
An Expert Report on Sufism: Origins, 
Beliefs, Practices, and Influence 
I. Introduction 
Sufism, known in Arabic primarily as Tasawwuf, represents the mystical, esoteric, or inward 
dimension of Islam.1 It is a path characterized by a profound focus on the direct personal 
experience of God, the cultivation of divine love, and the rigorous process of spiritual 
purification.3 Often referred to metaphorically as "the heart of Islam" 3, Sufism emphasizes the 
journey of the soul towards intimacy with the Divine Reality, seeking not only salvation in the 
afterlife but also a direct, experiential knowledge (maʿrifa) of the eternal within this earthly 
existence.1 

Historically, Sufism has exerted a significant influence on the cultural, social, political, and 
spiritual landscapes of diverse Muslim societies across the globe.4 From the early ascetic 
movements reacting against worldly excess to the flourishing of complex theosophical 
systems and the establishment of widespread spiritual orders (turuq), Sufism has shaped 
Islamic piety, art, literature, and music.4 Its adherents have played crucial roles in missionary 
activities, education, and sometimes even political resistance.4 In the contemporary era, 
Sufism continues to demonstrate resilience and adaptability, navigating challenges posed by 
modernism, secularism, and critiques from puritanical Islamic movements, while also finding 
new expressions and audiences globally, including in the West.23 

This report aims to provide a comprehensive, scholarly overview of Sufism, grounded in 
academic research and diverse source materials, including those in various languages. It will 
delve into the definition, origins, core beliefs, practices, historical trajectory, key figures, 
relationship with mainstream Islam, and cultural impact of this multifaceted tradition. 
Adhering to academic rigor, this analysis will meticulously cite sources to ensure clarity and 
verifiability, addressing the critical need for well-documented information on this subject 
(User Query). 
II. Defining Sufism: Etymology and Essence 
Understanding Sufism begins with its terminology, which itself reflects the tradition's historical 
development and diverse interpretations. The primary Arabic term, Tasawwuf, literally 
translates to "being or becoming a Sufi" and is the most common indigenous designation for 
the phenomenon Western languages typically call Sufism.2 A practitioner is known as a Ṣūfī.2 
In Persianate contexts, the term Irfān, meaning gnosis or inner knowledge, is also used, often 
highlighting the more philosophical or theoretical aspects of the tradition.23 

The etymology of the word Ṣūfī itself is subject to debate, pointing perhaps not to a single 
definitive origin but to the multifaceted nature of the path it describes. Several derivations 
have been proposed: 

● Ṣūf (Wool): This is the most widely accepted etymology, suggesting "one who wears 
wool".2 Woolen garments were traditionally associated with asceticism and worn by 



prophets and early Muslim renunciants.4 Abu Nasr al-Sarraj noted that "the woolen 
raiment is the habit of the prophets and the batch of the saints and elect" 18, and 
al-Rudhabari combined this with the notion of purity, stating, "The Sufi is the one who 
wears wool on top of purity".7 

● Ṣafā (Purity): This derivation emphasizes the core Sufi aim of purifying the heart and 
soul.7 

● Ahl al-Ṣuffa (People of the Bench/Porch): This refers to a group of poor, pious 
companions of the Prophet Muhammad who gathered on the veranda (suffah) of his 
mosque in Medina for devotion and remembrance (dhikr).2 

● Ṣaff (Rank/Row): This suggests those who stood in the first row (ṣaff) during prayers, 
indicating their piety and promptness.8 

● Sophia (Greek for Wisdom): Some, like the medieval scholar al-Biruni 7 and potentially 
others 3, suggested a link to the Greek word for wisdom, though this is generally 
considered less likely by modern scholarship and may reflect external attempts to trace 
origins.45 

The multiplicity of these etymologies and the fact that the term Tasawwuf only came into 
common usage around the 9th century CE 3, well after the emergence of the ascetic and 
mystical practices it describes 23, underscores a certain terminological fluidity. Early 
practitioners might have identified more with terms denoting specific qualities like zuhd 
(asceticism) or faqr (poverty) rather than the encompassing label "Sufi".3 Later Sufi manuals, 
written from the 10th century onwards, played a crucial role in defining Tasawwuf, describing 
its ethical and spiritual goals and codifying its practices, partly to legitimize the path within 
the broader Islamic community.4 The English term "Sufism" is a much later coinage, 
introduced by Western Orientalist scholars in the 18th and 19th centuries.2 Initially, these 
scholars often viewed Sufism as distinct from, or even contrary to, what they perceived as the 
"sterile monotheism" or "legalistic orthodoxy" of Islam.2 This perspective contrasts sharply 
with the view held by many Sufis and scholars like Nile Green, who argue that in the 
pre-modern era, Sufism was deeply integrated into, and often synonymous with, mainstream 
Islamic life.2 This gap between internal self-understanding (Sufism as the essence of Islam) 
and external or critical framing (Sufism as "Islamic mysticism" or potentially influenced by 
non-Islamic sources) highlights differing epistemological standpoints and the ongoing 
discourse surrounding Sufism's identity and legitimacy. 
At its core, Sufism is defined as the esoteric (batin) or inner dimension of Islam, focusing on 
the spiritual journey towards God.1 Its primary aim is the attainment of direct, personal, 
experiential knowledge (maʿrifa, gnosis) or "taste" (dhawq) of the Divine Reality in this life.1 
This contrasts with the exoteric focus, which often emphasizes achieving salvation and 
closeness to God primarily in the afterlife.1 This experiential goal is pursued through spiritual 
purification (tazkiya)—cleansing the heart and soul (nafs) from reprehensible traits and 
adorning it with virtues 2—and the cultivation of Divine Love (mahabba, ishq).3 Sufis aim to 
return to the primordial state of purity (fitra) in which one acts solely out of love for God.2 

