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Abstract: 
Sufism, a mystical dimension of Islam, has played a profound role in shaping human development and fostering 

peace across diverse societies. Rooted in spiritual introspection, love, and self-purification, Sufism transcends 

religious and cultural boundaries, advocating for universal harmony, tolerance, and ethical transformation. 

Throughout history, Sufi saints and scholars have contributed significantly to moral and intellectual 

advancement, social cohesion, and conflict resolution. Their teachings emphasize compassion, justice, and the 

eradication of materialistic greed, which are essential for individual and collective well-being.This article 

critically examines the multifaceted contributions of Sufism to human development and peace. By analyzing 

historical precedents and contemporary implications, we explore how Sufi thought and practices have 

influenced education, governance, psychology, and interfaith dialogue. Furthermore, this study sheds light on 

the ways in which Sufi principles can offer solutions to modern societal challenges, including extremism, social 

fragmentation, and ethical crises. Through a scholarly lens, we assess both the strengths and limitations of Sufi 

contributions, aiming to provide a balanced and comprehensive perspective on their enduring impact. 
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The Rise of Sufi Orders and the Evolution of Sufi Beliefs and Practices 

Emergence and Significance of Tariqas 

The emergence of Sufi orders (tariqas) played a crucial role in shaping Islamic 

spirituality, social structures, and ethical teachings. Tariqa, meaning 'pathway' or 'method,' 

refers to the spiritual route towards God under the guidance of a Sufi master (shaykh). Each 

order traces its lineage back to Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) through a chain of revered Sufi 

figures, ensuring a strong connection between spiritual practices and Islamic traditions. 

Sufi Brotherhood and Islamic Normativity 

Sufi brotherhoods significantly contributed to the cohesion of Muslim communities 

(Ummah). Rather than opposing sharia (Islamic law), they emphasized its ethical and 

spiritual essence. Through their teachings, Sufis nurtured Islamic values and helped integrate 

mysticism into mainstream Islamic thought. Ibn Khaldun highlighted the role of Sufi masters 

in maintaining social harmony, bridging tribal and urban divides.Sufism thus emerged as a 

pivotal force in Islamic civilization, fostering ethical conduct and cultural development.
1
 

Political and Administrative Influence of Sufi Orders 
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Two key Sufi doctrines bear political significance. The doctrine of Velayat establishes 

the spiritual and administrative authority of Sufi shaykhs over designated territories. 

Disciples are appointed to govern localities, ensuring an extensive network of influence 

through khanqahs (Sufi lodges) (Digby.Ibn al-Arabi's doctrine of hierarchical Sufism 

designates a supreme figure, the Qutb, who holds spiritual command over the world (Nizami, 

".
2
 

Social and Humanitarian Contributions 

Khanqahs functioned as centers for education, social welfare, and justice, uplifting the 

common people, particularly marginalized communities. Sufis promoted human dignity and 

equality, emphasizing moral excellence over material wealth. Their teachings fostered 

interfaith dialogue and unity, countering societal divisions based on caste and class.
3
 

Sufism in the Indian Subcontinent 

The influence of Sufis in the Indian subcontinent was profound. They provided 

spiritual guidance and actively worked for the betterment of society. Their emphasis on good 

deeds, human rights, and social justice made them appealing to lower social strata. By 

following the principles of the Quran and Sunnah, they played a key role in establishing 

peace and safeguarding human rights.
4
 

Sufi orders were not just spiritual entities but also socio-political forces that shaped 

Islamic history. They blended mysticism with social responsibility, leaving an enduring 

legacy in Islamic thought and society. 

The Concept of Silsilah (Spiritual Lineage) 

In Sufism, each order (Silsilah) traces its spiritual lineage to a revered Sufi Shaykh, 

who is considered the founder of the order. This lineage extends back to the Holy Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH) through a continuous chain of spiritual authority, conferring legitimacy 

upon the order and its followers. Sayyid Ali al-Hujwairi documented twelve Sufi schools, 

highlighting the significance of major Sufi orders in the Muslim world, particularly in the 

Indian subcontinent.
5
 

Role of Sufi Shaykhs and Spiritual Allegiance 

Sufi Shaykhs hold a central position within their orders, serving as sources of spiritual 

blessings (Baraka) and guiding disciples (Murids) in their spiritual development. Disciples 

pledge allegiance (Bay‗at) to their Shaykh and, in some cases, are granted Khilafat (spiritual 

succession), authorizing them to initiate new followers. The core principles of the Sufi path 

include resignation to God's will (Rida), trust in Him (Tawakkul), patience (Sabr), and divine 

love (Mahabba).
6
 

Bestowal of Khilafat and the Tradition of Khirqah 

The conferral of Khilafat symbolizes the completion of a disciple‘s spiritual training. 

