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Introduction 

The 10th century Muslim Mansur al-Hallaj lived a precarious life in pursuit of the Divine.  

Pious though he was, Hallaj has been the object of great scrutiny, being regarded with both 

contempt and admiration. “I am the Divine Truth!” he exclaimed one day, ostensibly uttering 

blasphemy.  However, what Hallaj was truly saying in that moment has been deeply contested, 

by both Sufis and Westerners.  While the West, in an attempt to conceptualize Islam, began to 

use Hallaj’s utterance to appropriate Christian-like notions of Sufism, such attempts neglected 

both the purpose of the term “Sufism” and the embodiment of the utterance of “I am Truth” 

within their historical and societal contexts. 

Sufism has been wrongly categorized by Orientalists as Islamic mysticism and portrayed 

as more Christian than Islamic.  However, Sufism is not what Orientalists have depicted, yet it is 

a complex and integral part of Islam, representing a vast and interwoven disposition of Muslims 

toward union with the divine. Sufis express their faith through various means, not least of which 

are divine utterances, or shathiyat.  I argue that scholarship has neglected the perspective of the 

practitioners, both in regards to the term “Sufism,” which was used as a didactic tool in the 10th 

century, and also in regard to the divine utterances of Sufis, particularly al-Hallaj’s utterance “I 

am the Truth,” which was also used within didactic tradition.  In order for scholars to more 

adequately understand the utterance of Hallaj, and Sufism as a whole, there must be a shift in 

focus from the Christianizing and abstracted conceptualizations of Sufism to a more practitioner-

sensitive approach, which involves a closer look at the didactic traditions themselves.   

In this paper, I intend to show how Sufism is an integral part of Islam, corresponding to 

the inner path of the faith open to all Muslims.  I will then show how Orientalists marginalized 

Sufis from Islam by representing marginal aspects of the faith as Sufism, eventually assimilating 
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Sufi principles into their own Christian narrative. Then I will show how the 10th century Persian 

mystic Mansur al-Hallaj was lionized by French orientalist Louis Massignon as a messianic 

figure within Islam who superseded Muhammad through his utterance, “I am the Truth.” I intend 

to explicate the utterance through its various interpretations and further elucidate how 

scholarship has neglected to properly represent Sufis by abstracting Sufism as an ensemble of 

disembodied, apolitical principles rather than embodied, politically charged stances, amounting 

to a Christian appropriation of Hallaj. I intend to demystify this utterance by revealing the 

context and the didactic usage of the utterance in the three earliest traditions that recount his 

claim.  These did not occur in isolation and must be understood within their inherently dialogical 

and performative contexts in order for them to be properly grasped.   

I have organized this paper into two parts: Practitioners Perspective, and Avoiding 

Abstraction. The first section will cover the general conception of Sufism within Islam, the use 

of the term “Sufism” by the 10th century practitioners, what ecstatic utterances are, and how the 

utterance “I am Truth” can be best understood.  The second part of the paper will cover the ways 

in which “Sufism” was propagated as a category by western orientalists, how fundamentalism 

and Christianization began to marginalize Sufis from the Faith, and how the methodology of 

scholars concerning the utterance “I am the Truth.” In this paper, I intend to show how the 

practitioner’s perspective is far more useful for the study of “I am Truth,” as western notions 

misrepresent the utterance through abstraction and biased methodology. 
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Part I: Practitioners’ Perspectives 

 In this first part, I will provide a brief overview of Sufism, as currently depicted, in order 

to ground a proper understanding of Hallaj’s utterance. After depicting Sufism, I will analyze 

three accounts of Hallaj’s utterance, “I am Truth.” 

Sufism within Islam 

In order to properly argue against the modern depiction of Sufism, I will first show how 

what we call Sufism was understood within Islam. Although the term, “Sufism,” may denote a 

particular subgroup of Muslims, it was never intended to. In fact, Sufis can be found throughout 

the various currents of Islam, particularly because, in its simplest expression, Sufism begins with 

the soul’s conversion to God.   

According to William Chittick (b.1943), a leading translator and interpreter of classical 

Islamic philosophical and mystical texts, Muhammad understood Islam as comprised of three 

basic parts, “corresponding to practice, knowledge, and interiority; or body, mind, and heart” 

(Chittick 2005: 18). Likewise, the early Sufi mystic Abu Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988), who was an 

authoritative figure in Muslim theology and law in the 10th century, also divided Islam into 

corresponding themes of knowledge: “knowledge of the sayings of the prophet, knowledge of 

religious law and ordinances, knowledge of theory and disputation, and lastly, the most esteemed 

knowledge of spiritual realities and contemplation of God” (Ernst 1985: 12).  These divisions 

allow for a proper representation of Sufism within Islam. 

The first part of Islam corresponds to practice, the most external form of Islam, 

comprising Shariah, that is, systematic law based on the Qur’an and appropriations from the 

Sunnah, the collection of practices and sayings derived from Muhammad’s life.  The Sunnah is 

the authority whereby Muslims learn the performative elements of Muhammad’s life, which they 
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aspire to imitate. Sarraj groups practice into the “knowledge of the sayings of the prophet, and 

the knowledge of religious law and ordinances,” which represent the proper conduct for Muslims 

toward each other and toward God (Ernst 1985: 12). 

Chittick identifies the second component of Islam with the mind. Sarraj calls this part of 

Islam, “knowledge of theory and disputation,” which protects Islam from error (Ernst 1985:12).  

This knowledge of Islam corresponds to the world’s supernatural elements, which Muslims 

believe in and seek to grasp: God, the angels, demons, heaven, hell, judgment, etc.  This is 

therefore the realm of theology and theoretical knowledge.  This category has often been overtly 

stressed within reformist circles, which pit their exoteric focus against the more esoteric 

tendency of “Sufism.”   

This esoteric domain, however, corresponds to the interior world of the heart, recognizing  

the insufficiency of practice or knowledge in comprehending or participating in the will of God.  

It seeks solely to approach God’s presence in what Sarraj calls “contemplation of God” (Ernst 

1985: 13).  This form of Islam is often associated with the term Sufism.  Representations of 

Sufism as distinct from Islam, however, overlook the integral nature of interiority within Islam.  

According to Sarraj, just as the heart pumps life into the body, so too does the interiority of Islam 

produce life in its parts. Sufism is therefore vital for Muslim fidelity—producing terms such as 

sincerity, love, virtue and perfection (Chittick 2005: 20). 

All three dimensions have been present in Islam since its origin, and each maintains an 

important role.  However, it is important to recognize that just as individuals tend toward 

different spheres of life, so too do Muslims tend toward one of these three facets, although all 

three must be engaged.  Some may focus on theology, others on practice, and others on 
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interiority, nonetheless they are all Muslim and, like Muhammad, each Muslim must aspire to 

respect the entirety of the Religion.  

“Sufism”: A Didactic Tool 

Unfortunately, the term Sufism has become an object of confusion and misrepresentation.  

As Carl Ernst (2017) conveyed in The Shambhala Guide to Sufism, Sufism is complicated and 

far from monolithic.  While the term often denotes a group of Islamic mystics, Sufis cannot be 

properly understood in this way but must be approached within the particular local circumstances 

of their various ritual practices—music, dance, poetry, politics, war, etc. As previously noted, 

Sufis have always been an integral part of Islam; therefore, they should not be categorized as 

something separate. While it is easy to distinguish between doctrinal and theological 

discrepancies, Sufism and Islam are not just conceptual abstractions; they are embodied and 

living realities for the lives of their practitioners (Ernst 2002: 2).  

