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Kukaeans, known from Syriac authors; he relates, in
long digressions, the echoes of their quarrels, the
essential points of which are to be found in a brief
survey published in ZDMG, suppl. iii/1, Wiesbaden
1977, 362 [see also NABAJ. 2.].
In a very detailed study, Michel Tardieu sees the
Harranians as Platonists (cf. Sdbiens coraniques et "Sdbiens... de Harran", mJA, cclxxiv [1986], 1-44), "in
the academic sense of the term. Plato was the object
of their study and the centre of the research activity of
their school" (39). He refuses to describe them as
"gnostics" since, according to him, "they were not
philosophers by profession. But they utilised the
philosophers, and Plato in particular" (ibid.). He
bases his argument on a statement by al-Mascudi
(Muru£, ed. Pellat, ii, Paris 1965, 536-7, § 1395; cf.
also his K. al-Tanbih wa 'l-ishrdf, 162, tr. 3-5), declaring that he "saw at Harran, on the knocker of the
door of the meeting-place of the Sabians, an inscription in Syriac characters, drawn from Plato", which
read as "He who knows his nature becomes a god"
and "Man is a celestial plant. In fact, man resembles
an upturned tree, the root being turned towards the
sky and branches [sunk] in the ground" (Tardieu,
13 ff.). He sees, in the first "an echo of Alcibiades,
133.C" and, in the second, "a reminiscence" of
Timaeus, 90 A.7-B.2 (cf. ref. 3, n. 8 and 14). It may
be noted that echoes of these quotations are to be
found in the literature of the "Sayings of the Sages"
(Placita philosophorum) and that the quotation from the
Timaeus occurs twice in the Nabataean agriculture (i,
360). There is no evidence to indicate that the
Nabataeans of the region of Sura were Platonists; it
has been observed that various currents of a gnostic
tendency had developed there.
At the end of this extremely erudite survey, the
author identifies the sdbi^a of the Kurgan with the
"Archontics" of Epiphanius (Haer., xxix, 7, xl, 1, 5),
known also by the name of "Stratiotics" (Epiphanius,
ibid., xxvi, 3, 7), followers of the "celestial bands", a
Judaeo-Christian sect of gnostic character, formed in
Palestine and known in Egypt (ibid., xl, 1, 8) and in
Arabia (ibid., xl, 1, 5). The Kur'anic term would be
derived from the Hebrew sdbd, "army" (an explanation already proposed by E. Pococke). Such an
association leads the discussion back to JudaeoChristian circles, among whom the Elchasaites/mw^u
tasila provide, in the present writer's opinion, the best
explanation of the Kur D anic sdbi^a.
Thus, whatever may be the origin of the name of
the sdbi^un, the latter are shown to belong to two
distinct groups: on the one hand, the disciples of
Judaeo-Christian
baptising
sects
(Ebionites,
Elchasaites, mughtasila, Stratiotics) and, on the other,
Harranian astrolators, the last representatives of decadent Greco-Roman paganism. Both groups may be
described as gnostic: the first, Christian and the
second, pagan. Hence the ambiguity of the term
denoting them, and the diversity of commentaries
relating to the three Kur'anic verses which name
them. A degree of corruption has occurred over the
centuries, both in the terminology and the concepts,
and this has greatly hindered the task of the historian
of ideas and of religions.
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(T. FAHD)
AL-SABIKUN (A.), lit. "foregoers": a term occas i o n a l l y applied in Shf c ism to the Prophet, Imams, and Fatima in recognition of their status as preexistent beings and the first of God's creatures to respond to the demand "Am I not your Lord?" (a-lastu
bi-rabbikum?). The term derives primarily from
Kurgan, LVI, 10-11 (wa 'l-sdbikun al-sdbikun uld^ika 7mukarribun); there are also examples of verbal usage
(e.g. "how could we not be superior to the angels,
since we preceded them (sabakndhum) in knowledge of
our Lord?" al-Kirmanl, Mubin, i, 304). The Shi*!
concept of pre-existence closely parallels Sufi theories
concerning the Nur Muhammad! [q. v. ] and the preeternal Covenant. Justification for the doctrine is
found in numerous akhbdr, where a variety of details,
many of them contradictory, are given concerning the
series of events preceding the creation.