This is marked by the gifting of the Khirqah, a patched cloak symbolizing the transmission of 

spiritual authority. This practice, which became institutionalized in the eighth century, 

signifies the disciple‘s readiness to guide others.
7
 

Intuitive Knowledge (Ma‘arifah) in Sufi Thought 

The concept of Ma‗arifah, or intuitive knowledge, was first introduced by Dhu al-Nun 

al-Misri (796-859 CE). It refers to esoteric wisdom obtained through divine revelation rather 

                                                      
2
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than intellectual reasoning. This idea led to a distinction between Ilm (exoteric knowledge) 

and Ma‗arifah (mystical knowledge), a differentiation that gained prominence with the rise of 

Sufi orders. However, some Sufis faced persecution for their claims of divine knowledge.
8
 

The Sufi Doctrine of Annihilation (Fana) and Resurrection (Baqa) 

Fana represents the dissolution of the self in divine unity, a central doctrine in Sufi 

spiritual training. It involves renouncing worldly desires and achieving complete submission 

to God. Following Fana, a Sufi attains Baqa, the state of divine consciousness, enabling them 

to comprehend God‘s vision.
9
 

Sufi orders played a vital role in shaping Islamic spirituality and social structures. 

Through their teachings and practices, they promoted ethical conduct, spiritual 

enlightenment, and social harmony, leaving a lasting legacy in the Muslim world.
10

 

The Concept of Fear of God (Khawf) 

The doctrine of Khawf (fear of God) was first developed by Hasan al-Basri. It 

emphasizes the fear of divine accountability and punishment for sins on the Day of Judgment. 

This fear acts as a moral compass, encouraging Sufis to cultivate righteousness and devotion. 

The path to avoiding divine wrath, according to Sufis, involves years of self-discipline, 

patience, and renunciation (zuhd).
11

 

Trust in God (Tawakkul) 

Tawakkul, or complete reliance upon God, was propagated by Shaqiq al-Balkhi and 

later emphasized by Dhu al-Nun al-Misri and Junayd al-Baghdadi. This doctrine teaches 

contentment with both spiritual and material provisions granted by God. Hagiographies of the 

Chishtiyya and Qadiriyya orders often illustrate the rejection of greed and attachment to 

worldly wealth.
12

 

The Sufi Concept of Poverty (Faqr) 
Poverty (Faqr) holds a central place in Sufism, advocating detachment from material 

possessions. Chishtiyya Sufis, for example, embraced simplicity, wore coarse clothing, and 

survived on minimal sustenance. However, other Sufi traditions, such as the Suhrawardi 

order, allowed the accumulation of wealth as long as it did not lead to spiritual attachment. 

Generosity and Sacrifice (Ithar, Jud, and Sakha) 

Sacrifice (Ithar) in Sufi teachings signifies prioritizing the welfare of others over 

personal needs. It is closely associated with generosity (Jud) and bountifulness (Sakha). Abu 

al-Qasim al-Qushayri categorized generosity into three levels: Sakha (basic generosity), Jud 

(higher generosity), and Ithar (self-sacrificing generosity).
13

 

"True preference lies in prioritizing others' welfare over personal interests, as 

commanded by God to His Messenger: 'Hold to forgiveness, command what is right, and turn 

away from the ignorant'" . 

Ethical and Social Implications of Sufi Teachings 

Sufi principles emphasize social harmony through generosity and mutual aid. The 

Prophet Muhammad‘s tradition states: 

"God will aid His servant as long as the servant aids his brother".
14
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Sufis actively trained their disciples, including the elite, to engage in charitable acts. 

For example, Ja‗far al-Sadiq illustrated the highest form of spiritual chivalry as giving away 

received blessings rather than hoarding them.
15

 

Faqr as a Silent Protest Against Materialism 

The doctrine of Faqr emerged as a response to the growing materialism in Muslim 

societies. With the expansion of the Muslim empire, immense wealth accumulated from 

regions such as Persia and Byzantium. Sufis viewed renunciation of wealth as a means of 

attaining spiritual elevation, while rulers sought divine approval by practicing generosity and 

charity. 

Sufi doctrines such as Khawf, Tawakkul, Faqr, and Ithar not only shaped individual 

spirituality but also contributed to social ethics. These teachings encouraged devotion, 

selflessness, and detachment from materialism, fostering a community-oriented approach to 

Islam. By practicing and propagating these ideals, Sufis played a crucial role in moral and 

social reform throughout Islamic history.
16

 

Dhikr and Spiritual Remembrance 

Sufis emphasize dhikr (remembrance of God), a core practice in Islamic spirituality, 

aiming to attain ihsan—perfection in worship. This involves reciting Quranic verses, 

invoking divine names, and chanting poetry, sometimes with music. Sufis believe this fosters 

spiritual enlightenment and aligns the soul with divine harmony.
17

 

Sama and Ecstatic Experience 

Sama (spiritual music and chanting) is practiced to induce ecstasy (wajd) and deepen 

spiritual insight. The Chishti order widely embraced it, while some scholars opposed it. The 

ritual dance (raqs or dhamal) enhances divine focus, making it a pinnacle of self-

contemplation. 

