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The Sufi Movement
A Spiritual and Cultural Legacy

The Sufi Movement in India played a crucial role in shaping the socio-religious landscape. It was 
pioneered by unorthodox Muslim saints who emphasized spirituality, love, and devotion over 
materialism and rigid orthodoxy.

Origins and Meaning of Sufism

Principles of Sufism
Tawhid (Oneness of God) – Unity in all existence.
Wahdat-al-Wujud (Unity of Being) – Doctrine of Ibn Arabi, 
emphasizing the oneness of all creation.
Ishq-e-Haqiqi (Divine Love) – Love for God above material desires.

1.

2.

3.

The term ‘Sufi’ comes from the Arabic ‘suf’ (wool), symbolizing the 
simple cloaks of early Muslim ascetics. It also signifies purity, reflecting 
spiritual devotion.

Sufism (Tasawwuf) is the mystical dimension of Islam that 
emphasizes tazkiyah (spiritual purification), selfless love, and 
detachment from worldly desires, seeking direct communion with God through asceticism, 
meditation, and self-discipline.
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Fana (Self-annihilation) – Merging the self into the divine.

Zikr (Remembrance of God) – Chanting divine names to attain spiritual proximity.

Pir-Murid (Master-Disciple Tradition) – Spiritual guidance from a Sufi saint (Pir/Sheikh)

Sufism entered India in the 11th–12th centuries through Persian 
and Central Asian mystics. It flourished under the Delhi 
Sultanate and the Mughals, promoting universal brotherhood 
and divine love. The earliest known Sufi in India, Al-Hujwiri (Data 
Ganj Baksh), wrote a Persian book called ‘Kashf-ul-Mahjub’ 
and settled in Lahore, where his tomb remains a major 
pilgrimage site.

3.

4.

5.

By the 12th century, Sufism was organized into Silsilahs (spiritual 
lineages), forming an unbroken chain of discipleship. 

Sufi orders were broadly classified into:

Ba-Shara (Adherents of Sharia) – These Sufis followed 
Islamic law (Sharia) while practicing mysticism.

Examples: Chishti, Suhrawardi, Naqshbandi, Qadiri

Be-Shara (Non-conformists to Sharia) – These Sufis rejected 
rigid legalism and lived as wandering ascetics, often drawing 
influences from Hindu and yogic traditions.

Examples: Madari, Rishi, Qalandari

Spread of Sufism in India

Major Sufi Orders (Silsilahs) in India

1. Chishti Silsilah

Founder in India: Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti (Ajmer, 1142-1236 CE)

Key Teachings:

Love, tolerance, and renunciation of material wealth (faqr)

Acceptance of disciples across religious boundaries

Association with Hindu and Jain yogis

Use of local languages and rejection of state patronage

Notable Chisti Saints:

Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki (1173–1235 CE) – Spread Sufism in Delhi.

Baba Fariduddin Ganj-i-Shakar (1179–1266 CE) – Influenced Punjab, contributed to Guru 
Granth Sahib.
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2. Suhrawardi Silsilah
Founder: Shihabuddin Suhrawardi (Baghdad, 12th Century CE)

Introduced in India by: Sheikh Bahauddin Zakariya (1182–1262 
CE) in Punjab & Sindh.

Key Teachings:

Accepted state patronage and wealth accumulation.

Emphasized Islamic law (Sharia) and administration.

Focused on scholarly knowledge (ilm) alongside mysticism.

Nizamuddin Auliya (1238–1325 CE)

One of the most revered Chishti Sufis, based in Delhi.

Maintained strict independence from rulers, refusing royal 
patronage.

Established Langars (community kitchens) to feed the poor.

His disciple, Amir Khusrau (1253–1325 CE), was a celebrated 
poet, musician, and scholar, known for developing Qawwali, 
Sitar, and Tabla.

Nizamuddin Auliya opposed Sultan Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq, who attempted to suppress his influence.

The saint is believed to have foretold the words, "Hunuz Dilli Dur Ast" ("Delhi is still far").

Nasiruddin Chiragh Dehlavi (1274–1356 CE) – Last prominent Delhi-based Chishti saint.

Shaikh Burhanuddin Gharib (Late 13th – Early 14th Century CE) – Spread Chishti order to the Deccan.

