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AGRICULTURE VS. ASCESIS
Late antique pagan asceticism in an anti-ascetic tractate

from around 900 A.D.

Jaakko Hämeen-Anttila, University of Helsinki

Abstract

The question of asceticism is controversial in Sufism and it often centred on the question of
tawakkul "reliance on God." Our knowledge of ascetic Sufism in the 8th and 9th centuries is

mainly based on later manuals and hagiographies, which very often either play asceticism down to

save Sufism from any claims of un-Islamic behaviour or, on the other hand, exaggerate the ascesis

of early Sufis as a mark of their extreme piety. There are, however, few contemporary sources to
describe these ascetics. One such description is found in the Nabatean Agriculture by Ibn

Wahshiyya (d. 318/931) which gives an almost unique criticism of Sufi ascesis from an

agriculturalist viewpoint. Those who criticized asceticism did it usually from a staunch Sunni

viewpoint, urban and learned. Ibn Wahshiyya's criticism, on the contrary, is connected with his

tendency of exalting agriculture and the farmers who toil on their fields. The crucial passage on

ascesis is translated and discussed in the article, keeping an eye on its Near Eastern background.

The ascetic tradition in the Near East is ancient and has certain characteristics

which the ascetic movements of various Near Eastern religions share with each

other and which later traditions may have, in at least some cases, inherited from
earlier ones. We know full well that different religions had sometimes very close

contacts between each other, and that influences were easily passed across

religious boundaries.1 Thus, e.g., self-castration which we know already from

Mesopotamia2 was still practised among Christian ascetics even as late as 410

A.D.3 and the topic surfaces yet again in Islam where it is reported to have been

Obviously, e.g., Indian asceticism shares many features with different varieties of Near

Eastern asceticism. In many cases, one should probably not seek for a historical link but

take these features as universals.

For emasculation and Mesopotamian ascetic practices related to the cult of Ishtar in general,

see Parpola (1997): XXXIV and, especially, notes 137-141, with copious references to

further literature.

Vööbus (1958): 273-274.
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896 Jaakko Hämeen-Anttila

prohibited by the prophet Muhammad.4 Likewise, the rather remarkable form of
asceticism best known from Symeon the Stylite seems to derive from pagan
practices in the area.5

The Syrian tradition of Christian asceticism was not mere emulation of the

Egyptian Fathers but we can speak of a "genuinely native heritage" of asceticism
and monasticism in early Syrian Christianity, from the time before Egyptian
influence.6 The Syriac interest in asceticism may also be perceived in the fifth
and sixth century translations of Greek texts connected with ascesis. An ascetic

trend influenced Syrian Christianity; unkemptness was seen as a mark of great
piety.7

In and around Christianity, asceticism is strongly connected with Gnosticism

and its disawoval of the material world. Recent studies on Gnosticism8

have shown that the earlier emphasis on dualism in Gnosticism (all Gnostic

movements saw a complete difference between the good spiritual world and the

evil material world) is exaggerated. This is certainly so, but the basic fact

remains that Gnostic movements were suspicious of the body and prone to
asceticism.

Likewise, Manichaeans saw a clear dichotomy between body and soul,
which easily led to asceticism: if the body is merely the earthly prison for the

heavenly, or divine, soul, it should be ignored or even tortured in various ways.

4 Cf. al-Bukhârî, Sahïh, no. 5075 (K. an-Nikäh, Bäb Mä yukrah min at-tabattul wa 1-khisä'),
where the companions of the Prophet ask for his permission to castrate themselves. The

Prophet prohibits this, referring to Qur. 5: 87. For more hadiths concerning castration, see

Wensinck (1992) II: 38, s.v. KHSY. Note that the existence of hadiths often implies that

some seventh- or eighth-century practice was either fought against or propagated. Thus, a

hadith against self-castration cannot, prima facie, be taken as evidence for the situation on

the Arabian Peninsula in the first decades of the seventh century. In very many cases, its

real context is Syria or Iraq in the later seventh or the eighth century.
5 Trembley (2001) I: 162. For references to pagan ascetics in the area of Syrian monasticism,

see Brock (1973): 12. Cf. also the still useful and convenient collection of Koch (1933).
6 Brock (1973): 3. See also Vööbus (1958) and (1960). Vööbus (1958): 146, strongly voices

his opinion that "monasticism originated independently among the Syrians in Mesopotamia
and Persia and can thus be looked upon as an autochthonous phenomenon." The

independence of early Syrian Christianity may also be seen on a more general level. The