Seclusion and Companionship (Khilwat and Suhbah) 

Sufis often withdrew from society for meditation (khilwat), retreating to mountains or 

deserts for deep spiritual exertion. After prolonged isolation, they returned to engage with 

disciples (suhbah) and provide guidance.
18

 

Controversy and Opposition 

Sufi practices, particularly Sama and raqs, faced criticism from jurists like Ibn Abi al-

Dunya (d. 894), Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 1200), and Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328), who saw them as 

deviations from Islamic orthodoxy.
19

 

Devotion and Repentance (Ikhlas and Taubah) 

Sufis stressed ikhlas (sincere devotion) and taubah (repentance), differentiating 

between obligations to God and obligations to humanity. Divine forgiveness extends to 

personal sins but not to injustices against others, emphasizing ethical responsibility.
20

 

Sufi doctrines of dhikr, Sama, seclusion, companionship, and devotion shaped Islamic 

mysticism, fostering personal transformation and communal ethics. Despite opposition, 

Sufism profoundly influenced Islamic spirituality through its practices of love, remembrance, 

and self-discipline. 

Sufi Literature and Writings 

Oral and Written Teachings 
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Sufis educated their disciples and the general public through sermons, discussions, 

and spiritual gatherings. These discourses, known as malfuzat, were often recorded by their 

students. Richard Eaton argues that malfuzat provide an authentic portrayal of Sufi life, 

devoid of exaggeration. Khaliq Ahmad Nizami emphasized their historical significance, 

stating that they offer invaluable insight into medieval society. However, Carl Ernst warns 

that some malfuzat became idealized over time, requiring careful interpretation. 

Role of Miracles in Sufi Narratives 

The malfuzat of different Sufi orders varied in their approach to miracles. While early 

Chishti texts included miracle stories, their primary focus was on moral and spiritual values 

rather than supernatural elements. In contrast, the Suhrawardi order‘s malfuzat frequently 

emphasized the miraculous abilities of their saints, symbolizing their spiritual authority.
21

 

The Role of the Spiritual Guide (Pir or Murshid) 

Sufi teachings emphasize the necessity of a spiritual guide for a disciple‘s progress. 

The Naqshbandi order, for example, follows a structured method of spiritual mentorship, with 

a strong emphasis on obedience to the Shaykh. The Naqshbandi tradition also underscores 

adherence to the Prophet Muhammad‘s example in all aspects of life.
22

 

Naqshbandiyya and Reformist Thought 

The Naqshbandi order, established by Khawaja Baqi Billah in the 16th century, was 

later shaped by influential figures such as Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi (1564–1624). Sirhindi, 

known as the Mujaddid (renewer), sought to purify Sufism by aligning it with orthodox 

Islamic teachings. He opposed Mughal Emperor Akbar‘s religious policies, arguing that they 

diluted Islamic principles. Shah Waliullah (1703–1762) further advanced reformist Sufism, 

advocating a balance between mysticism and Islamic law.
23

 

Sufi Perspectives on Interfaith Relations 

Unlike some other Sufi orders, the Naqshbandis maintained a strict Islamic identity 

and discouraged syncretic religious practices. They promoted adherence to Islamic teachings 

while coexisting with diverse religious communities. Their approach contrasted with more 

inclusive Sufi traditions that embraced elements of Hindu spirituality.Sufi writings, 

particularly malfuzat, provide deep insights into the spiritual, ethical, and social dimensions 

of Sufism. While different orders varied in their emphasis on miracles, spiritual discipline, 

and religious identity, their literature remains a vital source for understanding Sufi thought 

and its historical impact. 

The Centrality of the Sufi Master 

The Naqshbandi order emphasizes the role of the Sufi master (Shaykh) in the 

disciple's spiritual growth. Michel (2005) notes that "the Naqshbandi discipline follows a 

structured theological framework closely monitored by the Shaykh." The authority of the 

Shaykh is paramount, and followers are expected to comply without question.
24

 Challenging 

the Shaykh is seen as equivalent to challenging divine authority. Unlike other Sufi orders, the 

Naqshbandis played an active role in guiding spiritual and social matters, reinforcing Islamic 

reforms while maintaining a strong opposition to interfaith amalgamation.
25

 

Reformist Contributions of Shah Waliullah 
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Shah Waliullah (1703-1762) emerged as a significant reformist, akin to Shaykh Ahmad 

Sirhindi. Amidst Mughal decline, he aimed to restore Islamic unity by synthesizing legal 

methodologies with Sufi teachings. He advocated for rigorous Sunni legal scholarship while 

distancing Sufism from syncretic elements. His criticism of saint veneration was direct: 

"Visiting tombs seeking divine favor is a greater sin than murder or adultery". His reforms 

opposed Hindu terminology in Sufi prayers, emphasizing the preservation of pure Islamic. 

