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Elizabeth Sirriyeh was until her retirement Senior Lecturer in Islamic Studies at the University of Leeds. A specialist on dream interpretation in Islam, she has also written on Sufism and Islamic reform, religion in Ottoman Syria, Muslim ideological disputes and the interface between Islamic and modern Western thought. Her previous books are Sufis and Anti-Sufis: The Defence, Rethinking and Rejection of Sufism in the Modern World (1999) and Sufi Visionary of Ottoman Damascus: ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi, 1641–1731 (2005).


‘To study the history of Muslim dreaming is to enter an enthralling meta-world in which believers sought authenticity, authority and salvation through their nocturnal encounters with the Prophets and Saints. Elizabeth Sirriyeh is a judicious and expert guide to over twelve centuries of deliberations on the credibility and meaning of dreams. Her book will appeal to anyone interested in this under-studied topic.’

– Nile Green, Professor of History, UCLA, author of Sufism: A Global History

‘Elizabeth Sirriyeh’s authoritative book on dreams and visions in the Islamic tradition concerns what might be termed “mysticism”, and as such relates to the very heart of the Sufi tradition. It provides a comprehensive and lucid account that commences in the pre-Islamic period and brings readers up to the present era with discussions of the topic within the contemporary Middle East. For students of Sufism and Islamic spirituality this book is indispensable, because it provides a clear account of the potency and significance that dreams and visions have had, and continue to have, in the region.’

– Lloyd Ridgeon, Reader in Theology and Religious Studies, University of Glasgow

‘The Prophet Muhammad received revelations from God in his dreams and he himself interpreted the dreams of his companions. And after his death, and the end of Qur'anic revelation, Muslims believed that God would continue to reveal himself to them through their dreams. In this fascinating book, Elizabeth Sirriyeh explores the role that dreams and visions played in the religious lives of pre-modern Muslims. She ranges widely: from the earliest biographical sources on the life of the Prophet, through formal manuals for the interpretation of dreams and philosophical treatises on the nature of dreams, to the visionary accounts of Muslim mystics. She devotes special attention to the unexplored dreams of Muslim women. Her analysis is masterful and eminently accessible, and there is much here to delight both the specialist and the general reader.’

– John C. Lamoreaux, Associate Professor of Religious Studies, Southern Methodist University, author of The Early Muslim Tradition of Dream Interpretation
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PREFACE




In a survey of Muslim academics, undertaken at the International Islamic University of Malaysia early in the twenty-first century, all the participants reported their belief in the possibility of receiving true guidance from God in their dreams. Many said that they performed rituals before sleep in the hope of receiving such dreams, had consulted expert dream interpreters and had experienced dreams of great importance for their lives. A number of those surveyed mentioned that the dreams had helped them in solving problems, had served as a warning of dangers and some believed that they had been given clear instructions via dreams. For example, one woman academic claimed that she had seen her deceased brother-in-law in a dream and that he had asked her to take care of his children.1

Anyone may be regarded as being able to ‘see’ the truth in their night visions, but those who are especially pious are generally considered to be more open to receiving and understanding divine communication. Consequently, they are commonly consulted for guidance as to the meaning of dreams and may even dream on behalf of more ordinary dreamers. A Turkish academic recounted his own experience from 1991 when he was seeking to marry into a pious family, who were associated with one of the Sufi orders in Istanbul. The family decided to consult their shaykh as to the suitability of the marriage. The shaykh then performed the ritual known as istikhara, in which he prayed to God to supply an answer before he went to sleep. He dreamt, but told the family that he had seen an unfavourable outcome if the marriage were to go ahead. The family accepted the shaykh's interpretation of his dream as a divine warning and rejected the proposal of marriage.2

Those who do not have ready access to a skilled interpreter of dreams frequently turn to dream dictionaries for guidance. Some of the classical keys to dreams remain remarkably popular, although modern abridgements and compilations are also available. These works are easily identified as offering a method of foreknowing similar to that of the Greek dream interpreter Artemidorus (second century CE). They claim to foretell the future rather than seeking to provide the dreamer with psychological insight. John Lamoreaux, writing of the early development of Muslim dream interpretation, explains this approach to interpreting dreams: ‘Dream interpretation offered Muslims a royal road that led not inward, but outward, providing insight not into the dreamer's psyche but into the hidden affairs of the world.’3 Nevertheless, I have been surprised, on visiting a Middle Eastern bookshop, to find such works placed in the psychology section next to modern books in the field. There appears to be a trend in some quarters to claim the medieval Muslim authors of guides to dreams as precursors of modern psychoanalysis. The organisation of the above bookshop reflects this trend.4

How did the situation arise in which dreaming and other visionary experience became so important to highly spiritual men and women as well as many Muslims with more mundane interests? This book is principally occupied with seeking an answer to this question. The major focus is on the emergence and flowering of literature in Arabic relating to dreams and visions, principally, but not exclusively, designed as a means of foreknowing future events. A variety of forms of divination were in use among the Muslims and had the goal of knowing the future, such as astrology, sorcery and reading the meanings of shapes and lines drawn in the sand (‘ilm al-raml). However, they never gained the respected status of the veridical dream or vision, which was elevated above humbler divinatory practices and acknowledged as constituting a part of prophecy. Therefore, despite the interest of various branches of Islamic divination for their contribution to traditional culture, they fall outside the coverage of this book.