Classic study on Syriac Christianity is Walter Bauer's Rechtgläubigkeit und Ketzerei

(1964), originally published in 1934, which, though clearly overstating its case, drew

attention to earlier trends within Syrian Christianity, predating Roman Christianity.
7 Cf. Ephrem the Syrian's respect for "the filth and dirt that has accumulated on their bodies"

(Vööbus 1960: 27).
8 Cf., e.g., Williams (1996): 96-162.
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Mortifying the body leads to the revivification ofthe soul. Thus, e.g., Mani was

against washing and bathrooms.9 Similarly, the later Manichaean attitude

towards agriculture was rather negative, even if Vööbus exaggerates when

writing (1958: 158) that Manichaeism: "[...] extinguished the natural human

desires to plant and sow and till the soil, and uprooted every kind of work." In

theory, though obviously not in practice, "[...] tilling the soil, [...], came to be

regarded by the [Manichaean] monks as a crime equal to murder."10

For Manichaeans, the rather necessary sin of cultivating the earth,

committed by auditors, could be compensated by the spiritual profit acquired by
feeding the elects.11 The idea of acquiring spiritual profit through feeding

saintly men is also familiar from as widely different groups as Christian monks

or Buddhist mendicants. Still, one has to remember that Mani's background was

not anti-agrarian, as shown by the Codex Manichaicus Coloniensis}1 which
describes the baptising sect of Elchasaites among whom Mani grew up.

Mesopotamia seems to have been "a veritable playground for extremely
radical ascetic ideologies [...]."13 There is a certain tension between early
Christian attitudes towards labour and the radical aversion of the Syrian ascetics

towards worldly toil.14 Zoroastrians, on the contrary, had a more positive view
of tilling and toiling, the farmer working side by side with Ahurä Mazda, against

Angra Mainyu. The maintenance of life falls within the realm of good and "in
order to maintain life one must earn one's living by means of cattle-raising and

agriculture, and one must procreate."15 Although an Iranian religion, the

influence of Zoroastrianism was, of course, strong in Iraq, which Sasanian kings
ruled for centuries.

In Islam, early Sufism was strongly ascetic in character. In the eighth and

ninth centuries, many Sufis continued the ascetic traditions of the Near East, in
their tarn being influenced by Christian Syrian saints, who had been influenced

9 Cf. Vööbus (1958): 122-123. The views of Vööbus should be corrected in the light of more

recent studies, cf., e.g., BeDuhn (2000).
10 Vööbus 1958): 134, quoting Augustinus.
11 Cf. Vööbus (1958): 131.

12 See Lieu 1985): 30-31. The text is conveniently available in Gnoli (2003).
13 Vööbus (1958): 161.

14 Cf. Vööbus (1958): 157: "It must certainly have been a strong outward influence which
succeeded, even at the very vital points [...], in replacing the Christian conception ofthe
value of manual toil with a directly contrary view [...]."

15 Duchesne-Guillemin (1970): 147.
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by the earlier pagan tradition.16 Islamic history, though, tends to see the Sufi
tradition as indigenous within Islam, going back to those companions of the

prophet Muhammad who were known as the ahi as-suffa. But it seems rather

probable that the asceticism of the first-generation Muslims has been much

exaggerated in Muslim sources and the origins of Muslim ascesis should be

sought from earlier Syrian and Mesopotamian traditions.17 Muslim sources also

retroject much of later discussions on the Prophet Muhammad himself, and one
thus finds both ascetic features and an open rejection of extreme asceticism in
the sunna.

The complicated interdependence of various ascetic movements and the

universal tendencies towards asceticism make it very difficult to pinpoint the

exact relations between these movements, when we do not have conspicuous
details such as we have in the case of Symeon the Stylite. All we can do is to
refer to family resemblance: the Near Eastern forms of ascesis are, in a general

way, cognate with each other.

