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Abstract. One of the first tasks Prophet Muhammad undertook after his
migration to Medina was the construction of a mosque. This mosque was a
multifunctional structure. Besides daily worship, educational activities were also
conducted here. A shaded area behind the prayer section was used for this
purpose. In the architectural tradition of today's mosques, this space is referred
to as the "last congregation area." In the early years of Islam, this area was a
multipurpose space used during the day for education and at night to house
homeless Muslims and guests arriving for various reasons. This shaded area,
known as "Suffa," sheltered people of different ages. Those who received
education or stayed here were called "Ashab al-Suffa." Most of these were
homeless and lonely individuals who had come from outside the city. Essentially,
the education conducted at Suffa was predominantly adult education. Those who
received education here were later assigned to educate and serve others. The most
important characteristic of Suffa, which served as an inspiration for both formal
and non-formal education in enlightening individuals and society, was that it was
based on voluntary participation. In this study, the document analysis technique,
which is among qualitative research methods, was used. Classical Islamic
historical sources were selected as documents. The primary goal of this study is
to identify the Suffa model, which constitutes the core of all educational
institutions in Islamic history, and to contribute to today's educational activities
in light of these sources.

Key words: Islamic History, Sirah, Adult Education, Suffa, Mosque.

1. Introduction

The Prophet Muhammad was sent by Allah to save the Arab society of the Age of
Ignorance (Jahiliyyah), which was far removed from education, science, and culture.
The verse, "Indeed, We have sent among you a Messenger of your own, reciting to you
Our verses and purifying you and teaching you the Book and wisdom and teaching you
that which you did not know" (Al-Baqarah, 2/151), points to this mission. The Prophet
himself stated, "I have only been sent as a teacher" (Ibn Abdul Barr, 1992, 2/15),
expressing that he was sent as both a teacher and an educator. From the very beginning,
it is evident that education and teaching were prioritized for the construction of a new
society. Most of the verses encouraging knowledge and discussing it were revealed
during the Meccan period. The primary objectives were memorizing, writing,
preserving the Qur'anic verses, and implementing the divine message in daily life.
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Despite the persecution and torture faced by Muslims, the Prophet Muhammad
continued educational activities, encouraged the believers, and appreciated those who
engaged in these activities. To conduct education regularly during the Meccan period,
the house of Arqam (Dar al-Arqam) was used. The Muslims who were educated there
significantly contributed to the establishment and spread of Islam in Mecca. Their
efforts, endurance in the face of difficulties, and patience demonstrated the success of
the education they received (Varol, 2000).

After the Prophet Muhammad's migration to Medina, Dar al-Arqam in Mecca was
replaced by the mosque (Masjid) in both its role and functions. The Prophet used the
Prophet's Mosque (Masjid al-Nabawi) not only as a place of worship but also as a
political, administrative, and religious center. Various discussions took place there,
important news was conveyed to the Muslims, solutions to problems were sought, and
envoys from outside were received. On the other hand, the Suffa school, founded by
the Prophet himself, played a crucial role in the newly forming Islamic society. The
people educated directly under the Prophet at the Suffa school later served as teachers
and guides in the expanding and growing Muslim community. When comparing the
characteristics and values of the Jahiliyyah society with those of the Islamic society, it
is evident that the Prophet Muhammad made significant advancements in education
and teaching, just as in all other matters (Kazici, 1988).

2. Method

In this study, the document analysis technique, which is among the qualitative research
methods, was used. Classical Islamic history sources were selected as the documents.
The main aim of the study is to identify the Suffa model, which constitutes the core of
all educational institutions in Islamic history, in light of these sources and to contribute
to contemporary educational activities. In this context, support and references from
Islamic history will be sought for the efforts to popularize the lifelong learning system,
which is currently prevalent worldwide, in Tiirkiye (Poyraz & Titrek, 2016; Tas¢1 &
Titrek, 2020).

