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Abstract 

Sufism constituted one of the most influential intellectual, spiritual, and social traditions in the 

making of early modern South Asia. During the Mughal period (1526-1857), Sufi institutions, 

networks, and personalities played a significant role in shaping political imagination, cultural 

expressions, social relationships, and religious discourse. The relationship between the Mughal 

state and Sufi traditions was neither simply one of royal patronage nor mere religious influence; 

rather, it represented a complex interaction between spiritual authority and imperial legitimacy. 

Mughal emperors negotiated their political identities through engagement with different Sufi 

orders, particularly the Chishti, Naqshbandi, and Qadiri traditions. While the Chishti order 

became closely associated with ideals of compassion, social service, and accommodation, the 

Naqshbandi tradition emphasized scriptural authority, reformist concerns, and closer 

engagement with political structures. 

This paper examines the development of Sufism in Mughal India by analyzing the institutional 

role of khanqahs, the influence of major Sufi orders, the relationship between Sufi saints and 

Mughal rulers, and the contribution of Sufi thought to Indo-Islamic cultural formation. Special 

attention is given to Emperor Akbar’s engagement with Chishti spirituality, the Naqshbandi 

interventions during the reigns of Jahangir, Shah Jahan, and Aurangzeb, and the intellectual 

contributions of figures such as Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi and Dara Shikoh. The study argues that 

Sufism functioned as a major cultural bridge connecting Persianate Islamic traditions with the 

diverse religious and social landscape of India. Rather than existing outside political structures, 

Sufi institutions frequently participated in negotiations of authority, ethics, and social order. The 

Mughal era therefore represents a crucial period when Sufi spirituality became deeply embedded 

within the political and cultural imagination of South Asia. 

Keywords: Sufism, Mughal Empire, Chishti Order, Naqshbandi Order, Khanqah, Akbar, Dara 

Shikoh, Indo-Islamic culture, Religious Networks 

Introduction 

The history of Mughal India cannot be adequately understood without examining the profound 

influence of Sufi traditions on politics, culture, social organization, and intellectual life. From the 

establishment of Mughal authority in the sixteenth century until the gradual decline of imperial 

power in the eighteenth century, Sufism remained one of the most important religious and 

cultural forces shaping Indian society. Sufi saints, spiritual lineages, shrines, and educational 

institutions created networks that extended beyond political boundaries and connected diverse 
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communities through shared practices of devotion, charity, ethical discipline, and spiritual 

learning. 

Sufism, broadly understood as the mystical dimension of Islam, developed around ideas of 

spiritual purification (tazkiyah), divine love (mahabbah), remembrance of God (dhikr), and the 

search for direct experience of the Divine. Although originating in West Asia, Sufism developed 

distinctive regional expressions as it expanded across Islamic societies. In India, it interacted 

with local languages, cultural traditions, philosophical systems, and devotional movements, 

creating a uniquely Indo-Islamic spiritual environment. Scholars have emphasized that Indian 

Sufism was not a single unified phenomenon but a collection of diverse traditions with different 

theological orientations, social practices, and relationships with political authority (Eaton, 2003; 

Rizvi, 1978). 

The Mughal period represented a particularly important phase in the history of Indian Sufism 

because the empire itself emerged from a Persianate Central Asian background where Sufi 

affiliations already possessed political significance. The early Mughals maintained connections 

with Central Asian Naqshbandi networks, while simultaneously encountering the deeply 

established Chishti traditions of India. The Mughal rulers therefore inherited and adapted 

multiple forms of Sufi engagement. Muzaffar Alam argues that the relationship between Mughal 

rulers and Sufi scholars was central to the development of political imagination in early modern 

India, where spiritual authority and imperial legitimacy frequently interacted (Alam, 2021).  The 

importance of Sufism during the Mughal era was visible in several dimensions. First, Sufi saints 

provided moral and spiritual legitimacy to rulers. Shrines associated with important saints 

became spaces where emperors performed acts of devotion and sought symbolic association with 

sacred authority. Second, Sufi institutions such as khanqahs served important social functions by 

providing education, food distribution, shelter, and spiritual guidance. Third, Sufi literature, 

poetry, music, and artistic traditions contributed significantly to the formation of Indo-Persian 

culture. 