Sufi Influence on Social and Economic Structures 

Sufi orders were instrumental in shaping social, economic, and political landscapes. In 

the 14th century, Mir Ali Hamadani introduced crafts and economic innovations in Kashmir, 

bringing 700 artisans from Central Asia and establishing vocational centers.His impact led to 

Kashmir becoming a renowned hub for shawl weaving.
26

 

Political Role of Sufi Shrines 

Sufi shrines held significant political influence, with caretakers (Sajjada-Nashins) 

collecting offerings (nazar) from followers. These connections allowed them to exert control 

over local populations, aligning with rulers to maintain stability. Mughal emperors granted 

vast land endowments (Madad-e-Mash) to Sufis, integrating them into governance. The 

Naqshbandis, known as "Laskar-e-Dua" (the praying army), played a crucial role in political 

conflicts.
27

 

Economic and Political Influence of Sufi Lineages 

Sufi leaders accumulated wealth and political influence, often forming alliances with 

Muslim landowners (zamindars). The pir-zamindar elite emerged as a dominant force, 

shaping Muslim society through strategic marriages and economic ties.With the decline of 

Mughal authority, many shrine caretakers (Sajjada-Nashins) transitioned into regional 

chieftains, drifting away from their religious roles.The Naqshbandi order played a pivotal role 

in shaping South Asian Islamic thought, emphasizing strict adherence to Sunni practices. 

Reformists like Shah Waliullah sought to purify Sufism, while Sufi shrines became centers of 

economic, political, and spiritual power. Their influence persisted through land grants and 

alliances, cementing their status within Muslim society. The legacy of the Naqshbandi order 

remains crucial in understanding the historical interplay between Sufism and governance. 

 

The Sufis Tariqa and the Development of Society 

Ethical Foundations of Sufi Thought 

Sufism has played a crucial role in shaping the ethical and moral fabric of Islamic 

society. Donaldson argues that Sufi ethical thought stands apart from traditional Islamic 

jurisprudence by emphasizing spirituality over rigid legalism.
28

 The Sufi path (Tariqa) 

integrates ethical conduct with spiritual development, fostering a community based on 

compassion and moral responsibility. 

Sufi Influence on Social and Political Structures 

In the Indian subcontinent, Sufis established educational and social institutions that 

contributed to Islamization and cultural transformation. Their communal approach, based on 

dervish traditions, challenged elite monopolies on religious authority. Habermas sees this as 

an example of how communication and open dialogue shape political communities
29

. 

Sufi Lodges as Centers of Learning and Welfare 
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Sufi lodges (khanaqahs, ribats) served as religious, educational, and social welfare 

centers. These institutions blended elements of mosques and madrasas while also serving as 

community hubs. Karamustafa notes that these lodges played a key role in spreading Islamic 

teachings and fostering spiritual networks. 

Spiritual Leadership and Ethical Training 

Sufi manuals on adab (etiquette) emphasized discipline and devotion under a spiritual 

guide (Shaykh al-Tarbiya). This system ensured a structured approach to spiritual progress, 

with disciples following a hierarchical yet personal mentorship model. 

Impact of Sufism on Gender and Society 

The role of women in Sufism has been a significant yet often overlooked aspect. 

Malamud highlights the master-disciple relationship as a means of spiritual self-fashioning, 

while Hoffman explores the role of Sufi women in Egypt.
30

 

Sufi Contributions to Cultural and Linguistic Development 

Sufis played an essential role in the linguistic evolution of Persian and other regional 

languages. Lazard discusses the emergence of Persian as a dominant literary language under 

Sufi influence (Lazard, "The Rise of the New Persian Language," in Frye.Their poetry and 

teachings provided accessible avenues for spiritual discourse and societal reform.Sufism‘s 

contributions extend beyond spirituality, influencing social structures, political institutions, 

and cultural landscapes. The interplay between mysticism and governance in Islamic history 

underscores the profound impact of Sufi teachings on shaping ethical, communal, and 

political norms. The legacy of Sufism continues to inform contemporary discourses on 

religious tolerance, social justice, and ethical governance. 

 

The Influence of Sufi Khanqahs on Societal Development 

Origins and Evolution of Sufi Khanqahs 

The establishment of Sufi khanqahs (lodges) played a crucial role in shaping societies 

by serving as centers of spiritual growth, education, and social welfare. During the 8th and 

9th centuries, Sufi practices emerged within small groups, later forming institutionalized 

spaces such as ribats, zawiyas, jama'atkhanahs, and khanqahs.These centers evolved into 

structured institutions for religious learning and spiritual guidance. 

Functions of Sufi Khanqahs 

Sufi lodges were not only places for worship but also served multiple social and 

educational functions. According to Trimingham, ribats functioned as training centers, while 

zawiyas housed individual Sufi mentors with their disciples. Khanqahs, particularly in 

Persian-influenced areas, were larger institutions integrating elements of education and 

community service.The first known khanqah was reportedly built in Ramallah, Syria, while 

the earliest ribat was established on Abadan Island in the 8th century. 