Arabic writings are the most prominent sources, since they are of critical importance for studying the evolution of the Muslim visionary tradition and Arabic is the Islamic language with which I am most familiar. It has also been necessary to control the geographical scope of the work. Therefore, the study focuses in particular on the place of dreaming and waking visions in the lives of Muslims from the formative period of Islam until the eighteenth century, mainly in the Arab lands with limited coverage of other areas in the later part of the book. Finally, there is some discussion of the Muslims’ encounter with Western modernity and its impact on their attitudes to dreams and visions.

Chapters 2 to 8 of the book endeavour to see the visionary world through the eyes of pre-modern Muslims, accepting that we can only partially hear their voices and enter into their concerns at this remove in time and space. In places the focus is primarily, or even exclusively, on dreaming, for example in discussing the development of guides for interpreting the symbolism of dreams. Elsewhere dreams and visions are treated together as part of the same basic phenomenon and because in many writings it is hard to know for certain whether a narrative describes a dream or a waking vision or even, at times, a physical miracle, as in the case of the Prophet's night journey to Jerusalem and ascension to Heaven. Guy Stroumsa has remarked in relation to early Christians' visionary experience that ‘any study that focuses on dreams while ignoring visions is bound to remain deeply flawed’.5 The same conclusion may often, although not always, be applicable in studies of pre-modern Muslims' records of such experience.

Following an introduction to Muslims' perceptions of dreams and visions, Chapter 1 considers the Pre-Islamic context out of which they arose. Dream interpretation is a notoriously conservative occupation. Did Muslims simply continue a pattern that had actually been established in the ancient Near Eastern, Greco-Roman, Jewish and Christian traditions? The chapter provides a short survey of certain aspects of the ancient traditions that appear to have had the greatest influence on the Islamic tradition.

Chapter 2 opens the main body of the book with a study of the Prophet Muhammad as the model for Muslims of a perfect dreamer, visionary and interpreter of dreams. It is observed how dreaming lies at the very foundations of Islam because Muhammad was said to have received his earliest revelations in dreams for a period of six months before the beginning of the waking revelation of the Qur’an. The chapter discusses the major role played by both dreams and visions in his life's work as the God-guided Prophet of the Muslim community. Finally, it examines the record of the Prophet as an interpreter of others' dreams, establishing a basis for the high value placed on dream interpretation in later generations.

Chapter 3 explores how leaders, scholars and pious figures followed in the path of the Prophet in assigning great importance to dreams and visions and their proper interpretation. Attention is paid to this formative period of Islamic scholarship from the late eighth to early tenth centuries, examining the role of hadiths and other anecdotal reports concerning dreaming and its interpretation. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the visionary theory of the philosopher al-Kindi (d. c.870) and the visionary experience of the mystic Abu Yazid al-Bistami (d. 875).

Not all dreams contained clear messages, whose meaning was immediately obvious to the dreamer. Chapter 4 focuses on the compilation of manuals by dream interpreters, intended to provide guidance for making predictions as to the possible meanings of images seen in dreams. The chapter looks at developments in Muslim dream interpretation before and after the Christian physician Hunayn b. Ishaq (d. 873 or 877) translated the famous Greek dream manual of Artemidorus into Arabic. Given that Muslim dream manuals provide a valuable picture of common information, misinformation and social attitudes, Chapter 5 explores some views of ‘the other’ that they present and is primarily concerned with medieval Muslim views of Christians exhibited in an influential dream manual of the eleventh century and a Christian view of Muslims as represented in a rare Byzantine compilation of roughly the same period. The chapter has previously appeared in a fuller version as a journal article in Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations xvii/2 (2006), pp. 207–21. I would like to express my thanks to Taylor and Francis for permitting the reproduction of the work in a modified form in order to fit the structure of the book.

Most of the Islamic literature discussed up to this point is concerned with the dreams and visions of male dreamers and visionaries. Chapter 6 explores some narratives of Muslim women's dreams and visions alleged to have taken place in the seventh to early tenth centuries and recorded in history, hadiths, moralising anecdotes and spiritual biography. These accounts are compared and contrasted with the views on interpreting women's dreams contained in dream manuals up to the seventeenth century.