3. Characteristics of Suffa

The term "suffa," which means pavilion and canopy, is used for courtyards, canopies,
and similar spaces located in front of or around a house (Ibn Manzur, 1993). For the
poor, the destitute, and those without shelter who migrated to Medina or came as guests,
a shaded area within the Prophet's Mosque (Masjid al-Nabawi) was constructed and
referred to as Suffa (Ibn Sa'd, 2001). The people residing there were also known in
relation to this shaded area as "Ahl al-Suffa" or "Ashab al-Suffa" (Makrizi, 1998).

After the Prophet Muhammad migrated to Medina, he had the Prophet's Mosque
(Masjid al-Nabawi) constructed, including rooms for his family and a shaded area on
the southern side of the mosque's entrance for poor, destitute companions to take
shelter. When the Kaaba became the direction of prayer (qibla), this shaded area was
moved to the north side of the mosque and later incorporated into the expanded Masjid
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al-Nabawi (Diyarbekiri, 1966). Adjacent to the area where men stayed, there was a
section for women as well (Ibn Hanbal, 2001).

The original dimensions of the Masjid al-Nabawi were approximately 36.5 x 36.5
meters. After the expansion following the Khaybar expedition in 628, it increased to 52
x 52 meters. The surrounding wall was 1.5 cubits (78 cm) thick and 7 cubits (3.64
meters) high, with the lower 3 cubits made of stone and the upper 4 cubits made of
adobe. The floor of the mosque was slightly elevated above the courtyard to prevent
rainwater from entering, and the Suffa area needed to be similarly elevated. The portico,
divided by a central door and supported by six columns, had its western section with
three columns designated for men and its eastern section for women. During the
expansion of the mosque to the north and west after the Khaybar expedition in 628,
these suffas were also likely expanded equally in width, each with five columns (Cam,
2024).

Both poor, single, and unaccompanied companions from the Meccan emigrants
(Mubhajirun) and those who later accepted Islam and migrated to Medina stayed in the
Suffa. Among the first emigrants to Medina who had no one to stay with, such as
Abdullah ibn Mas'ud, Bilal al-Habashi, Mus'ab ibn Umayr, Khabbab ibn al-Aratt, and
Suhayb ibn Sinan (may Allah be pleased with them), were settled in the Suffa by the
Prophet Muhammad (Ibn Sa'd, 2001). Additionally, it is known that some of the Ansar
and emigrants with homes, like Abdullah ibn Umar, envied the people of Suffa and
chose to stay with them, thus being counted among them (Bukhari, 1987). The number
of the Ashab al-Suffa (People of the Suffa) constantly changed due to new arrivals and
those who married and left. Although the exact size of the Suffa area is not detailed in
the sources, reports indicating that seventy people could stay there simultaneously
provide some insight. It is stated that the total number of people who stayed at various
times reached 400 (Baktir, 2009; Cetin, 2019).

The Prophet Muhammad personally took care of the sustenance of the People of the
Suffa. In the evenings, he would allocate them in pairs to various companions to feed
them, and those who remained would be taken to his own home. This practice continued
until the financial situation of the Muslims improved (Ibn Sa'd, 2001). The Prophet
would send all the alms brought to him to the People of the Suffa and share gifts with
them (Ibn Hanbal, 2001). He prioritized their needs over those of his own family
members. For instance, when his daughter Fatima requested a servant to help her, the
Prophet denied her request to be able to address the needs of the People of the Suffa
(Bukhari, 1987).

When it was time to harvest the dates, everyone would bring date clusters according to
their strength and hang them in the mosque. The People of the Bench (Ahl al-Suffa)
would satisfy their hunger with these dates. However, there were also those who grew
tired of constantly eating dates and complained. For instance, Talha b. Amr, who had
no acquaintances when he arrived in Medina, stated that he and a friend stayed as guests
at the Suffa. According to his account, after praying in the Prophet's Mosque, one of
the People of the Bench complained, saying, "Our stomachs are burning from eating
dates." In response, the Messenger of Allah ascended a high place and said, "By Allah,
if I could find bread or meat, I would surely feed it to you" (Ibn Hanbal, 2001, 25/364).