At the end of the ninth and the beginning of the tenth century, Islamic

mysticism went through a period of crisis, exemplified and perhaps partly even
caused by the eccentric al-Halläj, who was executed in 922. After his execution,
Sufis tried to convince the "ulama0 that Sufism was a respectable and orthodox
doctrine within mainstream Islam. This led to the period of classical Sufi
manuals, aimed at an audience of outsiders. More extreme ascetic features gave

way, at least in these handbooks, to sober abstinence and quiet piety.
The question of asceticism, though, remained controversial in Sufism. and

it often centred on the question of tawakkul "(extreme) reliance on God". For the

proponents of tawakkul, humankind's endeavour to provide for themselves were
proof of their lack of reliance since it is God who takes care of all humans. For
those who wanted to integrate the Sufis into the society, this form of tawakkul

was, on the contrary, not real reliance on God but a way of living at the expense
of others18 and they insisted on the responsibility of the Sufi for providing for

16 On nascent Sufism and its relations with earlier traditions, see Baldick (2000): 13-24. See

also Seppälä (2003).
17 Partly, of course, Sufism also exhibits universal tendencies towards ascesis.

18 In pro-tawakkul texts, even this argument is countered. Many hagiographical texts tell how
the mystic refuses to accept food from men and is rewarded by God who provides for him
directly, without human intermediaries: the food was lowered for him from heaven, or he

found a bag of food waiting for him.
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himself (iktisäb). Thus, even the most ascetic Sufis are later said to have earned

their own living.19

A typical case in hagiographies is Ibrahîm ibn Adham, who is reported to

have been accustomed to collecting firewood during the week and selling it

every Friday, earning his loaf of bread for the next week, at the same time using
the opportunity to attend the Friday prayers.20 This also emphasises the

relevance of communal prayers: asceticism has to be disrupted in order to take part
in communal service. The ascetic has to interrupt his khalwa (seclusion) and

even his dhikr (remembrance of God and repetition of His name or other

formulae) to attend the congregation. Such stories are found by the dozen in

hagiographies and Sufi biographies.
The seclusion of ascetics, or monks, from the community was a problem

discussed also by Christian authors, many of whom criticised this habit and

insisted on the necessity of participating in communal service on Sundays and

church festivals.21

In later centuries, which fall outside our theme, Sufis time after time
reestablished extreme ascetic habits, which they either hid from their possible
critics, or like the Qalandars, displayed openly, challenging the society and its

accepted norms.22

Our knowledge of ascetic Sufism in the 8th and 9th centuries is mainly
based on later manuals and hagiographies, which very often either play
asceticism down to save Sufism from any claims of un-Islamic behaviour or, on
the other hand, exaggerate the ascesis of early Sufis as a mark of their extreme

piety. There are, however, few contemporary sources to describe these ascetics.

One such description is found in a perhaps unexpected source, the

Nabatean Agriculture (al-Filaha an-Nabatiyya, pp. 252-262) by Ibn Wahshiyya
(d. 318/931). The whole book is still somewhat of an enigma. It claims to be an

Arabic translation of an ancient text in some form of Syriac.23 The question of
authenticity has been discussed by me in Hämeen-Anttila (2002-2003) with

19 For tawakkul, see Reinert (1968) and Knysh (2000): 33-34, 88-99.
20 See, e.g., 'Attär, Tadhktrat al-awliyä' I: 85-88, translated in Arberry (1966): 63-66.
21 See, e.g., Vööbus (1958): 181-182, with reference to Liber graduum. Vööbus (1958: 166),

incidentally, sees Manichaean influence on Christian monasticism behind the divorce of the

ascetic and the congregation and adds: "[...] we cannot adequately evaluate the implications
arising from the idea that the ascetic is no longer bound to the church with its institutions
and sacraments."

22 For these extremists, see Karamustafa 1994) and Knysh (2000): 272-274.
23 I have translated the preface ofthe text in Hämeen-Anttila (2002c).

