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Adab with an Absent Master: Sufis and Good
Manners in the Tijaniyya

Michele Petrone

In the twentieth century, the Tijani sifi order spread its influence in West
Africa, due to the presence and contribution of different masters, inclugind the
Ibrahim Niyass (Ibrahim Baye Niasse, d. 1974),! who became a central figure in
Senegalese and Nigerian Sufism. Niasse became the main focus of his disciples’
devotion (regardless of whether or not they were directly linked with him).2

This centrality is an active factor in the relation between the murid and his
master as developed in the West African “niassene” branch of the Tijaniyya,
despite the fact that the founder of the order, Ahmad al-Tijani (d. 1814), is con-
sidered by all his followers as the one who actually initiates disciples and edu-
cates them. Hence the particular adab that tijanis have with their shuyiikh. In
Northern Nigeria and in the Kaolack region, the master mentioned in invoca-
tions for the purpose of tabarruk (to look for blessings) and tamaddud (to look
for spiritual influence and support) is often Niyass instead of al-Tijani. This led
to misunderstandings between the different branches of the order and, some-
times, to open polemic.3

This study is based on some fundamental texts of the Tijaniyya and other
works like the Risalat al-fadl wa-l-imtinan of ‘Ali Harazim, heir and successor
to al-Tijani, and the poem titled Rih al-adab, composed by Ibrahim Niyass,
in which he advises his fellows and disciples regarding both good manners
and the proper spiritual attitude towards God and the shaykh.* The poem

1 His name is spelled in different ways according to the transcription system adopted. Here the
name of those who wrote in Arabic will be translated according to the transcription system
adopted for this language in the present volume. A different (often more common) spelling
will be given in brackets, before the date of death.

2 Social and spiritual implications of the figure of Ibrahim Niyass are far too complex to be
analyzed in this paper. Here I consider not directly his figure, but his teachings as exposed
in a didactic poem, nowadays widely read and commented on, as demonstrated by the exis-
tence of a number of commentaries and public readings, and as demonstrated by videos
found on the Internet (see the sitography for further details).

3 For a general account of the Niyassene phenomenon, see Seesemann, Divine Flood; Hill,
Divine Knowledge, 112—67.

4 Unfortunately, I was not able to conduct a field study; this led to a purely textual approach
although it cannot provide an account of practical aspects involved in the notion of adab, the
sitography at the end of the article aims to partially fill this lacuna.
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ADAB WITH AN ABSENT MASTER 609

was composed during Ibrahim Niyass’ youth, before he conceived and built
an efficient da‘wa apparatus, through which he was able to convert thousands
of people to Islam and to the Tijaniyya. The notion of fayda played a central
role in this expansion. It can be translated as the “fluxus of baraka” that would
inundate the world and guide Muslims until the end of the world.> The figure
of Niyass has become central in Senegalese (and in general African) Tijaniyya,
fostering polemics with other groups that thought to be more faithful to the
seminal figure of al-Tijani. My main aim in this study is to determine whether
this shift in attention affects the actual perception of the role of the master and
the adab towards him, based on an analysis of the Rith al-adab and commen-
taries on this work, such as that of Hassan ‘Ali Sissi (Hassan Ali Cisse, d. 2008).%

Overview of adab in Early Tijani Sources

Tijanis believe that their order was founded by the Prophet Mahammad him-
self, who appeared to Ahmad al-Tijani while he was awake, compelling him to
abandon his previous masters (he had been initiated into many orders, above
all the Khalwatiyya of Egypt and the Sammaniyya) because the Prophet was
his actual master and the initiator of his new order.

Although he is not the actual originator of the tariga, Ahmad b. Mahammad”
al-Tijani is for his disciples not only their master, but also the Qutb al-maktim
(the Hidden Pole) and the Khatm al-awliya’ (the Seal of the Saints);® and he
presented himself as encompassing the sanctity of all other Muslim saints (using
the same expression used by al-Jilani, “my two feet are on the nape of every
saint, from Adam until the end of the world”).® From its prophetic origin and
given the peculiar role of Ahmad al-Tijani, the tariga derived one of the most
specific prescriptions for its affiliates, namely the prohibition of visiting non-
Tijani saints, dead or alive, for the purpose of istimdad, seeking subtle spiritual
support.l® This exclusiveness, called the “jealousy of the shaykh,” is conceived
as a form of adab towards the founder of the order, the Prophet Muhammad

5 For an explanation of the notion of fayda and a wide historical contextualization of the
figure of Ibrahim Niyass, see Seesemann, “Three Ibrahims,” 299—-333.

6 See Niyass, Spirit of Good Morals; this work has been published only in English.

7 In the texts the name often carries this vocalization, following the custom of the name of
the Prophet to avoid that someone bearing his name could be insulted.

8 For a general explanation of this concept, see Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints. For a dis-
cussion of the seals of Ahmad al-Tijani, see Urizzi, “Il Segreto del Sigillo.”

9 Urizzi, “Il Segreto del Sigillo,” 27.

10  This prohibition does not include the prophets and Muhammad’s Companions (sahaba).
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610 PETRONE

and, on his behalf, towards Ahmad al-Tijani. This is a negative form of adab,
a prohibition, not an actual indication of the proper behavior with the mas-
ter whether he is dead or alive. Instructions for good manners to be shown
towards Shaykh al-Tijani are seldom mentioned among the pillars of the tariga
and are not deeply analyzed in the sections about adab in the texts dating from
the first decades of the existence of the order.

The Jawahir al-ma%ni, the fundamental book of the Tijaniyya, originated
from a kunnash, a collection of Ahmad al-Tijan1’s speeches made by ‘Ali
Harazim, who also added his own observations to clarify certain passages or to
give a complete account of key episodes.