Suffa Model in Sustainable Lifelong Education 103

Those among the People of the Suffa who were strong would carry water to the mosque
during the day and sell wood they brought from the mountains to meet their needs. At
night, they would engage in the recitation of the Quran and the pursuit of knowledge.
Despite this, the People of the Suffa lived an ascetic life in poverty. It is even said that
many of them did not have suitable clothing to wear and that some struggled to stand
in prayer due to hunger. The Quran (al-Baqarah 2/273) refers to them as "the needy
who are constrained in the cause of Allah and cannot move about in the land" (Ibn
Hanbal, 2001).

The People of the Suffa had a direct impact on the development of Islamic sciences.
Many companions who narrated numerous hadiths, including Abu Huraira, were from
the Ahl al-Suffa. Companions such as Abdullah ibn Umar and Abdullah ibn Mas'ud,
considered the first representatives of the hadith and opinion schools in Islamic
jurisprudence, were also from the Suffa. Additionally, the early ascetic movements are
believed to have started with the Ahl al-Suffa, and the Suffa is considered to form the
nucleus of Sufism (Baktir, 2009).

There are reports indicating that the Suffa continued to function for a long time after
the death of the Prophet (peace be upon him). In a narration by Abu Nasr al-Juhani (d.
194/810), he mentions his association with the People of the Bench, showing that the
Suffa was still active even in the late second century Hijri (Goziitok, 2006).

4. The Dimension of Education and Lifelong Learning at Suffa

Due to the individuals residing at Suffa spending their time listening to the Messenger
of Allah and learning the principles of Islam from him, Suffa quickly became an
educational institution. The people of Suffa, who occasionally witnessed the revelation
of the Quran, would ask the Prophet questions, helping to clarify many issues. The
Prophet personally engaged with the educational activities at Suffa, teaching lessons
there. He also appointed instructors like Ubadah b. Samit to teach them writing and
Quran recitation. Abdullah ibn Masud, Salim, Muadh, and Ubay ibn Ka'b were
appointed as teachers at this institution, and the Prophet recommended other
companions learn the Quran from them (Ibn Hanbal, 2001). Similarly, Abdullah ibn
Ummi Maktum and Mus'ab ibn Umayr taught the Quran to Muslims in Medina on the
Prophet's orders (Ibn Sa'd, 2001).

Ubadah ibn Samit sometimes hosted his students at his home, sharing dinner with them
and teaching them the Quran afterwards. When students wanted to give their teacher a
gift upon completing their studies, the Prophet forbade it, instructing that no fees or
gifts should be taken in return for lessons (Ibn Hanbal, 2001). He also warned against
using violence on students, stating they would be held accountable in the hereafter
(Usrusheni, 1997).

The Messenger of Allah would sometimes go to the Suffa side of the mosque after the
morning prayer, conversing with those present and listening to their dreams. On one
occasion, when Harmele ibn Iyas from the people of Suffa asked for advice, the Prophet
said, "O Harmele, do good and avoid evil" (Abu Nu'aym, 1/359). The Prophet
appreciated those engaged in knowledge more than those merely worshiping in the
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Prophet's Mosque, and he would join those involved in learning, stating, "I was sent by
Allah as a teacher" (Ibn Abd al-Barr, 1992, 2/15).

Since the Prophet's blessed house was adjacent to the mosque, he frequently visited
Suffa, asking if they had any needs. He engaged with them not only during the day and
evening but also at night, correcting any deficiencies or errors. Establishing a sense of
lawful and unlawful, a passion for jihad for the propagation of Islam, and sacrifice were
among the primary functions of Suffa (Baktir, 2018).

