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Abstract:

This article examines the historical trajectory of Sufism in the Indian subcontinent from its arrival in the
8 century through its flourishing under the Delhi Sultanate and Mughal Empire, to its contemporary
relevance. It traces the development of major Sufi orders (silsilas), their spiritual philosophies, institutional
structures such as the khangah, and their profound influence on South Asian culture, interfaith relations,
music, and literature. The article argues that Sufism’s emphasis on love, tolerance, and service to humanity
made it the single most important vehicle for the peaceful dissemination of Islamic ideas across the
subcontinent.

1. Introduction

Sufism — the mystical dimension of Islam — has shaped the religious, cultural, and social landscape of
India for over a millennium. Unlike the image of Islam spread by conquering armies, Sufism arrived in
India carried by wandering ascetics, poets, and merchants whose primary currency was not the sword but
compassion, spiritual insight, and a profound sense of divine love. The Sufi presence in India has been, in
the words of the great scholar Annemarie Schimmel, “the leading entity increasing the reaches of Islam
throughout South Asia.”

This article offers a thematic and chronological exploration of Sufism in Indian history, focusing on its
origins, institutional development, major orders, cultural contributions, and its role as a bridge between
communities in a religiously plural society.

2. The Arrival and Early History of Sufism in India (8®"~12%" Centuries)

2.1 Early Muslim Presence

Muslims entered the Indian subcontinent as early as 712 CE, when the Arab commander Muhammad bin
Qasim conquered Sindh and Multan. These early Arab settlements, however, did not immediately
introduce Sufi traditions in any organized form. Sufism itself was still evolving in its birthplace of
Baghdad, where figures like Hasan al-Basri (d. 728), Rabi’a al-Adawiyya (d. 801), and later Abdul Qadir
Gilani (d. 1166) were shaping the vocabulary of Islamic mysticism.

The real channel for Sufi thought into India came through the Turko-Persian cultural corridor. When
Mahmud of Ghazni expanded into Punjab in the early 11% century, and when the Ghurids followed in the
late 12'", they brought with them not only military might but also a sophisticated court culture steeped in
Persian Sufi literature. Scholars, poets, and mystics from Central Asia and Iran became integrated within
India, carrying the spiritual currents of Baghdad and Khurasan into the subcontinent.
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2.2 The Mongol Catalyst

A crucial turning point came with the Mongol invasions of Central Asia and Persia in the 13 century. As
cities like Bukhara, Samarkand, and Baghdad were devastated, waves of refugees — including scholars,
artisans, and Sufi masters — fled eastward into the relative safety of the Delhi Sultanate. This influx
dramatically enriched India’s intellectual and spiritual life. The Delhi court, under the Mamluk dynasty,
became a haven for displaced talent, and Sufi thought was the main ingredient in this cultural synthesis.

3. The Institutionalization of Sufism: The Khanqah

One of the most important innovations of Indian Sufism was the institution of the khanqah — a hospice,
lodge, or community centre run by a Sufi master (shaykh) for his disciples (murids) and the broader public.
The khanqgah was far more than a monastery; it functioned as a spiritual school, a free kitchen (langar), a
counselling centre, and a shelter for the poor.

The khanqah system was especially crucial in rural and low-caste Hindu vicinities. The Chishti Order, in
particular, crystallized the khanqah with the highest form of modest hospitality. These institutions offered:
Spiritual guidance through the master-disciple relationship

Free meals to all visitors regardless of caste or creed

Basic education in Islamic and mystical texts

Psychological and emotional support for the distressed

By creating egalitarian communities within a rigidly stratified caste society, the khanqahs demonstrated
the Islamic principle of human equality in ways that doctrine alone could not. As one historian notes, “It
was this example of Sufi brotherhood and equity that drew people to the religion of Islam.”

4. The Major Sufi Orders (Silsilas) in India

Sufism in India organized itself into distinct orders or silsilas — chains of spiritual succession tracing back
to the Prophet Muhammad through his cousin and son-in-law, Ali ibn Abi Talib. Four major orders
dominated the Indian landscape, each with its own character and emphasis.