In the words! of the founder of the Tijaniyya, the term adab is seldom
present. Rather, he refers to the same notion using the expression makarim
al-akhlaq. The murid has to develop good manners in body and spirit, follow-
ing the uswa hasana of the Prophet, who said: “I was sent to bring you nobility
of character” In the Jawahir al-Ma‘ani’? ‘Ali Harazim gives a clear definition
of the notion of adab, which he includes in the middle of the biography of
Ahmad al-Tijani:

According to the fugaha’, the word adab indicates everything that goes
beyond the basic duties and the sunan [that every Muslim has to accom-
plish] sleeping and while awake and in every other condition, without
interruption during one’s life.13

This definition is accompanied by the one attributed to the sufiyya, who con-
sider the term adab as defining all qualities of goodness and piety that mark
the difference (and the relation) between the attributes of the ‘ubiidiyya and
of rububiyya; the one who acquires these qualities can be considered qualified
by the adab (plural). The distinction between the two levels is quite clear: if
for the jurists adab is in the actions, for the sufis it is found in the qualities of
the servant (‘abd). There are two complementary dimensions to the notion of
adab: acts, on a horizontal level, are duties and actions that have their dimen-
sion in the external world; whereas qualities, also called akhlag in the text, on a
vertical level, mark the relationship between the servant and God, not through
a single act of worship, but through the servant’s own essence.

11 Ahmad al-Tijan1 did not leave written works, save for several letters to his disciples.

12 Harazim, Jawahir. I have referred to this version, as it is the one most diffused among
Tijanis.

13 Jawahir, 110.
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ADAB WITH AN ABSENT MASTER 611

It is quite obvious that, at least in the Jawahir al-ma‘ani, the main perspec-
tive is the second one: when speaking of adab, Ahmad al-Tijani is said to have
focused his attention on the attitude towards Allah or al-hadra al-ilahiyya
(divine presence) While describing his master’s adab, ‘Ali Harazim says:

He was well mannered, and instructed others to have good adab towards
Allah and His Messenger, because this encompasses other kinds of adab,
and Sayyiduna unified both of them, in worldly and spiritual matters
(zahiran wa batinan).**

‘Ali al-Harazim continues to exemplify these two aspects. As for the zahir he
reports that Ahmad al-Tijani never stretched out his leg in the direction of the
gibla, never raised his voice while sitting in a mosque and observed similar
proper manners that every good Muslim should know and apply in his daily
life. As for the batin, al-Tijani never chose anything but God, and abandoned
his tadbir (meaning “self-determination”) to the point that, when making a
du‘@’ for something doubtful or completely unknown, he did his invocations
only with his tongue, while his heart was constantly ready to accept what
Allah had decreed. The adab of Ahmad al-Tijani is summarily defined by ‘Ali
Harazim as humility (tawadu) towards God, his Messenger and all his disci-
ples, the commonalty (‘@mm) and the elite (khass), patience and a particularly
strong Aimma (“determination”).

For a more detailed account of the adab in the Tijani tariga, one has to
refer to the Bughyat al-mustafid bi-sharh Miniyat al-murid’> Muhammad
al-‘Arabi Ibn al-S&’ih (d. 1821) authored the commentary on this poem writ-
ten by Tijani Ibn Baba al-Shinqiti. Approximatively a fourth of the commen-
tary (the sections 2, 3, 4 and 5, comprising approximately 100 printed pages) is
devoted explicitly to the discussion of forms of adab. The reader of the Bughya
should not expect anything revolutionary: practices and theories are almost
all taken from earlier Sufi manuals. The second section (matlab) of the Bughya
is “About what alludes to the inner reality of adab™® and begins with a cita-
tion of the hadith “Addabani rabbi fa-ahsana ta'dibt.” Then the author reports
Ibn ‘Arabi’s thoughts about adab, subdividing them into different typologies.
Adab al-sharia, being the adab al-ilahi, the acts and attitudes that God bestows
by the means of revelation, to teach his servants how to worship Him. Then
he proceeds to quote the adab al-khidma, being the one related to the kings.

14  Jawahir, 110.
15  Ibnal-Sa’ih, Bughya.
16 Ibn al-$&’ih, Bughya, 28.
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612 PETRONE

But since God is the only real King, this constitutes a particular kind of adab
al-sharta. The third and fourth adabs are those of hagq and of hagiga: the for-
mer is to follow the Truth in every manifestation, giving everything its haqgq, its
right; the latter is the so-called tark al-adab. He says: “Abandoning adab means
that adab has to be abandoned in what is visible ( fi-l-shuhuid) not in essence
(fi-l-wujud), as is in other mustalahat found in the works of the shaykh as the
Futuhat al-makkiyya.™

Ibn al-$a’ih, quoting anonymously various commentators of the risala of Ibn
‘Arabi on this subject,!® defines the hagigat al-adab as the refinement (dabt) of
the senses, attention to the breath and meditation (tafakkur) upon the cre-
ation.!® After this he embarks on a long series of quotations from the Awarif
of Ibn al-Mubarak and other sources dating from the first centuries of Islam,
such as the Qut al-qulub of Abu Talib al-Makki, but also from later Sufis, such as
Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah al-Iskandari and Ibn ‘Abbad al-Rundi.2? Each of the quoted pas-
sages aim to encourage the disciple to master his senses, avoid excess in eating
and drinking (and the prohibition of smoking hashish; smoking tobacco is also
prohibited to Tijanis), and to maintain good behavior in every aspect of public
and private life, conscious that every event or state is nothing but the manifes-
tation of God. Ibn al-$&’ih summarizes the content of the quotations stating:
“Know that what God wants from you is exactly your condition in this instant;
your abidance in worshipping God in the condition in which He placed you
is exactly what you are entitled to (or what God has entrusted to you).”?! This
passage appears to be a re-elaboration of the definition of adab emerging from
his analysis of Ahmad al-Tijant’s biography. At both the horizontal and vertical
levels, the attitude of the murid has to be pure acceptance of God’s will.

Additionally, talgin al-dhikr (transmission of the litanies) is considered as an
aspect of suhba with the master, by which is meant the relationship between
master and disciple. Tijani manuals affirm that every Muslim, male or female,
rich or poor, pure or sinner, can enter the tariga after a “positive” istikhara
(prayer asking God for a sign guiding to the good in a doubtful affair).22 The

17 Gril, “Adab and Revelation.”

18 See Gril, “Adab and Revelation.”

19  Al-S&’ih, Bughya, 29.

20  Being impossible to find in the original text, quotations appear to have been learned by
heart and passed down orally.