The higher levels of vision form the subject of Chapter 7, especially dreams and visions of God and the Prophet experienced by Sufis from the late twelfth century onwards, notably the Iranian Ruzbihan Baqli (d. 1209) and the great Andalusian mystic Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240). The latter part of the chapter examines reports of Sufi dreams and visions of the Prophet from North and West Africa and the Sudan in the fifteenth to nineteenth centuries. Chapter 8 extends the discussion to consider visionary contacts with other righteous figures, in particular the Imams of Shi‘ism and the saints, giving special attention to beliefs and practices in seeking to encounter the holy dead at their graves.

Chapter 9 discusses the impact of Western modernity on Muslim attitudes to the visionary life in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in a range of geographical and social settings. It includes an examination of those who have preserved relatively traditional ways of connecting with their dreams and, on occasion, waking visions, those whose outlook has altered in modern conditions and those who have lost an understanding of their dreaming as a means of divine communication.

The transliteration system used in the book for proper names and terms in Arabic, and occasionally other Islamic languages, is that of the International Journal of Middle East Studies with some modifications. Diacritical marks have been excluded throughout the text and notes. The Arabic definite article ‘al-’ is used only at the first mention of a proper name and dropped subsequently (for example, ‘Bistami’ instead of ‘al-Bistami’). Transliteration is generally standardised except in the case of quotations. However, a number of place names and a few modern personal names are given in the form in which they are most familiar in English. In the case of some more common words, the English form of the plural is used in preference to the Arabic (for example, mawlids rather than mawalid). Translations are my own where they are not otherwise referenced.

The research for this book was begun while I was working in Theology and Religious Studies at the University of Leeds and has been brought to completion during my retirement. I should like to take this opportunity to thank former colleagues for their interest along the way, especially Kim Knott for advice in the early stages of the project. I also wish to thank Philip Mellor and Séan McLoughlin for enabling me to complete the work through an honorary lectureship at the present School of Philosophy, Religion and History of Science. I am particularly grateful to Alex Wright of I.B.Tauris for inviting me to write the book and for his support throughout its preparation. As ever, I owe a special debt of gratitude to Hussain, Ala and Reema for their constant encouragement over the years and to all the family for their patience when I have been preoccupied with the world of dreams and visions.


INTRODUCTION


Visions of the Night and Day

The Arabic term ru'ya is given to the true dream that is understood in Islamic tradition to be sent from God. True dreams are identified as visions because they are ‘seen’ in a vivid manner by the dreamer. Usually they are visions of the night. Such dreams are often described as remarkable for their clarity. Dreamers are said to awaken quickly and remember every detail.1 During a period of her anthropological fieldwork in Pakistan, Katherine Ewing, also a trained psychoanalyst, was astonished when she experienced an amazingly clear dream of a white horse, a dream from which she woke suddenly and with the strong sense that she had been sent this dream through the intervention of a Sufi shaykh. She was surprised to find that, despite her training and her social and academic background, she was on the edge of being drawn into the belief world of those for whom the spiritual dream and visions were very real.2

Other visions have been reported as occurring in a waking state, whether by day or night, and still others are noted as taking place in a state between sleeping and waking. Such waking visions have generally been accorded a high status and regarded as a sign of the believer's remarkable piety. Although almost everyone dreams, not everyone has true dream visions. An even more select group are those who have true waking visions. The general view of pre-modern Muslim writers was that such visions were granted only to the prophets and the most righteous of the believers, frequently those who were regarded as saintly mystics or martyrs. The Prophet Muhammad served as the model for later visionaries in that the reception of the Qur’an came about through his vision of the angel Gabriel as well as many subsequent visual and auditory encounters in which he heard the divine word. His famous journey by night to Jerusalem and ascension to Heaven offered an example of visionary experience to encourage the most spiritually advanced of Sufi mystics to aspire to follow in his path on their own journeys towards God. Many Muslims accepted these events as literal, physical miracles, in which the Prophet travelled in the body until he reached the highest heaven. However, the extraordinary stories also gave rise to much discussion as to whether the Prophet had actually experienced his heavenly journey in a veridical dream or in a waking vision.

As visions were so closely linked to prophecy, they came to be highly valued in Muslim society and increasingly frequent. The great spiritual author al-Ghazali (d. 1111) noted of Sufi mystics:

From the beginning of the Way they experience unveilings and visions, so that in their waking state they see the angels and the spirits of the prophets. They hear their voices and benefit from their advice. They then progress from the vision of forms and images to degrees beyond description.3

Nile Green has observed the apparent obsession of certain medieval spiritual writers with
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