However, the relationship between Sufism and the Mughal state was complex. While some Sufi 

traditions emphasized distance from political authority, others actively participated in political 

discussions. The Chishti tradition historically maintained a cautious relationship with rulers, 

emphasizing spiritual independence, whereas the Naqshbandi order often engaged more directly 

with political questions and state structures. These differences produced debates regarding 

religious authority, social order, and the proper relationship between rulers and religious 

scholars. The reign of Emperor Akbar provides one of the most significant examples of Mughal 

engagement with Sufi traditions. His association with the Chishti saint Shaikh Salim Chishti and 

his visits to the shrine of Muinuddin Chishti at Ajmer became important elements of imperial 

symbolism. Akbar’s broader religious discussions at Fatehpur Sikri, including the establishment 

of the Ibadat Khana in 1575, reflected his engagement with different intellectual and spiritual 
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traditions. Later Mughal rulers continued to interact with Sufi networks, although their 

approaches differed according to political circumstances and personal religious orientations. 

The eighteenth-century transformation of Mughal authority also witnessed changes in Sufi 

institutions. Although imperial power declined, many Sufi shrines and lineages continued to 

maintain social influence. In many regions, Sufi networks became important sources of 

community organization and cultural continuity. 

This research paper explores the role of Sufism in Mughal India through a historical and 

analytical approach. It examines how Sufi traditions influenced imperial ideology, social 

organization, intellectual debates, and cultural production. The paper also analyses internal 

differences within Sufi traditions, avoiding the assumption that all Sufis represented a single 

worldview. Instead, it highlights the diversity of Sufi thought and its evolving relationship with 

Mughal political structures. By the time the Mughals arrived in India, Sufi traditions had already 

become deeply established. The Mughal rulers therefore entered an environment where spiritual 

networks possessed considerable social influence. The empire’s relationship with Sufism was 

shaped by this existing religious landscape rather than created entirely by imperial policy. The 

Mughal conquest in 1526 introduced new political dynamics. The dynasty’s Central Asian 

origins connected it with the Naqshbandi tradition, which had developed significant influence in 

Transoxiana. The Naqshbandis emphasized disciplined adherence to Islamic law (sharia), 

spiritual guidance through a master-disciple relationship, and active engagement with political 

concerns. The interaction between the Central Asian Naqshbandi tradition and Indian Chishti 

networks became one of the defining features of Mughal religious history. 

Muzaffar Alam highlights that the early Mughal engagement with Sufi traditions involved 

negotiation between different models of Islamic authority: one associated with mystical 

accommodation and another emphasizing reform and religious discipline. This tension continued 

throughout Mughal history and shaped debates during the reigns of Akbar, Jahangir, Shah Jahan, 

and Aurangzeb. 

Major Sufi Orders under Mughal Rule 

The Mughal period witnessed the expansion, institutional consolidation, and intellectual 

diversification of several major Sufi orders. Although Sufism shared certain fundamental 

principles such as spiritual discipline, devotion to God, and the pursuit of ethical perfection, 

different orders developed distinctive approaches regarding religious authority, social 

engagement, and political relationships. Among the various Sufi traditions active in Mughal 

India, the Chishti, Naqshbandi, Qadiri, and Suhrawardi orders played the most significant roles. 

The presence of multiple Sufi networks created a dynamic religious environment in which 

different interpretations of Islamic spirituality interacted with Mughal political culture and Indian 

social realities. Rather than representing isolated religious communities, these orders functioned 

as extensive networks connecting saints, disciples, rulers, intellectuals, merchants, and ordinary 

communities. 
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The Chishti Order: Spirituality, Social Service, and Cultural Integration 

Among all Sufi traditions in India, the Chishti order enjoyed the greatest popular influence 

during the Mughal period. The foundation of Chishti influence in India is associated with 

Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti (1141-1236), whose shrine at Ajmer became one of the most 

important centres of pilgrimage in South Asia. Over subsequent centuries, Chishti spiritual 

lineage expanded through figures such as Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki, Baba Fariduddin Ganj-i-

Shakar, and Shaikh Nizamuddin Auliya. The Chishti tradition developed a distinctive model of 

spiritual authority based on personal piety, compassion, humility, and service to humanity. 