Crucially, Sufism is not considered a separate sect or denomination within Islam, but rather an 



inclination, dimension, or intensification of faith found among both Sunni and Shia Muslims.2 
Adherents firmly believe their path is authentically rooted in the foundational sources of Islam: 
the Qur'an and the Sunnah (the exemplary teachings and practices of the Prophet 
Muhammad).2 Sufism is often seen as the practical means of achieving Ihsan (spiritual 
excellence), the highest of the three levels of religion described in the Hadith of Gabriel, 
defined as worshipping God as if one sees Him.9 

III. Origins and Historical Development 
The origins and historical trajectory of Sufism are multifaceted, reflecting both its deep roots 
within the Islamic tradition and its dynamic interaction with diverse historical contexts. 
Roots in Early Islam: 
Sufis consistently trace their lineage and legitimacy back to the foundational sources of Islam. 
The Qur'an itself is considered a primary source, providing numerous verses that inspire 
mystical reflection.14 These include passages emphasizing God's nearness ("closer than your 
neck vein" 50, "closer than the jugular vein" 44), the reciprocal love between God and 
believers ("He loves them and they love Him" 20), the importance of constant remembrance 
(dhikr) 2, the call for purification (tazkiya), warnings of the Last Judgment 4, the concept of 
the primordial covenant between God and humanity 14, and verses hinting at God's 
immanence ("Whithersoever you turn, there is the Face of God" 50). Sufis engage in esoteric 
interpretation (ta'wil) to uncover the deeper, hidden meanings (batin) of these verses, 
complementing the exoteric understanding (tafsir).3 
Equally foundational is the example (Sunnah) of the Prophet Muhammad.2 His life of simplicity, 
intense devotion, night vigils, periods of meditation (such as in the cave of Hira) 8, and 
profound spiritual experiences like the Mi'raj (ascension) 14 serve as the ultimate template for 
the Sufi path. The Hadith of Gabriel, which outlines the three levels of religion—Islam 
(submission), Iman (faith), and Ihsan (excellence)—is particularly central, with Sufism seen as 
the embodiment of Ihsan.18 Certain prophetic traditions (hadith) describing Muhammad's 
pre-eternal reality or cosmic status also inform Sufi cosmology and devotion.14 

The earliest tangible form of Sufism emerged as Islamic asceticism (zuhd).2 This developed 
partly as a reaction against the perceived increase in worldliness, luxury, and political turmoil 
following the initial Islamic expansion, particularly during the Umayyad Caliphate (661–750).2 
Figures like Hasan al-Basri (d. 728) are considered pivotal in this early phase.2 These early 
ascetics emphasized piety, detachment, meditation on the Qur'an (especially verses 
concerning the Day of Judgment, earning them the name "those who always weep"), and 
strict adherence to religious duties.4 This historical pattern, where Sufism gains prominence 
during periods of perceived spiritual decline or excessive materialism in the broader Muslim 
society, suggests a recurring role for Sufism as an internal corrective, emphasizing inwardness 
(batin) when the outward (zahir) becomes overly dominant or seems compromised.2 

Emergence as a Distinct Movement (c. 8th-10th centuries): 
Gradually, the focus shifted beyond simple asceticism towards the development of distinct 
mystical doctrines and practices. The term "Sufi" began to be applied to these individuals, 
possibly by the 9th century 2, with Kufa being an early center.2 Key concepts were elaborated: 



absolute trust in God (tawakkul) 3; interior knowledge (maʿrifa), associated with the Egyptian 
Sufi Dhul-Nun al-Misri (d. 859) 3; and, crucially, Divine Love (mahabba), championed by 
figures like Rabia al-Adawiyya (d. 801).4 Iraqi Sufis like al-Muhasibi (d. 857) emphasized 
psychological insight and self-control 4, while Junayd of Baghdad (d. 910) perfected a path of 
sobriety and wisdom, becoming a central figure in most later Sufi lineages (silsilas).2 The 
ecstatic utterances of figures like Bayazid Bastami (d. 874) 2 and the martyrdom of Mansur 
al-Hallaj (d. 922) for his declaration "Ana al-Haqq" ("I am the Truth") marked significant, 
sometimes controversial, developments in mystical expression.6 
Debate on Origins: Indigenous vs. External Influences: 
The question of Sufism's origins has been debated. The dominant view within the tradition, 
and supported by much modern scholarship, is that Sufism emerged organically from Islamic 
sources—the Qur'an, the Prophet's example, and early Islamic piety.2 However, particularly 
during the formative 8th and 9th centuries, interactions with other cultures led some scholars, 
especially earlier Western Orientalists, to propose influences from non-Islamic traditions.3 
Potential sources cited include Christian monasticism (practices like wearing wool, vows of 
silence, litanies), Neoplatonism (mystical ideas), Gnosticism, Indian traditions 
(Hinduism/Buddhism – concepts like fana compared to nirvana, use of rosaries, ascetic 
techniques), Zoroastrianism, and Jewish mysticism.3 While direct borrowing is difficult to 
prove and often contested, the consensus among many contemporary scholars is that while 
Sufism's core is Islamic, it likely assimilated compatible elements from the surrounding milieu 
as it developed.4 
Codification and Systematization (c. 10th-13th centuries): 
As Sufism grew, suspicion from orthodox legal scholars sometimes arose, necessitating a 
defense and clearer articulation of its tenets.4 This led to the writing of foundational manuals 
and compendia in the 10th and 11th centuries by figures such as al-Sarraj, Abu Talib al-Makki, 
Kalabadhi, al-Sulami, al-Qushayri, and Hujwiri.4 These works summarized doctrines, 
described practices, and aimed to demonstrate Sufism's compatibility with orthodox Islam. A 
pivotal moment was the work of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111).6 A renowned theologian and 
jurist who underwent a spiritual crisis and embraced Sufism, al-Ghazali masterfully integrated 
Sufi ethics and spirituality with mainstream Sunni theology and law in works like Ihya Ulum 
al-Din ("The Revival of the Religious Sciences").6 His efforts significantly contributed to 
Sufism's acceptance within orthodox circles. The 13th century marked a "golden age" 4, 
witnessing the comprehensive theosophical system of Muhyi al-Din Ibn Arabi (d. 1240), 
centered on Wahdat al-Wujud (Unity of Being) 4, and the unparalleled mystical poetry of Jalal 
al-Din Rumi (d. 1273).2 Rumi's Masnavi became a virtual encyclopedia of mystical thought for 
Persian-reading Muslims.4 
Rise of Fraternal Orders (Tariqas) (c. 12th Century onwards): 
While early Sufism involved individual masters and small circles 4, a major shift occurred 
around the 12th century with the formation of organized Sufi orders or brotherhoods, known 
as tariqas (pl. turuq).2 These tariqas, often named after their founding figures (like the 
Qadiriyya after Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani) or place of origin (like the Chishtiyya from Chisht) 23, 
developed specific litanies, rituals, and hierarchical structures centered around the 
master-disciple relationship (shaykh-murid).23 They established initiatic lineages (silsilas) 