21 Ibn al-$&’ih, Bughya, 57.

22 The istikhara is a very common rite, based on Prophetic traditions, asking God for guid-
ance concerning a matter of uncertainty or during severe hardship. There are also other
basic conditions to adhere to for the Tijaniyya: the Fayd al-rabbantlists 14 conditions that
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ADAB WITH AN ABSENT MASTER 613

texts stress the importance of this prayer before the bay‘a (the pact linking a
person to a tariga) made between the disciple and the master. This seems quite
odd, when, in the same texts, the murid is commanded to consider his mas-
ter as the best possible guide. But the master’s actual role, as described in the
Bughya, is that of a simple intermediary, transmitting the spiritual influence
and guidance of Ahmad al-Tijani. This humble attitude often implies that, at
the very moment of talgin, some shuyitkh, after reciting a special prayer on
the Prophet (giving the merit to Ahmad al-Tijani), seek permission from him
(istidhanuhu) “to teach the wird to this man who asks for it with his heart and
tongue.” And, when giving him the wird he further recites: “This man asked me
to teach him the wird and now I will teach him with your permission and your
benediction” and similar invocations.?3

This practice is not mandatory, but is intended as a rule of adab that every
muqaddam should observe towards the founder of the tariga, again the
Prophet Muhammad and, on his behalf, Ahmad al-Tijani, the latter being a
permanent presence in the life of every Tijani. The mugaddam is considered,
in the manuals, always a disciple of al-Tijani and so he has to maintain perfect
adab towards his master. One of the pillars of the Tijaniyya is the belief that the
actual one who initiates disciples is Ahmad al-Tijani. So at the very moment of
the initiation of the murid is the presence of the Shaykh who is manifested in
the mugaddam.

In the main texts of the Tijaniyya it is difficult to find an explicit and prac-
tical definition of the master-disciple relationship and its rules. As indicated
above, the focus of these works centers on mastering one’s attention and
always looking to the actual presence of al-Tijani as a means to proceed along
the path. As such, the image of the master that emerges is that of a simple
intermediary whose role during the initiation is to guarantee an effective link
with the founder of the order.

An exception to this tendance is the Risalat al-fadl wa-l-imtinan by ‘Ali
Harazim, where the author devotes the introduction to the proper behavior
of the disciple towards his master.2* This text discusses the adab al-murid in

range from the husn al-zann to the commitment to recite the award until death comes;
see ‘Traqj, Fayd, 52—61.

23 Ibnal-$&ih, Bughya, 57.

24  The epistle is included in a biographical dictionary of Tijanis written by Ahmad Sukayrij
(d. 1944) and titled Rafal-nigab ba‘d Kashf al-hijab ‘amman tulaqi Shaykh al-Tijant min
al-ashab that is the appendix (dhayl) of the better known Kashf al-hijab ft man li Sidi
Ahmad al-Tijani min al-ashab (Sukayrij, Raf"). The epistle is included in the fourth volume
of the Raf* al-nigab. The first two volumes were published at Titwan by ‘Abd al-Karim
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614 PETRONE

two parts. In the first one, ‘All Harazim briefly defines the perfect disciple as
a “seeker” (talib) until he quits following his soul’s lust and begins to submit
himself to God’s love and mercy. Then the disciple has to devote himself to a
single type of litany (dhikr) and avoid mixing it with other forms of remem-
brance because of the confusion in his mind this can cause. Finally the murid
in pectore can look for a master and, when he meets him, the murid should
make himself ready before the shaykh, and be as a corpse in the hands of his
funeral washer.

This attitude implies both an inner and an outer adab that should enable the
murid to start his spiritual journey. The Risalat al-fadl wa-l-imtinan enumerates
some of these characteristics to be fostered, beginning with “The disciple has
not to believe that the shaykh is an infallible human being nor that he can ever
reach the status of a Prophet.”?> This is followed by recommendations about
the shaykh'’s belongings and affairs—that have to be regarded with the high-
est respect and not used or misused—and about the attitudes of the body—
sitting in front of him like one does during the tashahhud of the ritual prayer
and gazing at the master’s face with humility and concentration. The list ends
with advice that both recalls and better defines the opening caution: “The dis-
ciple in the presence of his shaykh has to be possessed of strong inspiration
and correct behavior and his every breath is to be measured, bearing in mind
that the shaykh is within the Muhammadan presence.” This last cautionary
advice may lead to a misunderstanding of the role of the shaykh. The Risalat
al-fadl wa-l-imtinan pinpoints this concern:

As for the inadequate attitude that the disciple may hold towards the
human appearance of the Shaykh, such an attitude emanates from the
disciple’s ignorance that Almighty Allah can manifest Himself (tajalla)
in different forms.26

The role of the master is, thus, paradoxical: the disciple should not to con-
sider him as a perfect, divine creature, but he also should avoid focusing on

Sukayrij, son of the author. The third volume was published in Rabat in 1971 with a preface
by the then muqgaddam of the Tijaniyya in Fes, Idrs al-Traq1 (although the frontispiece
refers to the “two last parts,” al-rub‘ayn al-akhirayn, of the work). The last volume is avail-
able only in an electronic edition (often presented with the other three parts) revised
by Muhammad al-Radi Kanniin (Gennun). For detailed information please refer to the
bibliography at the end of the article.

25  Ibn al-Sa@’th, Bughya, 58. In fact the ‘Awarif al-ma‘arif is the main source of some Tijani
texts dealing with adab.

26  Ibnal-$&ih, Bughya, 59.
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ADAB WITH AN ABSENT MASTER 615

the shaykh’s defects. Rather, the adab has to be directed towards the Divine
Presence that manifests Itself in the spiritual guide who cares for his disciples.
Whoever attributes his progress on the Path only to his master and not to God
loses “the pact” that links him to the fariga and is virtually obliged to repent
and renew his affiliation.

In the Bughyat al-mustafid there is no section explicitly devoted to the adab
al-murid towards his master. When discussing the adab al-istima’, the proper
way to listen to the recitation of the Quran, the recounting of ahadith and
to the master’s speeches, Ibn al-S2’ih considers audition as a proof of and as
a means towards obtaining a pure heart, quoting the Awarif al-ma%Grif. It is
interesting that book reading is considered as a kind of istima“and a section
is devoted to the adab to be adopted with books. There is no mention of the
possibility of substituting a master with books, but some statements reveal
Ibn al-S&’il's thoughts about books.?” He affirms that God is the actual hearer
(musmi) and sometimes He listens to the words of the prophets, sometimes
to the people reading books as they are sacred ones or collections of pious
stories.28 So the murid has to conform himself to the role of masmu*, the one
God is listening to while he is reading. The section closes with a du@ by Ibn
al-$&’ih, inviting the reader to recite it with concentration (hudiir) before read-
ing a book or, with slight variation, before sitting in front of a master:

Fa-yatarawwah bi-l-mutala‘a kama yatarawwah bi-mujalasat al-nas
wa-mukalamatihim [. . .]