AS/EA LVIII-4-2004, S. 895-929



900 Jaakko Hämeen-Anttila

some corrections in Hämeen-Anttila (forthcoming). To sum up the contents of
these articles, it seems that Ibn Wahshiyya did work with an older Syriac text, or

group of texts themselves partly going back to Greek originals, and thus the

work is not to be dismissed as a mere tenth-century pseudepigraph.24 However,
the exact role of Ibn Wahshiyya in the parts which he claims merely to have

translated from Syriac is still far from clear.25 There is no problem in dating
those parts which Ibn Wahshiyya admits as his own additions to around 900, the

time when the controversy involving al-Halläj was at its height. The text
translated below consists of two parts. The first (pp. 252-258) claims to have
been translated from the Syriac original, while the second (pp. 258-262) is

admittedly an addition from the pen of Ibn Wahshiyya.
This latter part gives an almost unique criticism of Sufi ascesis from an

agriculturalist viewpoint. Those who criticized asceticism did it usually from a

staunch Sunni viewpoint, urban and learned. Ibn Wahshiyya's criticism, on the

contrary, is connected with his tendency of exalting agriculture and the farmers
who toil on their fields.26 In the roughly contemporary Rasä'il Ikhwän as-safa

(I: 284—285), a text also in other ways closely related to the Nabatean
Agriculture even though their exact relations are difficult to assess, there is a similar

respect for labour: farming, weaving and building (al-hirätha wa 1-hiyäka wa 7-

binä0) are given as the three basic professions, whereas in Arabic literature they
are usually seen as paragons of lowliness.27 The farmers are uncouth boors, and

weavers are proverbial for their stupidity in the mainly urban and courtly Arabic
literature.28

24 Let it be added that even if it were to prove to be a pseudepigraph it would still retain its

high value for the study of early tenth-century countryside in Iraq. For the earlier history of
the controversy about Ibn Wahshiyya, see Hämeen-Anttila (2003) and GAS IV: 318-329.

25 In the following, I will call the author of the passages which Ibn Wahshiyya claims to have

translated from Syriac "the Syriac author."
26 The glorification of agriculture and farmers is a recurrent theme in the book, see, e.g., p.

702, for a concise formulation. Farmers of Northern Iraq were still at the time to a great
extent non-Arabic speakers and thus the themes of farming and the Mesopotamian heritage
became entangled.

27 Note that the very same three professions are exalted in the Nabatean Agriculture, p. 254

(translated below). The Ikhwän as-Safä, on the other hand, were, of course, clearly elitist,
seeMarlow(1997):54.

28 Cf., e.g., Marlow (1997): 33. The anti-agrarian attitude was retrojected back to the Prophet,

see Marlow (1997): 26, note 66. — The Iraqi al-Kämil al-Khwarizmï (d. after 1117)

parodied base Nabatean boors in one of his maqämas, translated in Hämeen-Anttila (2002a):
435^t36.
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Ibn Wahshiyya, by contrast, sees ascetics as freeloaders in a society which
lives on the toils of the rural population. This viewpoint was perhaps more easy
to adopt in the countryside. In cities, with their urban poor, the ascetics were not

as conspicuous. In urban environments, too, much ofthe population was, in any
case, alienated from the immediate sources of food production: soldiers, the

learned, even to some extent merchants, did not, after all, produce their own
food. In the countryside, on the contrary, the relation of man and the source of
his nourishment was more direct, more visible.

The main societal problems were not, though, caused by the ascetics. As

was to come clear in the latter part of the tenth century, society began to

collapse, even though the Buyid period was a renaissance from a cultural point
of view.29 The alienation of the owning class from their diyä- through the

system of iqtcf was starting to devastate the agricultural basis of Iraq,30 later to

be completed by the Mongol conquests and the subsequent Ottoman maltreatment

of Iraq.31

Ibn Wahshiyya, however, was not a far-sighted visionary who would have

realised where the symptoms visible in his time would lead. For him, the

peasants were underestimated - a rare attitude in his time, or in later Islamic

culture, for that matter - and he saw the anti-worldly asceticism of the Sufis as a

blatant example of this.