 The term Sufism never appeared as a theological category in Arabic or Persian. 

Western scholars were the first to define it in a taxonomical way.  Initially, the term arose in 

10th century literature and “employed the term Sufi in a deliberate and self-conscious fashion 

to orchestrate the ethical and mystical goals of the growing movement in a prescriptive 

fashion” (Ernst 2002: 5). These definitions did not serve to classify a particular group or 

theological current, however; rather the term “Sufism” emerged as a heuristic tool.  There was 

no singular definition of the term but a series of rhetorical strategies that forced one to 

“imagine the spiritual or ethical quality that is invoked by the definition” (Ernst 2002: 5).  The 

term “Sufism” served as a rhetorical and didactic purpose, no more.   

 For example, the teacher Bushanji (d. 959) had said of the term, “today, Sufism is a 

name without a reality, but it used to be a reality without a name.” Abu Bakr al-Shibli (d. 946) 
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described it as “comforting the heart with the fan of purity, clothing the mind with the cloak 

of faithfulness, acquiring generosity and rejoicing in meeting God” (Brown 2009: 84).  Hallaj, 

when reportedly asked in his dying hours, “What is Sufism?” responded, “Its exterior is what 

you see; its interior remains hidden to men; its beginning is today; its end will be tomorrow” 

(Massignon 1994: 611). The term has no consistent use among so-called Sufis; rather, it 

denoted the interior experience of Islam, a sort of provocation toward God. It does not 

represent a monolithic group of Muslims. It is rather a didactic and poetic heuristic meant to 

indicate that those persons so named focus on cultivating an interior relationship with God.  

However, when Orientalists began to categorize and taxonomize such Sufis as a distinct 

category of mystics, they reified the term as a specific category of practice.  In the following 

section, I will explore how Orientalists originated this false representation.  

Ecstatic Utterances 

The ecstatic utterances of Sufis, particularly Hallaj’s utterance, “I am the Truth,” lie at 

the heart of this paper.  In subsequent sections, I will elaborate on the three specific accounts of 

the utterance presented in Louis Massignon’s (1994) biography of Hallaj in order to extrapolate 

specific qualities of the text that stand out in light of Sufi scholarship. The ecstatic utterances of 

the Sufis, or shathiyat have often collided with the exoteric dimensions of the faith.  The 

shathiyat of the Sufis constitute a very provocative genre, wherein the statements of the 

individual are attributed to God, though spoken from human mouths, representing a moment in 

which the individual is completely enwrapped within the Divine.  

Shathiyat are those words of God not said to Muhammad but to particular Muslims in 

an ecstatic state of union with God.  These statements are considered to be directly 

communicated to the individual by God during a moment of unification. Although there are 



 9 

various ways in which to explain an expression, most correspond to notions of ma’rifah.  

Ma’rifah is the knowledge of self and God that is sought by a purified heart; it is often 

considered a deeper knowledge achieved in personal transformation, wherein the self has been 

swept up by the true selfhood of God (Chittick 2005: 22).  

 Veracity for shathiyat is found through appeals to the Hadith Qudsi, which are the 

sayings of God directly revealed and transcribed through extra-Qur’anic revelations to 

Muhammad.  Carl Ernst affirms this in Words of Ecstasy in Sufism, writing, “the model for 

shath is to be looked for in the Divine Sayings (Hadith Qudsi), the extra-Qur’anic revelations 

in which Muhammad reported what God said to him” (Ernst 1985: 9). In other words, the 

practice of shath maintains roots in what Ernst calls Muhammadine tradition. Therefore, the 

presence of these sayings indicates how deeply the roots of Islamic spirituality are sunk in the 

sources of the revelation itself (Graham 1977: 72). Louis Massignon went so far as to argue 

that some of the Hadith Qudsi were “not authentic reports going back to Muhammad, but 

were the results of the experiences of the early mystics, who circulated these sayings publicly 

in the guise of Hadith, before the standardization of the hadith corpus” (Ernst 1985: 9).  

Specific utterances that were attributed to Muhammad in the Hadith Qudsi, may have their 

origin in other mystics; therefore, these utterances may have a very significant hold on the 

roots of the Faith.   

Mansur al-Hallaj (d. 309 AH) was famous, or infamous, for having uttered the shath, 

“I am the Divine Truth,” which was considered a divine name of God (Massignon 1994: 126). 

Although Hallaj’s statement was controversial, it did not stand alone.  Ernst points out that in 

the individual encounter of the Sufi, the volition and will are completely taken up by God 

Himself (Ernst 1985: 10).  In these moments of Divine infiltration, ostensibly blasphemous 
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statements may occur, such as, “Glory be to me!” and “There is within this robe nothing but 

God!” (Tufayl 2009: 95). These sayings, understood within the framework of ecstatic 

utterances, are powerful occurrences of Divine revelation to the individual. In such cases, “the 

sole authority for God’s word is the direct experience of the heart rather than transmission 

from Muhammad” (Graham 1977: 70-71).  Hostilities toward shath come as no surprise. Each 

statement is an apparent challenge to authority and therefore implies great power.  Most 

observers or hearers of these utterances cannot perceive them without hostility; their lack of 

understanding provokes anger.  When Hallaj stood on trial after allegedly uttering, “I am 

Truth”, he retorted, “No! But this is essential union, none understand this but the Sufis,” 

voicing the frustration experienced when completely misunderstood (Ernst 1985:27).  

Although it is helpful to group all such statements under the term, shathiyat, each has a 

specific and unique culmination. Ernst asserts that “to lump all these mystics together on the 

basis of an abstract theory is to overlook the spiritual orientation peculiar to each… only fully 

intelligible in terms of a given historical tradition” (Ernst 1985:2).  In short, the appropriate 

approach to these individuals is not a broad, bird’s-eye view, but rather, each utterance must be 

understood through the given tradition which depicts it. Shathiyat must be understood and 

studied in relation to the individual, not the category. 

Moreover, Sufism is not an “ism” but rather a living path. These ecstatic expression, as 

Ernst points out, represent a “pivotal problem for the understanding of Sufism,” which continues 

to be misconstrued today (Ernst 1985:4).  In this thesis, I endeavor to take up this problem, and 

show how Sufism has become an object of distortion and how these expressions, in particular the 

“most famous ecstatic expression, I am the Truth,” can be more properly understood through the 

accounts in which they are embedded (Ernst 1985:3).  
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 “I am the Truth” 

The utterance of Hallaj does not occur in the abstract; rather it appears in some of his 

writings as well as within didactic textual traditions.  In this section, I will examine the 

appearance of the utterance within three different sources in order to reveal the qualities of the 

utterance only available within its reportedly embodied performance.   

In this section, I will analyze these accounts, comparing the texts side by side to  

highlight their similarities and differences.  Then I will explain the sources of each text and how 

they differ, considering the ways in which their authors’ biases may have manifested in textual 

expression.  Finally, I will scrutinize these text in a manner following Hymes (1986).  These are 

didactic traditions; therefore the conduct shown in the text will have much to say about the 

utterance.  Although various interpretations of the shathiyat are important, the actual 

embodiment of this utterance is key to clarifying it.  As Keane (2004: 434) stipulates, “ritual 

words gain their power to suppress ‘reality’ by being detached from context.” In other words, 

abstracting the utterance from its context may affirm a false narrative unrelated to the text itself. 