Allahummea inni astawdi‘uKa jami* ma astafidu min hadha al-sayyid aw
min hadha al-majlis hatta taruddahu ‘alaya fi waqt ihtiyaji ilayhi®®

What comes from reading [books] can likewise be gained from sitting
with people and [listening] to their talks; [...]

O God, I entrust to you what I will obtain from this man or from this
assembly as You will give it back to me when I will need it.

27  This topic has been discussed by Nasr, see “Oral Transmission and the Book in Islamic
Education,” 57—70; this article has been updated by Pagani, “Il libro come maestro: sufismo
e storia della lettura nel medioevo islamico,” 144-85.

28 Ibn al-S&’ih, Bughya, 6o.

29  Ibn al-Sa’th, Bughya, 61. The order of the two quotations is inverted in the original text.
Another edition of the Bughya, edited by Muhammad ‘Uqayyil, 77, reports another ver-
sion of the du@: Allahumma inni astawdi‘uka jami* ma anguru fi hadha al-kitab hatta
tarurradhu ‘alaya fiwagqt ihtiyaji ilayhi, meaning “O God, I entrust to You all that I will see
in this book, as You will give it back to me when I will need it.”
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616 PETRONE

This parallelism is the only (rather) explicit reference present in the Bughya
to the proper attitude of the disciple in front of his master. Otherwise, there
are only a few other moral statements without any practical reference. On the
other hand, there are long chapters devoted to the conditions necessary to
become a mugaddam (the master who is permitted to “give the wird” to other
people). The adab al-talgin are discussed in detail in several paragraphs, in
which the main feature aims to encourage humility and respect for previous
masters, as the following episode clearly explains:

The author of the Minyat al-murid told me that, when he decided to
enter this noble tariga, he and one of his friends (rafig) went to the
great savant, the bestower of baraka, the well-known Abu ‘Abdallah b.
Sidi Muhammad called Muhammad b. Sidi ‘Abdallah al-‘Alawi, khalifa of
Muhammad al-Hafiz al-‘Alaw1 pose some questions about the transmis-
sion (talgin) of the awrad and the guidance [of the disciples]. When they
asked him for the covenant he was not certain of doing it until they went
together to visit the tomb of Sidi Muhammad al-Hafiz, where ‘Abdallah
al-‘Alaw1 ordered the two [aspirant disciples] to stand aside from the
mausoleum; then he began speaking (while the two were listening) with
humbleness, humility and contrition, saying that Fulan b. Fulan asked
him for the wird of the Path of our Shaykh and he was transmitting it to
them on his [al-Hafiz'] behalf and on behalf of the Shaykh al-Tijan1.3°

This episode, involving some of the most important figures of the early
Tijaniyya, is an explicit example of Tijani taste in adab al-murid and shows
how a master always had to consider himself both a disciple and a transmitter
of a legacy. It is curious that the best example of discipleship is represented
by a well-known shaykh. It is a common topos used to represent the piety of a
saint. But, in the context of the discussion of adab, it represents also the atti-
tude and the actual role of Tijant masters: mirrors of the seminal and central
role of Ahmad al-Tijani as the continuously active presence within the tariga.
The texts maintain that, at the very moment of the transmission of the awrad,
the muqgaddam has to be considered simply as a substitute for the Shaykh
(al-Tijani) because it is he and no other who gives the permission to enter
the path.3!

This central role of the founder is present in the daily ritual of the wazifa.
Al-‘Arabib. al-Sa’ih devotes a passage of the Bughya to the particular adab to be
displayed during this ritual. While reciting the Jawharat al-kamal that closes the

30  Ibnal-$&ih, Bughya, 67.
31 Ibn al-$&’ih, Bughya, 67.
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ritual, those present spread out a white cloth wide enough to permit six people
to sit on it. This delimits a pure space reserved for the six spiritual presences of
the Prophet, the four khulafa’ al-rashidun and Ahmad al-Tijani. During these
rites, the reciters remain seated on their knees as a sign of respect, whether
they are shuyikh or novices. Al-‘Arabi, while talking of the adab of sitting and
leaving enough space for others to sit, reports from Ahmad al-Tijani, that he
commanded his disciples to sit wherever they found room, abandoning both
the desire to sit in a higher place (which is evidence of conceit) and also the
opposite attitude, that of pretending humility (that comes from a deception
of the nafs).

In this context, discipleship should be considered a life-long condition that
can be broken only by willfully abandoning the tariga or by ceasing to love and
respect the founder of the order, Ahmad al-Tijani and, before him, the Prophet
himself. So visiting other masters or reciting other awrad is felt by Tijanis as
a lack of adab toward “the” Shaykh, who is the actual master of every murid.
Ahmad al-Tijani, although physically absent, shifts the adab of the disciples
away from the actual master, who is a disciple like them. To stress the impor-
tance of this aspect, it is noteworthy that all previous quotations are from a
single chapter of the Bughya that is intended to deal with the adab al-suhba
wa'l-ikhwan: this puts shaykh and murid on the same level when confronted by
the active presence and role of al-Tijani.

The same attitude is found in a later source, al-Durrat al-kharida of al-Nazift
who comments on his own Yaqutat al-farida, a poem that returns to the basic
teachings of the Tijaniyya.32 This text is a collection of quotations from earlier
Tijani sources®® and aims to be a final compendium of the opinions of the
first generations of the tariga. The discussion of the actual practices of adab
towards a master is divided into different chapters, each dealing with a single
form of devotion and respect. Here we find again a profusion of rules and hints
about the relationship between “brothers,” but there is no direct mention of
the rules of conduct for the disciple with his master. The only exception is the
comment on the verses:

Wa-la budda min ta‘zim kull mugaddam / wa-khalifa min ins wa-jinna
Lahum hurma ka-hurmat al-Shaykh fa'r‘aha / wa-kun badhilan la hum
safa’ mawadda3*

32 Bayrat, Dar al-Fikr, 1984. The Dar al-kutub al-‘ilmiyya edition replicates the text of the
latter, with a different numbering of the pages.

