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Abstract
This article examines the historical development and scientific-theoretical foundations of

Sufism as an integral dimension of Islamic thought. It explores the emergence of Sufism from
early ascetic practices (zuhd) and its gradual evolution into an organized spiritual discipline
through the formation of Sufi orders (turuq). The study analyzes the core doctrinal principles of
Sufism, including tawḥīd, ihsān, and the purification of the soul, highlighting their
epistemological and metaphysical significance. Furthermore, the article discusses the interaction
between Sufism and other Islamic sciences such as theology, jurisprudence, and philosophy,
emphasizing its interdisciplinary nature. Drawing on recent scholarly literature, the study
demonstrates that Sufism remains a dynamic and adaptive tradition that continues to influence
spiritual, intellectual, and social life in contemporary contexts. The findings contribute to a
deeper understanding of Sufism as both a historical phenomenon and a living intellectual
tradition.
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Introduction. Sufism, known in Arabic as aṣ-Ṣūfiyya or taṣawwuf, represents one of the most
enduring and profound dimensions of Islamic spirituality. Far from being a marginal or
peripheral phenomenon, it constitutes a rich intellectual, theological, and experiential tradition
that has shaped the spiritual life of Muslim communities across centuries and continents. As a
discipline, Sufism engages deeply with questions of divine love, spiritual purification, self-
knowledge, and the quest for union with the Absolute, while its historical trajectory reveals a
complex interplay between mysticism, orthodoxy, philosophy, and cultural adaptation. The
historical development of Sufism can be traced back to the early centuries of Islam. Although the
term tasawwuf was not used in the earliest Islamic texts, many scholars argue that the spiritual
ethos underlying Sufism — an emphasis on inner piety, asceticism, and direct experience of the
divine — was present among the first generations of Muslims, including some companions of the
Prophet Muhammad and their successors. These early figures pursued a life of zuhd (ascetic
detachment) and spiritual remembrance, practices that later became central to the Sufi path.

The transformation of these ascetic tendencies into a more structured mystical tradition
occurred gradually, reaching clearer historical visibility by the 8th and 9th centuries CE. During
this formative period, practitioners organized into communities centered around charismatic
spiritual masters (shaykhs), whose teachings and practices provided a framework for disciples
(murīds) to pursue spiritual refinement. Over time, these communities evolved into distinct Sufi
orders (turuq), each with its own rituals, pedagogies, and interpretations of the mystical path.
One of the defining features of Sufism’s historical development is its adaptability and diversity.
In the early phase, asceticism was often a response to perceived worldliness and ritual formalism
within broader Islamic society. By the classical period, figures such as Rābiʿah al-ʿAdawīyah
introduced the central theme of disinterested divine love — love for God without concern for
reward or fear of punishment — which reshaped the mystical imagination of subsequent
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generations. This period also saw the flourishing of sophisticated theological and philosophical
reflections within Sufi circles, contributing to a rich corpus of literature on metaphysics,
psychology, and ethics.

The scientific and theoretical foundations of Sufism lie at the intersection of several
Islamic disciplines. The Qur’an and the Hadith provide the primary sources from which Sufi
thought draws its foundational concepts, such as the oneness of God (tawḥīd), the purification of
the heart (tazkiya), and the cultivation of ihsan — the excellence of faith characterized by the
awareness of God’s presence in all aspects of life. Sufi scholars developed nuanced frameworks
for understanding these concepts, often emphasizing the experiential and esoteric dimensions of
religious knowledge (maʿrifa) alongside more exoteric or discursive knowledge (ʿilm). Moreover,
the theoretical underpinnings of Sufism were shaped by dialogues with other intellectual
traditions, including Islamic theology (kalām), jurisprudence (fiqh), and philosophy (falsafa).
While some Sufi thinkers engaged with rationalist and philosophical currents to articulate their
metaphysical insights, others maintained a critical stance, prioritizing direct spiritual experience
over speculative reasoning. This dynamic interplay contributed to the richness of Sufi intellectual
heritage and its ongoing relevance in contemporary Islamic thought.