tracing their spiritual authority back to the Prophet Muhammad, usually through Ali ibn Abi 
Talib (except for the Naqshbandis, who trace through Abu Bakr).2 Physical centers known as 
khanqahs (Persian), zawiyas (Arabic), tekkes (Turkish), or ribats were established, serving as 
lodges, schools, places for communal ritual, and sometimes centers of social welfare or 
political influence.12 This process of institutionalization proved crucial for Sufism's 
popularization and widespread geographical expansion. The tariqas provided the necessary 
structures for transmitting teachings across generations and adapting them to local 
languages and cultures, facilitating Sufism's role in the Islamization of vast regions.4 This 
dynamic illustrates a symbiosis where formal structures, while potentially leading to rigidity, 
enabled the broad dissemination and endurance of Sufi spirituality. 
Geographical Expansion: 
Originating in the core Islamic lands of the Hejaz, Iraq, Syria, and Persia 2, Sufism spread 
remarkably throughout the Muslim world and beyond. Major areas of influence include: 

● North Africa (Maghreb): Significant presence of orders like the Shadhiliyya and 
Qadiriyya, later the Tijaniyya and Sanusiyya, which played roles in both religious life and 
political resistance.4 

● Anatolia (Turkey): A major center, particularly associated with Rumi and the Mevlevi 
order, but also the Naqshbandiyya and others.4 

● Central Asia: Birthplace of the Naqshbandi order and figures like Ahmad Yasawi; 
important for the spread towards the East.15 

● India/South Asia: A major area of Sufi influence from the 12th/13th century onwards, 
with orders like the Chishti, Suhrawardi, Qadiri, and Naqshbandi playing crucial roles in 
shaping Islamic culture and facilitating conversions.4 

● Southeast Asia: Spread through trade and missionary activity, with orders like the 
Naqshbandiyya and Qadiriyya establishing presence.23 

● Sub-Saharan Africa: Significant Islamization occurred through Sufi traders and orders 
(Qadiriyya, Tijaniyya) spreading across trade routes (Sahara, Nile Valley, East African 
coast).23 

● Al-Andalus (Islamic Spain): Flourished particularly in the 12th-13th centuries with 
figures like Ibn al-'Arif and Ibn Arabi, although many eventually migrated East.15 

● The West (Modern Era): Spread to Europe and the Americas through migration and 
conversion, starting significantly in the 20th century.23 

This expansion was often facilitated by trade networks 27, the establishment of tariqa lodges 
23, and the adaptation of Sufi teachings into local vernacular languages and cultural forms, 
including poetry and music.23 

Modern Developments (Post-18th Century): 
The modern period has presented Sufism with both profound challenges and opportunities 
for transformation. The rise of Islamic reformist and puritanical movements, most notably 
Wahhabism originating in the 18th century and broader Salafism developing later, mounted 
strong critiques against Sufi beliefs and practices.13 Practices such as the veneration of saints 
(awliya'), pilgrimage to their tombs (ziyara), musical gatherings (sama), and perceived ecstatic 
excesses were condemned as innovations (bid'ah) or even polytheism (shirk).13 Concurrently, 



Muslim modernists and secular nationalists often viewed Sufism as backward, superstitious, 
and incompatible with rationality and progress, sometimes leading to state suppression, as 
seen in Atatürk's ban on Sufi orders in Turkey in 1925.23 European colonialism also posed a 
threat, viewing politically influential orders (like the Sanusiyya, Qadiriyya, Naqshbandiyya) as 
potential sources of resistance.27 These pressures contributed to a decline in the overt 
influence and authority of many traditional Sufi orders in some regions, particularly among 
urban elites.23 
Despite these challenges, Sufism has demonstrated remarkable resilience and adaptability.23 
Orders have persisted, new branches have emerged, and Sufi ideas continue to circulate, 
often finding renewed interest among educated urban populations seeking spiritual 
alternatives to materialism or politicized forms of Islam.42 The term "Neo-Sufism" is sometimes 
used to describe reformist trends within Sufism itself, adapting to modern contexts.39 A 
significant development has been the spread of Sufism to the West.23 Driven by migration and 
Western interest in mysticism, various Sufi orders have established centers in Europe and the 
Americas. This Western engagement has taken diverse forms, from traditional adherence 
within immigrant communities to conversions among Westerners, and sometimes to more 
universalistic or syncretic interpretations that de-emphasize the Islamic framework.40 Modern 
communication technologies, including the internet and music videos, have also created new 
platforms for disseminating Sufi ideas globally.23 This complex interaction with the West 
positions it as both a source of critique (Orientalism, colonial suspicion) and a fertile ground 
for Sufism's contemporary evolution and consumption.2 

