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ABSTRACT

This study discusses the concept of Hulul in the thought of Abu Mansur al-Hallaj, a controversial 9th-
century Sufi who introduced the idea of spiritual union between God and man. Hulul refers to the belief
that in mystical experience, a Sufi can attain a spiritual union with God, as reflected in al-Hallaj's famous
statement, Ana al-Haqq (I am the Truth). This research uses a qualitative approach with literature review,
as well as historical, philosophical, and theological methodologies to examine the doctrine of Hulul and
its impact on the Sufi tradition. The analysis also addresses the relevance of al-Hallaj's thought to later
Sufis, such as Jalaluddin Rumi and Ibn Arabi, who in various ways developed the idea of the union
between man and God. The findings indicate that, despite Hulul facing significant criticism from
orthodox scholars for being seen as contradictory to tauhid (the concept of God's oneness), this teaching
still had a substantial influence on the development of Islamic mysticism and Sufism. The concept of
Hulul remains one of the primary symbols of profound mystical experiences within the Sufi tradition.
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INTRODUCTION

Sufism, or Islamic mysticism, is a tradition rich with various thoughts and teachings
about spiritual experiences and one's relationship with God. One of the key figures in the
history of Sufism is al-Hallaj, a Sufi known for his controversial concept of Hulul (Bryant,
2023; Fabre, 2022; Gruberg et al., 2022; Ugwu, 2024). This concept, which refers to the
spiritual union between man and God, shook the religious world of his time and led to al-
Hallaj's execution in 922 AD.

The concept of Hulul presented by al-Hallaj is one of the most controversial topics
in the history of Islamic thought. Al-Hallaj, a 9th-century Sufi mystic, was perceived to
propagate the idea that God could incarnate within a human being, which he expressed
through statements like Ana al-Haqq (I am the Truth) (Brown, 2020; Kaunert & de Deus
Pereira, 2023; Matei, 2020; Saraceno, 2020; Shubitidze & Japharidze, 2021; Usmanova et
al., 2020; Witkowska-Chrzczonowicz, 2021). This view, which involves the identification
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of oneself with God, was seen as a violation of tauhid, the principle of God's oneness and
absoluteness. As a result, al-Hallaj was considered a heretic by many scholars and rulers
of his time, leading to his execution (Amina Toleubekova et al., 2018; Polania et al., 2022;
Villegas, 2021). Despite his tragic death, al-Hallaj's thought on Hulul not only left a mark
on the Sufi tradition but also influenced many prominent Sufis who followed. The
controversy surrounding this concept continues to this day, with some viewing al-Hallaj's
teachings as a form of deep spiritual awakening, while others see it as a serious threat to
the fundamental doctrines of Islam.

Amir Reza Kusuma's research (2021) explores al-Hallaj’s concept of Hulul and
examines the position of Sufism within the context of this thought (Aliev, 2024,
Eckersley, 2019; Gharehbeygi & Vasegh, 2018; Heindmaa & Kaitaro, 2018; Perimutter,
2019; Pettifer, 2020; Plested, 2024). The study aims to clarify the differences between the
concept of Hulul and wahdatul wujud and evaluate the model and practice of Sufism as
advocated by al-Hallaj. Firmansyah F's research (2021) aims to understand the concepts of
al-ittthad (union) and al-hulul (incarnation) in Islamic Sufism and evaluate their influence
on the development of Sufi philosophy and practice (Ayad, 2022; Bogart, 2018; Denapoli,
2018; Greg, 2018). This study also identifies the potential of Sufi concepts to address
social challenges in the context of today’s materialistic and hedonistic lifestyle.