Spiritual and Educational Contributions 

Sufis played a vital role in disseminating religious education. Their teachings 

combined Sharia (exoteric law) and Tariqa (spiritual path), fostering a holistic approach to 

knowledge. Seyyed Hossein Nasr highlights their educational influence, stating: 

"The primary mission of Sufism has been the holistic education of individuals, 

enabling them to realize their full potential. Many Sufis actively participated in establishing 

educational institutions and madrasahs".Prominent figures such as Khawaja Nizam al-Mulk 

played a crucial role in developing these institutions, ensuring that Sufi teachings remained 

an integral part of Islamic education. 
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Social and Charitable Contributions 

Sufi khanqahs also addressed fundamental human needs by providing: 

 Food and shelter for the needy. 

 Spiritual and intellectual training through mentorship. 

 Social mediation between communities, promoting harmony and conflict resolution 

These institutions often operated independently, funded by endowments from Sufi leaders 

or donations from rulers and elites. Despite their support from political authorities, khanqahs 

largely remained apolitical and focused on communal welfare. 

Sufism and Justice in Society 

Sufis emphasized social justice and equal distribution of resources, advocating for the 

welfare of marginalized groups. Their teachings promoted universal peace and harmony, 

reinforcing the importance of justice and human rights. The concept of distributive justice 

was central to their mission, ensuring that basic human needs were met equitably.
31

 

Sufi khanqahs functioned as centers of spiritual guidance, education, charity, and 

social justice. They played a crucial role in fostering community development, bridging 

social gaps, and ensuring holistic well-being. Their lasting legacy continues to shape 

societies, emphasizing universal values of compassion, education, and social harmony. 

Definition of Emotional Intelligence 

Encyclopedia Britannica defines emotional intelligence as "the ability to perceive 

emotions, to access and generate emotions so as to assist thought; to understand emotions and 

emotional knowledge, and to reflectively regulate emotions to promote emotional and 

intellectual growth" (Mayer & Salovey, 1990). 

Sufi Approach to Emotional and Spiritual Development 

Sufis, through their khanqahs (Sufi lodges), played a vital role in nurturing emotional 

and spiritual intelligence. Their teachings revolved around self-purification and divine love 

(Ishq-e-Haqiqi) to cultivate inner peace and universal harmony.Sufism introduces a 

structured approach to self-development by focusing on three key elements: 

 Nafs (ego/self) 

 Qalb (heart) 

 Ruh (soul/spirit) 

The control of nafs through patience (sabr), reliance on God (tawakkul), and love 

(mohabba) was central to their philosophy.
32

 

Sufi Practices for Emotional Intelligence 

Sufis developed various techniques to enhance emotional and spiritual well-being, 

including: 

1. Dhikr – Repetitive recitation of divine names for spiritual awareness. 

2. Sama – Musical gatherings that induce spiritual ecstasy. 

3. Suhbah – Companionship with the Sufi master for moral and intellectual guidance. 

4. Khilwat – Seclusion for self-reflection and divine connection. 

Sufi Contribution to Peace and Tolerance 
Sufis played a mediatory role in society by promoting peace and tolerance. Their 

engagement extended beyond religious and ethnic boundaries, encouraging interfaith 

dialogue.During the Abbasid period, Sufis interacted with scholars from Jewish, Christian, 

Hindu, and Buddhist traditions, fostering mutual respect and understanding. Their teachings 
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emphasized Ihsan (spiritual excellence), urging individuals to cultivate love, compassion, and 

justice.
33

 

Sufi Lodges as Centers of Social Welfare 

Sufi khanqahs were not just places of worship but also served as: 

 Shelters for the needy. 

 Centers of education and spiritual training. 

 Mediating places for resolving disputes. 

 Spaces for community bonding and social welfare  

Sufis' contributions to emotional intelligence, peace, and social justice remain profound. 

Their teachings of self-discipline, love, and inner peace continue to inspire individuals 

globally. By integrating spiritual wisdom with practical life, they set a foundation for a 

harmonious society. 

Sufis and the Ruling Elite 

Due to their widespread influence and independent organizational structures, Sufis 

were often perceived as a challenge by ruling elites. Many rulers sought to associate with 

them to legitimize their reign. In return, Sufis set conditions that required fair governance and 

welfare provisions for the people and Sufi institutions. Sufi Baraka (spiritual blessing) was 

highly valued, attracting rulers who desired its benefits. Some Sufi orders, such as the 

Suhrawardiyyah and Qadiriyyah, maintained cordial relations with rulers, whereas the 

Chishtiyyah order adopted a stance of non-conformity and often acted as a moral check on 

governance.
34

 

Sufis and Political Non-Conformity 

Many Sufis refrained from engaging in politics, refusing government patronage to 

maintain spiritual autonomy. Chishti Sufi leader Nizam al-Din Awliya famously advised his 

disciples against accepting grants or favors from rulers, emphasizing complete reliance on 

divine providence.
35

 This stance made Sufis popular among marginalized communities, 

particularly lower-caste Hindus, who were otherwise excluded from political participation. 