IV. Core Beliefs and Metaphysical Concepts 
Sufism, while diverse in its expressions, is unified by a set of core beliefs and metaphysical 
concepts that shape its worldview and practices. These revolve around the nature of God, the 
relationship between the Divine and creation, and the potential for human beings to attain 
direct knowledge and experience of the Ultimate Reality. 
Tawhid (Oneness of God): 
The foundational principle of Islam, Tawhid—the declaration that "There is no deity but God" 
(Lā ilāha illā Allāh)—is the central concern for Sufis, as it is for all Muslims.9 However, Sufism 
seeks to move beyond mere doctrinal affirmation to a profound, lived realization of this 
Oneness in the seeker's very existence.20 The Sufi interpretation of Tawhid often involves 
stages or levels of understanding. Early Sufism emphasized achieving a "unity of will" with 
God through practices of love and voluntary suffering.20 Later developments, particularly 
influenced by figures like Ibn Arabi, led to interpretations emphasizing the Unity of Being 
(Wahdat al-Wujud), where the ultimate meaning of Tawhid is the realization that nothing truly 
exists except God.9 Some Sufi taxonomies break down Tawhid into the oneness of the Divine 
Agent (Tawhid al-Af'al), the oneness of the Divine Attributes (Tawhid al-Sifat), and the ultimate 
oneness of the Divine Essence or Being (Tawhid al-Dhat or Tawhid al-Wujud).53 For Sufis, the 
highest form of Tawhid is not just belief but mystical experience (fana' fi l-tawhid), an 
absorption into the Divine Oneness.53 
Wahdat al-Wujud (Unity of Being): 
This complex and often controversial doctrine is arguably the most distinctive feature of 



theosophical Sufism.9 It posits that Absolute Being (Wujud) belongs solely to God, the 
Necessary Being, and that all contingent things in the cosmos do not possess existence in the 
same real sense.125 Instead, creation is understood as a self-disclosure (tajalli) or 
manifestation (zuhur) of the One Reality.55 All things are thus paradoxically "He/not He" 
(howa/lā howa)—they are reflections or theophanies of God, yet distinct from His Essence.125 
This perspective emphasizes the esoteric (batin) reality over the exoteric (zahir) appearance 
of multiplicity.125 
While strongly associated with Ibn Arabi (d. 1240), who provided its most comprehensive 
philosophical articulation, evidence suggests he did not use the specific term Wahdat 
al-Wujud himself.69 The term gained currency later, partly through the critiques of scholars like 
Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328), who feared it led to pantheism (identifying God with the creation) or 
monism, blurring the distinction between Creator and created.4 Orthodox critics emphasize 
God's absolute transcendence (tanzih) and difference from the world.12 Within Sufism itself, 
Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624) proposed Wahdat al-Shuhud (Unity of Witness) as an alternative, 
arguing that the experience of unity occurs in the consciousness (shuhud) of the mystic, not 
in the objective reality of Being (wujud).53 Defenders of Wahdat al-Wujud, however, insist it is a 
profound expression of Tawhid and distinct from simple pantheism, upholding both God's 
unity and His transcendence.123 This entire discourse reflects a central tension within Sufi 
metaphysics: the attempt to articulate the mystical experience of unity while navigating the 
theological necessity of distinguishing between the infinite Creator and finite creation. The 
doctrine tries to reconcile God's immanence (tashbih - His presence and manifestation in the 
world) with His transcendence (tanzih - His otherness and incomparability).53 

Ihsan (Spiritual Excellence): 
Ihsan is the pinnacle of religious practice in Islam, representing the perfection of faith and 
action.2 Its definition comes from the Hadith of Gabriel, where the Prophet Muhammad 
defined it as "to worship Allah as if you see Him, for though you do not see Him, He surely 
sees you".18 Sufis consider the attainment of Ihsan to be the very objective of their path 
(Tasawwuf).8 It involves cultivating a constant awareness (muraqaba) of God's presence, 
achieving absolute sincerity (ikhlas) in intention and action 20, purifying the heart from 
spiritual diseases (like arrogance, envy, ostentation) 106, and striving for beauty and 
perfection in one's relationship with God and creation.102 Ihsan represents the integration of 
the outward submission of Islam and the inward conviction of Iman into a holistic state of 
spiritual realization.60 
Divine Love (Mahabba / Ishq): 
Love is a cornerstone of the Sufi path.3 Drawing inspiration from Qur'anic verses like "He loves 
them and they love Him" 20, Sufism cultivated an approach to God centered on intense, 
passionate, and selfless love (mahabba or ishq). This love involves yearning for union with the 
Divine Beloved, seeking only His pleasure, finding solace solely in His remembrance, and 
ultimately giving oneself over completely to Him.3 Sufi poetry is replete with the language of 
love, often employing metaphors drawn from human romance and intoxication (wine 
symbolizing divine love) to express the ineffable experience of mystical love.50 The early 
female mystic Rabia al-Adawiyya (d. 801) is particularly renowned for championing the 



