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ABSTRACT

The promotion of Persian language and literature in India has been largely influenced by Bihar, one of the Indian states. In the
arena of culture, Persian poets, writers, and Sufis played a key role in development. It is quite remarkable that this particular region
gave to world not only noble thinkers, reformers and humanists as Gautam Buddha, Mahavir and Ashoka but also great Sufi
Saints like Makhdoom Sharfuddin Yahya Maneri, Sultan Ahmad Chirmposh, Muzaffar Shams Balkhi and many others. Muslim
Sufi saints settled in Bihar in the early days of India. The Suhrawardi, specifically its Firdausi Silsilah, was the most significant Sufi
order in Bihar. Sharafuddin Ahmad was one of the most celebrated Sufi Saints in the region. In 1262, he was born in Maner and
passed away in Biharsharifin 1377. In Bihar, there are other significant Sufi orders that include Chisti, Suhrawardi, Qadiri, Firdausi,
Shattari, and Madari. This paper tries to understand social harmony and Sufism in Bihar.
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Sufism, often considered as a mystic movement
exploring a direct link between an Individual and God
within Islam, has been an essential part of the Indian
subcontinent’s history. It forms one of the most significant
parts of the cultural evolution of present day India. Sufis
shrines, scattered all over the landmass of the continent,
are important center of pilgrimage and cultural industry.
These shrines are popular among people across the
religious and class divides and provide them a common
heritage. Whether it is the sufi shrine in Ajmer or Delhi
or in any other part of the country, as they are present
across all regions, they present a platform for social and
cultural harmony even at times when society at large is
extremely polarised on religious lines due to political
reasons. Sufi shrines are living spaces of syncretic social
sphere of India.

Present day Bihar emerged as a centre for sufism
in the 11th century when Islam made its way into the
subcontinent as the faith of the new ruling class. Various
Sufi saints and scholars migrated to the region
subsequently from West Asia or Western parts of India.
Some prominent Sufi saints were also born in the region

in later periods and carried on the task of spreading their
orders and enriching the linguistic and cultural milieu of
the region. Sufism, identified with the ongoing Bhakti
movement at the time, helped in blending the new faith
with the local faiths shedding its alien origin and evolution.
However, the most important contribution of the
movement in Bihar was the formation of a combined,
syncretic identity of the region which still persists. It has
survived the numerous attempts to puritanize respective
religious identities carried out by different constituents
from time to time and provided the common paths to
spiritual and material development.

Sufism: Origin as a movement within Islam
Sufism emerged as a mystic movement in West Asia
during the formative years of Islam. The fact that it was
born as parallel to doctrinaire Islam it is often considered
as a more popular version of the faith propagated by
Prophet Mohammed. The urge to look for a more fluid
way to grasp the teachings of Koran was felt more in
the peripheries of early day Islam in Anatolia, in Persia
and in Central Asia where there were already mystic
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movements. Therefore it focused on more personal
experiences and allowed greater flexibility in preferences
in ways to find God. In a way, it defied attempts to
establish formal ways and dogmas of new religion and
became attractive to those who were still apprehensive
to accept doctrines of Koran in totality. It soon became a
major movement in the ninth century in Anatolia and
Persia and spread all across the Muslim world at the
time. Sometimes promoted by the ruling class but often
maintaining a distance from them, Sufism helped spread
the teachings of Islam by intermingling with existing belief
systems and adapting accordingly in the long term. In
this way it helped in the peaceful spread of Islam and
sparing the populace any large scale oppression from
conquerors’ jealous missionary policies.

Sufis preferred music and poetry as their medium
to spread the doctrine of love and unity. They emphasised
gender neutrality and were vocal supporters of peace
and harmony. Ibn El-Arabi, the most famous Arabic
scholar in the medieval Arab world identified himself as
a Sufi and claimed that, ““T follow the religion of love” I,
Jalal al-Din Muhammad Rumi (1207-1273) is the most
prominent Sufi poet who says that “love is the bridge
between” an individual and everything else including God.
Sufism since its advent was divided into numerous Silsilas
or orders centered around a particular saint. The Silsilas
later became much more rigid and acted like distinct
schools.

In India early traces of Sufism are much older than
the establishment of Muslim rule in Delhi in the 12th
century. There is evidence of Sufi influences in southern
India, particularly in the Malabar coast from the ninth
century onwards. The trading Arabs brought Sufism with
them to those parts of India wherever they visited in the
subcontinent. Its popular spread, however, is largely
coterminous with the establishment of the Muslim rule.
In its history post 12th century Sufism reached the
farthest corners of the country and with much faster speed
than the administrative control of the Sultans of Delhi.