33 All sources are always mentioned, even if in some cases only the name of the author is
given| and in others only part of the title.

34  Al-Durra al-kharida, 3:106.
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It is compulsory to revere every muqaddam/ and khalifa, being human
or jinn.

They deserve the same respect of the Master/ so foster it and offer
them pure love.

Most of the commentary is devoted to the distinction between the mugad-
dam and the khalifa, both deputies of the founder of the order, but each hav-
ing different degrees of responsibility. The necessity for maintaining reverence
towards the master is the occasion for the author to variously shed light on the
adab al-murid. Here a number of practical and behavioral issues are addressed,
that help the reader figure out how to behave in front of a master. The discus-
sion of this relationship is only a few pages long and is framed by a larger analy-
sis of the role of the masters as deputies of Ahmad al-Tijani, the one alluded to
by the term al-shaykh in Tijani poems. Honoring the master who authorized the
murid to recite the awrad is presented as actually revering the founder of the
order, and maintaining this state is a condition (shart) of the Tijaniyya: break-
ing the love for the master and the respect for his representatives breaks also
the “pact” that has to be renewed.3> Al-Nazifi warns the disciple: “Opposition
[to the master] with the heart or the tongue is a sharpened sword that cuts off
the bond between the master and the disciple, so do not refuse anything com-
ing from the master,"36 even after his death. The author does not further detail
to show respect but only cites instead verses mentioning well-known topoi of
suft literature, such as the story of Moses and al-Khidr.

In a couple of tanbihat (remarks) the author mentions, as a form of rever-
ence towards the master, keeping secret what the master reveals to the dis-
ciple privately during the majalis. But also the master is compelled to keep
his murid’s secrets, shaping their relationship as mutual, although their roles
are clearly distinguished. Another, more practical, rule of adab that al-Nazifi
relates to his reader is to abstain from anticipating the master’s words while
speaking with him. The author underlines that this is not because of master’s
rank or role, but because he is actually asking God’s help while speaking; so,
waiting for him to finish is an act of respect of the Divine Presence and a way
to train one’s patience.3”

35  For a detailed discussion of the actions that invalidate the link between the Tijani murid
and his master, see Muhammad al-Hafiz al-Misri, Fas! al-maqgal fima yarfa“ al-idhn fi [-hal,
Cairo, private edition.

36  Nazifi, al-Durrat al-kharida, 3: 108 .

37  Nazifi, al-Durrat al-kharida, 3: 110.
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The discussion of adab al-murid ends here. The rest of the chapter addresses
the need to be granted permission before calling people to God’s path, and
analyzes the different aspects of sanctity in relation to prophecy.® Looking
at the above quoted sources, all from the first generations of Tijant disciples,
the idea of adab that emerges is quite vague: no practical or behavioral rule is
given, with the exception of some basic norms. The main focus is on the inner
aspect of adab, on the presence of God, and of Ahmad al-Tijan1 as the actual
object of a disciple’s courtesy. This metaphysical attitude is clearly connected
with the belief that all Tijani masters are nothing but deputies to the founder
of the order, and his spiritual function is active in the talgin and in the tarbiyya
processes that lead the disciple to spiritual realization. This idea of tariga is still
present in modern texts, as, for instance, those of the Moroccan shaykh Idris
al-Traqt (d. 1996?), who in his al-Fayd al-rabbani fima yahtaj ilayhi al-murid
al-Tijani® still advises the reader to seek a mugaddam with a sound idhn that
guarantees the actual link with Ahmad al-Tijani and the Prophet Muhammad,*°
all the other masters being nothing but deputies.

Master-disciple Relation in Later Sources

The devotion to a master who is the deputy of al-Tijani1 also seems to be a cen-
tral idea in several of the fundamental texts on the tariga, written in modern
times. This impression is however contradicted by discussions of adab found
in such other sources, as the Kitab rimah hizb al-Rahim ‘ala nuhir hizb al-Rajim
by ‘Umar al-Fuati (d. 1864),* and in a collection of quotations from earlier
sources circulated in Sudan called al-Hidaya al-muhammadiyya f tarigat al-
khatm al-tijaniyya, of Badr ‘Abd al-Had1 Salama.*?

38  Nazifi, al-Durrat al-kharida, 3:113-17.

39 Fes, private ed., n.d.

40 ‘Iraq, Al-Fayd al-Rabbant, 36—44.

41 The literature about the political and religious role of al-Hajj ‘Umar Tall (Ta‘al) is wide
and looks at his biography from different points of view. The Kitab al-Rimah was probably
completed in 1839—41, when al-Futi settled in the capital of his reign, Diagoukou; the text
was probably written during the holy war, as is confirmed by some passages in which the
quotations are explicitly given by heart. The text was printed on the margins of the 1901
Egyptian edition of the Jawahir al-Ma‘ant, which was used for this study.

42 Published in Cairo, Dar tiba‘a al-ittihad al-sharqi, n.d. The author is an Egyptian master
of the Tijaniyya, but among his masters counts Shaykh Alfa Hashim (d. 1349/1911). Among
his works see also al-Nafha al-fadliyya fi tariqat al-khatm al-Tijaniyya, Cairo, Dar al-Tiba‘a
al-Misriyya, 1924. The Hidaya is conceived as a compendium and also an integration of
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The former is conceived as a manual, which in 55 chapters discusses the
main tenets of the Tijan1 way. Its author was the promoter of a jihad in West
Africa against the Bambara infidels and later extended to other kingdoms in
the region, building a short-lived state in the Futa Jallon region.*® His role as
khalifa (general deputy) of the Tijaniyya is testified in the Rimah, where he
sets out the basic rules for the functioning of a spiritual community and the
guidelines for his deputies. It is in fact a comprehensive and structured manual
whose influence was fostered by the fact that it was printed together with the
Jawahir al-Ma‘ani.**

