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“If the object is kept in view, duality vanishes. Duality
characterises the branches: the root is one.”
(Rimi, Fibi ma fibi, 34)

A Moroccan Sufi of the 18 century, the Sadilite Ahmad Tbn “Agiba (1747-1809)!
set out, not long before his death, to put his doctrine of the necessary unity of the
internal (batin) and external (zahir) sciences’ into practice and made a double (lin-
guistic and Sufi) commentary to an introduction to Arabic grammar, the Agur-
riamiyya’. Ibn Agiba completed in 1808 his lengthy commentary of more than 200
pages to Ibn al-Agurrim as-Sanhagi’s grammatical compendium and divided it to
grammatical (Zbara) and mystical (iszra) interpretation of the text. So it can be con-
sidered the largest of all those undertakings which tried to build a Sifi science on the
pattern of Arabic grammar, using its terms and looking for their hidden meanings.
However, it was not Ibn “Agiba who wrote the first sifi commentary to the Agurri-
miyya: four centuries earlier Ibn Maymun, another Magribi writer had done the
same®, and although there does not seem to be any direct connection between the
two texts, Ibn ‘Agiba may have been influenced by the example of his predecessor,
who was also of the Sadilite order. The special attraction of the Agurramiyya may
have been, beside its shortness and popularity, that its author was Magribi and that
he was said to have conceived the idea of writing the book when he had been in
Mecca on pilgrimage (see later, the Arabic text, p. 45).

Arabic grammar (nehw) had from its beginnings raised ambivalent feelings among those who had to
have strict connections with it during their professional activities. From one part, its significance had
always been clear - so when the first madrasas were established in the 9-10th centuries, the main subject,
Jigh, was coupled with Arabic grammar as the most important auxiliary subject. It is also supposed by
some scholars that jurisprudence played an important part in the formation of nabw’. Thus it is not very
much surprising that Arabic grammar had gradually become the par excellence worldly science (ilm az-
zahi7) in the eyes of mystics, themselves frequently either philologists or jurists. It is not known when the
mystical science (im at-tasawwuf) was first compared to Arabic grammar, but according to later authors

of Sufi biographies already in the early part of the 9th century had made references to nabw: “It was said
to Ibn Adham that a certain person was learning Arabic grammar. He said: This person should rather

! For his life see Ibn ‘Agiba, Fahrasa; Michon 1968-69; 1972; 1973; Sagir 1988.

? For his views, see Ibn ‘Agiba, Fahrasa, 100-1 (Michon 1968-69, 147). Cf. id., Wabdat al-wugud 31-32.
3 See Ibn Agurrim, Agurrimiyya; cf. Troupeau 1972, Carter 1981,

* See Goldziher 1874; Michon 1973, 282.

% See Carter, 197-3, speaking about Sibawayhi.
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learnt silence. Ibn Adham was also told to say: We expressed ourselves clearly in language (¢rabna) and
did not commit errors (labn), but we committed errors in our (mystical) practices and did not express our-
selves clearly®. These and similar sayings aimed at emphasising that not the language but the heart was
the real medium of communication. The first extant authentic Sufi works built on the model of Arabic
grammar are the 11th century al-Qusayri’s two epistles: Nabw al-gulib as-sagir and the much more compre-
hensive and quite independent Nabw al-qulfib al-kabir, which brought into the public awareness the notion
of the ‘grammar of the heart’ as the name of the Sifi science, although it may have come into being in
an earlier period, al-Quéayri expresses his view on the two sciences in short at the beginning of the Nabw
al-qulitb al-kabiv (p. 37): “Grammar (nabw) means pursuing that which is right (sawab) in the (Arabic)
language (kalam) ... while the grammar of the heart means pursuing that which is right (bamid) in the
speech of the heart. Speech of the heart is addressing the Real One (/-Hagq) by the tongue of the heart”.
Two centuries later the persian $Sufi thinker, Galaluddin Rimi put several stories and references into his
Matnawi on grammarians. He used the figure of the grammarian mainly as a symbol for the vanities of
futile knowledge, but in the story of the grammarian and the boatman he went further than that
speculating on the connection between nabw (grammar) and mabw (effacement, said of worldly affili-
ations). So it came natural to as-Sari to insert al-Qusayri's smaller mystical grammar in Arabic into the
text of his commentary on Rimi’s story on the grammarian and the boatman (Sari, Matnaws IV, 89-92)".