The theme of light is central to many of these traditions. Thus, "God created us from the light of his
greatness" (al-Kulaynl, Kitdb al-Hudjdja. bdb 94, p.
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303); "God created me [Muhammad] and cAh and
Fatima and Hasan and Husayn and the (other) imams
from a light" (al-Kirmanl, Mubin, i, 304); "I
[Muhammad] was created from the light of God; He
created my family from my light and created those
that love them from their light; the rest of mankind
are in hell" (al-Kirmani, Fast, 71); in one account, the
Throne was created from the light of the Prophet, the
angels from that of CA1T, the heavens and earth from
that of Fatima, the sun and moon from that of Hasan,
and heaven from that of Husayn (ibid., 75-6).
The term sdbikun was also widely used in early
Babism, where it was applied with what seems
deliberate ambiguity to the group of eighteen disciples
who, with the Bab, formed the primary cadre of the
sect's hierarchy, the Letters of the Living (huruf alhayy). A faction which seems to have been broadly
identical with the party centred on Kurrat al- c Ayn
[q. v. ] maintained that these early believers were
sdbikun in the double sense of having preceded the rest
of mankind in recognition of the new cause and in
being actual incarnations of the Prophet and Imams.
Thus Mulla Muhammad Husayn Bushru3! [q. v. ] was
identified as Muhammad, Mulla CA1T Bistami as CA1T
and Kurrat al-cAyn as Fatima. This doctrine received
approval in several writings of the Bab, notably in the
early chapters of his Persian Baydn. Later, Babism introduced numerous variations on this theme, and in
the early period of Baha^T Babism, several believers
were given names of God, preceded by the title Ism
Allah (thus Ism Allah al-Asdak).
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Ishak al-KulaynT, al-Usul min al-Kdfi, ed. Muhammad Bakir al-Bihbudi and CA1T Akbar al-Ghaffari, 4
vols., Tehran, 1392/1972, Kitdb al-Hudjdja, bdbs 94
and 1 111 (pp. 302-7, 434 ff.); Hadjdj Muhammad
Khan Kirmani, al-Kitdb al-mubin, 2 vols., 2 Kirman
1354 jS£./1975-6 (bdb sabk khalkihim <ald mald^ikati
'llah; bdb innahum al-sdbikun ft macrifat al-rabb..., 3045); idem, Fasl al-khitdb, 2 Kirman, 1392/1972, Kitdb
ma^rifat al-nubuwwa, bdb sabk khalkihi... ca/a ajami^ alkd^lindt, bdb inna djami* md siwdhu min nurihi..., 71-2;
Kitdb ma^rifat al-imdma, bdb sabk anwdrihim ca/a 7khalk bdb tinatihim, 75-6; Sayyid Kazim Rashti, Usul
al-^akd^id, ms. pp. 57-8; Sayyid CA1T Muhammad
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37a, 45a, 132a, 161a, 162a, 182b; idem, Baydn-i
Fdrsi, n.p. [Tehran], n.d., i/2, pp. 6-7, i/3-19, pp.
8-10; D. MacEoin, From Shaykhism to Babism: a study
in charismatic renewal in Shi^i Islam, Ph.D. diss. Cambridge 1979, unpubl., 146 (and references), 205.
(D. MAC£OIN)
SABIL (A.), pi. subul, literally "way, road, path",
a word found frequently in the Kur 3 an and in Islamic
religious usage.
