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PERIOD

ii. IN THE ISLAMIC PERIOD

In the Islamic period the term darvis, or dervish, has been variously applied to
claimants to the virtue of spiritual poverty, that is, nonattachment, often in
conjunction with deliberately chosen or passively accepted material poverty;
adherents or practitioners of Sufism, especially its undisciplined or
antinomian forms; and mendicants with pretensions to sanctity.

Proposed derivations of the term darvis in folk etymology (e.g., < dar-pis “in
front of the door”) and the notion that it is cognate with daryiza (mendicancy)
were no doubt inspired by the practice among many dervishes of begging
from door to door (Borhan-e gate’, ed. Mo‘in, II, p. 846). There is, however, no
essential connection between dervishhood and mendicancy; in fact, it is
sometimes held that abstention from begging is the mark of a true dervish (see
BEGGING ii). The Persian word darvis originally meant simply an indigent
person and carried no overtones of ascetic disdain for the world (Dehkoda,
s.v.). It acquired specialized Sufi overtones through use as a translation for
Arabic faqir (poor), a word with connotations of ascetic detachment (see, e.g.,
Ansari, 1954, p. 68; Meybodi, VIII, p. 180; Gazali, pp. 421-25; Hojviri, pp. 21-34),
which, ironically, came to be reserved in Persian usage for the materially poor.
All disquisitions on the virtues of spiritual poverty in early Persian Sufi
literature may therefore safely be taken as referring to the dervish and his



https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/begging-pers#pt2

(3

@\ DARVIS II. IN THE ISLAMIC PERIOD | Hamid Algar

qualities, even if the words used are faqir and faqr.

From the 11th century onward the word darvis was used independently of
faqir. Abu’l-Hasan Karaqgani (d. 425/1034) characterized dervishhood as “an
ocean fed from three sources: abstention (parhiz), generosity (sakawat), and
freedom from need (bi-niaz biidan).” Correcting the definition of a dervish
simply as one who has no worldly goods, he observed that, instead, the dervish
is “he whose heart is empty of cares; who speaks without awareness of speech;
who hears without awareness of hearing; who eats without awareness of
tasting; for whom motion and stillness are as one; and for whom grief and joy
do not exist” (p. 110). For Kvaja ‘Abd-Allah Ansari (d. 481/1089) the dervish was
one “who does not possess the slightest particle of being.” On a certain level
this description applies to all creatures, but it is only the one who is conscious
of its truth who counts as a dervish. Furthermore, “the dervish is one who
abandons both this world and the hereafter and does not even have any
religion” (in the sense that the dervish has no selfhood, whereas religion
presupposes the selfhood of its practitioner). “The dervish must reside
nowhere and recognize nothing. . . . He annihilates his own existence in the
existence of God; neither mankind nor self remains for him, neither the seeker
nor the sought. Such is the attribute of the dervish” (1368 S./1989, p. 137). Abu
Eshaq Hojvirl (d. 465/1073) also tended to identify dervishhood with fana’
(effacement of separate existence in divine reality), describing the dervish as
“a way, not a wayfarer; a place over which something is passing, not a
wayfarer following his own will” (tr. pp. 28-29). Aba Sa‘ld b. Abi’l-Kayr (q.v.; d.
440/1049) echoed this view in a pun suggesting at the same time that dervishes
are mediators between man and God: “The dervishes are not they, for if they
existed, they would not be dervishes. In their name is their attribute; whoever
seeks a path to God must pass by the dervishes, for they are the gate to Him
(dar-e vey 1san-and</em>; Mohammad b. Monawwar, I, p. 295).

At the same time that these rarefied descriptions were proliferating, the
dervish was becoming increasingly recognizable by his accouterments, above
all his cloak; already in the time of Ansarl it was thought necessary to warn
against reliance on externals: “The cloak of the dervish is indeed most
precious, but who is truly worthy of it?” (1982, p. 70). Moreover, although the
term darvis continued to designate the spiritual ideal to be attained by an
individual, dervishes tended to become a category distinct from adherents of
the Sufi orders in general and recognizable by their ceaseless traveling,
frequent indulgence in mendicancy, and avoidance of social intercourse. In
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addition to the cloak as outward sign of his state, the darvis thereforegradually
added items connected with the needs of the journey, some of them specific to
individual orders (Wa’ez Kasefl). Most typical and significant was the kaskil, a
begging bowl fashioned of such materials as mother-of-pearl, a gourd, a
coconut shell, or carved wood, with an attached chain permitting the darvis to
carry it suspended from his wrist. Later examples were oftenelliptical in shape
(Melikian-Chirvani). A further part of the darvis’s equipment was the nafir, or
biig, a trumpet made from the horn of a ram or deer. Also typical was a hat
(q.v.), usually of felt (sometimes called kolah-e faqr “hat of poverty”). On the
brim verses in praise of ‘All or other inscriptions were sometimes
embroidered; one common incription was the Persian verse “There are three
denunciations in the hat of poverty: denunciation of this world, denunciation
of the hereafter, and denunciation of denunciation.” Other characteristic
accouterments included the tabarzin (q.v.), a short ax or hatchet carried in the
right hand and intended to fend off wild animals or highway robbers; the
Canta, a patched bag in which essential items were carried slung over the left
shoulder; a gnarled staff (mantesa or ‘asa</em>); an animal skin known as takt-
e pust (Ereshefsky, pp. 49-50); and sometimes a long rosary made of bang or
other material. The darvis might also carry his own tent (¢ador-e qalantari)
consisting of simple patches of cloth stitched together; it was used not only while
traveling but also when holding a vigil at the tomb of a Sufi.