Chishti saints generally emphasized maintaining distance from political power, arguing that 

excessive association with rulers could compromise spiritual independence. However, this did 

not mean complete isolation from society. Instead, Chishti khanqahs became centres of social 

interaction where people from different backgrounds sought guidance and assistance. 

Nizamuddin Auliya (1238-1325), one of the most influential Chishti saints, represented this 

approach. His Delhi khanqah became a major centre of spiritual teaching and humanitarian 

activity. His emphasis on love (ishq), generosity, and tolerance contributed to the development of 

a devotional culture that influenced later Indian religious traditions. According to Nizami (2002), 

the popularity of Chishti saints was largely connected to their ability to address social and 

emotional needs beyond formal religious boundaries. During the Mughal period, the Chishti 

order acquired renewed importance because of its association with imperial legitimacy. Emperor 

Akbar’s relationship with Chishti saints became one of the most famous examples of political 

engagement with Sufi authority. His visits to Ajmer and his association with Shaikh Salim 

Chishti demonstrated how Mughal rulers used connections with spiritual figures to strengthen 

their relationship with sacred traditions. 

The birth of Prince Salim (later Emperor Jahangir) after Akbar’s visit to Shaikh Salim Chishti’s 

residence at Fatehpur Sikri became an important element of Mughal imperial symbolism. Akbar 

named his son Salim in honour of the saint, and Fatehpur Sikri itself became a physical 

representation of the connection between imperial authority and Sufi spirituality. However, 

Akbar’s relationship with Chishti traditions should not be interpreted merely as political 

manipulation. It reflected the broader Mughal understanding that spiritual authority and kingship 

were interconnected. The emperor’s association with saints provided a moral and symbolic 

foundation for imperial rule. The Chishti order also contributed significantly to Indian cultural 

traditions. Practices such as sama (spiritual music), devotional poetry, and gatherings at shrines 

became important aspects of Indo-Islamic cultural life. The development of qawwali traditions, 

associated especially with Amir Khusrau and the Chishti environment, represents one of the most 

enduring cultural contributions of Indian Sufism. 

The Naqshbandi Order: Reform, Orthodoxy, and Political Engagement 

The Naqshbandi order represented a different intellectual and social orientation within Indian 

Sufism. Originating in Central Asia through the teachings of Bahauddin Naqshband (1318-
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1389), the order became influential among Central Asian elites and later gained prominence in 

Mughal India. 

Unlike the Chishti emphasis on withdrawal from political authority, Naqshbandi scholars 

generally accepted engagement with rulers and political institutions. They believed that social 

reform required interaction with those who possessed political power. The order emphasized 

strict adherence to Islamic law, disciplined spiritual practice, and the preservation of religious 

norms. The arrival of Naqshbandi influence in Mughal India was closely connected with the 

intellectual networks linking India and Central Asia. During the reign of Akbar and especially 

under Jahangir and Shah Jahan, Naqshbandi scholars became increasingly influential in debates 

regarding religious policy and imperial governance. 

The most significant Naqshbandi figure in Mughal India was Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi (1564-

1624), also known as Mujaddid Alf-i-Thani (“the renewer of the second millennium”). Born in 

Sirhind, Punjab, Sirhindi challenged certain religious developments associated with Akbar’s later 

reign and advocated a revival of Islamic norms. Sirhindi’s writings, especially the Maktubat-i 

Imam Rabbani, reveal his concerns regarding maintaining distinctions between Islamic 

theological principles and other philosophical traditions. He criticized certain forms of religious 

synthesis that he considered problematic and argued for a stronger relationship between Islamic 

law and spiritual practice. However, historians have debated the extent and meaning of Sirhindi’s 

influence. Some scholars view him primarily as a religious reformer seeking theological 

clarification, while others emphasize his role in shaping more conservative interpretations of 

Islam in Mughal India. Eaton (2003) argues that Sirhindi represented one strand of a broader 

intellectual debate rather than a simple opposition between “orthodox” and “heterodox” Islam. 