Interfaith Engagement and Cultural Adaptation 

Sufis played a crucial role in fostering Hindu-Muslim cultural dialogue. Their 

approach integrated local customs and traditions into Islamic teachings, making them more 

accessible to indigenous populations. Despite opposition from orthodox scholars, practices 

such as bowing before a Shaykh and participation in Sama (spiritual music gatherings) 

continued as a means of fostering spiritual connectivity.
36

 

Sufi Shrines as Centers of Social Inclusion 

Sufi shrines attracted both Muslim and Hindu devotees, emphasizing spirituality over 

ritualistic practices. According to S.A.A. Rizvi, "The graves of saints held more significance 

for village Muslims than strict adherence to Sharia". Sufi khanqahs provided spaces where 

individuals from different castes and backgrounds could gather, fostering an environment of 

equality and spiritual growth. 

Social Justice and the Lower Classes 

Sufis‘ teachings on equality and universal brotherhood particularly appealed to lower-

caste Hindus, offering them a pathway to dignity and social mobility. Many from the Dalit 

communities, who faced severe discrimination, found refuge in Sufi orders where they were 
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treated as equals.By challenging the rigid caste system, Sufis provided an alternative social 

order based on inclusivity and spiritual merit. 

Sufi Hospitality and Generosity 

Sufi khanqahs functioned as centers of hospitality, where food and shelter were 

provided to all visitors, irrespective of religion or social status. The principle of selfless 

service was a fundamental aspect of Sufi practice, emphasizing generosity over accumulation 

of wealth. Even in times of scarcity, Sufi saints ensured that guests were offered at least a 

bowl of water as a sign of hospitality.
37

 

Sufis played an instrumental role in shaping socio-political and interfaith dynamics in 

the Indian subcontinent. Their emphasis on inclusivity, non-coercion, and spiritual guidance 

made them vital figures in bridging cultural and religious divides. Despite opposition, their 

humanistic and pluralistic approach contributed significantly to the social and religious fabric 

of the region, making them influential agents of peace and harmony. 

Sufis and Their Interactions with Invaders and the Sultanate 

Parallel Development of Sufism and the Sultanate 

In the Indian Subcontinent, Sufism and the Sultanate developed alongside each other, 

leading to varying degrees of interaction between Sufi saints and the ruling elite. While some 

Sufi orders, such as the Chishtiyyah and Qadiriyyah, sought to maintain their independence 

from political authority, others formed limited personal ties with rulers. However, these 

relations were not leveraged for personal gain; instead, Sufis remained committed to their 

spiritual and social missions.
38

 

The Influence of the Chishtiyyah Order 

The Chishtiyyah order traced its spiritual lineage back to early Islamic mystics like 

Hasan al-Basri (d. 728) and Abu Ishaq Shami, who introduced the order to Chisht, near 

Herat, in the 10th century. However, it was Khwaja Mu'in al-Din Chishti (1141–1236) who 

played a crucial role in establishing the order in India. His inclusive teachings, which 

emphasized love, service to humanity, and social justice, attracted large followings among 

Hindus and Muslims alike.
39

 

Sufi Resistance to Political Patronage 

Despite their influence, many Chishti saints actively avoided political patronage. 

Khwaja Mu'in al-Din Chishti and his successors, including Hamid al-Din Nagori (1192–

1276), discouraged dependence on state resources. They emphasized asceticism, charity, and 

self-sufficiency, even rejecting royal grants and stipends. Nizam al-Din Awliya famously 

advised his disciples: ―Do not accept villages, stipends, or gifts from kings and officials‖. 

 

 

Role of Sufi Shrines in Society 

Sufi shrines became centers of spiritual guidance, social welfare, and interfaith 

dialogue. The dargah of Khwaja Mu'in al-Din Chishti in Ajmer, established in 1226, 

continues to be visited by millions, including both Muslims and non-Muslims. Emperor 

Akbar, for instance, made a pilgrimage on foot from Agra to Ajmer in gratitude for the birth 

of his son, Jahangir.
40

 

Political Strategy of the Rulers 
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Recognizing the Sufis‘ deep connection with the masses, rulers often sought their 

endorsement. The ruling elite sometimes introduced welfare policies to align with Sufi ideals 

of social justice, partly to win public favor and partly to maintain amicable relations with Sufi 

orders.
41

 

Sufism as a Bridge Between Communities 

Sufis played a critical role in fostering Hindu-Muslim relations. They adopted local 

customs and incorporated elements of indigenous culture into their practices, making Islam 

more accessible to diverse populations. Chishti Sufis welcomed Hindu worshippers into their 

khanqahs and engaged in interfaith dialogues with yogis. These practices, although criticized 

by conservative ulema, helped bridge the gap between different religious communities.
42

 

The relationship between Sufis and the Sultanate was complex, characterized by both 

cooperation and resistance. While some Sufis maintained a distance from political authority, 

others engaged with rulers to advance social justice. Regardless of their stance towards the 

state, Sufi orders profoundly influenced South Asian society by promoting spirituality, 

interfaith harmony, and social equality. 