The Hidaya is a relatively short manual where the author subdivides the
rules of adab taken from the Rimah (which is not directly mentioned) into three
levels: the attitude towards one’s nafs, the good manners with one’s master and
with one’s companions on the spiritual path. The first level is practically identi-
cal with the application of the shari‘a aiming to prevent the disciple from fol-
lowing his nafs al-ammara bi [-si’, the soul which incites to evil. The second, is
a list covering both spiritual attitudes and everyday actions: the disciple has to
honor his master in all his inner and outer states, not to use his subha (prayer
beads) while in his presence, nor to sit while he is standing, to avoid mention-
ing him in front of his enemies, and in general, to focus himself on his presence
as the actual source of every spiritual benefit. This advice is not only for the
novice, but also for the mugaddam concerning his own master and, above all,
the general khalifa of the tariga, who is the actual intermediary of the madad
(spiritual influx) of Ahmad al-Tijani and the Prophet Muhammad.#® As for the

the Nafha. Christopher Gray describes Alfa Hashim as “a nephew to Umar Futi, exiled in
Medina and Mecca, who was also an important figure [...]. He provided the primary link
between West African and Arab Tijaniyya. Later, when descendants of Ujidud and Alfa
Hashim submitted to Ibrahima Niasse, their followers in the Kano Fulani mallam class
went along with them, in “The rise of the Niassene Tijaniyya from 1875 to the present,” in
Islam et sociétés au Sud du Sahara, 2 (1998), 44. This puts the Hidaya just midway between
the umarian and the niassene traditions concerning adab rules, although Ibrahim Niyass
does not directly quote al-Fatl. The Hidaya may be conceived as part of a different, more
practical, strand in describing adab that involved these branches of the Tijaniyya.

43 See Robinson, The Holy War of Umar Tal; Schmitz, Autour d'al-Hajj Umar Taal; Willis, In
the Path of Allah; Gomez, Pragmatism in the Age of Jihad, 123—36.

44  This is true only for the 1901 edition and subsequent reprints. Although both texts have
been printed recently in different editions and also translated into French, this version
remains the one that circulated in the years when Niyass was alive. See Mbaye, Perles des
significations; there is also a separate edition of the Rimah, which I was unable to consult,
see Futi, Kitab al-Rimah.

45 Fatl, al-Hidaya, 104-105.
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third aspect, the author does not detail specifics; rather, the text shifts back to
mention basic forms of adab and devotion, like controlling one’s tongue and
mind, or loving the Companions of the Prophet.*6

This reworking of the Rimah presents a first differentiation of the master-
disciple relationship, by introducing guidelines for daily actions and actual
behaviors towards a living master. The shaykh is pictured in more lively fash-
ion, as a man actually interacting with his disciples, a man with his belongings
(the prayer-mat, the subha) and his relations with the dunya.

The reasons behind this shift are not evident in the Hidaya, nor are they
retraceable in a period of production or fruition of the work (primarily middle
twentieth century Sudan). Its main source for the discussion of adab, the Kitab
al-Rimah, was written in the context of a general diffusion and institutionaliza-
tion of the Tijaniyya in West Africa. It is in fact a systematization of the teach-
ings conveyed by other texts, as the Jawahir or the Bughya, put together to form
a broad synthesis for the mugaddams appointed by ‘Umar al-Futi as general
khalifa of the order.

Both texts (the Hidaya and the Rimah) urge the disciple to respect a detailed
series of bodily attitudes that may reflect an inner state of respect for the
master. According to al-Futi, being in a state of purity in front of the master
and avoiding taking his hand while it is otherwise employed are all required
because the shaykh represents for his disciple the actual presence of God.
Al-Futi also defines the master walid ma‘nawt (spiritual genitor), as a figure
parallel, but of higher rank than the actual parents (walid hisst, lit. perceptible
father).#” Among the conditions of the Tijani wird is respect for the parents.
Al-Fut1 further develops this point, defining the murid as part of the shaykh in
the same manner as the son is part of his parents, save for the difference that
on the Day of Judgment the former will be able to intercede for the latter.48
At the beginning of the chapter the author refers explicitly to the practice of
home schooling spread throughout Africa and to the consequent overlap of
the two roles of parent and of master. He does not criticize the practice, but
defines a ranking based on the excellence of ‘ilm over worldly life. This atten-
tion to a social aspect of knowledge can be read as part of a general renovation
(tajdid) of Islam carried out through the jihad in West Africa by al-Futi, involv-
ing both Sufism and politics.

The Rimah can be considered a systematic exposition of basic rules and
principles of the Tijaniyya, like those regarding adab al-murid with his master

46 Faty, al-Hidaya, 108.
47  Fati, Rimah, 1:157.
48  Futi, Rimah, 1:159.

For use by the Author only | © 2016 Koninklijke Brill NV



622 PETRONE

taken from earlier sources whether or not explicitly Tijan1. From this point of
view there is no actual shift in the definition of the master-disciple relation-
ship: the ways of behaving are only classified and delineated in their details
giving birth to a set of rules, more codified if compared to earlier Tijani
sources. Nonetheless this codification of the adab made in the Rimah and in
the Hidaya focuses more on the actual, living master then on Ahmad al-Tijan1
as the unique initiator of all his disciples. The master is conceived as an image
of God, more than a deputy of the founder of the order, as is clear when al-Futi
explicitly compares the bada without any object other than God to the com-
pany (suhba) of a shaykh, to be sought only to reach Allah’s presence.*?

The movement of expansion that originated from Ibrahim Niyass was com-
parable to the one started by ‘Umar al-Futi in its dimensions and in its mixing
of politics and sufism, while the former never called people to a jihad nor did
he found anything that could be considered a state. Nonetheless, his political
influence in West Africa and in general in the Islamic World is undeniable.

The peculiar aspect of the Niyassene Tijaniyya is the popularization of its
practice of tarbiya, a series of rituals based on spiritual retreat that are usually
reserved for the élite among the disciples: staying alone for a few days in a dark
room, fasting and constantly reciting invocations is objectively difficult to do
without previous training. Ibrahim Niyass considered his fayda (coming from
Ahmad al-Tijani) powerful enough to lead all his disciples during this practice.