It gradually mingled with the local cultural practices
and adapted itself accordingly. Initially it remained
confined to towns but gradually penetrated into villages
as well. Different orders of Sufis appealed to different
sections of the society in India. However, most of them
found a ready audience among the agricultural hinterland
which had maintained its autonomy from rigid
Brahminism. A large section of them were already
influenced by the poets of the Bhakti movement.
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Major Sufi Silsilas in Bihar:

Since ancient times Bihar has been the land of
cultural and religious revival in India. The rich Gangetic
plain made the region a home of all kinds of people and
movements which challenged orthodoxy. This particular
region gave to world noble thinkers, reformers and
humanists as Gautam Buddha, Mahavir and Ashoka. In
the early medieval period it was the center of cultural
enrichment during the Gupta period. It was a center of
learning as well. Continuing with its legacy, with the
coming of muslims in India Bihar also became a home of
great Sufi saints and a center of Sufi movement which
evolved as the time progressed with the Mughals and
even in the later periods.

Medieval period in India was also the time of the
Bhakti movement. Together with Bhakti Sufism played
a significant role in the development of Indian cultural
and religious history. They heralded an era of mysticism
which became the most prominent form of religious and
spiritual salvation for centuries. Bihar was one of the
major centers of the Bhakti movement in India as well.
This was a movement which called for reforms in
Hinduism and the prevalent cultural domain. Poets and
saints such as Vidyapati (1352-1448), Kabir, Dharani Das
and others represented the movement in the region. The
Sufi poets and saints such as Shah Mujeebullah Quardi
(1688-1778), Makhdoom Sharfuddin Yahya Maneri,
Sultan Ahmad Chirmposh, Muzaffar Shams Balkhi and
many others joined their rich legacy and founded a
harmonious cultural milieu.

Muslims, in any significant numbers, came to the
eastern parts of India within the first few years of the
establishment of the Sultanate in Delhi. Most of them
were members of the army or the administrative classes.
It is difficult to historically establish the exact date when
Sufism came to Bihar and became a movement.

Muslim Sufi saints started settling in the region today
known as Bihar in the early days of the Muslim rule in
India which roughly started in the 12th century. Some of
them came and settled down in various towns along the
Ganga making an unbreakable chain from Persia to
Bengal. Some of them established their Khanqahs and
others just took a life of mendicant spreading and
contributing to the already rich tradition of asceticism in
the region. They were not very different from the Buddhist
monks or Hindu saints roaming around the villages singing
God’s graces and surviving on the contributions made by
the people.
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The Khangah became a hub for promotion of Sufis
ideas as well as the Persian language and literature.
Khangah were established in remote parts where murids
used to gather and learn from the peer or the saint. They
also participated in the composition of new works both
oral and written which were used as source material.

Both stationary scholarly Sufi saints and their
mendicant counterparts helped in the spread of new
religion in the area, adapting to the new surroundings,
learning and borrowing from local beliefs and enriching
them with new ideas and concepts. This mutual give and
take must have also encountered some resistance
particularly from the dominant sections in the early days.
It is expected that the new ruling establishment played
an important role in resolving those reactions. However,
Sufism’s nature of avoiding antagonism with existing
beliefs and adapting to the local culture may have
eventually won more followers than the attempts to
impose it on the larger masses.

The Suhrawardi, specifically its Firdausiya Silsilah,
was the most significant Sufi order in Bihar. There is no
clarity of who was the actual founder of this order.
According to some scholars it was Sheikh Shihabudin
Abu Hafs Suhrawardi (1145-1234) who founded the order
somewhere in Persia. However, in some sources it is
indicated that it was Abu al-Najib Suhrawardi (D 1168).
However, as per the historical record it is most likely that
Shihabudin, nephew of Abu al-Najib inherited the
teachings of his seniors and played a major role in its
spread in Western India.

However, in eastern India it was Makhdoom
Sharfuddin Yahya Maneri born in Maner near Patna who
was the most prominent leader of the Suhrawardi Silsila
in the 13th century. He was one of the most important
Persian scholars born outside Persia at the time. He
emerged as one of the first major scholars of the language
in India.

Yahaya Maneri influenced a large number of
followers and created a lasting legacy of leaders of the
Sufi Silsila, most of whom came from his immediate or
distant family. After Yahya Maneri’s death his son
Sharafuddin Ahmad became one of the most celebrated
Sufi Saints in the region. He was born in 1262 in Maner
and died in Biharsharifin 1377.