4.1 The Chishti Order

The Chishti Order is arguably the most influential and beloved Sufi order in India. Founded by Abu Ishaq
Shami in the town of Chisht (near Herat, Afghanistan) around 930 CE, it was brought to India by Khwaja
Moinuddin Chishti (d. 1236), often called Gharib Nawaz — “Helper of the Poor.”

Moinuddin Chishti arrived in Ajmer around 1193, at the cusp of the Delhi Sultanate’s formation. His
approach was revolutionary in its simplicity and openness. He emphasized:

Love and tolerance as the core of spiritual practice

Renunciation of worldly power — he famously instructed his disciples never to seek the courts of kings
Service to humanity as the highest form of worship

Inclusivity — welcoming Hindus and Muslims alike

The Chishti chain produced a succession of extraordinary masters:

Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki (d. 1235) — established the order in Delhi

Baba Fariduddin Ganj-i-Shakar (d. 1266) — expanded the order into Punjab; his poetry was later
incorporated into the Guru Granth Sahib

Nizamuddin Auliya (d. 1325) — perhaps the most culturally influential, under whose guidance Delhi
became a centre of Sufi spirituality. His disciple, the poet-musician Amir Khusrau, invented the gawwali
tradition
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Nasiruddin Chiragh-i-Delhi (d. 1356) — the “Light of Delhi” and the last of the great early masters

The Chishtis were distinctive for their use of sama (spiritual music) as a meditative practice, their distance
from political power, and their deep engagement with local Indian culture. The dargah (shrine) of
Moinuddin Chishti in Ajmer remains one of South Asia’s most visited pilgrimage sites, attracting millions
— Muslims and Hindus alike — to this day.

4.2 The Suhrawardi Order

Founded by Shihabuddin Abu Hafs Umar al-Suhrawardi (d. 1234) in Baghdad, the Suhrawardi Order
reached India through Shaikh Jalaluddin Tabrizi (d. 1225), who established it in Bengal. Unlike the
Chishtis, the Suhrawardis maintained closer ties with political authorities and accepted royal patronage
and administrative positions.

The Suhrawardi order flourished particularly in:

Multan under Shaikh Bahauddin Zakariya (d. 1267)

Bengal under Shaikh Jalaluddin Tabrizi

Gujarat and the Deccan

The Suhrawardis placed greater emphasis on strict adherence to Sharia alongside mystical practice, and
their literature — especially Suhrawardi’s Awarif al-Ma’arif — became standard texts in Indian madrasas.
4.3 The Qadiri Order

Founded by Abdul Qadir Gilani (d. 1166) of Baghdad, the Qadiri Order spread to India during the 15%
century. It became particularly influential under the Mughals, with Emperor Akbar’s court showing great
respect for Qadiri saints.

The Qadiri order emphasized:

Sobriety in spiritual practice (as opposed to ecstatic forms)

Strict observance of Islamic law

Philanthropy and social service

The order produced the great Mughal-era saint Miyan Mir (d. 1635), who was admired by both Muslims
and Sikhs — indeed, Guru Arjan Dev sought his blessings for the construction of the Golden Temple at
Amritsar.

4.4 The Nagshbandi Order

Organized by Baha’uddin Nagshband (d. 1389) of Central Asia, the Nagshbandi Order was introduced to
India by Khwaja Baqi Billah (d. 1603). It is often regarded as the most orthodox of the major Sufi orders,
emphasizing:

Silent dhikr (remembrance of God) rather than loud or musical forms

Strict adherence to the Sunnah

Engagement with society rather than withdrawal

The Nagshbandis gained particular prominence through Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624), known as
Mujaddid Alf Thani (“Renewer of the Second Millennium™). Sirhindi reacted against the syncretic policies
of Akbar, calling for a return to orthodox Islamic practice. His influence shaped the trajectory of South
Asian Islam for centuries and continues to resonate in reformist movements today.