Suhrawardiyyah and Their Relations with the State 

The Suhrawardiyyah Sufi order, established by Diya al-Din Abu Najib as-Suhrawardi 

(1097–1168 CE), maintained close ties with the ruling elite to serve the common people. 

Suhrawardi Sufis regarded the authority of the Caliph over his subjects as equivalent to the 

Sufi master's authority over his disciples. Rulers frequently patronized them by supporting 

the construction of khanqahs (Sufi lodges) and granting them land (jagirs).
43

 

Chishti Sufis and Their Independence from the State 

Unlike the Suhrawardiyyah, the Chishti Sufis preferred to remain detached from state 

affairs. They refrained from accepting government gifts and revenues obtained through non-

Islamic taxation, considering it contrary to Islamic ethics. Their principles emphasized 

poverty, non-violence, and social justice. They actively engaged in interfaith harmony and 

promoted peaceful coexistence. 

Sufis and Political Movements 

Though Sufis were not directly involved in military invasions, some scholars argue 

that they played a role in facilitating Islamic expansion. The Naqshbandi Sufi Shah Waliullah 

invited Ahmad Shah Abdali to intervene in India against the Marathas to restore stability 

during the 18th century. Sufis like Makhdum Bilawal and the Qalandari movement in Sindh 

actively resisted oppressive rulers and religious authorities who misinterpreted Islamic 

teachings for personal gain (Chandio, Interview, 2018). 

Sufis and Social Welfare 

Sufis contributed significantly to societal welfare by establishing khanqahs, offering 

free meals (langar), and redistributing resources from the wealthy to the poor. They 

emphasized moral accountability and encouraged rulers to govern justly (Mufti Sher Khan 

Qadri, Interview, 2018). 

Decline of Sufism and Modern Reforms 

In contemporary times, Sufism has lost much of its influence due to materialism, 

internal disputes over spiritual leadership, and the rise of extremist ideologies opposing Sufi 

practices. Groups like Wahhabis and Deobandis have criticized Sufi traditions, often equating 

shrine-related innovations with Sufism itself. Many shrines have been targeted by extremist 

groups, further weakening the Sufi influence (Huma Ismail, Interview, 2018).Historically, 
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Sufism promoted peace, harmony, and social justice. However, the rise of materialism and 

religious extremism has undermined its impact. Reformist movements such as Minhaj-ul-

Quran and Tehreek Zia-ul-Quran aim to revive the humanitarian spirit of Sufism by 

promoting love, tolerance, and social service. 

The Relationship Between Sufism and Sharia: A Historical Perspective 
Sufism and Sharia have historically interacted as the esoteric and exoteric dimensions 

of Islam. Sufism, focusing on inner spirituality, seeks to connect the devotee with the divine 

through personal experience, whereas Sharia emphasizes legal and ritual obligations. This 

interaction has led to both harmony and tension within the Islamic world. 

Origins and Development of Sufism 

The concept of Sufism, though deeply rooted in early Islamic traditions, became a 

formalized movement between the ninth and eleventh centuries with the establishment of 

various Sufi orders (tariqas). Western historians initially misunderstood Sufism, perceiving it 

as a separate sect due to its distinct practices and interpretations of Islamic teachings. Sufis 

often challenged rigid orthodox views propagated by traditional ulema, advocating for a more 

introspective and humanistic approach to Islam.
44

 

Sufism’s Perspective on Sharia 

A common misconception is that Sufism dismisses Sharia. In reality, Sufi scholars 

have consistently acknowledged the necessity of Sharia while emphasizing its spiritual depth. 

According to Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Sharia is the outer framework, Tariqa (the Sufi path) is 

the means to enlightenment, and Haqiqah (the ultimate truth) is the goal. Sufis argue that 

legalistic interpretations of Islam, when devoid of spirituality, lead to ritualism without 

meaning.
45

 

Sufism and Human Rights 

Sufism‘s humanitarian values have often placed it at odds with more rigid 

interpretations of Islam. Sufis have historically championed social justice, advocating for the 

welfare of the poor and marginalized. This position sometimes led to conflicts with rulers and 

orthodox scholars. Murray Titus describes Sufism as a ―natural revolt of the human heart 

against the cold formalism of a ritualistic religion‖.
46

 

Persecution of Sufis 

Throughout history, fundamentalist groups have viewed Sufism as a deviation from 

orthodox Islam. The Islamic Republic of Iran, for instance, has restricted Sufi practices, 

viewing them as heterodox.Despite these challenges, Sufis have continued to promote 

interfaith harmony, peace, and compassion.Sufism remains a vital spiritual tradition that 

complements Sharia by emphasizing love, self-purification, and social justice. The historical 

tensions between Sufis and orthodox scholars stem from differing interpretations of Islam, 

but the essence of Sufism aligns with the core ethical teachings of the faith. Understanding 

this dynamic is crucial for appreciating Islam‘s diverse intellectual and spiritual traditions. 