All these items gradually took on ritual significance and in later centuries
were affected even by urban or settled dervishes. As a result of such
developments, there came to be some similarity between the darvis and the
more radically antinomian qalandar</em>; though the darvis might engage in
regular Islamic devotions and would, at least in principle, beg only from need,
the qalandar begged as a matter of course. The gradual approximation between
the two cannot be dated with any precision, but it seems to have been well
underway by the time of the Mongol invasion in the 13th century. The vast social
and demographic dislocations resulting from this invasion favored the further
dissemination of antinomian forms of religion (Kopriilii, p. 160).

Despite this apparent devaluation of the term darvis, perhaps akin to that of
the term malamatt (blameworthy), dervishes were lavishly praised by the
great literary figures of the 13th and 14th centuries. Noteworthy, for example,
is a qasida of Sa‘di, in which he described the face of the dervish as “a mirror
in which the light of truth is to be seen” and declared that dervishes “see truth,
speak truth, and seek truth;/ Whatever enters their omniscient hearts is truth”
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(pp- 112-13; cf. Ramyi, III, p. 279, VIII, p. 126). Hafez also found dervishes
admirable, in sharp contrast to the Sufis, whom he appears to have regarded
as hypocrites and formalists (Korramsahi, pp. 138-39). In one gazal he echoed
Sa‘'dT’s encomium, describing the intimate company of dervishes as “the
loftiest garden of immortality . . . the alchemy that turns blackened hearts to
gold” and the dust at the doors of their cells as the source of the water of life
(pp- 35-36).

In Sufi hagiography, historical tradition, and literature in general dervishhood
and kingship were contrasted as opposite poles of the human condition and
parallels between them frequently drawn. The theme perhaps originated with
the story of the semilegendary Ebrahim b. Adham (d. 160/776 or 173/790),
supposedly the scion of a royal family in Balk who relinquished power and
wealth to become a dervish. It recurred with particular frequency in the
Mongol and Timurid periods, when political vicissitudes revealed the
hollowness of worldly power and suggested that a dervish might enjoy higher
status than a king. Sa‘di said “Were they to desire kingship, /they could
plunder the realm of all kings” (pp. 112-13), and Hafez remarked “The good
fortune (dawlat) that is immune to harm and eclipse—hear it plainly from
me!—is that of the dervishes” (p. 35).

By means of this inversion, the dervish became not only the possessor of true
kingship and thus the superior of the king but even his patron and protector.
Thus Timar was said to have owed his early conquests in Khorasan to the
benedictions of a dervish, Baba Sanku, and in legend he was connected with a
whole series of other dervishes (Paul, pp. 296-319). Sufis of the NagShandi
order were able to establish a measure of influence over descendants of
Timur; for example, Kvaja ‘Obayd-Allah Ahrar (q.v.; d. 896/1490) played a
decisive role in the reigns of Sultan Abu Sa'ld (855-73/1451-69) and Sultan
Ahmad (873-99/1469-94). There were also close links between dervishes and
kings in post-Timurid Central Asia; a particularly striking example is that of
Ma‘sim Shah Morad (1200-15/1785-1800), the “dervish king” of Bukhara, and
his son Amir Haydar (1215-42/1800-26; Sami, pp. 50-52).

It was, however, the Ne‘'mat-Allahi order that led the way in making explicit
the kingly nature of the dervish calling. The earliest designation of the dervish
headgear as taj (crown) was probably owed to Shah Ne'mat-Allah Wali himself
(pp- 160-66), perhaps echoing a Hadith to the effect that the turban is the
crown of the Arabs (see ‘AMAMA). It subsequently became universal, both in
Persia and in Ottoman Turkey (see Menzel, pp. 174-99). Ne‘'mat-Allah Wal1 and
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Sufis of his line were also the first to deal imperiously with monarchs (Farzam,
passim) and consistently to include “shah” in their Sufi names (often
combined, it is true, with ‘Ali, who was in popular tradition called Sah-e
mardan “the king of true men”).