In the modern academic study of Sufism, scholars have sought to understand both the
internal logic of Sufi doctrines and their historical manifestations across different regions and
periods. Contemporary research emphasizes the need to view Sufism not merely as a set of
rituals or practices, but as a coherent worldview with its own epistemological and ontological
assumptions. This includes examining how Sufi orders adapted to changing social, political, and
cultural contexts, and how they contributed to broader Islamic civilization through poetry, art,
music, and ethical teachings. Understanding the historical development and theoretical
foundations of Sufism is therefore essential not only for appreciating its spiritual depth, but also
for recognizing its profound impact on the intellectual and cultural history of the Muslim world.
As this article will demonstrate, Sufism’s evolution reflects a dynamic synthesis of devotion,
scholarship, and lived experience — a synthesis that continues to inspire both adherents and
scholars alike.

Literature review. Scholarly interest in Sufism has grown significantly in recent years,
reflecting the discipline’s complex historical evolution, intellectual depth, and social relevance
across different cultural contexts. Contemporary research underscores not only the traditional
spiritual and doctrinal dimensions of Sufism but also its adaptive and multidisciplinary
engagement with modernity. One of the central themes in recent scholarship is the continuity and
transformation of Sufi traditions in relation to modern social and intellectual currents. For
example, Katkova and Fauzan’s 2025 study emphasizes that Sufism’s mystical conceptions are
not inherently in conflict with modern science and art. They argue that Sufi orders (turuq)
demonstrate adaptability to contemporary cultural expressions, suggesting that Sufism remains a
dynamic interpretive framework rather than a static heritage. This adaptability is further
supported by research on the role of Sufi orders in social change. Rohmawati and Zulkifli’s
systematic literature review (2025) reveals that Sufi orders contribute significantly to contextual
and evolutionary social transformation in Indonesia, illustrating how Sufi doctrines are applied to
address contemporary societal needs. This body of work highlights the practical implications of
Sufi spirituality beyond purely theological or metaphysical discourse.

Parallel research explores the transformation of Sufi spiritual practices in urban contexts.
A 2026 study by A. Karim examines how urban Muslim communities reinterpret and sustain
Sufi rituals and spiritual disciplines within modern social environments. The study underscores
the continuing relevance of Sufi practices and their capacity to evolve while preserving core
doctrinal principles. In addition to studies on contemporary practice, recent academic work has
sought to contextualize Sufism within broader intellectual and theoretical frameworks. A Special
Issue on Sufism in the Modern World published by MDPI provides a multidisciplinary analysis

http://www.internationaljournal.co.in/index.php/jasass
http://www.internationaljournal.co.in/index.php/jasass


http://www.internationaljournal.co.in/index.php/jasass IF = 9.112
— 77 —

The Journal of Applied Science and Social Science
April, 2026Volume 16,Issue 04

pISSN: 2229-3205eISSN: 2229-3213

of mystical Islam, incorporating perspectives from sociology, anthropology, philosophy, and
gender studies. This collection reflects a growing recognition of Sufism as a subject of cross-
disciplinary inquiry, rather than a narrowly confined theological tradition. The philosophical
foundations of Sufism have also been revisited in recent literature. An article from mid-2025
examines Sufism’s philosophical underpinnings, focusing on key theoretical concepts and the
contributions of major mystics. This work highlights how Sufi metaphysics and epistemology
intersect with Islamic philosophical traditions, demonstrating the intellectual richness of Sufi
doctrine.