Sufism and Its Relationship with Sharia 

The Role of Sharia in Sufism 

The claim that Sufism disregards sharia is inaccurate. Sufism acknowledges the 

essential role of sharia as the foundation of Islamic faith. While Sufism emphasizes inner 

spirituality and encourages followers to explore deeper through the Sufi path (Tariqa) to 

attain ultimate truth (Haqiqah), it does not negate the importance of sharia. As Seyyed 

Hossein Nasr explains, "The sharia is the circumference of a circle whose radii are the Turuq 
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(paths), and whose center is Haqiqah (Truth), representing the Source of both the Law and 

the Way".
47

 

Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi, a well-known critic of certain Sufi practices, emphasized in 

his writings that a Sufi must adhere to sharia before embarking on the path of inner 

purification .
48

 

Spiritual Guidance and the Role of Sufi Masters 

In Sufism, spiritual development is often guided by a Sufi master (Shaykh or Pir), 

who provides necessary instruction for personal and religious growth. These spiritual mentors 

play a crucial role in the believer‘s journey. According to Frederick Trix, "The Naqshbandi 

discipline presents an explicit and elevated program of spiritual development, closely 

monitored by the Sufi sheikh".Furthermore, within certain Sufi traditions, Shaykhs are 

viewed as intermediaries between humans and God, often possessing extensive spiritual 

insight attained through deep devotion.
49

 

Sufism’s Contribution to Human Rights and Social Justice 

Historically, Sufis have played an essential role in advocating for human rights, social 

justice, and interfaith harmony. Many Sufi orders have been involved in mediating conflicts 

and promoting peace. Scholars highlight that Sufism has consistently upheld 

"humanitarianism, tolerance, and love for humanity.Sufis also emphasized the spiritual aspect 

of justice and equity, addressing social inequalities through love and compassion rather than 

force. The concept of Tawhid (Oneness of God) in Sufism extends to a holistic view of unity 

and harmony in human society. 

Sufism’s Influence in the Indian Subcontinent 

In the Indian subcontinent, Sufis played a critical role in bridging Islam with local 

traditions, fostering peaceful coexistence with other religions such as Hinduism, Jainism, and 

Sikhism. Their approach to spiritual inclusivity allowed for mutual respect and cultural 

synthesis.Sufism remains a significant spiritual tradition within Islam, harmonizing sharia 

with inner devotion. While certain orthodox scholars have criticized aspects of Sufism, its 

historical role in promoting spirituality, social justice, and human rights cannot be ignored. 

By emphasizing love, tolerance, and inner transformation, Sufism continues to offer valuable 

insights into the broader Islamic tradition. 

Sufism and Human Rights: A Spiritual Perspective 

Sufism, as an integral part of Islamic spirituality, has historically played a vital role in 

advocating for human rights, emphasizing love, service, and equality. Sufi teachings provide 

a spiritual dimension to human rights, fostering harmony and tolerance across diverse 

religious and cultural backgrounds. Scholars such as Said & Funk (2004) argue that the 

modern human rights framework lacks a spiritual dimension, which Sufism can offer by 

integrating divine consciousness into human rights discourse.
50

 

Theological Foundations of Human Rights in Sufism 

Sufi theology is based on the belief that God is "identical with pure being" and that 

everything represents His divine presence. This perspective aligns with the Sufi advocacy for 

human rights, as recognizing the omnipresence of God necessitates upholding the dignity and 

rights of all human beings.Moreover, Sufis emphasize the doctrine of Tawhid (the oneness of 
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God), which extends to the unity of humanity. They believe that serving humanity is akin to 

serving God, reinforcing the need for justice and equality. 

Sufism and Gender Equality 

Sufis have historically maintained that men and women have equal spiritual access to 

God, countering conservative interpretations that restrict women's religious roles.The Quranic 

text frequently mentions both men and women together, emphasizing their equal moral and 

spiritual responsibilities.
51

 

Additionally, women have played a significant role in Sufi traditions, both as mystics 

and intellectuals. Figures such as Rabia al-Adawiyya exemplify the central role of women in 

Sufi spirituality. 

Humanitarianism and Social Justice in Sufism 

Sufis view humanitarian service as an essential component of their faith. Shaykh Muzaffer 

states: 

"Serving God—what else more beautiful thing is there to do? Indeed, that means being awake 

all the time to the needs of the moment".
52

 

This commitment to service extends to protecting the marginalized, reducing poverty, 

and promoting social harmony. 

Sufism and Interfaith Harmony 

Sufis have historically sought to bring unity among different religious traditions. 

Their teachings promote peace and tolerance, countering extremism and division. Through 

poetry, literature, and discourse, Sufi saints such as Rumi and Ibn Arabi emphasized 

universal love and acceptance.Sufism offers a holistic approach to human rights, blending 

spirituality with social justice. By promoting love, service, and equality, Sufis have 

significantly contributed to the development of human rights discourses. Their teachings 

remain relevant today, offering insights into resolving conflicts and fostering global harmony. 

The integration of Sufi principles into modern human rights frameworks could provide a 

more compassionate and spiritually enriched perspective on human dignity and justice. 
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