concept of disinterested love—worshipping God purely for His own sake, not motivated by the 
desire for Paradise or the fear of Hell.14 
Maʿrifa (Gnosis) and Dhawq (Taste): 
Sufism posits an epistemology that values direct, experiential knowledge above purely 
intellectual or transmitted knowledge. Maʿrifa refers to this intuitive, direct gnosis or inner 
knowledge of God and spiritual realities.3 It is seen as a divine gift, an illumination that enters 
the heart directly from God, transcending the limitations of rational thought.3 Dhawq, 
meaning "taste," is the direct, unmediated experience of these realities.17 This emphasis on 
ma'rifa and dhawq as essential modes of knowing, complementing or even surpassing 
conventional learning ('ilm), constitutes a significant epistemological shift. It underscores the 
Sufi focus on practices designed to cultivate inner perception and transform consciousness, 
moving beyond theoretical understanding to direct realization. This distinction is a key 
element differentiating the Sufi approach from more exoteric or legalistic interpretations of 
Islam. 
Saints (Awliya') and Sainthood (Wilaya): 
Central to Sufi cosmology and practice is the concept of the awliya' (singular wali), the 
"friends of God".3 These are individuals believed to have attained a high degree of proximity 
(qurb) and intimacy (wilaya or walaya) with God through their spiritual striving.3 They are 
characterized by piety, devotion, and freedom from fear and grief.49 Sufi tradition posits an 
invisible hierarchy of saints, such as the abdāl (substitutes), awtād (stakes), and nuqabā' 
(leaders), culminating in the Quṭb (Pole) or Ghawth (Succor), who are believed to spiritually 
sustain the cosmos.20 Saints are often attributed with karamat, miracles or graces, such as 
insight into hearts (cardiognosia), providing sustenance supernaturally, being present in 
multiple places simultaneously, and aiding their disciples.3 
The concept of sainthood is not merely theoretical; it has profound social and cultural 
consequences. The tombs of awliya' became major centers of popular piety, pilgrimage 
(ziyara), and veneration across the Islamic world.14 Devotees visit these shrines (dargahs, 
maqamat) seeking the saint's blessings (baraka) and intercession.107 This practice, while 
deeply embedded in the religious life of many Muslims, also became a major point of 
contention, criticized by reformist and orthodox groups (like Salafis) as illicit innovation 
(bid'ah) or even polytheism (shirk) due to the perceived elevation of saints to a status close to 
worship.13 Thus, the figure of the saint embodies both the spiritual ideals of Sufism and a focal 
point for social devotion and theological debate. 
V. The Sufi Path (Tariqa) and Practices 
The Sufi journey towards God is conceptualized as a path, the Tariqa (pl. Turuq), which 
signifies both the spiritual method and, often, the organized Sufi order or brotherhood that 
preserves and transmits that method.8 This path involves systematic training, rigorous spiritual 
discipline, and the progressive purification of the self (nafs) under the guidance of a spiritual 
master.3 

Spiritual Stations (Maqamat) and States (Ahwal): 
The journey along the Tariqa is often described as a progression through various spiritual 
stations (maqamat, sing. maqam) and the experience of transient spiritual states (ahwal, sing. 



hal). 
● Maqamat are relatively stable levels or stages on the path that are attained through the 

seeker's sustained effort, discipline, and practice.3 While the specific number and 
sequence can vary among different Sufi masters and texts 3, common stations include: 
repentance (tawbah) 3, asceticism (zuhd) 3, abstinence (wara') 58, poverty (faqr) 14, 
patience (sabr) 20, gratitude (shukr) 3, fear (khawf) 3, hope (raja') 3, trust (tawakkul) 3, 
contentment/acceptance (rida) 3, sincerity (ikhlas) 3, spiritual struggle (mujahada) 3, 
silence (samt) 3, servitude ('ubudiyya) 3, will (irada) 3, love (mahabba) 3, gnosis (ma'rifa) 
3, and yearning (shawq).3 

● Ahwal, in contrast, are temporary spiritual states, feelings, or moods that are 
considered gifts or graces from God, descending upon the seeker's heart without being 
directly earned through effort.3 They are often described as fleeting, like flashes of 
lightning.24 Examples include states of constraint (qabd) and expansion (bast), fear 
(khawf) and hope (raja'), longing (shawq) and intimacy (uns or wudd), nearness (qurb), 
ecstasy (wajd), spiritual intoxication (sukr), and the subsequent sobriety (sahw).20 These 
states vary in intensity and duration depending on the seeker's maqam.20 

This framework of maqamat and ahwal provides a structure for understanding the Sufi's inner 
development, combining disciplined effort with openness to divine grace. It creates a map for 
the journey, yet acknowledges that the actual experience involves subjective states and divine 
interventions unique to the individual seeker. 
Role of the Spiritual Guide (Shaykh, Murshid, Pir): 
Navigating the Tariqa is considered perilous without the guidance of an experienced spiritual 
master, known variously as a Shaykh (Arabic), Murshid (Arabic: "guide"), or Pir (Persian).8 The 
shaykh accepts the aspirant as a disciple (murid) 12, often after a period of testing.132 The 
guide's role is multifaceted: prescribing specific spiritual practices (like dhikr formulas) 
tailored to the disciple's needs 8, interpreting spiritual experiences and dreams, assisting in 
the struggle against the lower self (nafs) 20, and leading the disciple through the maqamat. 
The relationship demands immense trust and obedience from the murid, often described with 
the analogy of being "like a corpse in the hand of the washer".20 
A formal pledge of allegiance, the bayʿah, is typically given by the murid to the shaykh.2 Sufis 
believe this pledge establishes a spiritual connection not just with the shaykh, but through the 
shaykh's initiatic chain (silsila), directly with the Prophet Muhammad himself.2 The shaykh's 
authority stems from this lineage and their perceived spiritual attainment and divine grace.16 
While essential to the traditional Sufi path, the immense authority vested in the shaykh has 
also been a point of criticism, with concerns about potential exploitation or the creation of 
personality cults.30 