Historical analyses remain a core focus of Sufi studies, with recent contributions
enhancing our understanding of the tradition’s evolutionary phases. A 2025 article that explores
the rich historical development of Sufism emphasizes Turkish Sufi influences and the ways in
which Sufi thought has been integrated into broader Islamic cultural and spiritual histories. Such
studies reaffirm the deep historical roots of Sufism while situating it within specific regional and
cultural trajectories. Another emerging area in the literature is the gendered dimensions of Sufi
spirituality. A 2025 study on women in Sufi traditions of Kashmir sheds light on the spiritual
agency of female mystics, challenging earlier narratives that marginalize women’s contributions.
By examining biographical accounts, hagiographies, and poetic expressions, this research
expands the theoretical scope of Sufi studies to include gendered experiences and voices that
have historically been underrepresented. Definitional and conceptual debates also persist in the
field. A 2025 analysis on Sufism in the discourse of Islamic science critically examines how
Sufism is defined and categorized within the Islamic sciences, revealing significant differences
among normative, philosophical, and practical approaches. This study highlights the ongoing
scholarly effort to clarify Sufism’s conceptual boundaries and theoretical frameworks. Across
these diverse strands of research, several key themes emerge:
 Adaptation and Modernity: Sufism continues to adapt to contemporary cultural, artistic,
and intellectual environments, demonstrating resilience and relevance in the modern world.
 Social Engagement: Sufi orders play active roles in social change, suggesting that Sufi
doctrine is not limited to spiritual contemplation but also engages with practical societal issues.
 Urban Practice: The evolution of Sufi practices in urban contexts highlights the dynamic
interplay between tradition and modern social life.
 Multidisciplinary Perspectives: Sufism is increasingly studied through interdisciplinary
lenses, including sociology, anthropology, gender studies, and philosophy, reflecting its broad
intellectual significance.
 Philosophical Foundations: Recent work continues to elucidate the philosophical and
metaphysical bases of Sufi thought, linking mystical doctrine to wider Islamic intellectual
traditions.
 Historical Continuity: Research reaffirms the deep historical roots of Sufism, tracing its
development across regions and eras and situating it within broader Islamic cultural histories.
 Inclusivity and Diversity: Studies focusing on gender and regional traditions enrich our
understanding of the diverse expressions of Sufi spirituality.
 Conceptual Clarification: Ongoing debates about definition and categorization reflect the
theoretical complexity of Sufism as an academic subject.

Recent literature demonstrates that Sufism is a vibrant and multifaceted field of scholarly
inquiry. Researchers continue to explore its historical development, doctrinal foundations, and
social relevance, integrating both classical sources and contemporary theoretical approaches.
This body of work not only enriches academic understanding but also situates Sufism as a living
tradition with ongoing intellectual and cultural significance in the twenty-first century.

Research discussion. The analysis of the historical development and theoretical
foundations of Sufism reveals that it is not merely a spiritual movement, but a comprehensive

http://www.internationaljournal.co.in/index.php/jasass
http://www.internationaljournal.co.in/index.php/jasass


http://www.internationaljournal.co.in/index.php/jasass IF = 9.112
— 78 —

The Journal of Applied Science and Social Science
April, 2026Volume 16,Issue 04

pISSN: 2229-3205eISSN: 2229-3213

intellectual tradition that integrates ethical discipline, metaphysical reflection, and practical
spiritual training. The findings of this study, supported by recent literature, indicate that Sufism
evolved through a gradual process of institutionalization, conceptual refinement, and adaptation
to diverse socio-cultural contexts. Historically, Sufism emerged from early Islamic ascetic
practices (zuhd) that emphasized simplicity, devotion, and detachment from worldly excess.
Over time, these practices developed into a more structured system of spiritual education,
centered around the relationship between the shaykh (spiritual guide) and the murīd (disciple).
This transformation reflects a broader pattern in which informal spiritual tendencies became
codified into organized frameworks. Contemporary studies confirm that this institutionalization
contributed to the formation of Sufi orders (turuq), which played a crucial role in transmitting
spiritual knowledge across generations and regions.