1. As a religious concept.
Associated forms of the Arabic word are found in
such Western Semitic languages as Hebrew and
Aramaic, and also in Epigraphic South Arabian as slbl
(see Joan C. Biella, Dictionary of Old South Arabic,
Sabaean dialect, Cambridge, Mass. 1982, 326). A. Jeffery, following F. Schwally, in ZDMG, liii (1899),
197, surmised that sabil was a loanword in Kur'anic
usage, most likely taken from Syriac, where shebild
has both the literal sense of "road" and the figurative
one of "way of life", just as in Arabic (The foreign
vocabulary of the Qur^dn, Baroda 1938, 162).
Thus we find in the Kurgan its literal usage, as in
III, 91/97, "whoever is able to make his way thither
(sc. to the Kacba in Mecca)", etc. Figuratively, it has
various senses, including (1) the idea of fighting in the
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way of God, sabil Allah (II, 149, etc.) [see DJIHAD,
MUDJAHID]; (2) the true way of the Prophet, as in
XXV, 29/27, "O would that I had taken, along with
the Messenger, a way!"; (3) a means of achieving or
acquiring an object, or finding a way out of a difficulty, as in IV, 19/15, "or [until] God appoints for them
(i.e. women committing indecency) a way [of dealing
with them]"; and (4) in the expression ibn al-sabil
"son of the road", later taken as "traveller,
wayfarer'' and therefore as a fit object of charity or
compassion. Cf. II, 172/178 (which may however
here refer to those early believers who had suffered in
Mecca for their faith by displacement or forced
emigration; see R. Bell, Bell's commentary on the Qur^dn,
ed. C.E. Bosworth and M.E.J. Richardson, Manchester 1991, i, 35, and R. Paret, Der Koran, Kommentar undKonkordanz, Stuttgart etc. 1980, 38-9, with citation from G.-R. Puin, Der Diwdn von ^Umar ibn
al-Hattdb, Bonn 1970).
From the idea of doing something charitably or
disinterestedly, fi sabil Allah, the word sabil acquired in
later Islamic times the specific meaning of "drinking
fountain, public supply of water provided by someone's private munificence and charity", at the side of
which is also found, less commonly, sabbdla "public
fountain, drinking basin" (Dozy, Supplement, i, 630).
For the social and architectural aspects of these, see 2.
below.
Bibliography. Given in the article.
(C.E. BOSWORTH)
2. As an architectural t e r m .
As noted above, the sabil is used in mediaeval
Islamic sources to designate water-houses which provided drinking water for free public use. In Egyptian
wakf documents of the Mamluk and Ottoman periods,
the term sabil is also used to designate other charitable
objects, such as hawd al-sabil, i.e. a drinking trough for
the animals, or maktab al-sabil which is a charitable
elementary school for boys.
Although public water-supply is not specifically
Islamic—it was a basic feature of Roman and Byzantine cities—the significance of the sabil in Islamic cities
is due to the repeated precept in the Kurgan to give
water to the thirsty. However, the sabil was not common in all Islamic cities, and in the cities where it was
widespread its appearance does not seem to predate
the 12th century. In some cities, such as Cairo, Fez or
Istanbul, the sabil is characterised by a distinctive architectural form. It is always richly decorated and thus
meant to be an aesthetic element in the street.
1. Cairo. Mediaeval Cairo was at a distance from
the Nile and, because of its hot and dry climate, the
provision of drinking water was a matter of great importance. Drinking water was transported from the
Nile in goats skins by camels and mules and sold in
the street by ambulant water-carriers or in shops.
However, providing water on a charitable basis gave
the ruling establishment a good reason to demonstrate
their piety.
As a charitable foundation, a sabil was sustained by
wakf endowments. The wakf documents of Mamluk
and Ottoman Cairo include a great deal of references
to sabils, though the descriptions are generally brief.
Some were attached to mosques, others were independent constructions. In the late 8th/14th century it
became customary to combine the sabil with a maktab
or primary school for boys; the maktab was built above
the sabil.
The sabil is usually built on two levels, an
underground cistern (sihridft and on the street level a
room (hdnut al-sabil) where the muzammildti, or attendant of the sabil, served the public. Through the win-