Only through a contextual embodiment can the statement be properly conveyed.   

 Although these accounts differ from one another, they represent the possible performance 

of the utterance.  Although the inconsistencies may seem to render these texts without value as 

historical references, I disagree.  Each account conveys a specific perspective from a specific 

time and community.  Each account emplaces the utterance within a precise narrative. These 

accounts are significant because, like the initial expressions of Sufism, they are didactic and 

define the utterance by expressing it contextually.  The mere fact they exist should be a 

significant factor in our understanding of the utterance. I have chosen these three accounts 

partially because of my limited ability to read Arabic and because these are the three earliest 
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accounts of the utterance within Sufi tradition.  Although I have uncovered them in their various 

sources (embedded within ‘Attar’s work), I have used the versions that Massignon (1994) 

provides. In the comparison of the three texts below, green represents those features held in 

common by all three texts. Yellow, blue, and grey highlight those features shared by two. 

Underlined features further distinguish the texts.  

 

(375 AH/985 CE)  (400 AH/1010 CE) (470 AH/1078 CE) 

“Abu ‘Ali Farisi (Fasawi) 

reported to me (haddathani) and 

told me: “I saw Hallaj standing, 

within the halqa of 

Shibli…(Lacuna, to complete as 

follows: saying, ‘I am the Truth’ 

and Shibli responding to him: 

‘Do not say “The Truth,” but 

rather, “I come on behalf of the 

Truth.”) What gibbet will you 

stain with your blood!’ But 

Hallaj, covering his face with 

his sleeve, (recited the quatrain) 

ya sirra… For he believed that 

the wise man vis-à-vis God is in 

the same position as the ray vis-

à-vis the sun from which it 

draws its light.” 

 “It was related (ruwiya) that 

Hallaj met Junayd one day, 

and said to him ‘I am the 

Truth’—‘No,’ Junayd 

answered him, ‘It is by means 

of the truth that you are! 

What gibbet will you stain 

with your blood!’” 

 

“One day Hallaj knocked at 

the door of Junayd’s house; 

‘Who is there?’—‘The Truth 

(Haqq)’—‘Don’t say, “The 

Truth,” but rather “I come on 

behalf of the Truth.”’ What 

gibbet you will stain with 

your blood!”  

Attar adds that Hallaj retorted 

with another prediction: 

“The day I redden the gibbet 

with my blood you will again 

put on the coat of literalism.” 

 

  

 

The common trait shared by all three narratives is Hallaj’s claim of “Truth,” and the 

response (either of Shibli or Junayd) of negation, “What gibbet will you stain with your blood!”  
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Also, each account differs in how Hallaj approached the interlocutor—either he “met Junayd,” 

“knocked at the door of Junayd,” or was “standing, within the halqa of Shibli.”   

 Moreover, the first two accounts refer to the same time period: “One day.”  Shared in 

common between the first and the third account are Hallaj’s use of the first-person statement, “I 

am.”  The last two accounts share the first half of the response, “Do not say ‘The Truth’, but 

rather, ‘I come on behalf of the Truth’,” although the first account has a similar but not identical 

response.   

 Notably, these accounts all appear as dialogues, although their characters may differ.  

Their shared dialogic nature presumably signifies that all three either drew from a common 

source or from one of the three.  It is possible that the earliest text recounted by Farisi was the 

foundational source, although the lack of time reference leaves open the possibility that all three 

accounts occurred; I presume in that case that the two accounts referring to Junayd and Hallaj 

drew from the same source. I have yet to show how these texts describe the utterance and Hallaj.  

Instead of trying to determine a single, “correct” interpretation, I am merely recognizing as 

Bruner states, that “by focusing on narratives…or any other expressions, we leave the definition 

of the unit of investigation up to the people, rather than imposing categories derived from our 

own ever-shifting theoretical frames” (Bruner 1986: 8).  This, then, is my attempt at 

understanding the utterance in the didactic way in which it was conveyed. I will analyze each 

account in order to show its performative, communicative aspects.  I will also explain each 

account in terms of its distinct sources and how the unique features of the text may reflect them.  

First Account, by Fasawi 

The first was relayed by the grammarian Fasawi around 375 AH.  Fasawi, or Ab┣ 雇Al┆ al-

Fダris┆ (d. 377 AH), was a Persian grammarian (na巾w┆), lexicographer (lughaw┆), and Qur鈷ダn 
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reader (muqri稲). He was born in Fasダ, in the province of Fダrs, and for that reason was called al-

Fasaw┆ or al-Fダris┆ (Fatehi-nezhad 2008).  Fasawi was a student of Abu Bakr ibn Mujahid (d. 

936 CE) who was most notable for establishing the seven canonical Qur'anic readings (Qirat), 

how to properly recite the Qur’an, and for having delivered the charge of heretical Qur'anic 

exegesis that reopened the trial of Hallaj.  Moreover, the text was compiled in Baghdad, where 

ibn al-Qarih, an obscure grammarian, collected it from Fasawi (Massignon 1994: 125).  This 

account represents a negative portrayal as the sources in which it is embedded were not friendly 

with Hallaj.    

“I saw Hallaj standing, within the halqa of Shibli …” 

According to the account, Fasawi saw Hallaj standing within the halqa of Shibli.  The 

halqa, is a circle of listeners sitting in a mosque around a teacher” (Glasse 2013: 188). The halqa 

of Shibli was therefore a group of students learning under Shibli, which was attested to have 

been in the qubbat al-shu’ara of the main mosque in Madinat al-Mansur (Massignon 1994: 128). 

This account, therefore, presents Hallaj as speaking publicly.  Fasawi notes that Hallaj is in a 

standing position within the halqa. The posture and location of Hallaj seems insulting.  Because 

the halqa of Shibli was a teaching circle under Shibli’s authority, Hallaj’s domineering stance 

within Shibli’s halqa was affront.    

 I am the Truth 

Hallaj begins his utterance with the pronoun, “I,” making a self-referential proclamation: 

“I am the Truth.” This statement is a negation.  Hallaj is not Hallaj; the self-reference is to “The 

Truth.” Hallaj had not only asserted himself physically but asserted his claim ,“I am the Truth,” 

as well.  This account empties Hallaj of all etiquette, wherein he does not respect the solidarity of 
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the halqa, its teacher, Shibli, or his teaching.  Hallaj momentarily impedes the halqa of Shibli 

from functioning and makes his bold claim.   

… and Shibli responding to him: “Do not say, ‘The Truth’ 

 Shibli is presented as being patient, engaging Hallaj with authority.  Fasawi fails to note 

the posture of Shibli, insinuating that he has kept his composure but also that he stands in tension 

with Hallaj.  Shibli combats Hallaj in both posture and speech, negating Hallaj’s utterance by 

commanding, “Do not say ‘The Truth’.”  Shibli specifically condemns his declaration, negating 

Hallaj’s self-negation.    

… but rather, “I come on behalf of the Truth.”  

Shibli speaks authoritatively, correcting Hallaj’s remark, “but rather, ‘I come on behalf of 

the Truth’.”  Fasawi presents Shibli as a teacher, showing Hallaj how to specify his proclamation 

by inserting, “I come on behalf of …”  This insinuates that Shibli presumed he understood what 

Hallaj was trying to say and therefore sought to correct him in the expression of it.  Shibli’s 

rebuttal further shows that he disagreed with both the form of the statement made by Hallaj as 

well its meaning.   