In view of these various connections between dervishhood and kingship, it is
not surprising that the Safavids accomplished the full transition from Sufism
to monarchy and then proceeded to eliminate almost all the Sufi orders in
Persia, first those of Sunni affiliation and then those with Shi‘ite loyalties. As
individual or loosely organized practitioners of popular or antinomian
religion, dervishes remained fixtures of the religious scene, however. In the
17th century Jean Chardin estimated that there were roughly 20,000 dervishes.
He reported, too, that the term darvis, though a generic designation for anyone
who chose poverty and detachment from the world, embraced many types of
individual wearing a variety of unconventional garbs. Certain distinctions
were still made between the darvis and the galandar</em>; the former, it was
held, might be genuinely devout and dressed mostly in faded and filthy rags,
whereas the latter was universally considered an impostor, recognizable by his
brightly colored and outlandish costume and fondness for feathers and animal
skins. Despite the essentially solitary nature of dervishhood, there were places in
Isfahan where dervishes congregated, notably an ancient plane tree in the
cemetery at Emamzada Esma‘il and a hospice near Masjed-e Masud Beg
(Magqsud Beg?), where they could rest from their wanderings (pp. 37-38, 209-10).

Organized Sufism reemerged in Persia toward the close of the 18th century,
when the Ne‘mat-Allahi order was reintroduced from its base in the Deccan.
The earliest leaders, Ma‘sam-‘Alisah (d. 1212/1797; see DAKANI, ‘ABD-AL-
HAMID) and his disciple Nar-‘Aliah (d. 1212/1797), were men of ecstatic and
antinomian temperament, and it may be for this reason that they and their
initiatic descendants were called dervishes. This designation persisted even
after the Ne‘'mat-Allahis had adopted soberer forms and become well
integrated into Persian society; it applied to the adherents of such other orders
as the Dahabiya as well, eventually coming to mean virtually every
practitioner of Sufism. The outward appurtenances of traditional dervishhood
were nonetheless retained for purely ceremonial and ritual purposes, as is
evident from photographs showing the ladies of the Qajar court, initiates of
the Safi-‘AliSah branch of the Ne‘'mat-Allahiya, wearing the Ne'mat-Allahi taj
and brandishing the kaskal and tabarzin (Modarresi Cahardehi, pl. 13). The
traditional type of unaffiliated wandering dervish continued to exist side by
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side with the members of the orders, as is plain from Edward Browne’s
account of his meeting with one of them (pp. 56-61), but even those
unorganized dervishes gradually coalesced into something approaching an
order, the Kaksariya, which has continued to exist on the fringes of Persian
society down to the present, albeit in steadily dwindling numbers.

It may be noted, too, that the members of various heterodox groups in Persia
having little or no connection with any form of Sufism have also been
designated darvis, for example, the Horufls, their successors the Noqtawis, and
the Ahl-e Haqq of Kurdistan. Another specialized use of the word
darvis,encountered in Kurdistan, is in reference to members of the Qader1
order, whereas NagSbhandis are known as Sufis (Tawakkoli, pp. 169, 225).

The place held by the dervish in Persian culture and folklore can be gauged
from the numerous proverbs and idioms in which he is mentioned; the same
is true, to a somewhat lesser degree, of Turkish proverbs and popular sayings
(Dehkoda, p. 800; Kadri, pp. 730-31; Golpinarli, pp. 89-90). In fact the word
darvis has entered an extraordinarily wide variety of languages. In Arabic
there are also a broken plural darawis and the form darwasa, “to become a
dervish or don the garb of a dervish” (Dozy, I, p. 438). In Ottoman Turkish it
always designated the adherent of a Sufi order (Pakalin, p. 428; Uludag, pp.
136-07). In Malay-Indonesian the loanword darwis (also sometimes darwisy)
refers not only to Sufis but also to Buddhist bhikkus, presumably reflecting an
Indian usage (Bausani, p. 357). In Chinese there are two forms, dieli weishi and
dieleweishi, the latter used especially by Qaderis (Gladney, p. 399). The English
“dervish,” as well as corresponding terms in other European languages, was
clearly taken from Turkish, as it is spelled with an “e” rather than an “a” in the
first syllable. Western travelers to Turkey also coined the mocking
designations “whirling dervishes” and “howling dervishes,” referring to
adherents of the Mawlaw1 and Refa’1 orders respectively.
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