3. Naqshbandi Silsilah

Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi and His Opposition to Akbar

Founder: Khwaja Bahauddin Naqshbandi (Central Asia, 14th 
century CE)

Introduced in India by: Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi (1564–1624 CE)

Key Teachings:

Strict adherence to Sharia (Islamic law) and rejection of 
biddat (innovations).

Opposed Sama (devotional music) and shrine veneration.

Advocated Wahdat-al-Shuhud (Apparent Unity) over Wahdat-al-Wujud (Unity of Being).

Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi (Mujaddid Alf Sani) was a key 
Naqshbandi Sufi who opposed Akbar’s Din-i-Ilahi and 
Sulh-i-Kul (religious tolerance).

He rejected Hindu-Muslim integration and criticized Sufi 
practices straying from Sharia.
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4. Qadri Silsilah

Founder: Sheikh Abdul Qadir Gilani (Baghdad, 11th Century CE)

Notable Figures:

Miyan Mir (1550–1635 CE) – Spiritual guide to Mughal princess 
Jahanara & Dara Shikoh.

Shah Badakhshani (17th Century CE) – Advocated Wahdat 
al-Wajud (Unity of Being).

His influence revived orthodox Islam in the Mughal court.

Jahangir imprisoned him but later acknowledged his impact and released him.

The Naqshbandi order flourished under Aurangzeb (1658–1707 CE), who enforced its 
conservative ideals, restricting music and shrine veneration.

Naqshbandi scholars, including Shaikh Mir Muhammad and Baqi Billah, shaped Mughal 
religious policies.

5. Firdausi Silsilah

Founder: Shaikh Badruddin Samarqandi (14th Century CE)

Notable Figure: Shaikh Sharfuddin Yahya Maneri (1263–1381 
CE) in Bihar.

6. Madari Silsilah

Founder: Jalaluddin Bukhari (Madari) (15th Century CE)

Key Teachings:

Rejected materialism and lived as wandering ascetics.

7. Rishi Silsilah (Kashmir)

Founder: Shaikh Nuruddin Wali (1377–1440 CE)

Influenced by: Local Shaivite Bhakti traditions.

Sufi Practices and Institutions

Khanqahs (Hospices): Centers of Sufi teaching and community 
service.

Dargahs (Shrines): Pilgrimage sites after a Pir’s death.

Ziyarat (Pilgrimage): Visiting saints’ tombs to seek blessings.

Sama and Qawwali: Devotional music and gatherings.
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Impact of the Sufi Movement

Important Sufi Terms

The Sufi movement significantly influenced medieval Indian 
society:

Interfaith Harmony: It promoted unity between Hindus and 
Muslims, influencing Bhakti saints and fostering cultural 
synthesis.

Religious Influence: Sufi ideals shaped the spiritual outlook of 
Mughal rulers, especially Akbar, who incorporated their values 
into his Din-i-Ilahi policy.

Social Reform and Women’s Empowerment: Sufism promoted equality, challenged orthodoxy, 
and encouraged women's spiritual participation. Notable female Sufis like Rabia al-Basri (8th 
century) and Bibi Fatima Sam (14th century) inspired devotion and scholarship. 

Charitable Works: Advocated khidmat-e-khalq (service to humanity); Nizamuddin Auliya 
provided food for all.

Regional Literature:

Baba Farid’s Punjabi verses in Guru Granth Sahib

Syed Gesu Daraz’s writings in Deccani Hindi

Amir Khusrau’s sabaq-i-hindi (Persian-Hindavi poetry)

Cultural Impact: Influenced Urdu, Sufi poetry, and Qawwali music.

Term Meaning

Spiritual master or guidePir/Sheikh

Disciple of a Sufi saintMurid

Successor of a Sufi masterKhalifa

Recitation of God's nameZikr

Anniversary of a saint's passingUrs

Pilgrimage to the tombs of saintsZiyarat

Spiritual path or Sufi orderTariqa

Self-annihilation in divine love

Eternal existence in divine presence

Fana

Baqa
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The Sufi movement deeply influenced Indian spirituality, fostering cultural exchanges and social 
justice. By emphasizing love, unity, and devotion, it shaped music, literature, and religious 
thought, leaving an enduring legacy that continues to inspire.

Conclusion