What gibbet will you stain with your blood! 

Shibli foresees the staining of the gibbet by Hallaj’s blood, a clear premonition of 

Hallaj’s death.  The text reads as if Shibli is warning him but also as if he is speaking 

prophetically. Interestingly, Shibli used the word, “stain,” which insinuates that the harm is upon 

the gibbet, as opposed to the harm being done to the “you” that is upon it.  In other words, Shibli 

seems to denounce Hallaj’s statement as a wasteful claim that will lead to an unnecessary death.   

But Hallaj, covering his face with his sleeve, 
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Hallaj responds physically to Shibli’s criticism.  He covers his face, hiding his identity in 

what appears to be a gestural expression of his proceeding comment about being engulfed by 

God, lacking any identity by His. This posture may also express a feeling of shame on the part of 

Hallaj.    

(recited the quatrain) ya sirra 

Hallaj follows his gesture with the four-line poem.  Though the poem is not contained within the 

text, it is allured to in the following remark of Fasawi:  

For he believed that the wise man vis-à-vis God is in the same position  

as the ray vis-à-vis the sun from which it draws its light. 

Fasawi concludes the account with Hallaj reciting the quatrain, which related a ray of sun to a 

wise man, both emanating from a greater source.  Interestingly, this final reply by Fasawi seems 

to indicate that he understood Hallaj’s thoughts and disposition—Hallaj merely saw himself as 

an emanation from the source of his being, God. 

Moreover, the account of Fasawi is hostile toward Hallaj, portraying Hallaj as intrusive, 

immature, reprimanded, and shameful.  The description of Hallaj’s posture indicated that he was 

intrusive and improper, while his statement showed that he was ill-spoken and in need of 

reprimand.  Fasawi concludes his narrative by placing Hallaj in a shameful posture (covering his 

face) and providing a pitiful excuse.  

Second Account, Compiled by ‘Attar 

Another Sufi account was transcribed approximately in 400 AH by Farid al-Din 'Attar, 

who was a prominent Persian grammarian, poet, and mystic. This text was Khurasani (from the 

historical region in the northeast Persia) and particularly Baghdadi (‘Attar 1966: 103).  It 

represents Shafi’ite jurisprudence, which predominantly “relied on the Qur’an and the Hadiths 
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for Sharia,” as well as Asharite theology, which relied upon clerical authority and rejection of 

cause and effect reasoning (Hisham 2006: 27).  A famous adherent of this tradition is Al-

Ghazali.  This account has a more neutral view of Hallaj.   

 It was related (ruwiya) that Hallaj met Junayd one day, and said to him ‘I am the Truth’  

According to the text, Hallaj and Junayd met.  Though the text is not explicit as to the 

timing of Hallaj’s statement, it presents it straightaway.  The full weight of the encounter falls on 

the statement itself, disregarding its location, whereas other texts have noted Junayd’s house or 

Shibli’s halqa. The utterance therefore appears to come as Hallaj meets Junayd. Hallaj seems to 

be introducing himself, setting the grounds for engagement.  He identifies himself as “the 

Truth,” in a kind of self-negation: he is not Hallaj; he is Truth.   

 “No,” Junayd answered him, “It is by means of the truth that you are!” 

 With these words, Junayd refutes Hallaj, negating and correcting his statement, in turn 

saying, “You are not the Truth, but contingent upon it!”  The rebuttal comes in the form of an 

exclamation, increasing the intensity of the encounter.  Junayd adopts an authoritative tone, 

commanding Hallaj.  He is in fact the teacher of both Hallaj and Shibli, so the correction comes 

as no surprise. Junayd’s remark suggests that he does not believe Hallaj: Hallaj is either 

delusional, misled, or a liar.   

 What gibbet will you stain with your blood! 

Junayd then suggests the consequences of Hallaj’s utterance, namely death, and of the 

most severe sort. “What gibbet,” he exclaims, not as a question but as a comment on the 

exceptional character of such a death, so as to say, “What a notable and severe death your 

comment may incite!” 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharia
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Third Account, also Compiled ‘Attar  

 The last account, which follows the same Sufi tradition from 400 AH, is introduced in 

470 AH by Farid al-Din ‘Attar and provides more detail.  Notably, it comes from the same 

region in Khurasan but is connected to Herat as opposed to Baghdad (Massignon 1994: 128).  In 

contrast, this Sufi tradition adheres to Hanbalite jurisprudence as opposed to Shafi’ite, and 

represents anti-Asharite theology.  Therefore, we would assume the text would display elements 

contrary to the previous.  ‘Attar notes that Junayd was supposed to have made the prediction to 

Hallaj, after Hallaj returned from his first pilgrimage.   

 One day Hallaj knocked at the door of Junayd’s house 

The text indicates no precise day, emphasizing the location of Junayd’s house.  On that 

day, Hallaj arrived at Junayd’s and knocked on the door, presumably to speak with Junayd—as if 

to convey some news.  

‘Who is there?’—‘The Truth (Haqq)’— 

Junayd responds to the knock, asking who is there.  This texts depicts an encounter as a 

call and response.  Hallaj identifies himself as “The Truth (Haqq).”  Here, Hallaj does not say, “I 

am the Truth,” but simply, “The Truth.”  There is almost an element of playfulness here.  At this 

moment, Junayd cannot see Hallaj, who is behind the door, so in replying, “The Truth,” he is 

provoking Junayd, essentially asking him to believe without seeing.  Although Junayd may 

recognize the voice, Hallaj tempts Junayd to ask, “Could Truth lurk behind my door?” 

Don’t say, “The Truth,” but rather, “I come on behalf of the Truth.” 

But Junayd will have none of it.  He corrects Hallaj, claiming that God remains at the 

same distance, much as Hallaj spoke from behind the door.  Interestingly, the text never clarifies  
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whether or not Hallaj entered Junayd’s dwelling.  In any case, Junayd retorts with the same 

demand we heard in the previous version, negating Hallaj’s statement in an authoritative voice. 

What gibbet you will stain with your blood! 

He then continues to warn of the death Hallaj’s statement will incite.  But here, Junayd 

uses the term, “stain,” to depict the spilling of Hallaj’s blood, insinuating that Hallaj’s blood will 

contaminate the gallows. 

 Hallaj retorted with another prediction: “The day I redden the gibbet with my blood…”

 Curiously, Hallaj seems to confirm Junayd’s response, negating himself in Junayd's terms 

now rather than his own in a kind of double-negation of self, affirming the prediction that he will 

die on the scaffold, indicating “The day” it will happen.  But Hallaj makes one notable shift from 

Junayd’s remark, using the term “redden” as opposed to “stain,” insinuating that his death will be 

in no particular way polluting. Such reddening does not lessen the gibbet’s quality; it only 

changes it.  Thus, the text reveals the underlying perspective of each man with regard to Hallaj’s 

death. Hallaj sees it as meaningful and as an instance of change and reddening; Junayd sees it as 

a stain and a compromise   

 … you will again put on the coat of literalism. 