Devi Umi Solehah’s research (2021) examines and discusses Falsafi Sufism, which
combines a philosophical approach in understanding God (ma'rifat) and the concept of
wahdatul wujud (the unity of existence). This study aims to explore the understanding,
background, historical development, figures, characteristics, and main teachings of Falsafi
Sufism. Meanwhile, the current study seeks to explore the relevance and impact of the
concept of Hulul within the Sufi tradition, focusing on how al-Hallaj’s teachings
influenced Sufi figures such as Jalaluddin Rumi and Ibn Arabi (Kutas, 2019; Menassa et
al., 2023; Simonyan & Slutskin, 2020; Sinha, 2022; Voloshina, 2021). Through this
analysis, the study will discuss how al-Hallaj’s ideas about spiritual union and divine love
contributed to the development of Islamic mysticism, and how these concepts were
reflected in the works and teachings of later Sufis. By understanding the context and
influence of the concept of Hulul, we can gain deeper insights into the dynamics of
spiritual thought within the Sufi tradition.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research employs a qualitative approach with literature review, along with
historical, philosophical, and theological methodologies, to examine the doctrine of Hulul
and its impact on the Sufi tradition. The analysis also explores the relevance of al-Hallaj's
thought to later Sufis, such as Jalaluddin Rumi and lbn Arabi, who in various ways
developed the idea of the union between man and God.

The research method aims to investigate in depth how the concept of Hulul,
introduced by al-Hallaj, influenced Sufi thought and practice, with attention to the
historical and philosophical context in which these ideas evolved (Nompumelelo et al.,
2019; Stauffer, 2024). The qualitative approach through literature review allows the
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researcher to gather and analyze relevant primary and secondary sources, including the
works of al-Hallaj, the writings of subsequent Sufis, and related historical and theological
literature.

The historical approach helps to understand the background and context of the era in
which al-Hallaj lived, as well as the reactions to his teachings. The philosophical approach
is used to analyze the arguments and concepts within the doctrine of Hulul, as well as its
similarities and differences with other mystical thoughts like Wahdat al-Wujud (the Unity
of Being) developed by Ibn Arabi. The theological approach examines how these
teachings were integrated into the broader Islamic tradition and their impact on theological
understanding.

The analysis of the relevance of al-Hallaj's thought to later Sufis such as Jalaluddin
Rumi and Ibn Arabi is conducted by examining how they developed and interpreted the
idea of the union between man and God in their works. Through this approach, the
research aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of al-Hallaj's influence on the
Sufi tradition and his contribution to the development of Islamic mysticism.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Biography of al-Hallaj

Al-Hallaj, whose full name is Abu al-Mughits al-Husayn ibn Mansur al-Hallaj, was
a renowned Sufi from the 9th and 10th centuries. He was born in 858 AD in the town of
Tur near al-Bayda' in Persia. His father was a wool spinner, a trade that al-Hallaj later
adopted, earning him the title al-Hallaj, which means "“the spinner™ in Arabic (Massignon,
1994).

From a young age, al-Hallaj showed a deep interest in religious studies. At the age
of 16, he joined a Sufi circle in Basra under the guidance of Sahl al-Tustari. After several
years of study there, he traveled to Baghdad to learn further from the renowned Sufi,
Junayd al-Baghdadi. Although Junayd was one of his spiritual mentors, there was tension
between them due to al-Hallaj's radical teachings on mystical unity between God and man
(Ernst, 1985).

The most controversial aspect of al-Hallaj's teachings was his concept of Al-Haq
(which means "the Truth™) and his famous declaration, Ana al-Haq (I am the Truth). This
statement was seen as a claim of mystical union with God, which provoked the anger of
orthodox scholars as it was perceived as blasphemy or sacrilege. While this statement is
often interpreted within the context of Sufi spiritual ecstasy, many viewed it as a threat to
traditional Islamic teachings (Schimmel, 1975).

As a result of his controversial teachings, al-Hallaj was arrested by the Abbasid
authorities and imprisoned for several years. In 922 AD, he was sentenced to death by
Caliph al-Mugtadir and was brutally executed in Baghdad. Al-Hallaj is considered a
martyr in the Sufi tradition because his death is seen as a consequence of his pursuit of
profound spiritual truth (Nicholson, 1963). Despite his execution, al-Hallaj's legacy lives
on in the Sufi tradition. Many Sufis who followed him viewed him as a symbol of unity
with God and sacrifice for the truth. His works and teachings have been re-examined by
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various Suﬁgures, including Rumi and 1bn Arabi, who regard al-Hallaj as a pioneer of
profound Islamic mysticism (Chittick, 1989).