The Naqshbandi order’s relationship with Mughal rulers became particularly significant during 

the reign of Emperor Jahangir. Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi’s interactions with imperial officials 

demonstrate how Sufi networks could participate directly in political discussions. Unlike Chishti 

saints who often maintained symbolic distance from courts, Naqshbandi figures actively 

communicated with political elites. 

The influence of Naqshbandi thought continued into the reign of Aurangzeb. Although 

Aurangzeb’s religious policies have generated extensive historical debate, the intellectual 

environment of his reign was shaped partly by scholars and religious networks associated with 

reformist traditions. 

The Qadiri Order: Mysticism, Intellectual Exchange, and Dara Shikoh 

The Qadiri order, founded by Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (1077-1166) in Baghdad, gained 

considerable influence in India during the seventeenth century. Although the order had existed 

earlier, its prominence increased during the Mughal period through connections with scholars, 

nobles, and members of the royal family. 

The Qadiri tradition emphasized personal devotion, mystical experience, and ethical refinement. 

In Mughal India, it became particularly associated with Prince Dara Shikoh (1615-1659), the 
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eldest son of Shah Jahan. Dara Shikoh developed deep connections with Qadiri saints, especially 

Mian Mir and Mulla Shah Badakhshi. His spiritual interests reflected an attempt to explore 

connections between Islamic mysticism and Indian philosophical traditions. His famous work 

Majma-ul-Bahrain (“The Confluence of the Two Oceans”) examined perceived similarities 

between Sufi concepts and Hindu philosophical ideas, particularly Vedantic thought. Dara 

Shikoh’s intellectual activities represent an important example of Mughal-era engagement with 

comparative religious philosophy. His translation of the Upanishads into Persian (Sirr-i Akbar) 

introduced Indian philosophical texts to Persian-speaking intellectual circles. Scholars have 

interpreted Dara’s writings in different ways. Some view them as representing a major attempt at 

intellectual dialogue between traditions, while others emphasize their basis in particular mystical 

interpretations rather than broad religious reform. Regardless of interpretation, Dara’s works 

demonstrate the significant role of Sufi thought in Mughal intellectual culture. The Qadiri order 

therefore contributed not only to spiritual practices but also to literary and philosophical 

exchanges that shaped early modern Indian thought. 

Mughal Emperors and Sufi Networks 

The Mughal relationship with Sufism evolved significantly across different reigns. Each emperor 

interacted with Sufi traditions according to personal beliefs, political circumstances, and broader 

imperial objectives. The connection between kingship and spirituality became an important 

element of Mughal political culture. 

Babur and Humayun: Central Asian Connections and Early Mughal Spiritual Identity 

The founder of the Mughal Empire, Zahiruddin Muhammad Babur (1483-1530), came from a 

Central Asian environment where Sufi traditions were deeply embedded in political and cultural 

life. Babur maintained connections with Naqshbandi circles and expressed respect for religious 

scholars and saints. His memoirs, the Baburnama, reveal his awareness of Central Asian Islamic 

traditions and spiritual figures. Although Babur was primarily a military and political leader, his 

cultural background reflected the Persianate world where Sufi affiliations influenced elite 

identity. 

Humayun (1508-1556) continued these traditions while experiencing political exile and 

restoration. His period of displacement brought him into contact with Persian intellectual and 

cultural networks, strengthening the Persianate character of Mughal court culture. The early 

Mughal rulers therefore inherited a political tradition in which spiritual authority formed part of 

elite culture. However, the deeper institutional relationship between Mughal sovereignty and 

Indian Sufi traditions developed most clearly under Akbar. 

Akbar and Chishti Spiritual Authority: The Construction of Sacred Kingship 

The reign of Jalaluddin Muhammad Akbar (1542-1605) represents one of the most significant 

phases in the relationship between Sufism and Mughal imperial culture. Akbar’s engagement 

with Sufi traditions, particularly the Chishti order, shaped both his personal spiritual outlook and 

the symbolic language of Mughal sovereignty. His association with Chishti saints became an 
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important component of imperial representation, linking political authority with spiritual 

legitimacy. 