Then Hallaj turns the tables, now predicting something about Junayd. This time it is 

Hallaj who assumes an authoritative voice.  Here, both men claim to speak on behalf of the 

Truth, but Hallaj claims to embody it.  He tells Junayd that on the day of Hallaj’s own death, 

Junayd “will again put on the coat of literalism.” The term, “coat,” implies a covering up of 

something, namely, under an egregious subordination to words and against the living experience 

of the Divine. It remains unclear what Hallaj presumes Junayd would be taking literally: the 

Qur'an, the Hadiths, Shariah, something else, all of the above, perhaps even Al-Hallaj's own 
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statement?  Nevertheless, this account stands apart from the others because it seems to vindicate 

Hallaj, giving him the final, authoritative word.  

Re-Interpreting Hallaj’s Utterance: The Significance of these Comparisons 

 Both Austin (Austin and Urmson1965) and (1969) assert that meaning cannot be 

accounted for without the context in which a locution is embedded. Hymes explains that “how 

something is said is part of what is said” (Hymes 1986: 59), which is precisely what previous 

attempts of Hallaj’s utterance have overlooked.  Whereas “linguists deal with the dictionary 

meaning … sociolinguists deal with … situated meaning (meaning mediated and sometimes 

transformed by rules of speaking) which reflects speaker’s attitudes to each other, and to their 

topics” (Hymes 1986: 37). In short, there are many aspects of language that are overlooked when 

a statement is taken in the abstract— namely, among other things, body language.  The posture 

of Hallaj within the halqa of Shibli indicates contrast and confident confrontation, but Hallaj also 

seems to express shame when covering his face with his sleeve.  The position of Hallaj at the 

door of Junayd’s house situates the encounter on a threshold, a liminal placement possibly 

indicating the simultaneous transcendence and immanence of the interaction itself.    

As Bruner notes, “every telling is an arbitrary imposition of meaning on the flow of memory, 

in that we highlight some causes and discount others; that is, every telling is interpretive” 

(Bruner 1986: 9). In other words, the posture, placement, and overall description of an account is 

part of the message. From even a brief account, we can glean a great deal of information to help 

us understand what is far more than some abstract theological statement, as many authors have 

taken it to be.  These accounts show that Hallaj’s utterance did not merely occur in the Tawasin, 

and was not an example of Christianized notions of Sufis, but “I am Truth” exists in the 

memories and traditions of these Sufis in a particular way.  Each tradition captures the utterance 
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within a dialogue and shows that the utterance was performative and interpersonal.  The 

mystified, decontextualized notion of the utterance is deconstructed when one reads, “One day 

Hallaj knocked on the door of Junayd’s house.”  The event as imagined by Sufis was social, 

embodied, and provocative, not merely individual, ethereal, and quietist. 

Such speech acts are often performative and, when spoken under certain conditions, serve 

not to make statements about things but to effect changes in a state of affairs, such as 

transforming two people into husband and wife: “I hereby do wed thee” (Keane 2004: 433).  

Therefore, it is possible that Hallaj’s utterance, “I am the Truth,” was not intended to describe 

something of himself but to perform something on himself.  His utterance may have been an 

attempt to effect complete union with God, “I hereby do thee Truth,” if you will 

By divorcing the divine name from the mouth of God, Hallaj transplants its reality, 

subverting himself in its service. Hallaj seeks to negate himself in order to rid himself of 

identification, to allow the power of the Truth to supplant him. As Keane describes it, “Religious 

language practices exploit a wide range of the formal and pragmatic features of everyday 

language in ways that help make available to experience and thought the very ontological divides 

to which they offer themselves as a response” (Keane 2004: 431).  In other words, Hallaj’s 

encounter was communicated through the simplistic means of language in order to divulge an 

experiential secret.  Therefore, Muslims have come to re-experience and interpret his utterance in 

various personal ways.   

Interpretations 

One of the many ways in which Hallaj’s claim has been understood is as reported 

speech.  Hallaj used hikaya, a transition from indirect to direct speech, as when an orator of 

the Qur’an says, “I,” when speaking the verses—not speaking for himself but for the first-



 22 

person speaker in the Qur’an (Massignon 1994: 133). But it was a minority view among 

Muslims that Hallaj had intended merely to report a statement by God. Most scholars have 

ignored this view because it cannot account for the firsthand reality Hallaj experienced, as 

subsumed by God, so different from the experience of reading the Quran and reporting God’s 

statements.  

Another possibility for understanding Hallaj’s utterance is as tajawuz, or hyperbole. In 

other words, Hallaj may have exaggerated (Massignon 1994: 126).  Many Muslims, including 

adherents to Mu’tazalite theology, considered Hallaj to have uttered the shath in a state of 

immature affectation: he let his tongue slip when enraptured in the divine intoxication. This 

was a common way of understanding the utterance, whereby Hallaj was excusable although in 

a socially dangerous position.  Al-Ghazali shared this view, which affirmed his sanctity but 

subjected him to the law if he uttered it again (Massignon 1994: 130). Therefore, the language 

that Hallaj uses may not necessarily bespeak a truth of himself but a deeper reality, ineffable 

yet best communicated through a statement like, “I am the Truth.”  Hallaj’s use of language 

provides an opportunity for the public to grasp a greater depth of communication.   

Alternatively, Hallaj experienced a kind of illumination, or tajalli (Massignon 1994: 

127).  Notably, this term is contained within Hallaj’s Kitab al Tawasin (1974). In this state of 

ecstasy, Hallaj understood an esoteric divine secret, moving beyond the scope of normally 

disclosed knowledge, wherein Hallaj received something that could only come from God.  

The knowledge may have may related to God’s immanence. Sufis tend to stress the 

immanence of God in face if His transcendence, which is a paradoxical reality that Sufis 

affirm. Although the Qur’an recognizes God’s transcendence, verses such as, “We are nearer 

to Him than the Jugular vein,” (50:16), also indicate God’s immanence.  Therefore, Hallaj has 
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often been understood as grasping the immanence of God in his utterance, like all Muslims, in 

an attempt to be unified with God.  God is the only true self; therefore, in unifying with Him, 

we enter into that Self.  Simultaneously, Hallaj may have been divulging the reality of 

existential monism, namely that nothing exists but God. Therefore, in saying, “I,” he was not 

in error, for he was in and of God (Massignon 1994: 131). 

Or, Hallaj may have been in a state of annihilation, or fana, culminating in the 

attainment of ma’rifah, or the knowledge of self and God that is sought by a purified heart 

(Chittick 2005: 27).  Fana, is a state in which the individual no longer identifies with their 

own self, wrapped up in the true self of God. In contrast, baqa is the state wherein God rests 

in the individual.  The person is no longer a self but is engulfed with God’s being.  Ma’rifah is 

the result of both fana and baqa and is often considered a deeper knowledge of existence 

achieved through personal transformation with God (Chittick 2005: 22).   The reality of Fana 

or baqa is the “disappearance of ego and manifestation of Divine presence” (Ernst 1985: 10).  

The false self, which had been, no longer is, and only the true Self of God remains.  

 Although these descriptions depict a few ways in which Muslims may have understood 

the utterance, the performative context proves to be more enlightening. As in Hadith literature, 

Muslims are provided with contextualizing instances of Muhammad’s life and words—these 

Hadith show that Muhammad’s utterances were inherently experiential; his words needed to be 

seen, felt and performed in order to be properly understood.  Therefore, it is the very act of re-

telling that invokes meaning and value for Muslims.  Likewise, by exploring these didactic 

accounts of Hallaj’s utterance, we see their contextual embodiment, allowing us to understand 

the utterance in the most detailed light.  As in Hadith, which contain different views of 

Muhammad’s life, so, too, here we see different views of Hallaj’s.  
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Part II: Avoiding Abstractions 

 How then do these accounts and their subsequent interpretations contribute to the critique 

of the category of Sufism? As I have shown, Sufis are most properly understood within their 

respective regions of practice. Each textual recounting shows a different depiction of Hallaj’s 

utterance, much like the differing perspectives of the term “Sufism” in the 10th century.  