His Khangah where he taught his disciples, was built
by sultan Mohammad Tughlaq as claimed by various
sources. Tughlaq was considered hostile to the
Suhrawardi order and if built the Khanqgah it would be a
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great example of tolerance of differences. Post his death
his tomb was built at Badi or Big Dargah at Bihar Sharif
which is still visited by thousands every year. The dargah
as most of the dargahs of sufi saints is a place of
confluence of all people from religious groups.

The dargah of Sharafuddin Ahmad’s maternal
grandfather Shahabuddin Jagjot Balkhi known as Kachi
meaning unpaved Dargah near Patna is also a place of
pilgrimage for people from all religious denominations.
They come to the dargah for both prayers as well as for
their spiritual fulfillment so much celebrated in sufi
tradition.

Suhrawardis became the most important sufi Silsila
in Bihar and Bengal in the early centuries of Muslim rule
in India particularly due to its hostile relations with the
Sultan’s in Delhi. Their hostility with the power center
was considered a result of their competition with the other
Sufi orders of time such as Chistis which were considered
close to the Sultans in Delhi. It is said that unlike Chistis
Suhrawardi could not inculcate close relations with the
Sultan despite them teaching greater political and
economic power as essential characteristics. Therefore
they had to look for new lands to spread their message
and that explains their presence in both the Western and
Eastern peripheries of the Delhi Sultanate!!.

The Suhrawardi order was “not against accepting
grants and gifts from the kings, and believed that a Sufi
should own property, knowledge, and mystical
enlightenment in order to serve the poor better”®!. This
was something unique among all the major Sufi orders of
the time as most of them believed in frugal living and
promoted simplicity. Material wealth was seen more as
a distraction. At least there were no attempts to promote
such endeavours.

The Suhrawardi order was also divided later into
sub orders. In Bihar its Firdausi order became much
more popular than the original order. This order was
based on the tadhkira Manaqib al-asfiya written in
the 14th century, gradually spread to Bengal and Bihar
with its center in the latter. The principle philosophy of
the silsila is the omnipresence of God’s mercy across
the social hierarchies. Though followers of Suhrawardi
tried to develop close links with the ruling establishment
and unlike most other Sufi schools were strong believers
in political influence as mentioned above, they did not
break their links with the masses and tried to create a
balance between their belief and the social reality of the
region in which they were operating.
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Their Khanqgah in different parts of Bihar, Bihar
Sharif and Maner in particular was visited by hoards of
Murids or wannabe Murids who sought peace and
release from troubles from their daily life. Despite their
deep roots in Islam and Islamic philosophy, Firdausiya
Silsila was able to inculcate a secular image which helped
it win followers behind a particular personality. The
patronage extended by the local lords and rich helped it
establish greater reach and accessibility across the remote
regions.

The spread of Firdausi form of Suhrawardi Silsila
in Bihar was centered in small towns and adjacent villages
mostly in its northern and central parts. It inculcated a
following among the urban educated sections who came
with the Muslim rulers and settled down in small towns
helping both in the administration of the empire as well
as spread for Islamic culture and Persian language.
However, as mentioned above, the need to develop
greater roots among the peasants and rural craftsmen
was also underlined. This later section became a link
which helped in the spread of Sufi practices to the larger
masses.

The influence of Maneri could be measured with
the fact that the founder of the Mughal dynasty in India,
Babur (1483-1530) paid a special visit to his shrine.
Maneri’s influence on the subsequent Sufi orders in
castern India have been recorded in detail by Abd al-
Rahman Chisti’s Mirat al-Asrar, perhaps the most
important work on Sufism in India.

The dominant presence of the Suhrawardi order did
not prevent other Sufi silsilas from spreading in the region.
There is a rich history of various other significant Sufi
orders such as Chistiya, Qadiriya, Shattariya, and
Madariya making inroads in Bihar as well. However, their
influence was limited in comparison to the Firdausi order.

Sufi and Bhakti:

There are so many similarities between Bhakti and
Sufi movements that for most of the scholars they together
represent a united movement to bring love, peace and
harmony in the society. That may be a simplification®.
However, it provides a good starting point to examine
the syncretism which emerged at the time when both the
movements emerged at the strongest movement almost
at the same time in Indian history. A country such as
India which is already divided on numerous sectarian and
religious lines, where fanaticism and obscurantism have
been quite prevalent, Bhakti was a great reform
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movement in many ways. It emerged in India as a
movement against the regressive hierarchy of caste which
pervaded dominant hinduism at the time in India. It was
also a response to the rigid ritualistic format of
Brahmanical religion. Sufism had a similar worldview
based on the message of egalitarianism in Islam but at
the same time critical to religious dogma taking over fluidity
and spontaneity of human life.