Ibn ¢Agiba’s Commentary to the Agurritmiyya begins, as is obligatory, with a eulogy to God and his
Messenger. Even in this part there is a definite effort to make a strong case for the connection of linguistic
and mystical sciences: ... the ancient Arabs were characterised by their rhetoric and by the purity of their
tongue. Thus the Qur’an was sent down in their tongue and their spoken (conversational) language. It
paralysed by its rhetoric and its skill all the mankind and the Jinns and silenced the objections of the
heroes of (linguistic) skilfulness, rhetoric and eloquence ... he [Muhammad] was the most eloquent from
among those who had ever spoken the truth and clear speech”. Then Ibn “Agiba continues: “The most
important of what man may be concerned with, after correcting (is/ah) his religion and accomplishing his
faith in God, is the correction (isl#) of his tongue from (grammatical) mistakes (lahn) in (the Arabic) lan-
guage. This is (to be achieved) by penetrating into the science of the ‘arabiyya and lexicography, since man
becomes by this stronger for understanding his Mighty Book and the Customs of his prophet ... If it were
not for this noble science [i.e, grammar], alteration and distortion entered into Muhammad’s Customs,
and defectiveness occurred in the understanding of God’s Wise Book. So it had been prescribed for every
reasonable and intelligent man to preserve this science and to study it. Then it is incumbent on him after
correcting his tongue to correct (iglih) his intellect and his heart (§anan), after having it cleared from vices,
and adorned with different kinds of virtues. In this way he may prepare his heart for the radiance of the
lights of the true nature of the Unity of God and the secrets of isolation (for God alone). But correction
of the tongue without correcting the heart is sinfulness and straying, while correction of the heart without
correcting the tongue means perfection without (a higher level of) perfection. The correction of both of
them means perfection of the perfection ... It is uglier than ugly to learn or to know the correction of the
tongue but not to learn or know the correction of the heart, since it is the place where the Lord looks.
Grammar divides into two parts: grammar of the tongue of the mouth and grammar of the heart, and the
knowledge of the grammar of the heart for an intelligent man is more urgent and useful than the know-
ledge of the grammar of the tongue. Even so we find grammarians of the tongue of the mouth who are
not well versed in the Book and sunna, and it is regarded blameworthy by God and by His Messenger”.

In this censurable situation Ibn °Agiba tries to present a discipline which could achieve both praise-
worthy aims (correction of the tongue and that of the heart) at once through his double commentary,

® Quoted by Goldziher 1872, 778-9.
7 Cf. Tvinyi 1995.
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taking seriously this coupling of the worldly and mystical knowledge®. His work was therefore totally
misunderstood by his contemporary “Abdalqadir al-Kihin, when he made a special recension from it’,
leaving out the grammatical commentary by saying: “because the poor $itfi (fagir) is not concerned with
his tongue and his interest lies only in the correction (islah) of his heart (fanan), I decided to remove from
the above mentioned commentary everything connected with grammar” (Kahin, Tagrid 43)".

Three remarks may be made on the ‘eulogy’ of the text: (i) A great emphasis is
laid on the divine origin of the ‘eloquence of the tongue’; (ii) the commentary is
basically a Sufi textbook, as it is stated in the eulogy: “we confess ... by the
confession of the people of the mystical taste and witnessing; and (iii) the Prophet
Muhammad had been the most perfect human cultivator of this sacral language.

The central idea, as can be seen from the above quotations, is is/zh in Ibn “Agiba’s
thinking. It raises two questions: (i) What links, if at all, Ibn “Agiba to the so called
reform Sufism of the 18th century, studied by many (in the West and in the Arab
world as well) in the last two decades™? (ii) How can this key word, islah, be related
to the same term used by religious reformers in the end of the 19th century and used
by today’s researchers for the 18th century as well'??

The term islab is the key word nowadays used in connection with many of the
18-19th century Sufi movements, with the meaning “reform” loaned from Europe at
the end of the 19th century. Even earlier Sufis are called islabi, if they fit in the new
picture of a moderate mystic. But in reality they themselves had never used this
word, in spite of its significant (although different) meaning in the Qur’an. Their key
word in this relation had rather been istigama or tagwim (also Qur’anic in origin).
These latter concepts had actually taken their origin from much older times and are
mentioned in al-Qusayri’s Risala (205-206)". On the other hand, Ibn “Agiba turns to
islah when defines the aim of his double commentary. Therefore it seems that his

8 He first expresses these views commenting the Hikam of Ibn “Atd’, see Igaz, 323.
? Munyat al-fagir al-mutagarvid wassivat [or: samir] al-murid al-mutafarrid = Kahin, Tagrid.