Considering these elements, one would expect to find in the teachings of
Ibrahim Niyass the same focusing of adab on the figure of the living master
as is found in the Rimah. His very first work explicitly addressed this topic.
The Rith al-adab is, in fact, considered to be his first poem, probably written
in 1924.59 This poem has also been translated into English by Niyass’ successor
who headed the Kaolack (and in general Senegalese) Tijaniyya, Hassan Cisse
(Siss1), and is still considered an authoritative document about adab, although
it was produced before Niyass’ claim of being sahib al-fayda. Hassan Cisse’s
approach to the topic in his version repurposes the steps already seen in earlier
texts, ignoring most of the “practical” issues considered by ‘Umar al-Futl.

Defining the relation with the master during the recitation of the daily
awrad, Ibrahim Niyass says in his Rih al-adab: “And picture in your mind the
shaykh who brought you up, as he is his shaykh, without doubt.”>! He asserts

49  Futi, Rimah, 1:138.

50  See Seesemann, The Divine Flood, 37. The English translation reports 1920 as the date of
“origination” of the work; see Spirit of Good Morals, ii.

51  Niasse, Spirit of Good Morals, 22; the “he” (the English translation reports “his” instead
of “he is”) alluded to here is Ahmad al-Tijani. The same attitude is recommended by
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that a disciple (whether he be a novice or a mugaddam) has to focus his atten-
tion on the image of his own master, considering it as the actual image of
Ahmad al-Tijani,?2 or at least a mirror of it. The concentration finds its focal
point in this image, being never an actual picture (a photo or a drawing), but
a mental figure on whose characteristics the murid is instructed by his master.

While performing the rites of the tariga a disciple has to observe a perfect
outer and inner adab ( fi [-zahir wa-l-batin), because by the means of adab a
disciple could ascend through the stations or stopping places (manazil), says
again the Rith al-adab. These good manners consist in the way one sits (as the
Julis of the salat), in lowering one’s gaze and in avoiding eating, drinking and
talking during a recitation. As for the batin, the poem stresses again the impor-
tance of focusing one’s attention on the image of the master.

The particular concern Tijanis have with their wird is based upon a saying of
Ahmad al-Tijani, to whom the Prophet granted the blessing that everyone who
recited his (the Prophet’s) wird during his life without interruption would not
die without becoming a saint.5® More than the knowledge of secrets (asrar) or
the recitation of particular Names or gasa’id, Tijanis seem to strive for perfec-
tion of attention while performing their obligatory rites, to the point that there
are additional rites to make up for any lapse in concentration or the wrong
number of repetitions of an element of the wird. As for their wazifa, it is con-
sidered an adab to spread a pure and white cloth on the ground as sign of
respect for the presence of the Prophet and of the Shaykh al-Tijani that mani-
fests itself during the recitation of a particular prayer called Jawharat al-kamal.
As stated in various Tijani manuals (such as the Qasd al-sabil of Muhammad
al-Hafiz al-Misr1)>* the reciter has to remain on his knees until the end of the
recitation and the izar (the cloth spread on the carpet) is folded up and stored.

This attention for the founder of the rites is accompanied by frequent rec-
ommendations urging the novice or the aspiring disciple to look for an accom-
plished master, who can be a murabbi, meaning a teacher of the tarbiyya, the
shaping of the inner and of public attitudes. The Riah al-adab and two of its
commentaries, devote several passages to this topic.5% In one verse Ibrahim

Muhammad al-Hafiz al-Misr1 (d. 1978) in his Qasd al-Sabil, 24. Al-Hafiz is a respected
personality in both North and West African Tijaniyya, although his figure remains
understudied.

52 See Nayl al-Arab, 12.

53  Fuati, Rimah, 1:89.

54  Hafiz, Qasd, 18.

55  The same topic is dealt with in other early sources, evidencing the extent to which the
reliability of the silsila and the experience of the master are central to the Tijani path;
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Niyass urges: “And ask for an experienced murabbi, who will give you good
instructions and whose knowledge is complete (kamil ft [-ma‘rifa).” 1t is inter-
esting that in a commentary on this poem—by the hand of Nasr al-Din Yasuf,
a prominent figure of contemporary Nigerian Tijaniyya®6—it is said that, if a
disciple does not find an accomplished master, he has to perform the tayam-
mum with pure sand. This alludes to the necessity of a master, although he is
not the most perfect, in the same manner as the state of purity is a mandatory
condition to perform the ritual prayer. The murabbi is considered a necessary
condition to proceed through the stations of the path: if he does not encounter
the most perfect murabbi, the murid has to be satisfied with the one he is able
to find. This is possible because the real murabbr is again the Shaykh al-Tijani,
who is not only the actual initiator, but also the real guide for both the master
and the disciple, as is clearly stated in Jawahir al-maant.

The poem continues to report well-known recommendations, such as the
instruction to abandon one’s self into the hands of the master and live as if
there is no world at all. The opinion of the master is unquestionable: it can be
wrong, but an error of the master is better than the right opinion coming from
the nafs of the murid. Then Ibrahim Niyass admonishes: “for the disciple there
is no one except this Saint (dha al-wala) besides the Prophet and his High Lord
(Mawla)."57 In the commentary Nasr al-Din Yasuf explains that

There is nothing good for the disciple who has completely abandoned his
will for Allah’s will except this shaykh to whom God entrusted the guid-
ance and surveillance of the murid, leading him to purity and proximity
to God. Al-Wala—continues the commentator—is singular word with a
plural meaning and indicates no one but our mumidd (bestower of grace)
Ahmad b. Mahammad al-Tijani and his companions, who are as prolon-
gations of his essence.58

These verses are the core of Niyass' discussion of adab regarding the
disciple-master relationship. The rest of the poem devotes itself to the defini-
tion of science and of the means to acquire it, including various forms of adab
al-ta‘allum, like organizing one’s time. The approach to this topic follows the

see Bughya, 124; Jawahir, 114—25; see also Jawahir, 108-109, where the master—and his
disciples—are compelled to follow a more knowledgeable and perfect master.

56  He is the khadim of Shaykh Ibrahim Salih al-Husayni. I was unable to gather any other
information about him.

57 Niasse, Spirit of Good Morals, 22.

58 Yusuf, Nayl al-Arab, 45.
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path of earlier Tijani sources, placing the founder of the order as the main
focus of the disciple’s attention.

Practical indications of how to behave are very few in the Ruf al-adab. One
of them is as follows:

Be at all times with the shaykh in order to profit [from him]. Be at all
times tenderly in love that you may prosper.