Kabir’s criticism of both Islamic and Hindu ritualism
in such obvious terms can be cited as one example of the
similarity of the objective in Sufism and Bhakti. Kabir’s
personality and life itself were examples of harmony
which both the movements talked about.

Both Bhakti and Sufism relied on poetry and music
to achieve the desired unity with God. The poet saints
were the leaders of both the movements who emphasised
on love and harmony. They refuted the existing social
and cultural hierarchies and talked about friendship and
equality across the caste, class and creed.

Of course one can find differences in both of them.
For example, there are certain characteristics which a
Sufi saint was expected to have. Beatrix Pfeiderer tells
us that a Sufi saint must have spiritual eminence, high
ethical standards, must be able to resist his desires, instruct
the murids, a wali (benefactor) and supernatural powers
(karamah)®l.

Ravidas or Kabir or most of the reformer poets in
south India never performed any miracle, not even Guru
Nanak who is considered to be the founder of Sikhism, a
distinct faith. However, their mysticism had an appeal
which was considered divine by their followers. This
addressed the lacuna in personal attributes.

Most of the Sufi saints, both in Bihar and outside,
had their Khangah where they formally taught their
Murids. Most of them have their tombs developed as
shrines with a proper structure and hierarchies of their
administration controlled by Pirs, some of them became
saints in their own standing. The patronage provided by
the ruling classes made this particular evolution. None of
these practices are common to Bhakti poets. They roamed
around and preached equality with no attempt to establish
a seminary or a set of followers. The rise of followers in
Bhakti was much more spontaneous.

There was neither any immediate requirement of
divine personality nor a formal structure attached to most
of the Bhakti poets, at least not in recorded history. This
is despite the fact that most of them later were revered
as saints and attempts to develop a cult around them by
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their followers have been made. They did not get royal
patronage nor was there any significant support provided
by the feudal class to them. Bhakti poets remained rooted
to the popular domain whereas Sufi saints often blended
the class hierarchies.

Unlike Sufism which was new for the agrarian
societies in Bihar, Bhakti had a long tradition. In remote
villages of Bihar the mendicants always roamed around
and survived on contribution. They spoke the same
language and there was hardly anything alien to them.
However, Sufism on the other hand was heavily rooted
in Persian language and it would not have been easy for
the saints to convey their message to the locals who mostly
spoke dialects and were hardly even literate. It would
have taken decades for the Sufis saints to understand
the social sphere in which they were operating and that
is why in the initial years they remained confined to
immigrants and a small set of educated ruling classes.

Despite the differences, Sufi and Bhakti movements
have some fundamental similar characteristics which
made them a part of a larger movement which shaped
the Indian cultural domain and created a base for
harmonious living among all the different sects and
religions competing to be pure and authentic ways of
salvation. Sufi saints and Bhakti poets had no such claims
of purity and they equally mocked all such attempts. Their
mysticism and denunciation of formal religious rituals and
dogmas made them similar and one. Linguistic boundaries
would have soon given way to the language heavily
focused on poetry and music.

In fact some of the Bhakti and Sufi leaders
conspicuously tried to blend symbols and beliefs of both
the religions giving birth to a long lasting syncretism.

Harmony was the core:

It can be safely argued that Sufism brought a distinct
religious practice in India creating distance between
formal and informal religious beliefs and rituals which
were much more fluid, accommodative and changeable
than the orthodox brahmanism and therefore much more
harmonious.

In societies such as Bihar festivals around Sufi saints

death anniversary, called annual Urs for example, added
yet another colour to a broadly colorless cultural sphere.
Even today Urs of a particular Sufi Saint is celebrated
with much fanfare. This would have been a huge
attraction creating curiosity among the peasants and local
craftsmen who largely lived a monotonous life. The music
and poetry performed during the Urs developed an annual
ritual. The Sufis dargah in Phulwari, Maner, Patna and
at several other places invite large pilgrimages from all
parts of Bihar, Eastern UP and Bengal. The efforts taken
for the pilgrimage creates a new sense of accomplishment
and Dargah and Majar for example at Maner, Bihar Sharif
and Phulwari in Patna become a hub for intermingling
and co-learning.

The fact that at most of the Dargah or Majars, the
majority of devotees are from non-Muslim background
provides proof that Sufi saints were not from the sectarian
lenses and were seen as a pious and approachable link
with the God which is both Hindu and Musalman. These
saints were considered patrons of all who visited them
and therefore festivals attached to them became a
syncretic affair spreading harmony.
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