5. Sufism and the Bhakti Movement: A Syncretic Age

One of the most remarkable features of medieval Indian spirituality was the parallel flourishing of Sufism
and the Bhakti movement — a devotional Hindu revival that swept across the subcontinent between the
7% and 17% centuries. The two traditions shared striking similarities:
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Sufi Concept Parallel Bhakti Concept

Ishq (Divine Love) Prema Bhakti (Devotional Love)

Fana (Annihilation of the self) Moksha (Liberation from ego)

Tawhid (Unity of God) Advaita (Non-duality)

Dhikr (Remembrance) Nama Japa (Chanting God’s name)

Piri-Muridi (Master-disciple) Guru-Shishya parampara

Sufi saints and Bhakti poets often exchanged ideas and practices. The 15%-century poet Kabir (who
claimed to be “neither Hindu nor Muslim”) drew from both traditions. The Baul mystics of Bengal
synthesized Sufi and Tantric elements. Even the Sikh tradition — with its emphasis on Ek Onkar (One
God), the guru-disciple relationship, and devotional singing — emerged from a milieu deeply shaped by
Sufi thought.

This syncretic environment was not merely abstract. At the popular level, Hindus visited Sufi shrines
seeking blessings (baraka), while Muslims participated in Hindu festivals. The dargah became a shared
sacred space where communal boundaries dissolved, however temporarily.

6. Sufi Contributions to Indian Culture

6.1 Music: The Birth of Qawwali

Perhaps no Sufi contribution to Indian culture is more beloved than gawwali — a form of devotional music
designed to induce spiritual ecstasy (wajd). The tradition was pioneered by Amir Khusrau (d. 1325), the
legendary disciple of Nizamuddin Auliya.

Khusrau, called the “Parrot of India,” synthesized Persian, Arabic, and Indian musical elements to create
qawwali. The practice of sama (spiritual audition) became central to Chishti ritual, despite opposition from
orthodox ulama who considered music un-Islamic. Khusrau’s innovation — using music as a vehicle for
divine love — proved immensely popular and spread across the subcontinent.

Today, gawwali has transcended religious boundaries entirely. The late Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan brought it
to global audiences, and the tradition continues at shrines across India and Pakistan, especially at the
dargah of Nizamuddin Auliya in Delhi.

6.2 Language and Literature

Sufis were instrumental in the development of vernacular languages across India. While the courts used
Persian and the ulama wrote in Arabic, Sufi masters preached in local dialects — Hindavi, Punjabi, Sindhi,
Bengali, and Deccani Urdu — making Islamic teachings accessible to common people.

This had profound literary consequences:

Baba Farid’s Punjabi poetry was incorporated into Sikh scripture

Amir Khusrau wrote in Persian and Hindavi, creating a hybrid literary tradition

Shah Abdul Latif Bhittai (d. 1752) composed the Shah Jo Risalo in Sindhi

Bulleh Shah (d. 1757) wrote iconic Punjabi Sufi poetry

In Bengal, Sufi poets like Syed Sultan wrote in Bengali, translating Islamic concepts into local idioms
6.3 Architecture

The dargahs of Sufi saints became significant architectural complexes, blending Islamic and Indian styles.
The Dargah Sharif of Moinuddin Chishti in Ajmer, the shrine of Nizamuddin Auliya in Delhi, and the
tomb of Salim Chishti in Fatehpur Sikri are masterpieces of Indo-Islamic architecture.

These spaces were designed not merely as tombs but as living centres of community life, with courtyards
for gatherings, kitchens for the poor, and spaces for qawwali. The Mughal emperor Akbar’s devotion to
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the Chishti saints profoundly influenced Mughal architecture — Fatehpur Sikri itself was built in gratitude
to Shaikh Salim Chishti.

7. Sufism and Political Power: A Complex Relationship

The relationship between Sufi saints and political rulers was nuanced and often paradoxical. The early
Chishti masters famously maintained distance from the courts, refusing royal patronage and gifts.
Moinuddin Chishti’s final advice to his disciples included: “Never go to the courts of kings, but never
refuse to bless and help the needy and the poor.”