Against this background it is rather surprising that in many sources Ibn

Wahshiyya himself is called as-Süfi.n This seems to originate with the

Nabatean Agriculture itself where (p. 1132) Ibn Wahshiyya's student az-Zayyät
adds a note to the effect that "Abu Bakr Ibn Wahshiyya inclined towards the

doctrines (madhähib) of the Sufis and followed their way (tarïq)" As the

institution of Sufism had not yet consolidated at the time, it seems that az-

Zayyät's note has to be read in a vague sense, referring to Ibn Wahshiyya's

29 See Kraemer (1992) who draws much attention to the discrepancy between economic

problems piling up on the horizon and the cultural heyday.
30 Similar developments had afflicted societies in ancient times. Columella, in his De Re Rusti¬

ca 1.1.18-20 and 1.2.1-2, quoting the Phoenician Mago, criticised landowners for acquiring
estates but living in a city.

31 In a late maqäma by Abü'1-Fath Nasralläh al-Husaynï (d. 1753) (see Hämeen-Anttila 2002a:

348-349), there is some criticism of the system but it seems to me that one should refrain
from taking this maqâma as a serious critique of the system, even though one might be

tempted to do so from a modem viewpoint. It seems more probable that the author was

writing in a light humorous mood. Few Arabic authors took peasants seriously.
32 See Hämeen-Anttila (2002-2003) and (2002b).
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interest in esoterica, magic and, perhaps, astral speculation in which he was,
indeed, not so far from Sufis such as al-Halläj, even though his aversion towards
ascetics is obvious.

In his own note (p. 1245), Ibn Wahshiyya seems rather to distance himself
ïrom jamcFa min tawä'ifds-Süfiyya whom he mentions among the people he had

met and with whom he had discussed matters pertinent to revelation (wahy) and

epistemology.
The dating of the first part of the following text is unfortunately

complicated. In many ways, the text does fit a Syriac context before the Islamic

conquest of Iraq or directly thereafter, as I have provisorily dated the original(s)
from which Ibn Wahshiyya translated passages.33 Thus, there is nothing in the

text to disqualify a dating of the original to, e.g., the sixth century.
Unfortunately, though, there is nothing to prove this, either, since the Near Eastern

ascetic tradition is too homogenous to allow us to exactly date the picture it
gives of ascetics. I find it, though, slightly improbable that Ibn Wahshiyya
would have expressed himself so thoroughly, first masking himself as an ancient

author and then addressing his audience directly as himself. One cannot, of
course, say that this would have been impossible but I do find it improbable and,

perhaps more importantly, not in line with his usual procedures, as he rather

rarely openly duplicates the text he has, he says, translated.

If the first part of the text is, as I believe it is, a translation from Syriac, it
still leaves the date somewhat open and it also remains less than certain that the

ascetics described in it are indeed pagans. The original Syriac author might have

been influenced by the strong local ascetic tradition within Christianity which, or
details of which, he might have projected onto pagan ascetics. Yet it is quite

possible that this part provides us with some information about late pagan
ascetics. If this really is so, it is an extremely rare piece and most valuable for
understanding late paganism, which has left us unfortunately few traces of itself.

The first part of the text is, thus, extremely difficult to set in context. Yet
however we might try to contextaalise it, it is a valuable and neglected piece of
evidence in the history ofNear Eastern asceticism.34

33 See Hämeen-Anttila (2002-2003).
34 In the annotation, I have addressed a twofold audience. For Arabists, some of the notes may

seem superfluous. They are there for the benefit of the non-Arabist. For the non-Arabist,

some of the, especially lexicographical, notes may, on the other hand, appear somewhat

esoteric and he may well ignore these. The style of Ibn Wahshiyya is very often repetitive,
clumsy, and far from elegant. In minor details I have cautiously tried to make the text run at
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Some of the central ideas of the text, unrelated to asceticism, need more

elucidation, which is given in the Commentary after the translation of the text

itself, with reference to the pagination of the Arabic text given in square brackets

in the translation. Minor notes are given as footnotes. The ascetic habits

described in the text and similar to other Near Eastern respective habits
discussed above are not separately discussed and the reader is referred to the above

sketch where I have tried to highlight some of the aspects of Near Eastern

ascesis relevant from the point of view of the present text.