The Concept of Hulul in al-Hallaj's Thought

Al-Hallaj is one of the Sufi figures who explicitly introduced the concept of Hulul in
his teachings. In al-Hallaj's view, the idea of Hulul does not refer to a physical union but
rather to a spiritual experience where a Sufi feels the Divine presence so intensely within
themselves that the boundary between the self and God becomes blurred. Al-Hallaj
expressed this idea with one of the most controversial statements in Sufi history, Ana al-
Haqq (I am the Truth/God) (Massignon, 1994). This statement is understood as a form of
spiritual ecstasy where al-Hallaj experienced what is known as fana’, or the annihilation of
the ego, and achieved baga’, which is the state of existence with God (Schimmel, 1975).

According to al-Hallaj, in certain spiritual states, a Sufi can feel God's presence so
close that it appears as if there is a union between them. In the context of Hulul, this union
is not physical or literal but rather in terms of the Divine presence and love enveloping the
Sufi to the extent that they see God in everything (Ernst, 1985). This aligns with the
concept of fana' in Sufism, which emphasizes the loss of self-awareness as a separate
being in the presence of God.

Fana' and baga' are two crucial concepts in Sufism related to al-Hallaj's experience.
Fana' is the state where the individual ego is dissolved, and one directly experiences God's
presence, while baga' is the phase where the individual experiences eternal existence with
God, even while in the state of fana'. In this regard, al-Hallaj is considered to have reached
a level of awareness where the boundary between human and Divine became very thin,
leading to statements like Ana al-Haqq as reflections of his transcendent experience.

Al-Hallaj's experiences are often viewed as controversial because they are
considered to surpass the boundaries of mainstream Sufi teachings and as a threat to
religious orthodoxy. As a result, al-Hallaj faced strong opposition from religious
authorities, which ultimately led to his execution. However, al-Hallaj's thought continues
to have a profound impact on the Sufi tradition, particularly in its emphasis on the
personal and direct experience of the Divine presence in a Sufi's life.

Controversy and Execution of al-Hallaj

The concept of Hulul taught by al-Hallaj provoked strong reactions from scholars
and Abbasid authorities of his time. The statement Ana al-Haqq was considered by some
scholars as a form of spiritual arrogance and blasphemy against tauhid, the fundamental
Islamic concept that asserts God’s oneness and His incomparability with His creation (al-
Ghazali, 1972). This accusation was reinforced by the view that al-Hallaj had claimed
divinity for himself, even though many other Sufis argued that his statement should be
understood in the context of mysticism, not taken literally (Chittick, 1989). The
controversy reached its peak when al-Hallaj was sentenced to death by the Abbasid
authorities in 922 AD (Ernst, 1985).
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The controversy surrounding al-Hallaj was not limited to the statement Ana al-
Haqg, but also reflected the tension between mystical traditions and religious orthodoxy of
that time. Al-Hallaj, with his challenging teachings, was seen as a threat to the social and
religious stability maintained by the Abbasid rulers and conservative scholars.

The interpretation of al-Hallaj's statements was often influenced by differing views
between Sufis and religious authorities. Sufis viewed al-Hallaj’s statements as expressions
of spiritual ecstasy and closeness to God, intended in a mystical sense rather than literally.
On the other hand, orthodox scholars saw these statements as indications of heresy and
attempts to undermine the essential concept of tauhid in Islamic teachings.

The death penalty imposed on al-Hallaj reflected the inability to bridge these
differing perspectives. Al-Hallaj’s execution became a symbol of the conflict between
spiritual innovation and religious conservatism, highlighting how mystical teachings can
provoke severe reactions in a society deeply bound by strict religious norms.

Despite his execution, al-Hallaj's intellectual legacy continues to influence the Sufi
tradition and Islamic mysticism. Many subsequent writers and Sufi thinkers have further
developed similar ideas, delving deeper into the relationship between humans and God
and the significance of personal spiritual experiences.

Relevance of the Concept of Hulul in the Sufi Tradition

Despite al-Hallaj's execution, the concept of Hulul and his ideas remain alive within
the Sufi tradition and have inspired numerous great Sufis who followed him. One notable
figure influenced by al-Hallaj's thought is Jalaluddin Rumi. In his poetry, Rumi often
speaks of the union between humanity and God through profound love, depicting a
transcendental relationship between the creature and the Creator. He teaches that Divine
love is a means to transcend the limitations of self and achieve awareness of God that
encompasses everything (Rumi, 1995).