' Two excerpts of the Commentary are translated in Michon 1973, 115-119, the chapters on
mubtada’, habar and masdar, not of the original work but from al-Kihin’s Tagrid, i.e., without the
grammatical commentaries. Michon remarks: “Dans son commentaire de I'Ajurrimiyya, ‘selon Iallusion
spirituelle’, Tbn “Ajiba interpréte chaque éléments du discours arabe, sa fonction, ses relations avec les
éléments voisins, etc., comme un symbole cosmogonique et théurgique jouant un rdle précis dans le
processus de la manifestation divine. Ainsi, la langue arabe toute entiére apparait comme une théophanie,
un ensemble cohérent de significations spirituelles ot la Lumiére du Maitre des mondes s’irradie pour
I’édification et la guidance des créatures”.

' See, eg., Levizion & Voll 1987, 3-20; “Azizi 1998, in many places.
2 For the modern, though arbitrarily interpreted meaning of the term see Merad 1978.

B Where tagwim dealt with as the first step to istigama, which is defined in Zarrigq, “Udda, 275 as
‘inducing the soul to accept the Qur'an and the sunna’. See also id., Qawa‘id 59; cf. Rizi (also called al-
Hanafi, d. 1262/3), Hagé'ig, 211-12.
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source may not be the customary Sufi terminology, but he might have taken it from
linguistics where islah al-mantiq or islah al-lisan had been in usage. Ibn ‘Agiba had felt
a strong attachment to the 15th century stfi Zarraq (d. 1494), considered nowadays
by many the first reform sufi in the Magrib". He, as his ideal, prepared com-
mentary to the Hikam (“Wisdoms”) of Ibn “Ata’ Allah®. The essential difference,
however, between the concepts istigama and taqwim used by Zarruq and islab as used
by Ibn °Agiba', on the one hand, and the way the terms reform Safi or islzh and
islahi are used later on lies in the fact that while Zarrtq, Ibn “Agiba and many others
were considering the individuals and a very much personal religious feeling, those
who have been using the latter notions are thinking in terms of Sufi communities or
the Islamic community as a whole. Therefore Ibn “Agiba’s islih (meaning the good
of the individual) and the islah of the 19-20th centuries (meaning the good of the
society) are two different notions called by the same name.

In the following the first part (20 of the 219 pages) of Ibn ‘Agiba’s MS (described
as A.) of al-Futibat al-quddisiya fi sarh al-Muqaddima al-agurramiyya bin-nabw wal-
isara is edited”. It contains the commendation, the introductory pages and the com-
mentary written to the first three sentences of the original work. Although the whole
work was edited in 1997 in Morocco by al-“Umrani al-Halidi “Abdassalam, himself
a follower of the *Agibiyya branch of the Darqawiyya, but either the editor made a
very bad job or the MS in the editor’s private collection is a poor one - the result is
a very bad and corrupt text. Our partial edition relied on the following sources: A.
The base of the edition is the complete, although later, MS in Rabat (Hizana, D
1004/1) (p); we have diverted from the text of this MS only in some places, where
its readings have no sense; B. The above mentioned edition of al-Umrani’s own MS
(£); C. al-Kihin’s selective gloss of the Sarh (reprinted in Tu‘mi 1996) (&)*. All in
all, the three sources are very near to each other and seem to have been copied from
the same autograph copy.

" Michon 1973 Bibl. no.24: al-Lawa’ih al-quddisiyya fi sarh al-Wazifa az-Zarrigiyya (The saint
illuminations: Commentary of the ‘Directives spiritual’).

15 Ibn <Ata” Allih al-Iskandari (d. 1309) had been Ibn Taymiyya's main opponent, although he stood
in great respect at the so called ‘reform Sufis’. Ibn “Agiba commented on the Hikam in his Igaz.

16 Ibn “Agiba deals only with istigéma of the three terms in his Mirag, p. 15 (= Michon 1973, 196).

7 The MS does not mention the title. The whole text will be published in a separate volume with
introduction and notes.

8 The older Rabat MS (Hizana, K 2883) could not be considered here, since it lacks just the first
about 25 pages. Brockelmann, GAL, 11, 309 (238), no. 26, mentions another MS, Alger 169., but later
sources (e.g., Michon 1969 & 1973) do not mention it and we could not see it either. Michon (1973, 282)
malces mention of another MS in private collection, and there may be other, still unknown copies, too.
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