rifa‘tyah, fraternity of Muslim mystics (Sufis), known in the West as
howling dervishes, found primarily in Egypt and Syria and in Turkey until
outlawed in 1925. An offshoot of the Qadiriyah established in Basra, Iraq,
by Ahmad ar-Rifa‘t (d. 1187), the order preserved his stress on poverty,
abstinence, and self-mortification. It also performed the ritual prayer
(dhikr) essential to all SGft orders in a distinct manner: members link arms
to form a circle and throw the upper parts of their bodies back and forth
until ecstasy is achieved. Then the mystics fall on a dangerous object, such
as sword or snake, though such extremes, as well as thaumaturgical
(magical) practices, probably appeared under Mongol influence during
their 13th-century occupation of Iraq and have always been rejected by
orthodox Islam.”?2

Z (howling dervishes)uﬁwanz,g»ﬁu:_,/"z‘auf .,QK,Q/(‘/ ey
SN SEN935 Ut & Loz L ST mlpl 2 pab Gt s o8
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2! Thomas Eich “Abu’l-Huda: The Rifa‘ya and Shiism in Hamidian Iraq”, Der Ilam, Vol
80 Issue (2003) pp. 142-152

ZAnnemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: The University of
North Carolina Press, 1975) pp.248-249.
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(Annemarie Schirnmel)d".3 S 2! /3',4_1 1
ﬁl.J,}ﬁuﬂmdm.;g,;(;%%-1922)&‘%,;@1}%)6@‘2 Ty
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Rumi’s world: The Life and Work of the Great Sufi Poet
As Through a Veil: Mystical Poetry in Islam
Islam in the Indian Subcontinent
Pain and Grace
Mystical Dimensions of Islam.
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“Almost contemporary with ‘Abdu’l-Qadir al-Gilani, and also living

in ‘Irig, was Ahmad ar-Rifa‘1, founder of an order that appears more

eccentric than the Qadirtyya--the Rifa‘iyya dervishes, known as the

Howling Dervishes because of their loud dhikr. They are notorious for

performing strange miracles, like eating live snakes, cutting themselves

with swords and lances without being hurt, and taking out their eyes. "But

this is something the sheikh did not know, nor did his pious companions

we seek refuge from Satan with God!”, exclaims Jami when speaking of
these- aberrations-.”?*

,Ufz?_q;;_vmu:Jﬂ/m/fﬁ%}%}i(zf%/gﬁ)&j&euwuﬁf
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2 |bid p. 249
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“The Badawiyya is a rustic order that has adopted a considerable
number of pre-Islamic customs. Its festivities are held according to the
solar Coptic calendar and thus are connected with the Nile and its flood:
signs of old fertility rites are therefore assimilated into the cult. That is why
the Badawiyya never crossed the borders of its homeland, as was also the
case with an order founded by Ahmad's contemporary Ahmad ad-Dasugi in
the same country.”®
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* Ibid
% |bid p. 176

108



FEER 7 s B 2
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(Clifford Edmund Bosworth) £ s 441 5,%_12
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The Islamic Dynasties <The History of al-Tabari
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History of Civilizations of Central Asia
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“It is unclear whether the founder, Ahmad al-Rifa‘t, was a mystic of
the thaumaturgic, miracle- mongering type, but the order which he founded
and which was developed by his kinsmen certainly acquired its extravagant
reputation during the course of the 6th/12th century; it may not be without
significance that the order grew up in the Lower Irak marshlands between
Wasit and Basra where there was a mélange of faiths and beliefs, Muslim,
Christian, Mandaean, etc., with many older survivals. Already, Ibn
Khallikan (wrote ca. 654/1256) reported that the Rifa‘T dervishes rode on
lions in the Bata’ih and that eating live snakes and walking on hot coals
were amongst their practices.”’
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26 H

Ibid
%" Bosworth, C. E., “Rifaiyya”, The Encyclopedia of Islam (Leiden: E. J., Brill 1995) Vol.
VIII, p. 525

109



(:2024¢2) 2008 3ide Saal)

lbAsd L 1 S o ettt o ™ e £ (FUol SISy S ae
(P I U QLU e L0 g et L 2
@lgﬁég_édl’é(u@é%u)Ll:ngu@@éﬁc_off/:{) PAPE) R AP
KLU P $6 S et § (W o J £ 01256/ 0654 L U?) b
e U ST s St Sus 258 S

e bl 3 F i Lyl

“Al-Rifa‘T’s retreat in the marshlands was a focus for visiting
dervishes, some of whom founded their own orders, such as the
Badawiyya, Dastikiyya and Shadhiliyya, and it was the prototype for many
zawiyas which sprang up. lbn Battuta [..] frequently mentions the strange
practices of their devotees. Thus when in Wasit in 727/1327, he visited
Ahmad al- Rifa‘T’s shrine at Umm ‘Ubayda, where he saw throngs of
people and witnessed fire-walking and fire- swallowing (Rihla, ii, 4-5, tr.
Gibb, ii, 273-4); an eastern counterpart of these practices were those of the
Kalandars, dervishes of the Haydariyya order, which he witnessed in India
(Rihla, ii, 6-7, iii, 79-9, tr. ii, 274-5, iii, 583).”%
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