Therefore, any monolithic representation of Sufism is inadequate, and any representation of 

Hallaj’s utterance in isolation is incomplete. In the second part of this thesis, I will examine 

modern depictions of Sufism, as well as the more recent ideas about Hallaj’s utterance, in light of 

the early practitioners’ perspective. 

“Sufism” in Context  

 After having considered the various perspectives of practitioners, I will now consider the 

perspective of western scholarship.  As the nuances of Hallaj’s utterance have been discussed 

within the complex and diverse framework of Sufi thought, it is frustrating to note the monolithic 

representation that Western scholarship initially gave Sufis.  The complexities of Sufi traditions 

were disparagingly presented by Orientalists.  In this section, I will show the formation of the 

category, “Sufism,” in Western scholarship, as well as the reformist reaction and the ultimate 

marginalization of Sufis in the modern era.  I will show how the category was formed by the 

limited understanding of Orientalists and how it was propagated though Christianizing portrayals 

from figures such as Louis Massignon.  

When the category of “Sufism” was initially introduced to the West by Orientalists such 

as Sir William Jones (d. 1794), the elevation of Persian texts, particularly the poetry of Rumi (d. 

1273) and Hafiz (d. 1389), created a very numinous idea of Sufis. The elevation of these Persian 
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poets represented the limited knowledge of initial scholarship in regard to Sufis.  Their 

inadequate depictions were formed through unwarranted representations by scholars, which 

originated the popular notion of Sufism, a notion that embodied those features that Europeans 

most admired.  The depiction of Sufis as poetic and mystical put them at odds with contemporary 

opinions of Islam.  While up to that point scholars of prominence in Mecca and Medina were 

intimately connected with Sufis, recognizing their integral role in Islam, modern scholars thought 

“the poetic celebrations of wine-drinking, love, music and dance,” could not be related to “the 

rigid spirit” they had come to associate with Islam (Khalil and Sheikh n.d.: 2).  

 The Orientalist portrayal of Sufis culminated in works such as A. J. Arberry’s (2013 

[1964]) Aspects of Islamic Civilization as presented in the Original Texts. Sir John Malcolm (d. 

1833), for instance, wrote about Sufis,  

 … there can be no doubt that their free opinions regarding its dogmas, their 

contempt of its forms, and their claim to a distinct communion with the Deity, are all 

calculated to subvert that belief for which they outwardly profess their  respect. (Malcolm 

1829: 382-283) 

In short, Malcom carelessly formed a category, monolithic and concrete, and claimed that 

those adherents to “Sufism” were at most, superficially Muslim. This text represents a 

common thread in the initial scholarship in the 19h and 20th centuries. Sufism was represented 

by the classical literature of those specifically Persian poets most admired by Europeans 

(Ernst 2002: 4).  Unsurprisingly, the European depiction of Sufis, promulgated by the false 

classification of Sufism, pitted those Muslims who tended toward interior practice as non-

Islamic.   
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Facing Fundamentalism  

 The Islam Westerners had so precariously envisaged, seemed at odds with Sufi practice, 

but this was due to their misrepresentation of it.  The miscategorization of this integral facet of 

Islam soon paved the way for internal tensions.  Reformist antagonism increased toward Sufis 

and corroborated the marginalization of Sufi practices from Islam.  Although tensions between 

Muslim esoteric and exoteric practices had always existed, a different degree of strife emerged.  

In Between Orientalism and Fundamentalism: Problematizing the Teaching of Sufism, Ernst 

argues that reformists have attempted to monopolize Islam by rejecting “the ritual and local 

cultural adaptations of Sufism as non-Islamic” (Ernst 2002: 8).  Reformists, whom we might also 

call fundamentalists, were engaged in this task, as both Hasan al-Banna, founder of the Muslim 

Brotherhood in Egypt, and Abu al-`Ala’ Maudoodi, founder of the Indo-Pakistani Jama`at-i 

Islami, have demonstrated in their animosity against Sufis (Ernst 2002: 7).   

 Notably, while fundamentalists have only constituted about 20% of the Muslim 

population, Sufi Muslims have had one of the strongest holds on Muslim societies and 

spiritualties. Nearly 50% of Muslims have adhered to Sufi practices of veneration of the prophet 

and saints (Ernst 2002: 8). From China to Morocco, Sufis were present, synonymous with the 

tariqah, or the way (Nasr 1987: 259).  However, due to their ostensibly heretical positions, Sufis 

have become a target of many caricatures.  During the Arab Spring, Salafi political activists 

targeted and destroyed Sufi mosques, lodges, and shrines in an attempt to cleanse their society of 

all they deemed heretical (Khalil and Sheikh n.d.: 1).   

 Growing numbers of Muslims attacked Sufism as anti-Qur’anic and non-Islamic, 

abhorring their metaphorical approach to Qur’anic texts. Fundamentalists also sought to 

monopolize Qur’anic interpretation: “Since fundamentalists typically portray their interpretations 
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as literal and hence irrefutably true, any kind of psychological or mystical interpretation of the 

sacred text is a basic threat” (Ernst 2002: 7).  Therefore, the mystical representation of Sufis was 

overtly condemned as fundamentalist notions of “true” Islam gained ground. Although Sufis 

have viewed the “external law as a prerequisite to and correlative with the inner path … its inner 

freedom inevitably brought it into conflict with human legalism that would have reduced 

inspiration to formula” (Ernst 1985: 3).  While Sufis both adhered to and valued the external law, 

their interior tendencies were used as evidences against them.  The continued promulgation of 

“Sufism” by the West reinforced such antagonisms because it appeared to corroborate them. 

 However, Sufis have a strong Qur’anic basis for their traditions.  Massignon famously 

wrote in his monograph that “The Quran, through constant recitation, meditation, and practice, is 

the source of Islamic mysticism” (Massignon 1997: 73). In this passage, Massignon alludes to 

the justification of Sufism in the Qur’an, which he lays out in his work, Essay on the Origins of 

the Technical Language of Islamic Mysticism, but he also promulgates a monolithic notion of 

“Islamic Mysticism.”  He did not stop there.  Along with several other contemporary scholars, he 

began to Christianize Sufis, particularly through the person of Hallaj. 