In proportion to your love for him you receive his spiritual influence,
the people (al-gawm) have said this repeatedly.

Spend out of your new and old possessions in seeking his satis-
faction. [...]

And obey your shaykh even if he makes you weep, because he guides
you to spiritual success.>?

Ibrahim Niyass defined the notion of fayda and the method of tarbiyya in the
Kashif al-Ilbas,%° a fundamental text detailing his perspective on the Tijani
doctrine and the disciple-master relationship. In it, he outlines the tenets
of his revolutionary approach to the education of disciples and defines the
proper conduct to be followed while practicing his method.

A chapter of the Kashifis devoted to “Seeking the Shaykh, his Character and
the State of Discipleship.”®! As in earlier Tijan1 sources, the main focus is on
the definition of the perfect master: Niyass describes him quoting primarily
from the Jawahir in several passages, that urge disciples to sincerely seek an
accomplished spiritual guide, look for God’s presence and nothing else. Along
with sincerity and the exclusiveness of a disciple’s relationship with his master,
nothing else related to adab is quoted from the Tijani sources.

To provide information about the actual behavior a murid should follow
with his master, Niyass quotes extensively Mukhtar al-Kunti (d. 1811),%2 a well-
known figure of West African Qadiriyya and former master of Usman Dan
Fodio (‘Uthman b. Fudi, d. 1817). Al-Kunti, although he was not Tijani, was
credited by Niyass as having predicted the advent of khatm al-awliya® in the

59  Niasse, Spirit of good manners, 21.

60  Niyass, Kashif al-ilbas ‘an fayda al-khatm Abi al-Abbas, translated in English as The
Removal of confusion concerning the flood of the saintly seal Ahmad al-Tijani, 2010. 1 quote
directly from the English translation.

61 Niasse, Removal, 17-30.

62 About him, see Hunwick-O’Faye, Arabic Literature of Africa, 4:67-94, and Seesemann, The
Divine Flood, 273, n. 50.
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twelfth century of the Hijra, the period when Ahmad al-Tijani was alive.53 The
guidelines reported by al-Kunti regarding the proper outward attitude towards
one’s shaykh are:

Beware of walking beside him with shoes on your feet, or while wearing
any signs of luxury, unless he permits you to do so because of a valid
excuse. You must not sleep in a house in which he is sleeping, nor spit
in his presence, nor blow your nose, nor stretch out your legs, nor show
a great deal of curiosity, nor sit on his carpet. You may handle his clothes
for the sake of blessing, for the masters used to avail themselves of their
shaykh’s garments for that purpose. This was likewise the habit of the
Companions of the Messenger in respect to his clothing, his hair, his
cleansing agents, the remnants of his ablutions, his blessed saliva, his
perspiration, his riding animal, his drinking vessel, the sites of his ritual
prayer, and his private seclusion.®#

While different in some aspects, these indications are of the same kind as
those presented by al-Futl. Also both the Rimah and the Kashif focus on the
fact that the master is the image of God, not of Ahmad al-Tijan1. Nonetheless,
Niyass did not mention al-Futi’s work while speaking of adab, nor did he while
speaking of other topics, thus not marking a difference in the actual set of rules
in the general reference framework, because al-Kunti sought to promote an
idea of tarbiyya similar to the one outlined in the Kashif. So the same kind of
adab is put in a rather different doctrinal context regarding the tenets govern-
ing spiritual training and its practice.

There is no actual shift in Niyass’ own idea of inner and outward attitudes
of the murid from the Rith al-adab to the Kashif because the former concisely
defines a form of adab not at all different from the one presented in the Jawahir
or in the Bughyat al-mustafid. The latter reprises the ideas of the Rimah, which
are fully compatible with those of earlier Tijani texts, while they focus on other
details given the different social environment in which they were construed.

Conclusions

Early manuals and didactic poems, implicitly or explicitly, invite the disciple
to focus his attention during the recitation of the awrad and to devote his adab

63  Fuati, Rimah, 2:35-38.
64 Niasse, Removal, 126.
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to his master who is in fact absent: the real presence is that of Ahmad al-Tijani,
the only path to true spiritual success for a Tijant.

How does this affect the actual rules of adab? Apparently there are no par-
ticular changes: from the texts analyzed and their sources, emerges a general
adherence to the rules found in older and “classical” manuals and books, cited
without further discussion or re-contextualization. The only peculiarity is in
the shifting of the attention of the disciple, whose focus has to be directed
externally (bi [-zahir) solely toward his living master, while his heart has to be
with The Master, Ahmad al-Tijani, who is the true murabbi and muaddib.

As for the peculiarities of the “niyassene” branch of the Tijaniyya, they
clearly derive from Niyass’ idea of tarbiya as a basic means to train every dis-
ciple, thanks to the flood or fluxus of baraka coming from him. His actual pres-
ence as sahib al-fayda and his religious and political role in Senegal, provoked
a shift in the perception of what constitutes the correct adab towards the mas-
ter, when he is still alive. Hasan Sissi, commenting on the Rith al-adab, says:

A man once came to Shaykh Ibrahim Niyass and said: “O Shaykh, from
today I am going to do whatever I like.” The Shaykh asked him, “Based on
what?” He replied: “Based on the fact that on the Day of Judgment, I know
you will not enter the Paradise and leave me behind.” To this Shaykh asked
him: “Who told you that I am going to Paradise?” The man said: “I know it
myself, for you are learned, teach people with your knowledge, help the
sick and feed the poor. Above all these, you are using your entire life and
effort to see to the uplifting of the religion of Allah. There is therefore no
doubt that Paradise is yours.” Shaykh said: “Get away from here for you
are Shaytan!!!"65

This undated episode shows how Niyass’ figure could be perceived by his dis-
ciples, although narrated to prevent such attitudes. There is no mention of
the fayda or of the tarbiyya, but it is clear that the main focus of the niyas-
sene murid is the bestower of the Divine Flood. There is no actual difference
in the definition of the disciple-master relationship in the Rih al-Adab or in
the Kashif al-ilbas and in earlier Tijan1 sources, as emerges from a contextual
analysis of adab rules. What marks the distance (if there is one) is the way in
which the disciple is trained, not how he should behave in front of his master.

65 Niasse, Spirit of Good Morals, 15-16.
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