Central Practices: 
Several core practices facilitate the Sufi's journey of purification and realization: 

● Dhikr (Remembrance of God): Considered the foundation of the path 3, dhikr is the 
constant remembrance and invocation of God.2 It typically involves the rhythmic 
repetition of specific names of God (e.g., Allah, Hu) or sacred formulas like the Shahada 



("There is no God but Allah").3 Dhikr can be performed vocally (jahri) or silently (khafi, 
characteristic of the Naqshbandi order 32), individually or in groups.3 Group dhikr 
sessions are sometimes called Hadra ("Presence").58 The aim is to achieve a state of 
perpetual awareness of God, emptying the heart of all else.3 Rosaries (tasbih or subha) 
are often used to keep count during repetitive dhikr.20 

● Meditation (Muraqaba) and Contemplation (Fikr): These practices involve focusing 
the mind and heart, often concentrating on God, His attributes, or aspects of creation to 
gain deeper understanding and awareness.4 

● Purification of the Self (Tazkiyat al-Nafs / Mujahada): This is the "greater jihad," the 
inner struggle against the ego (nafs) and its base desires, passions, and negative 
character traits.3 It involves identifying and purging vices (like envy, arrogance, greed 
106) and cultivating virtues (like humility, sincerity, love 3). The goal is often described as 
taming the nafs, not destroying it, so its energy can be redirected towards God.20 

● Ascetic Practices: While not always the sole focus, asceticism (zuhd) often plays a 
role, involving renunciation of excessive worldly attachments, fasting beyond the 
obligatory Ramadan, minimizing sleep, talk, and food, and embracing a state of spiritual 
poverty (faqr).2 This detachment aims to free the heart for God. 

● Fana' (Annihilation) and Baqa' (Subsistence): These represent the apex of the 
mystical path.11 Fana' signifies the "passing away" or "annihilation" of the individual ego 
and its attributes in the overwhelming presence of the Divine.11 It is an ethical concept of 
negating selfishness ("Take on the qualities of God" 20) that evolves into a state of 
extinction of the separate personality.20 Baqa' is the complementary state of 
"subsistence" or "remaining" in and through God after the ego has been effaced.11 

These practices, undertaken within the framework of the Tariqa and guided by the shaykh, are 
designed to facilitate the transformation of the seeker's consciousness. The goal is not simply 
adherence to rules but a fundamental shift in perception and being—from self-centeredness 
to God-centeredness, from intellectual belief to direct experiential knowing, culminating in the 
realization of Divine Unity. 
The Four Stages (Sharia, Tariqa, Haqiqa, Marifa): 
A widely recognized model conceptualizes the Sufi path as progressing through four 
interconnected stages or realms 9: 

1. Sharia (Islamic Law): This is the exoteric foundation, the revealed law governing 
outward conduct and belief, which all Muslims follow.9 It provides the necessary 
structure and discipline for the spiritual journey. Sufis generally emphasize strict 
adherence to the Sharia as the starting point.2 Metaphorically, it is the body, the tree 
trunk, the night, or the candle lighting the way.71 

2. Tariqa (The Path): This represents the esoteric path, the specific Sufi methodology or 
way undertaken by the seeker (salik) under the guidance of a shaykh.9 It is seen as the 
inner dimension or spirit of the Sharia, focusing on practices like dhikr, meditation, and 
purification aimed at traversing the maqamat and experiencing ahwal.71 It is the branch 
of the tree, the star guiding through the night.71 



3. Haqiqa (Truth/Reality): This stage signifies the attainment of essential Truth or Reality, 
the ultimate destination of the Tariqa.9 It involves a direct, inner vision and 
understanding of divine realities, perceived through the purified heart.71 It is the fruit or 
flower of the tree, the moon illuminating the night.71 

4. Marifa (Gnosis/Inner Knowledge): This is the state of profound, experiential knowledge 
of God achieved through the journey.9 It represents the culmination of Haqiqa, the 
direct perception and recognition (arafa) of the Divine.71 It is likened to the kernel within 
the fruit, the fragrance of the flower, or the sun that dispels all darkness.71 

This four-stage model illustrates a progression from outward observance (Sharia) to inward 
practice (Tariqa), leading to the unveiling of inner Truth (Haqiqa) and culminating in direct, 
experiential Knowledge (Marifa). While presented sequentially, these stages are often 
understood as intertwined dimensions of a holistic spiritual life. The relationship between 
Sharia and the inner path (Tariqa/Haqiqa) is complex; while most Sufis see Sharia as the 
indispensable foundation 14, the goal is to penetrate its inner meaning and spirit (Haqiqa).12 
Some interpretations suggest that higher stages might involve a different relationship with the 
literal law, leading occasionally to accusations of antinomianism, though this is often 
contested within Sufism itself.13 

VI. Major Sufi Orders (Turuq) 
The institutionalization of Sufism from the 12th century onwards led to the formation of 
numerous distinct orders or brotherhoods (turuq, sing. tariqa), which became the primary 
vehicles for the transmission and practice of Sufi teachings across the Islamic world.23 These 
orders, typically founded by or named after a prominent Sufi master, developed unique 
characteristics, specific chains of spiritual lineage (silsila), particular devotional practices 
(dhikr, litanies), and organizational structures, often centered around lodges (khanqahs, 
zawiyas).23 While countless orders have existed, some achieved particularly wide influence 
and geographical reach. 