The category of Sufism thus represented an Orientalist abrogation of previously 

understood notions of Sufis, which was replaced by Christian notions of Sufism and a 

fundamentalist dominance of Western conceptions of Islam. In this section, I will show how 

Hallaj has been elevated by scholarship, specifically for his utterance, and has been portrayed as 

a messianic figure akin to Jesus because of his divine utterance.  The narrative that Massignon 

gives is perpetuated in scholarship and contributes to the inappropriate display of the utterance 

by Hallaj. 
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Massignon’s Methodology  

 Through substantial erudition, Massignon conveyed the life of Mansur al-Hallaj in a four-

volume biography.  While this work provides an impressively exhaustive depiction of the saint, 

the allusions he uses are alarming.  Massignon titles his work, La passion d’Al Hosayn-ibn-

Mansour al-Hallaj, martyr mystique de l’Islam, or as Herbert Mason translates, The Passion of 

Al-Hallaj: Mystic and Martyr of Islam.  Massignon does not hide his implication; he clearly 

identifies Hallaj’s life and martyrdom with the Passion of Jesus.  He portrays Hallaj as a figure 

on par with, if not superior to, Muhammad.  The relationship Massignon depicts between 

Muhammad and Hallaj is like that of a relay team.  Muhammad, who had brought a very simple 

prophesy concerning the oneness of God, according to Massignon, had not completed the story, 

so Hallaj took it to its finish.  Moreover, Massignon acclaims Hallaj as having encountered the 

divine and downplays Muhammad for having shied away from such revelatory ecstatic 

experience, as evidenced in his night journey: 

  Having remained on the threshold [of the divine space], dazzled, he 

 [Muhammad] did not attempt to go any further into the divine fire, and in doing so, 

 excludes himself from understanding from within the personal life of God, an 

 understanding which would have sanctified him” (Massignon  1994: 222) 

Massignon considered Muhammad’s timidity as having withheld him from union with the 

Divine.  He continues: “Muhammad halted at the threshold of the divine fire, not daring ‘to 

become’ the Burning Bush of Moses; Hallaj took his place out of love” (O’Mahoney 2006: 156). 

Massignon presents Hallaj to have brought the fullness of sanctification forth from his utterance. 

In other words, Hallaj took the baton into the divine fire.  Massignon deduced from Hallaj’s 
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Kitab al Tawasin that Hallaj had experienced unification with God and therefore had completed 

Muhammad’s journey. In the Kitab, Hallaj states: 

  From the Burning Bush, on the side of Sinai what he heard speak from the 

 Bush was not the Bush nor its seed but Allah. 7: And my role is like this Bush. 8: So 

 reality is reality and the created is created. Reject your created nature, that you may 

 become Him, and He, you - in respect to reality.”  (Al-Hallaj 1974: 6-9) 

 In short, according to Massignon, Hallaj’s unification with God allowed him to surpass 

Muhammad in faith.  Hallaj experienced the fullness of sanctification in becoming like the 

burning bush, whereby he took the baton of the faith to the race’s end. The expression of this 

unification was indeed Hallaj’s utterance, which also appears in the Kitab: 

  24. And I said: “If you do not know Him, then know His signs, I am His sign 

 (tajalli) and I am the Truth! And this is because I have not ceased to realize the Truth!" 

 (Al-Hallaj 1974: 23-26) 

In this passage, Hallaj considers his words, “I am Truth,” as a realization of the Truth.  For 

Massignon, this represented a depiction of Christ, which inherently surpassed the role of 

Muhammad.  Massignon uses the utterance of Hallaj as a means to validate his own 

Christocentric portrayal Sufis, thereby delegitimizing the true Prophet of Islam.   

 In effect, Massignon de-emphasized Muhammad’s veracity; looking beyond Muhammad, 

he saw the fullness of Islam in Hallaj. He created a narrative wherein Hallaj sacrificed himself 

for all Muslims, thereby communicating the truest faith, a Hallajean Islam, which replicated a 

Christocentric belief, a perspective that gave less credence to Muhammad and more to the 

ecstatic, sacrificial life of Hallaj, at least in Massignon’s terms. This depiction represents a gross 

distortion of Islam. Said criticized Massignon’s portrayal as reducing Islam to Semitism, 
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depicting Islam as simply an Abrahamic faith wherein Muhammad did not bring any new 

revelation.  Said further criticized Massignon as using marginal aspects of the faith to “embody, 

to incarnate, values essentially outlawed by the mainstream doctrinal system of Islam, a system 

that Massignon himself described mainly in order to circumvent it with al-Hallaj” (Said 1978: 

272).  Massignon portrayed Hallaj, through his utterance, as having taken the place of the Divine 

for Muhammad, which mirrored the role of Jesus in his passion.  This represents both an 

injustice to Sufis as well to the shath of Hallaj.    

Subsequent Methodology  

As The New Encyclopedia Islam rightly states, “Al-Hallaj is famous for having said: Ana 

al-Haqq (‘I am the Truth; the Real’, as much as to say ‘I am God’)” (Glasse 2013: 186).  

Everywhere the name Hallaj is found, there also is his utterance.  The section below represents a 

few ways in which the utterance has been approached by scholars. 

Massignon was not alone in his Christianizing portrayal, however.  Although Sufis had 

always existed as “a tradition that is Qur’anic and Muhammadine and begins with the souls 

turning to God,” scholarship neglected to represent Sufis properly (Ernst 1985: 1). As Said 

rightly criticized, Westerners presented Sufism as an “imperfect substitute in the East for 

Christianity” (Said 1983: 285). Sufis were as falsely related to Muslims as Christians were, from 

an anti-Semitic Orientalist perspective, to Jews.  Another early Orientalist, Lt. James William 

Graham, who wrote A Treatise on Sufism, or Mahometan Mysticism, considered Sufism as 

“privileged in that it resembled the true spirit of Christianity.”  Graham related Sufism to 

Christianity in that they both superseded a religion of works with a religion of love (Graham 

1819: 111, 126-128).  
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 Scholarship has perpetuated the narrative of Massignon by maintaining a simplistic 

approach to Hallaj’s utterance, often depicting the utterance as merely a representation of an 

ecstatic claim that eventually led to Hallaj’s death. Ernst rightly criticized this unfiltered idea as 

continuing a portrayal of Sufis as a monolithic group of heretical mystics.  His death was not 

simply the result of his utterance but of several interactions with, in fact, other Sufis.  While 

scholarship tends to focus on the utterance as a means to appropriate Hallaj’s execution for other 

ends, scholars have ignored the political and social nature of the situation, which is evident 

within the texts.   

Massignon’s Christ-like depiction of Hallaj did not stand alone.  Other Western scholars 

of the early 20th century, such as A.J. Arberry (2003: 60) has written of Hallaj, “taking as his 

model, not as one would suppose, Muhammad, but Jesus,” perpetuating the Christian narrative of 

Sufis.  Likewise, Lt. James William Graham (1819: 11, 126-128) considered Sufism as 

“privileged in that it resembled the true spirit of Christianity.”  Graham related Sufism to 

Christianity in that they both superseded a religion of works through a religion of love (Graham, 

1819: 111, 126-128). However, subsequent scholars have addressed his utterance and execution 

in a different light.  Rather than relating Hallaj’s life and execution to the words and execution of 

Jesus, scholars such as Ahmet Karamustafa (2007) and Martin Lings (2008) have defended 

Hallaj within Sufism and have shown his significance to Islam as a whole.  After presenting the 

methodology of these scholars concerning Hallaj’s ordeal, I will show how their depiction is 

either refuted or affirmed by the accounts.   