Akbar’s relationship with the Chishti tradition began early in his reign through his association 

with Shaikh Salim Chishti (1478-1572), a respected Sufi figure based near Sikri. According to 

Mughal chronicles, Akbar sought the blessings of Shaikh Salim Chishti during a period when he 

desired a male heir. The subsequent birth of Prince Salim in 1569 strengthened the symbolic 

connection between the Mughal dynasty and the Chishti spiritual lineage. The emperor named 

the child Salim in honour of the saint, and the establishment of Fatehpur Sikri transformed the 

region into an important centre of imperial and spiritual symbolism. The relationship between 

Akbar and Chishti traditions extended beyond personal devotion. The emperor’s repeated 

pilgrimages to the shrine of Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti at Ajmer demonstrated the importance of 

Sufi sacred spaces within Mughal political culture. These journeys were not merely religious 

activities; they also represented public performances of kingship. By associating himself with 

respected spiritual figures, Akbar presented the Mughal emperor as a ruler whose authority was 

connected with moral and spiritual responsibility. 

Mughal court historians, particularly Abu’l Fazl in the Akbarnama and Ain-i Akbari, described 

Akbar as a ruler possessing exceptional spiritual qualities. Abu’l Fazl’s writings contributed to 

the development of the concept of imperial charisma, where the emperor’s legitimacy was 

associated with divine favour (farr-i izadi). Scholars have debated whether this represented a 

departure from Islamic political traditions or a continuation of Persianate concepts of sacred 

kingship adapted to Indian circumstances (Alam, 2009; Schimmel, 2004). Akbar’s interest in 

religious and philosophical discussions became particularly visible after the establishment of the 

Ibadat Khana (House of Worship) at Fatehpur Sikri in 1575. Initially created for discussions 

among Muslim scholars, the institution later expanded to include representatives from different 

religious traditions, including Hindu, Jain, Christian, and Zoroastrian communities. These 

discussions reflected Akbar’s broader intellectual curiosity and his attempt to explore ethical and 

philosophical questions concerning governance and religion. However, historians differ in 

interpreting Akbar’s religious policies. Some scholars consider his approach an attempt to create 

a universal ethical framework for imperial governance, while others emphasize the political and 

administrative dimensions of his policies. Rather than viewing Akbar’s engagement with Sufism 

as a simple movement toward religious fusion, it is more accurate to understand it within the 

context of Mughal strategies of political integration in a religiously diverse empire. The Chishti 

influence also shaped Mughal artistic and architectural expression. The construction of the 

marble tomb of Shaikh Salim Chishti at Fatehpur Sikri reflected the integration of Sufi sacred 

architecture within the imperial landscape. Similarly, Mughal patronage of Ajmer’s shrine 

contributed to the development of dargahs as major cultural and religious centres. Through his 

engagement with Chishti spirituality, Akbar established a model of Mughal kingship in which 

political sovereignty and spiritual symbolism were closely connected. 
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Jahangir and Shah Jahan: Continuity and Transformation of Sufi Relationships 

The reigns of Jahangir (1605-1627) and Shah Jahan (1628-1658) witnessed both continuity and 

transformation in Mughal engagement with Sufi traditions. Although both emperors-maintained 

connections with Chishti and other Sufi networks, the growing influence of Naqshbandi scholars 

introduced new intellectual debates regarding religion, governance, and imperial authority. 

Jahangir inherited Akbar’s association with Chishti traditions but developed his own 

relationships with Sufi figures. His memoirs, the Tuzuk-i Jahangiri, contain references to 

religious scholars, saints, and spiritual personalities. Like his father, Jahangir recognized the 

importance of Sufi institutions as sources of moral authority. However, Jahangir’s reign also 

witnessed the increasing influence of Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi and the Naqshbandi network. 

Sirhindi’s correspondence with Mughal elites reflected concerns about the religious direction of 

the empire after Akbar. His criticism of certain aspects of Akbar’s religious policies represented 

a broader debate about the relationship between mystical experience, Islamic law, and political 

authority. 