From a theoretical perspective, Sufism is grounded in key Islamic concepts such as
tawḥīd (unity of God), ihsān (spiritual excellence), and tazkiyat al-nafs (purification of the soul).
These principles form the epistemological and ontological basis of Sufi doctrine. Unlike purely
rational or juridical approaches to knowledge, Sufism emphasizes experiential understanding
(dhawq or direct taste of spiritual reality), which complements textual and rational forms of
knowledge. This dual structure of knowledge—combining external (exoteric) and internal
(esoteric) dimensions—distinguishes Sufism within the broader framework of Islamic sciences.
The discussion of modern scholarly literature shows that Sufism continues to be relevant in
contemporary academic discourse due to its multidimensional nature. Recent research highlights
that Sufi thought is not static; rather, it demonstrates adaptability to changing intellectual,
cultural, and social environments. For instance, studies on urban Sufism indicate that traditional
practices are being reinterpreted to fit modern lifestyles, while still preserving their essential
spiritual objectives. This suggests that Sufism maintains continuity with its classical roots while
evolving in response to new contexts. Another important aspect revealed in the discussion is the
integration of Sufism with other disciplines. Historically, Sufi scholars engaged with Islamic
theology (kalām), jurisprudence (fiqh), and philosophy (falsafa), contributing to a rich
interdisciplinary tradition. In some cases, Sufi metaphysics influenced philosophical thought,
particularly in discussions related to existence, consciousness, and the nature of reality. At the
same time, Sufi thinkers often maintained a critical stance toward purely speculative reasoning,
emphasizing the limitations of rational knowledge when dealing with transcendent realities. This
tension between rationality and spiritual experience remains a defining feature of Sufi
epistemology.

The role of Sufism in social and cultural transformation is another key point of discussion.
Sufi orders have historically functioned not only as spiritual institutions but also as centers of
education, social organization, and cultural production. In various regions, they contributed to
the spread of Islamic teachings, the development of local traditions, and the promotion of ethical
values. Recent studies suggest that this social dimension of Sufism continues in the modern era,
where Sufi communities engage in charitable activities, interfaith dialogue, and community
development initiatives. Furthermore, the discussion highlights the diversity within Sufism, both
historically and geographically. Different Sufi orders developed distinct methodologies, practices,
and interpretations of spiritual progression, reflecting local cultural influences and intellectual
orientations. This diversity demonstrates that Sufism is not a monolithic doctrine but a pluralistic
tradition capable of accommodating multiple expressions of spirituality. At the same time, these
variations remain united by core principles centered on the remembrance of God (dhikr), ethical
refinement, and the pursuit of divine proximity.

In theoretical terms, Sufism also offers a unique perspective on human nature and the
purpose of existence. It views the human being as a spiritual entity capable of transcending
material limitations through disciplined practice and divine guidance. The process of spiritual
development in Sufism is often described as a journey (sulūk) involving stages (maqāmāt) and
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states (aḥwāl), each representing progressive levels of awareness and proximity to the Divine.
This structured model provides a systematic approach to understanding inner transformation,
which can be interpreted as both a psychological and metaphysical process. The discussion
demonstrates that Sufism is a deeply rooted and dynamically evolving tradition that combines
historical continuity with theoretical sophistication. Its development reflects a synthesis of
spiritual experience, intellectual inquiry, and social engagement. The enduring relevance of
Sufism in both classical and modern contexts indicates that it remains an important field of study
for understanding the interplay between religion, philosophy, and human development.

Conclusion. The historical development and scientific-theoretical foundations of Sufism
demonstrate that it is a multidimensional and evolving tradition within Islamic thought.
Originating from early ascetic practices (zuhd), Sufism gradually transformed into a structured
spiritual discipline with established methodologies, institutions, and intellectual frameworks. The
emergence of Sufi orders (turuq) played a significant role in preserving and transmitting spiritual
knowledge, ensuring continuity across generations while allowing adaptability to different
cultural and social environments. Theoretically, Sufism is grounded in core Islamic concepts
such as tawḥīd, ihsān, and the purification of the soul, which together form its epistemological
and metaphysical basis. Unlike purely rational sciences, Sufism emphasizes experiential
knowledge (maʿrifa), integrating inner spiritual realization with external religious practice. This
unique approach enables a holistic understanding of human existence, combining ethical
development, intellectual reflection, and spiritual transformation. Modern scholarly research
further confirms that Sufism remains relevant in contemporary contexts due to its adaptability
and interdisciplinary nature. It continues to influence not only religious life but also social,
cultural, and intellectual spheres. Overall, Sufism should be regarded as both a historical
phenomenon and a living tradition that continues to contribute to the spiritual and intellectual
heritage of humanity.
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