Additionally, Ibn Arabi, a Sufi and philosopher from Andalusia, developed ideas
similar to Hulul through the concept of Wahdat al-Wujud (Unity of Being). Ibn Arabi
argued that everything is essentially a manifestation of the Divine existence, and in certain
spiritual states, a Sufi can experience union with God through awareness of this existential
unity (Chittick, 1989). Although the concept of Wahdat al-Wujud differs from Hulul in
theological aspects, both focus on the spiritual experience of union with God.

The concept of Hulul, despite its controversy, made significant contributions to Sufi
thought by emphasizing the importance of a direct and profound experience with God. Al-
Hallaj's influence can be seen in the works and teachings of Sufis who followed him,
where themes of spiritual union and Divine love become central.

Jalaluddin Rumi, with his works rich in metaphors of love and unity, integrates
aspects of al-Hallaj’s experience into a more poetic and universal form. His poetry
emphasizes that love is the bridge connecting the human soul with God, and through this
love, individuals can experience a spiritual closeness that transcends individual
boundaries. Rumi stresses that Divine love not only encompasses personal experience but
also invites every individual to participate in the totality of Divine existence.
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Meanwhile, Ibn Arabi extends the idea of Hulul into a more systematic framework
of Sufi philosophy with the concept of Wahdat al-Wujud. By viewing all creation as a
manifestation of God, Ibn Arabi proposes that achieving awareness of existential unity is
the pinnacle of spiritual experience. Although there are theological differences between
Wahdat al-Wujud and Hulul, both share a focus on personal experience that transcends
ego boundaries and leads to union with God.

Overall, the concept of Hulul and al-Hallaj's thought contribute to the development
of various mystical streams within the Sufi tradition. Despite often sparking debate, these
ideas continue to be a source of inspiration and reflection for many Sufis and followers of
Sufi teachings around the world.

Criticism of the Concept of Hulul

The concept of Hulul has also faced considerable criticism, particularly from
scholars who uphold orthodox Islamic principles. The primary criticism against Hulul is
that it is seen as contradictory to the principle of tauhid, which asserts that God is a
transcendent entity and cannot be equated with His creatures (Alyabyeva et al., 2021,
Buskova, 2021). Imam Ghazali, one of the prominent scholars in Islamic history, strongly
opposed ideas similar to Hulul. In his work Ihya Ulum al-Din, Ghazali states that although
a Sufi may approach God through worship and Divine love, this does not imply a literal
union between God and humanity. God remains beyond the reach of creation, and any
proposed form of union by Sufis must be understood metaphorically, not literally.

Ghazali's critique of the concept of Hulul reflects the orthodox Islamic position,
which is cautious about interpreting mystical and spiritual experiences. For scholars who
strictly adhere to tauhid, emphasizing the incomparability of God with His creation is key
to maintaining the integrity of Islamic theology. This criticism is particularly directed at
the literal understanding of union, which could endanger the view that God is entirely
transcendent and distinct from His creation.

Ghazali acknowledges the importance of spiritual experiences and closeness to God
in a Sufi’s life but emphasizes that such experiences should not be interpreted literally as
an ontological union with God. He offers a more moderate view that closeness to God can
be achieved through the purification of the soul, dzikr, and Divine love, but God remains
beyond complete human comprehension. According to Ghazali, the spiritual experiences
reported by Sufis should be understood as metaphorical expressions of their closeness and
love for God, rather than literal union with God.

Ghazali's criticism has had a significant impact on orthodox views regarding Sufism
and has encouraged more cautious interpretations of mystical experiences. Ghazali's
approach in reconciling Sufism with Sunni theology helped stabilize the relationship
between mysticism and orthodox Islam. Nonetheless, the concept of Hulul continues to
influence some Sufis and inspires further discussion on transcendent experiences and the
human relationship with God within the Sufi tradition.

CONCLUSION
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The concept of Hulul proposed by al-Hallaj marks a signif-icant phase in the history
of Sufism, even though his views provoked controversy and rejection from many scholars.
The idea of Hulul is not only relevant in the life of al-Hallaj but also influenced the
development of Sufism thereafter, including through prominent figures such as Rumi and
Ibn Arabi. However, this concept remains a subject of debate in Islamic theology, with
criticism arising primarily from those who adhere to orthodox understandings of tauhid.
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