Suffa, which became a center of knowledge and emerged as the first educational
institution in Islam, also served as a precursor to institutions like Madrasas,
Darulhadiths, Tekkes, Zaviyes, and Sibyan schools that would be established and
spread later (Efendioglu, 2018). Instruction in reading and writing, Quran, exegesis,
hadith, history, Arabic poetry, and literature was provided. Adherence to social
etiquette necessary for daily life was demanded, including manners of entering and
leaving the house and mosque, behavior at home and in the street, greetings, and
conversation, among other topics. As a result of these lessons, a polite and refined
society emerged from what was once a rough Bedouin community (Akyiiz, 2006).
The educational style at Suffa was largely based on direct teacher-student interaction.
The direct inculcation method was used, and sometimes riddles were posed to
encourage student participation. This question-based education method kept their
attention sharp and helped reinforce what they had learned, as the same questions could
be posed to them someday. The Prophet's educational approach, his method of not tiring
people, his manners of sitting and rising, and maintaining tranquility in lesson settings
provided ample data during these sessions (Akyiiz, 2006; Polatcan & Titrek, 2014).
The most significant feature of Suffa was its reliance on voluntary free will. Selecting
and directing those with educational abilities based on their own desires made it much
more effective and economical than formal education. Its location in a place of worship
made it more sincere and motivating, and its nature facilitated concentration and
attention. Utilizing mosques efficiently rather than leaving them idle provided
substantial economic benefits. Enlightenment spread beyond a specific segment of
society to all volunteer individuals, fostering critical thinking and social awareness,
thus enhancing individual and collective self-confidence (Akyiiz, 2006).

Suffa was one of the greatest models in the Islamic community for fostering a sense of
cooperation, solidarity, brotherhood, sharing, and mercy. It was like a small prototype
of the generation of companions with these qualities. Their situation was a beautiful
example of the manifestation of hadiths like "The believers, in their mutual love,
compassion, and sympathy, are like one body; when one limb suffers, the whole body
responds with sleeplessness and fever" and "He is not a (true) believer who eats his fill
while his neighbor goes hungry" (Hakim, 1990, 2/15). Among the people of Suffa were
those like Abu Huraira, who dedicated themselves to narrating hadiths, the second
primary source of religion. Examples related to the people of Suffa illustrate how the
Prophet educated them and adapted these individuals, who were not prominent in
material and social terms, to society (Agitoglu, 2021).

The educational activities at Suffa were one of the most important tools for the
propagation of Islam. The Prophet hosted delegations who came to meet him at Suffa,
allowing them to gain religious knowledge through discussion. He also generally
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selected teachers and delegations from the people of Suffa to send them to the
countryside to propagate Islam (Efendioglu, 2018).

5. Results, Conclusions and Recommendations

In the 21st century, education has evolved from being a process confined to youth to a
lifelong journey. In a globalized world, the continuous updating of knowledge and skills
enables individuals to succeed in both their personal and professional lives. In this
context, sustainable lifelong learning models are of great importance. The Suffa Model
is an innovative approach developed to meet this need.

The Suffa Model is inspired by the Suffa School, which holds a significant place in
Islamic history. The Suffa School was an institution established in Medina during the
Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH) time, providing basic Islamic education. In the modern
era, the Suffa Model builds on these historical foundations, offering an educational
approach that enables individuals to continuously learn and develop themselves.

Suffa is recognized in Islamic history as an important center of education and teaching.
Here, students received religious and scientific education directly under the guidance
of the Prophet. It was a place where fundamental religious knowledge, Quran
memorization, hadith learning, and Islamic sciences were taught. Knowledge transfer
was generally conducted orally, and students immediately applied what they learned.
Education was free and open to everyone, facilitating access to knowledge and allowing
people from different segments of society to receive education.

Students at Suffa were typically those with insufficient financial means. The Muslim
community supported these students by providing them with food and shelter. The
students led extremely simple and humble lives, with reliance on God and patience
being their most important traits. They focused on knowledge and worship without
giving importance to worldly possessions.

Graduates of Suffa were trained to become leaders and guides in different regions of
the Islamic community in the future. These students greatly contributed to the spread
of Islam by carrying its teachings to the expanding Islamic geography. Suffa provided
not only religious knowledge but also social and political awareness. Students were
educated to find solutions to the problems of the Islamic community and to develop a
sense of ummah (community). These characteristics made Suffa more than just an
educational institution; it played a central role in the construction of the Islamic
community as a social and cultural structure.

Although the Suffa Model initially served as a primitive example, it is an innovative
approach that realizes the concept of sustainable lifelong education today. This model
not only ensures that individuals continuously learn and develop themselves but also
helps them become valuable members of society. The implementation of the Suffa
Model can be seen as an educational reform that will provide significant benefits at
both individual and societal levels.
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