The interaction between Jahangir and Sirhindi demonstrates that Mughal rulers had to negotiate 

between different forms of religious authority. While Chishti traditions emphasized spiritual 

independence and devotional practices, Naqshbandi scholars advocated a closer relationship 

between political power and religious norms. Shah Jahan’s reign continued the pattern of 

engagement with Sufi institutions. The emperor-maintained respect for Chishti shrines and 

supported religious establishments. At the same time, his reign witnessed increased intellectual 

activity among different Sufi groups. The seventeenth century was particularly significant 

because of the influence of Prince Dara Shikoh and his association with the Qadiri order. Dara’s 

spiritual relationship with Mian Mir and Mulla Shah Badakhshi shaped his intellectual interests. 

His writings attempted to explore connections between Islamic mystical thought and Indian 

philosophical traditions. Dara’s activities demonstrate the intellectual diversity of Mughal 

Sufism. The Mughal court was not dominated by a single religious interpretation but contained 

competing approaches to spirituality, philosophy, and political ethics. The contrast between Dara 

Shikoh and Aurangzeb, his younger brother, has often been discussed by historians in relation to 

broader questions about Mughal religious identity. However, both princes operated within a 

world where Sufi networks were central to elite intellectual life. 

Aurangzeb and the Naqshbandi Intellectual Environment 

The reign of Aurangzeb Alamgir (1658-1707) occupies a significant place in discussions about 

Sufism and Mughal religious history. Unlike Akbar, who is often associated with expansive 

intellectual experimentation, Aurangzeb’s reign reflected stronger emphasis on Islamic 

jurisprudence and scholarly traditions. Nevertheless, Sufi networks continued to play an 

important role during his rule. 

Aurangzeb maintained connections with religious scholars and respected certain Sufi figures. 

The intellectual environment of his reign included Naqshbandi influences that emphasized 
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adherence to Islamic law and religious discipline. The compilation of the Fatawa-i Alamgiri, a 

major collection of Islamic legal opinions, reflected the importance of jurisprudential scholarship 

during this period. However, it would be historically inaccurate to view Aurangzeb’s reign as 

simply representing a conflict between Sufism and political authority. Sufi traditions remained 

active throughout his rule, and many shrines continued functioning as important religious and 

social institutions. The relationship between Aurangzeb and Sufi traditions was complex. While 

certain Naqshbandi scholars supported greater alignment between state policies and Islamic legal 

principles, other Sufi traditions continued their devotional and social activities independently. 

The Mughal period therefore cannot be divided into a simple opposition between “liberal” and 

“orthodox” rulers. Instead, different emperors interacted with multiple religious traditions 

according to changing political and intellectual circumstances. 

Sufism, State Formation, and Political Legitimacy in Mughal India 

One of the most important aspects of Sufism during the Mughal period was its role in shaping 

concepts of political legitimacy. The Mughal state operated within a Persianate political culture 

where kingship was often associated with moral responsibility, divine favour, and ethical 

governance. Sufi traditions contributed significantly to these ideas. 

The relationship between rulers and Sufi saints involved multiple forms of interaction like 

spiritual endorsement of kingship, public expressions of devotion at shrines, patronage of 

religious institutions, participation of Sufi scholars in intellectual debates. Sufi saints possessed 

forms of authority independent from the state. Their legitimacy emerged from spiritual 

reputation, personal discipline, and social relationships rather than administrative power. 

Because of this independent authority, rulers often sought association with respected saints. 

However, Sufi influence on politics was not uniform. Some Sufi traditions preferred distance 

from political authority, while others considered engagement with rulers necessary for social 

reform. This diversity prevented the emergence of a single “Sufi political ideology” in Mughal 

India. The Mughal state’s engagement with Sufism can therefore be understood as a process of 

negotiation. Emperors sought spiritual legitimacy, while Sufi institutions benefited from royal 

patronage without necessarily becoming instruments of state control. Muzaffar Alam argues that 

Mughal political culture developed through interactions among imperial institutions, Sufi 

networks, and Islamic intellectual traditions. These relationships contributed to the formation of 

a distinctive Indo-Islamic political imagination (Alam, 2009). The symbolic importance of Sufi 

shrines was particularly visible in royal pilgrimages. The emperor’s visit to Ajmer, for example, 

represented more than personal devotion. It communicated humility before spiritual authority 

and reinforced the image of the ruler as a guardian of social harmony. 