● Qadiriyya: 
○ Founder: Attributed to Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (1078–1166), a renowned Hanbali 

theologian and preacher in Baghdad.36 While he may have intended his teachings 
for a small circle, his sons and followers organized the order after his death.36 It is 
often considered the oldest Sufi order.140 

○ Characteristics: The Qadiriyya generally adheres to orthodox Sunni Islam and 
emphasizes philanthropy, humility, piety, moderation, and adherence to the 
Sharia.36 Al-Jilani reconciled mystical calling with Islamic law, viewing Sufism as a 
jihad against the ego.140 The order is loosely organized, allowing for regional 
variations in practices like dhikr.140 A high degree of veneration is accorded to the 
founder, Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani, whose tomb in Baghdad remains a major 
pilgrimage site.33 Some offshoots, like the Jilaliyya in North Africa, developed 
more syncretic practices, viewing al-Jilani as supernatural.140 

○ Spread: The Qadiriyya achieved vast geographical spread, becoming one of the 
most widespread orders globally.23 It reached North Africa, Central Asia, 



India/South Asia (where it became prominent from the 15th century, introduced by 
figures like Syed Muhammad Ghous 36), the Ottoman Empire, China, Ethiopia, 
Somalia, West Africa (spread significantly by the Kunta family and Usman dan 
Fodio) 33, and Southeast Asia.23 The Noshahi branch, founded by Nosha Ganj 
Bakhsh in 16th/17th century Punjab, became particularly influential in that region, 
known for its persuasive preaching and adherence to Sharia.36 

● Naqshbandiyya: 
○ Founder & Lineage: Named after Baha-ud-Din Naqshband Bukhari (1318–1389) 

of Central Asia.51 Uniquely among major Sunni orders, it traces its silsila back to 
Prophet Muhammad through the first Caliph, Abu Bakr, rather than Ali.7 Key early 
figures include Yusuf Hamadani (d. 1140) and Abdul Khaliq Ghijduwani (d. 1220), 
who formulated the order's core principles.146 

○ Characteristics: Distinguished by its strong emphasis on strict adherence to the 
Sharia and Sunnah 32, a sober approach to mysticism (often contrasted with 
"intoxicated" Sufism) 148, and its characteristic practice of silent dhikr (dhikr 
khafi).32 The order formulated eleven principles guiding spiritual practice.147 It 
often cultivated relationships with political rulers and played significant roles in 
social and political life, sometimes defending Sunni orthodoxy or resisting foreign 
powers.32 

○ Spread: Originating in Central Asia, the Naqshbandiyya spread widely, 
particularly in the Ottoman Empire, India (introduced by Khwaja Baqi Billah (d. 
1603) and popularized by his disciple Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624) 126), Syria, Egypt, 
China, Southeast Asia, and the Balkans.23 Several major sub-orders emerged, 
including the Mujaddidiyya (after Sirhindi) and the Khalidiyya (after Mawlana 
Khalid al-Baghdadi, d. 1827), which became particularly influential in the 19th 
century.32 

● Chishtiyya: 
○ Founder: The order originates from Chisht, near Herat, Afghanistan, initiated by 

Abu Ishaq Shami (d. 940).51 It was brought to South Asia and firmly established 
there by Mu'in al-Din Chishti (d. 1236) in Ajmer, India.51 

○ Characteristics: Known for its emphasis on love, tolerance, openness, and 
service to humanity.87 Chishtis traditionally stressed embracing poverty and 
maintaining distance from temporal rulers and state affairs.87 A distinctive practice 
is Sama, spiritual concerts involving music and singing, particularly Qawwali, used 
to induce spiritual emotion and ecstasy.46 They successfully adapted to the Indian 
environment, incorporating local customs and contributing significantly to 
Indo-Muslim culture.46 The shrine of Mu'in al-Din Chishti in Ajmer is a major 
pilgrimage center in India.88 

○ Spread: Became the most influential and widespread order in the Indian 
subcontinent.87 Key figures like Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki (Delhi), Fariduddin 
Ganjshakar (Punjab), and Nizamuddin Auliya (Delhi) further spread its influence.87 



While primarily concentrated in South Asia, branches have spread globally in 
modern times.87 

● Mevlevi (Mawlawiyya): 
○ Founder: Founded by the followers of the great Persian poet and mystic 

Jalaluddin Rumi (1207–1273) after his death in Konya, Turkey, particularly his son 
Sultan Veled and Husameddin Chelebi.28 

○ Characteristics: Famous for its unique Sema ceremony, the ritual whirling dance 
performed by dervishes (semazens).4 The dance symbolizes the soul's journey 
towards God and union through love. The order places a strong emphasis on love, 
tolerance, and the arts, particularly poetry (Rumi's Masnavi and Divan) and music 
(especially the ney flute).4 It maintained a relatively elite orientation, often 
associated with high culture.158 Leadership (the Çelebi) traditionally passes down 
through Rumi's male descendants.159 

○ Spread: Originated in Konya (Anatolia) and became well-established within the 
Ottoman Empire, spreading to the Balkans, Syria, Egypt, and Palestine.159 After 
being banned in Turkey in 1925, it has seen a revival, often presented culturally, 
and has spread to the West.159 

● Shadhiliyya: 
○ Founder: Founded by Abu al-Hasan al-Shadhili (c. 1196–1258), originally from 

