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A PROFILE OF IMÃM AL-HADDAAD

In the south of Yemen lies the Hadramawt 
Valley, deprived of water and other 
essential resources, thus leaving crops 
struggling to survive. The land is rugged 
and	harsh	and	offers	no	luxuries.	However,	
it was a centre of learning and scholarship 
and is home to many descendants of the 
Prophet (SAW). This land also never had 
peace as rival tribes were constantly at 
war with each other. The Shi’a Zaydis of 
north Yemen on numerous occasions invaded the Hadramawt Valley.
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SMALLPOX BLINDNESS

Imãm Abdallah al-Haddaad was born into this environment, 387 years ago, 
in	the	town	of	Tarīm.	At	3	years	old	he	became	blind	as	a	result	of	a	smallpox	
infection. At a young age he spent his time in devotion being scrupulous  
in everything he undertook. In his teens he slept little and performed all the 
fard	prayers	in	the	mosque.	After	Fajr	he	would	perform	the	four	raka’ats	
of	 Ishrãq	 and	 the	 eight	 raka’ats	 of	 Duhã,	 and	 after	 Maghrib	 
he	performed	20	 raka’ats	 salaat	al	awwabīn.	After	 Isha	
he continued with dhikr before retiring to his 
quarters. The Imãm was tall, fair skinned  
and always smiled.

During his lifetime he studied under the 
guidance of over 100 scholars, of whom 
his main teachers were Sayyid Umr al-
Attãs and Sayyid Muhammad ibn Alawi, 
while his closest friend and companion was Sayyid al-
Aydarus. His students used to read to him the works of 
the great scholars like Imam Ghazali and Imam Suyuti, 
and notwithstanding his handicap, he authored a number of important 
books containing material that is still relevant. Among these were The 
Lives of Man, Counsels of Religion and the Book of Assistance, as well as 
a number of poems and litanies (a form of dhikr), including the Ratibul 
Haddaad.

MUJADDID

His lectures and talks were attended by audiences of hundreds of 
people who came from all over Yemen to enlighten themselves with his 
intellectual	and	spiritual	presence.	After	practising	tasawwuf	most	of	his	
life,	he	became	accepted	as	the	Mujaddid	of	his	age	and	the	Qutb	of	Sufi	
Orders.	The	Imam’s	choice	of	mathhab	was	that	of	Imam	Shafi’i.
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His lectures were important for the practice of Islam as during that age 
many people reluctantly implemented Islamic principles. During his 
lectures he was very patient and courteous and answered all questions 
even if they did not warrant much attention. Such kind and generous 
behaviour endeared him to his followers and students. However, he never 
neglected his family and always set aside time for them, separating his 
private and public lives.

He had 10 children, six boys and four girls, and it was his fourth eldest 
son, al-Hassan, who spent a lot of time in the company of the Imãm, 
and	who	ultimately	became	his	 successor	 in	 the	Ba’Alawiyya	Sufi	Order.	 
His other sons became scholars in their own right. At the age of 35, the 
Imãm	performed	his	first	and	only	Hajj,	and	entered	Makka	on	a	donkey.	
He stayed in Makka and Madina for a year, meeting with many scholars 
and people wishing to be in his company. By this time the fame of the 
Imãm had spread far and wide in the Islamic world.

The Imãm taught that people are driven by their passions and appetites, 
which	are	the	first	obstacles	they	must	overcome	in	order	to	come	closer	
to Allah. People must acknowledge that everything comes from Allah 
and must follow the Sunnah of the Prophet (SAW) as much as possible. 
People must fear Allah and hope for His Mercy, then they will not fear the 
future or a reduction of their rizq. The Imãm was averse to publicity and 
materialism, and loved solitude.   

NINE STATIONS OF CERTAINTY

He	 taught	 that	 the	 highest	 level	 of	 a	 Sufi	 is	 love	 and	 contentment,	 and	
that second only to Allah, people must love the Prophet (SAW) more 
than their parents or children. The Imãm propagated nine stations of 
certainty:	patience	in	times	of	difficulty,	gratitude	for	everything	received,	
detachment from materialism, reliance only on Allah; love of Allah, the 
Prophet (SAW), your parents and all Allah’s creations; and contentment 
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with your condition in life, whether good 
or bad.

He commenced each day by 
reciting the fatiha thrice for:  
1) the general welfare of all 
Muslims; 2) his deceased 
ancestors and teachers; and 
3)	 the	 fulfilment	 of	 his	 needs	
and those around him. The 
Imãm strongly discouraged 
speaking between the athãn and 
commencement of the salãh as it was 
a time for preparation and concentration. 
He regularly embarked on a three-day journey to visit the tomb of Nabi 
Hud (AS) for purposes of meditation and introspection.

The Imãm annually read the Mawlid of the Prophet (SAW) during 12 and 
14 Sha’bãn. As part of his practise of tasawwuf he performed the hadra as a 
means of gathering people to remember Allah. His main place of residence 
was	a	cottage	annexed	to	the	Masjid	al-Hawi	in	Tarīm.	During	his	lifetime,	
he gave away all his wealth to the needy and lived a very simple life. He told 
a story of a chameleon that came to his door and he stopped his followers 
from brushing it away. When asked why he entertained the chameleon, he 
answered that the chameleon had a complaint that a jinn was causing him 
problems and he resolved the issue between them.

ATTAINING A PURE HEART

The	 Imãm	 stated	 that	 of	 the	 main	 aims	 of	 Sufism	 are	 to	 discard	 bad	
qualities, like lying and boasting – and attain praiseworthy ones, like 
kindness and honesty so that they could meet Allah with a pure heart. He 
taught that the more one was attached to materialism, the more one’s 
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spirituality diminished. When he gave advice or presented lectures he 
spoke to the audience at their level of understanding.

At the age of 88, the Imãm developed a lump in his stomach and was cared 
for daily by his son al-Hassan. He told his companions not to visit him, but 
to pray for him. In his last six days he lay in prayer and meditation until 
he passed away peacefully. As he breathed his last, al-Hassan saw a light 
emanate from his body. There were so many people following the Imãm’s 

may’yit that the journey to 
the burial place lasted from 
Asr to Maghrib. Although 
he was blind since a young 
age	 he	made	 a	 significant	
impact globally by way of 
his lectures and literary 
works. In Cape Town he 
is fondly remembered 
as the originator of the 
Ratibul Haddaad.
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