Khanqahs, Dargahs, and Social Transformation 

The institutional foundation of Indian Sufism rested upon the khanqah and dargah. These 

institutions functioned as centres of spirituality, education, charity, and community interaction. A 

khanqah was traditionally the residence and teaching centre of a Sufi master (shaykh). It 
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provided a space where disciples gathered for spiritual instruction, meditation, and religious 

learning. Many khanqahs also distributed food through the practice of langar, creating systems of 

social support for travellers, poor communities, and seekers. 

During the Mughal period, khanqahs became important social institutions connecting urban and 

rural communities. They contributed to the circulation of ideas, languages, and cultural practices. 

Dargahs, the shrines associated with deceased saints, developed into major pilgrimage centres. 

These spaces preserved the memory of Sufi personalities and became sites of collective religious 

expression. The social importance of dargahs extended beyond strictly religious functions. They 

served as places where communities gathered, exchanged information, and participated in 

cultural activities. Annual commemorations (urs) celebrating the spiritual union of saints with 

God became major public events. The popularity of dargahs reflected the ability of Sufi 

traditions to communicate spiritual ideas through accessible cultural forms. Poetry, music, 

storytelling, and devotional gatherings allowed Sufi teachings to reach wider audiences. At the 

same time, the popularity of shrine-based practices generated debates among different Islamic 

scholars. Some reform-oriented groups criticized certain shrine practices, while others defended 

them as expressions of devotion and remembrance. These debates demonstrate the internal 

diversity of Islamic thought during the Mughal period. Sufism was not a single unchanging 

tradition but a field of intellectual discussion involving different interpretations. 

Sufi Literature, Persianate Culture, Music, and Art 

The contribution of Sufism to Mughal cultural life extended beyond religious institutions. Sufi 

ideas deeply influenced literature, poetry, music, architecture, and artistic expression. The 

Mughal period witnessed the flourishing of Persian literary culture, within which Sufi themes 

occupied an important position. 

Persian Literature and Sufi Thought 

Persian served as the language of administration, scholarship, and elite culture during the 

Mughal period. Many Sufi scholars produced extensive literary works in Persian, including 

poetry, biographies, mystical commentaries, and collections of letters. 

The literary expression of Sufism frequently focused on themes such as divine love, spiritual 

journey, self-discipline, and the relationship between human existence and the Divine. Concepts 

such as fana (annihilation of the ego), baqa (spiritual continuation through God), and wahdat al-

wujud (unity of existence) became central philosophical ideas in Sufi writings. The works of Ibn 

Arabi had significant influence on Indian Sufi intellectual traditions. His concept of wahdat al-

wujud shaped discussions among many Sufi scholars, although different thinkers interpreted it in 

different ways. During the Mughal period, Sufi literature developed through both philosophical 

and devotional approaches. Scholars wrote commentaries on mystical texts, while poets 

expressed spiritual ideas through symbolic language. 

Sufi Poetry and Vernacular Traditions 
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Sufi poetry played an important role in making mystical ideas accessible to wider communities. 

Poets employed metaphors of love, separation, union, and longing to describe the spiritual 

relationship between humans and God. 

The development of Urdu literary culture was closely connected with these interactions between 

Persian and Indian linguistic traditions. Sufi poets contributed significantly to the evolution of 

poetic forms that later became central to Urdu literature. Figures such as Amir Khusrau 

demonstrated how Persian literary traditions could interact with Indian musical and linguistic 

forms. His association with the Chishti tradition contributed to the popularity of devotional 

musical traditions. 

Music and Sama Tradition 

Music (sama) occupied an important place within several Sufi traditions, especially the Chishti 

order. Through devotional music, poetry, and rhythmic performance, practitioners sought 

spiritual concentration and emotional connection with the Divine. 