In Sufism: the formative period, Ahmet Karamustafa (2007) approaches the ordeal of 

Hallaj by refuting the notion that Hallaj was executed by anti-Sufi authorities.  A previous 

supposition about Hallaj’s killing was that it was “as an instance of the persecution of Sufis by 
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political and religious authorities hostile to Sufi ideas.” However, Karamustafa (2007: 26) 

disagrees. He explains that Hallaj’s utterance and execution may ostensibly have appeared linked 

to anti-Sufi aggression but the situation was not truly so. Although his utterance was condemned 

as a divine self-declaration, Hallaj’s utterance would not have been received as self-divinization, 

as “most Baghdad Sufis do not seem to have viewed the loss of self-consciousness at the 

threshold of the divine realm as complete identification of the human with the Godhead” 

(Karamustafa 2007: 26).  Karamustafa does not think that Hallaj was executed for his utterance, 

but rather because of his entanglement in “political power struggles at the highest levels” 

(Karamustafa 2007: 25). Furthermore, Karamustafa writes that “there is no evidence that Hallaj 

ever uttered the statement ‘I am the Truth’ which is attributed to him in later sources” 

(Karamustafa 2007: 26). In other words, regardless of whether or not Hallaj actually uttered the 

statement, it was not representative of Sufi belief that would have been condemned as heresy. 

Instead it was a pretext for expressing politically charged animosity toward Hallaj. If Hallaj’s 

utterance served as a disingenuous excuse for his execution, then we would suspect each text to 

contain its own political bias.  Moreover, the three accounts of Hallaj’s utterance may represent 

attempts by specific practitioners within the Khurasani or Baghdadi regions to express overt self-

divinization or to defend Hallaj’s utterance as an expression of divine entanglement. This view is 

consistent with Karamustafa’s idea that Hallaj’s executioners acted for political reasons 

unrelated to the theological ramifications of his utterance. 

In What is Sufism? Martin Lings (2008) portrays Hallaj as the means by which Sufis 

became popular. Lings considers the utterance a spectacle whereby Sufism was “personified no 

longer merely by relatively hidden recluses but by a lasting celebrity whose case was retried by 

every generation” (Lings 2008: 116). In other words, Hallaj’s execution was not due to a 
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heretical Sufi teaching; rather Hallaj’s utterance and execution were the means by which Sufis 

took the spotlight.  Lings dares to write that, through Hallaj, “Sufism came to be recognized as 

necessary to Islam,” revealing the significance of individual encounter and divulging the secret 

of Gods immanence (Lings 2008: 117). Lings says that the utterance has become increasingly 

significant for Muslims, representing “an important part of the evidence that Hallaj was one of 

the greatest Saints of Islam” (Lings 2008: 110).  Lings’ representation of Hallaj is through the 

culminating perspective of Sufis.  Lings does not represent him as a marginal, heretical figure, 

but as an iconic Muslim who brought to light the integral and necessary aspect of Islam: Sufism.   

 From Lings methodological approach to Hallaj’s ordeal, we may view the three textual 

embodiments of the utterance as a means of further popularizing Sufis.  Hallaj the celebrity was 

further propelled by the Sufis and “retried by every generation”.  However, Lings’ perspective is 

too simplistic and does not take into account the dialogue between the interlocutors, which reveal 

the negative and positive aspects inherent to the communities that depicted Hallaj.  As we have 

seen, the texts do not simply represent a large and abstracted billboard statement, “I am Truth,” 

rather they reveal a dialogue, alive with emotion and performance, and carrying the embodied 

bias and interpretation of the practitioners of the region.  

 Through a specific study of the didactic traditions which exemplified Hallaj’s utterance, 

we are able to differentiate a more proper perspective of Hallaj and the reception of his utterance 

by particular practitioners.  Was his utterance merely a means of popularizing practices by Sufis? 

Or was it placed within a story to condemn him for self-divinization? Both questions can be 

answered through a specific look at the accounts.  

 Although  Karamustafa and Lings seem to consider the texts as historically unreliable, 

Massignon relied heavily upon them. In his extensive biography of Hallaj, he affirms the notion 
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that the “statement Ana l’Haqq … was actually uttered by him.” Drawing from both the Tawasin 

and the recension in Akbar, he affirms that the utterance was “consistent with [Hallaj’s] 

teachings” (Massignon 1994: 129).  Although Massignon neglects to address those accounts 

further, he asserts that the utterance did occur; but regardless of whether or not it did, Massignon 

brought attention to its reported contexts, although this may be because he interpreted the 

utterance as revealing Hallaj’s Christ-like nature.  

 In any case, as I have shown, a proper means of studying the shath would be through the 

didactic traditions in which it emerged.  Although we may speculate about how to interpret it in 

theological terms, such speculation does not account for the way accounts depict Hallaj as 

having performed it. Scholars have viewed the utterance either by its impact in subsequent years 

or as a political ploy or even as a means to advance an Orientalist Christian agenda, but they 

have ignored the performative dimensions of its accounts. Like the didactic usage of the term 

Sufism in the 10th century, we can look at the didactic accounts of the utterance which place it 

within a narrative. There we discover the perspectives of the Sufi practitioners who initially 

engaged the textual accounts.  My argument is not that we can better deduce principle from these 

accounts, but that Sufis, and in particular, the utterance, can be more properly depicted by 

investigating the specific aspects of the texts which might otherwise be overlooked: their 

embodied, emplaced, and performative dimensions.  

 

Conclusion 

 Sufis have been grossly misrepresented by the category of “Sufism.” Although the term  

“Sufism” was initially used for various didactic reasons by Muslims wary of the importance of 

individual experience, it later became a category used to classify Muslim mystics, revealing a 
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misperception of an integral part of Islam by Orientalists.  The misrepresentation of Sufism has 

continued to the present with the appropriation of Sufi principles to mirror Christianity, 

especially by Massignon, who represented Hallaj as the Muslim messiah.  Moreover, the 

archetypal utterance of Hallaj, “I am Truth,” has been taken from its narrative contexts and used 

to substantiate his Christ-like qualities.  Such maneuvers reveal the continued error of neglecting 

for the perspectives of practitioners themselves in trying to understand their claims.  The 

utterance, “I am Truth,” did not occur in isolation and was not understood in Christocentric terms 

by 10th century Muslims.  On the contrary, it was embedded within various didactic narrative 

traditions, revealing its performative and dialogical nature, essential for its proper understanding. 

These accounts show that the experience of Hallaj was a social, interpersonal, and provocative 

one, not some tidy, isolated, individual, ethereal encounter. By all accounts, it appears to have 

been quite complex—exultant, shameful, combative, and liminal all at once.  

The problem with the category of Sufism is that it seeks to essentialize “Sufism” as a 

thing in itself, through the abstraction of mystical principles removed from embodied, social 

experience.  In contrast, the utterance of Hallaj, “I am Truth,” was never intended to be removed 

from daily life, that is, if its narrative accounts have anything to say about it.  As Austin (Austin 

and Urmson 1965) and Searle (1969) pointed out, there is no meaning to be drawn from a 

statement without an awareness of the context in which it was uttered.  This is substantiated by 

the self-referential category of Sufism in the 10th century and exemplified by the differing 

didactic, dialogical accounts in which Hallaj’s utterance appears. When scholars neglect such 

narratives, they fail to see the very critique of the category they use.  The texts that contain the 

utterance show that Sufis have occupied politicized positions and that Hallaj allegedly used his 

utterance in a very non-mystical way.  In these accounts, he does not float on a cloud of prayers 
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but knocks on the door of Junayd; he does not take Jesus his model but models his remarks on 

the heart of Islam.  We must seek to understand the actions and statements of such Sufis through 

their own perspectives, avoiding the tendency to don another coat of literalism: namely, one that 

takes for granted the distorted portrayal of Sufism that Orientalists have bequeathed us. 
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