Translation ofthe text ofthe Nabatean Agriculture (pp. 252-262)

/. The Syriac original in Ibn Wahshiyya's Arabic translation (pp. 252-258)

[p. 252] [...] Now, the sun is the actor, as we have explained, and all things are

objects of his action. The owners of the estates (arbab ad-diyâ") and their
managers (al-quwwäm "alayhä) who help the owners and act as their stewards

(qahârima), as well as the farmers and fieldworkers, all these are servants of the

plants and fields who make the trees and the fruits thrive.

Thus, they are also the servants of the Sun (khadam ash-Shams) and

obedient to him (ahi tff-atihi)?5 They are the best of people and theirs is the

greatest rank and highest position because they make the earth prosper and take

care of it. All people, different kinds of animals, birds and others, quadrupeds
and all other animals live from what grows forth from the earth, thanks to the

care ofthe farmers and the efforts ofthe owners ofthe estates and their helpers.

least a bit more smoothly but I have refrained from any major simplifications, such as

abbreviating the unnecessary repetitions in the text.

There is no controversy concerning the fact that the Arabic text is from the hand of Ibn

Wahshiyya, who was not a conscientious translator of the calibre of the great Hunayn ibn

Ishâq (d. 873). On the contrary, his text is probably likely to be more of a paraphrase than a

word-to-word translation. Thus, even in passages which ought to derive from the Syriac

original, Ibn Wahshiyya sometimes uses clearly Islamic expressions and adds Islamic

formulae, such as jalla wa-'-azza after the name of God - these latter, though, may equally
well be attributable to copyists and they, indeed, often vary in the manuscripts. This does

not imply that the original would have been of an Islamic provenance. It merely shows that

Ibn Wahshiyya worked in an Islamic literary context, as we are fully aware.
35 The Sun in this passage, as elsewhere in the book, is sometimes spoken of as masculine,

sometimes as feminine.
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If all would have to content themselves with what grows by itself in the

steppes (sahärä) and the mountains, that would not suffice the least number of
people, not to speak of animals (bahä'im16), birds and creeping animals (dabïb).
Even all creeping animals, despite their differences, from the least, which is the

ant, to the biggest, which are various vipers and snakes, and all crawling and

creeping species in between, live from the surplus of what the earth produces

through cultivation. They live from the toil and travail of others.

So it is also with the great number of animals (bahä°im) which - like the

creeping animals and all human beings, other than the owners of the estates or
their helpers - live from the surplus [p. 253] ofthe owners ofthe estates, farmers

and managers. All people and all animals thus need them necessarily because

they stay alive through them, and the food which keeps them alive comes from
them. Thus, the owners ofthe estates and their helpers are the best of people and

their leaders (m'osa0). All people and animals live from their surplus and their
toil and their caring for what others neglect. These tarn away from what others,
that is to say the farmers and the sowers (muzärfün), take care of.

Every group (tä°ifa) of people occupy themselves with some profession
(darb min at-tijärät wa's-sanä°i.). There are drapers (bazzâzïn) and money
changers (sayärifa), druggists ("attârïn) and brass founders (saffdrïri) and other
kinds of merchants and artisans and sellers and dealers (al-banädira li-mä
yubandar)?1 The sustenance and the matter (mâdda)3S of all these comes from
the owners of the estates and the farmers.

In addition, we see that their merchandise and its matter comes from plants
and from what comes forth from the earth39 and farmers are the ones who bring
all this out from its hiding places. Thus, for example, is the case of the drapers,
whose product people need most after their nourishment because they provide
them cover for the genitals fawra) and other parts of the body against heat and

cold, to protect them against the harm caused by heat and cold. Their trading
articles come from the cloth woven from cotton and linen (kattän) which grow in
the estates and which the farmers take care of. If the managers would not take

care of the cotton and the linen in the estates they would not grow to become
clothes which all people use.

36 Roughly "mammals."
37 Cf. Dozy, s.v. bandar, possibly from Persian bundär, cf. Steingass, s.v.
38 For this use of mâdda, cf. also ar-Risäla al-jämta, p. 86: shajarat al-burr hiya asl qlwâm

al-'-älam wa-mäddat ghadhä'ihim.
39 Minerals and metals belong to this class, too.
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