The qawwali tradition developed within this environment. Although its origins involved multiple 

influences, Chishti institutions played an important role in its historical development. Sufi 

musical traditions became important cultural practices in Mughal India. They provided a medium 

through which spiritual ideas could be expressed beyond written texts. However, musical 

practices also generated debates among Islamic scholars. Some supported sama as a legitimate 

spiritual practice, while others questioned its compatibility with religious discipline. These 

debates reflected broader disagreements within Islamic intellectual traditions. 

Architecture and Sacred Spaces 

Sufi influence was also visible in Mughal architecture. The construction and expansion of shrines 

created distinctive architectural forms combining Persian, Central Asian, and Indian artistic 

traditions. The shrine of Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti at Ajmer, the tomb of Shaikh Salim Chishti 

at Fatehpur Sikri, and various dargahs supported by Mughal nobles. These structures functioned 

not only as religious spaces but also as cultural landmarks. Their architecture reflected the 

relationship between spirituality, artistic expression, and imperial patronage. 

Decline of Mughal Power and Transformation of Sufi Institutions 

The eighteenth century witnessed major political transformations as Mughal authority weakened 

due to internal conflicts, regional powers, and changing economic conditions. However, the 

decline of imperial power did not result in the disappearance of Sufi traditions. Instead, Sufi 

institutions adapted to new political circumstances. Many khanqahs and dargahs continued to 

function as centres of religious and social activity. Regional rulers and local communities 

increasingly became important sources of patronage. The decentralization of political authority 

allowed regional Sufi networks to expand their influence. In many areas, Sufi shrines became 

important symbols of community identity and cultural continuity. During this period, Sufi 

traditions also contributed to emerging literary cultures. Urdu poetry, regional devotional 
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literature, and religious scholarship continued to develop through networks connected with Sufi 

institutions. 

The colonial period later transformed the relationship between religious institutions and political 

authority, but many Mughal-era Sufi traditions survived into modern South Asia. The continued 

significance of Sufi shrines demonstrates that their influence was not dependent solely on 

imperial support. Their strength came from long-established social relationships, spiritual 

traditions, and cultural practices. 

Conclusion 

Sufism occupied a central position in the religious, social, and cultural history of Mughal India. 

Its influence extended far beyond mystical practices, shaping political symbolism, social 

institutions, literary traditions, and cultural identities. The Mughal engagement with Sufism was 

characterized by complexity and diversity. Different emperors developed different relationships 

with Sufi traditions. Akbar’s association with Chishti saints reflected the role of spirituality in 

imperial legitimacy, while the increasing influence of Naqshbandi scholars introduced debates 

concerning religious authority and political responsibility. 

The major Sufi orders of Mughal India-the Chishti, Naqshbandi, Qadiri, and Suhrawardi 

traditions-represented different approaches to spirituality and social engagement. Some 

emphasized distance from political authority, while others actively participated in political and 

intellectual discussions. Sufi institutions such as khanqahs and dargahs became important centres 

of social organization. They provided education, charity, spiritual guidance, and cultural 

interaction. Through these institutions, Sufi traditions became deeply connected with everyday 

life. The interaction between Sufism and Bhakti traditions contributed to the development of a 

shared cultural environment in many regions of India. Through literature, music, and artistic 

expression, Sufi ideas became embedded within broader Indian cultural traditions. At the same 

time, Mughal Sufism contained internal debates and disagreements. The contrast between 

Chishti devotional approaches and Naqshbandi reformist perspectives demonstrates that Sufism 

was never a single uniform movement. It represented a diverse intellectual tradition continuously 

adapting to changing historical circumstances. Naqshbandi Silsilah played a pivotal role in 

shaping the cultural identity of Muslims of the subcontinent. Ultimately, Sufism in Mughal India 

served as a bridge between spiritual ideals and social realities. It connected Persianate Islamic 

traditions with India’s diverse cultural landscape and played a crucial role in shaping the 

intellectual and cultural foundations of early modern South Asia.  
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