Morocco, who taught extensively in Tunisia and settled in Alexandria, Egypt.4 

○ Characteristics: Known for encouraging followers to integrate spiritual life with 
worldly activities and professions, rather than advocating complete withdrawal.47 
Emphasizes God-centeredness, gratitude (shukr), reliance on God, and the 
importance of litanies (hizbs, sing. hizb), such as the famous Hizb al-Bahr ("Litany 
of the Sea") attributed to al-Shadhili.62 It attracted followers from various social 
strata, including scholars and officials.63 Key figures include Ibn Ata Allah 
al-Iskandari (d. 1309), known for his aphorisms (Hikam).4 

○ Spread: Became highly influential in North Africa (Maghreb) and Egypt.4 
Numerous branches developed and spread globally, including the Fassiyya (South 
Asia, Southeast Asia), Darqawiyya (Morocco, spreading to the West via the 
Alawiyya branch), Attasiyah (Yemen), and others.166 

These major orders represent distinct lineages and emphases within the broader Sufi 
tradition, demonstrating its adaptability and enduring appeal across diverse cultural and 
historical contexts. 
VII. Key Figures in Sufism 
Throughout its history, Sufism has been shaped by numerous influential figures—poets, 
philosophers, theologians, and saints—whose lives and teachings have left an indelible mark 
on Islamic spirituality and culture. 

● Jalal al-Din Rumi (c. 1207–1273): 
○ Life and Significance: Widely regarded as the greatest mystical poet in the 

Persian language, Rumi was born in Balkh (present-day Afghanistan) and later 



settled in Konya, Anatolia (present-day Turkey).72 Initially a respected religious 
scholar, his life was profoundly transformed by his encounter with the enigmatic 
wandering dervish Shams al-Din of Tabriz in 1244.73 

○ Contributions: The intense spiritual love and subsequent loss Rumi experienced 
with Shams ignited his poetic genius.73 His major works include the Diwan-e 
Shams-e Tabrizi, a vast collection of ecstatic ghazals expressing divine love and 
longing, often using Shams' name as a pen name to symbolize the unity of lover 
and beloved 72; and the Masnavi-yi Ma'navi ("Spiritual Couplets"), a monumental 
didactic epic of nearly 26,000 couplets.4 The Masnavi, often called the "Persian 
Qur'an" for its influence, is an encyclopedic exploration of Sufi thought, ethics, 
and experience, woven through stories, parables, and allegories.4 Rumi's 
teachings emphasize love as the core path to union with God, transcending 
dogma and formalism.54 His followers founded the Mevlevi order, known for the 
whirling Sema ritual inspired by Rumi's own ecstatic movements.4 Rumi's influence 
extends far beyond Sufism, making him one of the most widely read poets globally 
today.56 

● Muhyi al-Din Ibn Arabi (1165–1240): 
○ Life and Significance: Born in Murcia, al-Andalus (Spain), Ibn Arabi, known as 

al-Shaykh al-Akbar ("the Greatest Master"), was a prolific and highly influential 
Sufi metaphysician, philosopher, poet, and theologian.4 After extensive travels in 
North Africa, he journeyed east, eventually settling in Damascus.52 

○ Contributions: Ibn Arabi authored hundreds of works, providing the first 
comprehensive philosophical articulation of Sufi mystical insights.52 His most 
famous works are Al-Futuhat al-Makkiyya ("The Meccan Revelations"), a vast 
personal encyclopedia of esoteric knowledge 52, and Fusus al-Hikam ("The Bezels 
of Wisdom"), a dense work outlining the wisdom associated with various 
prophets.50 He is most renowned for elaborating the doctrine of Wahdat al-Wujud 
(Unity of Being), which posits that all existence is a manifestation of the one 
Divine Reality.52 His complex metaphysical system, exploring concepts like the 
"Perfect Man" (al-Insan al-Kamil) and the "Imaginal World" ('alam al-khayal), 
profoundly shaped subsequent Sufi thought across the Islamic world, influencing 
theology, philosophy, and poetry.50 Though controversial among some orthodox 
circles, his influence remains immense.52 

● Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (c. 1058–1111): 
○ Life and Significance: A Persian polymath born in Tus, Khorasan, al-Ghazali was 

a towering figure in Islamic history, excelling as a jurist (Shafi'i school), theologian 
(Ash'ari school), philosopher, and mystic.6 He held the prestigious position of 
head professor at the Nizamiyya College in Baghdad.66 

○ Contributions: Al-Ghazali underwent a profound spiritual crisis around 1095, 
leading him to abandon his academic career and embrace the Sufi path in search 
of certainty (yaqin).66 His most celebrated work, Ihya Ulum al-Din ("The Revival of 



the Religious Sciences"), is a monumental synthesis of Islamic law, theology, 
ethics, and Sufi practice, demonstrating how orthodox observance could lead to 
deep spiritual realization.6 In Tahafut al-Falasifa ("The Incoherence of the 
Philosophers"), he famously critiqued the metaphysical claims of Aristotelian 
philosophers like Avicenna, arguing against their ability to provide certainty on 
matters beyond reason's scope, though he selectively integrated logic and other 
philosophical tools into Islamic thought.66 Al-Ghazali's great achievement was his 
successful integration of Sufism's mystical and ethical dimensions into the 
framework of mainstream Sunni Islam, making experiential knowledge (dhawq) 
and inner purification central to religious life alongside law and theology.6 

● Rabia al-Adawiyya (c. 714/717–801): 
○ Life and Significance: An early and highly revered female Sufi mystic from Basra 

(Iraq) [2 
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