However, this ideal was not always maintained. Later Chishti shaykhs accepted royal grants (waqf) for
their khanqahs. The Suhrawardis actively participated in politics. The Mughal emperor Akbar (d. 1605)
made at least fourteen pilgrimages to Ajmer and credited his victory at Chittorgarh to the blessings of
Chishti saints. Jahanara Begum, daughter of Shah Jahan, was a devout follower of the Chishti order.

This proximity to power was a double-edged sword. It brought resources and influence but also
compromised spiritual independence. Aurangzeb, despite patronizing Sufi shrines, pursued policies that
alienated many Sufi communities.

8. Sufism in the Modern Era (18"-21% Centuries)

8.1 Colonial Encounters

The British colonial period presented new challenges for Sufi institutions. The British initially viewed
Sufi shrines as potential centres of rebellion (the 1857 Revolt saw significant Sufi participation) and
subjected them to surveillance and administrative control. The Wahhabi and Deobandi reform movements,
which gained traction in the 19" century, criticized Sufi shrine worship as bid’ah (innovation) and contrary
to true Islam.

Despite these pressures, Sufism adapted. New orders emerged, and Sufi practices continued at the
grassroots. The dargahs remained vital community institutions.

8.2 Partition and Its Aftermath

The 1947 Partition of India was a traumatic event for Sufi culture. Many major shrines — including those
of Baba Farid in Pakpattan and Data Ganj Bakhsh in Lahore — fell within Pakistan’s borders. The
syncretic, pluralistic ethos of Sufism was challenged by rising religious nationalism on both sides.

Yet Sufism survived and, in some ways, flourished. In India, the dargahs of Ajmer, Delhi, and elsewhere
continue to attract millions of pilgrims from all communities. The Urs (death anniversary) of Nizamuddin
Auliya and Moinuddin Chishti are major events in the Indian religious calendar.

8.3 Contemporary Relevance

In an era of religious polarization, Sufism offers a powerful counter-narrative. Its emphasis on:

Love over law in spiritual life

Inclusivity over exclusivity

Peaceful coexistence over conflict

Inner transformation over external conformity

...has attracted renewed interest from scholars, spiritual seekers, and even policymakers concerned with
interfaith harmony.

The global expansion of Sufi orders — including Chishti centres in the UK, US, Canada, Australia, and
South Africa — demonstrates the continuing appeal of the Sufi path. Figures like Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan
and Abida Parveen have brought Sufi music to world audiences. The poetry of Rumi, though Persian rather
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than Indian, has found a massive global readership that often traces its lineage to the same spiritual
tradition.

9. Conclusion

Sufism in India represents one of the most remarkable chapters in the history of religious encounter. For
over a thousand years, Sufi saints, poets, and musicians have woven the teachings of Islam into the fabric
of Indian civilization — not through conquest or coercion, but through the patient labour of love, service,
and spiritual insight.

The Sufi tradition in India has been characterized by:

Adaptation without assimilation — maintaining Islamic identity while embracing Indian cultural forms
Institutional creativity — the khanqah as a centre of spiritual and social life

Cultural synthesis — the creation of qawwali, Indo-Persian literature, and syncretic architecture
Interfaith bridge-building — shared sacred spaces and mutual respect with Hindu, Sikh, and other
traditions

Resilience — surviving reformist critiques, colonial disruption, and post-Partition religious polarization
The legacy of the Chishtis, Suhrawardis, Qadiris, and Nagshbandis remains alive in the qawwali that fills
the air at Hazrat Nizamuddin’s dargah on a Thursday evening, in the crowds that gather at Ajmer Sharif,
and in the poetry of Bulleh Shah that still resonates across Punjab. In a world increasingly divided by
religious difference, the Sufi message — that the heart’s path to the Divine transcends all boundaries —
has never been more urgently needed.
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