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Abstract

Khaf is one of the cities of Razavi Khorasan Province and has an ancient and eventful history. The city was conquered by the Arabs in
639 CE, after which its inhabitants embraced the Hanafi school of Islam. During the Mongol period, Sufi tendencies spread in Khaf within
the context of Sunni beliefs. In response to the adverse conditions of the time and through the interaction and contestation of diverse
intellectual perspectives, Sufi agency contributed to the formation of theological ideas and Sufi-oriented approaches among the intellectual
elites of Khaf. Employing a descriptive-analytical method, this study seeks to answer the following question: Why did Sufi orders enjoy
greater acceptance and prosperity in Khaf during the medieval centuries of Iranian history? The findings indicate that, owing to the
historical inclination of Khaf’s cultural and social circles toward theological and religious ideas and movements, the necessary conditions
were created for the emergence and diffusion of Sufi orders and for the exchange of diverse intellectual perspectives. Consequently, the
influence of Sufi orientations reinforced traditionalism and strengthened the resistance of this cultural center to Shi‘ism, as well as to new
jurisprudential interpretations of religion and the theological foundations of the Hanafi school. In particular, the role of the Nagshbandiyya
order in the cultural and social life of Khaf merits careful consideration.
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Extended Abstract

Khaf, located in the southern part of Razavi Khorasan Province, has long occupied a significant position in the
historical geography of eastern Iran. Its location between the cultural, political, and commercial spheres of
Herat, Nishapur, Jam, Zuzan, and the wider region of Greater Khorasan enabled it to participate actively in the
movement of people, ideas, institutions, and religious traditions. Medieval geographical and historical sources
describe Khaf as a well-known district with numerous villages, cultivated lands, learned figures, political elites,
and a predominantly Sunni population. Hafiz-i Abru identified Khaf as a notable region historically connected
to Nishapur and later incorporated into the administrative orbit of Herat, emphasizing both its demographic
importance and its production of scholars, rulers, and officials (2). Yaqut al-Hamawi similarly presented Khaf
and its surrounding settlements as prosperous and intellectually active localities, while his description of Zuzan
as a commercially dynamic and scholarly center demonstrates the broader cultural vitality of the region (3).
Le Strange’s reconstruction of the medieval geography of eastern Iran confirms the importance of settlements
such as Khaf, Salam, Sangan, and Khargird within the historical landscape of Khorasan (4). In addition to its
material heritage, including mosques, madrasas, windmills, fortified structures, and underground shelters,
Khaf possessed a rich intangible heritage represented by its scholars, historians, poets, jurists, musicians, and
Sufi figures (5). The present study therefore examines Khaf not merely as a peripheral provincial town, but as
a regional cultural center whose historical significance was partly shaped by the diffusion of mystical and
religious thought. The central question of the study is why Sufi orders gained relatively broad acceptance and
influence in Khaf during the medieval centuries of Iranian history. Using a descriptive-analytical method and
relying on historical chronicles, geographical works, hagiographies, biographical dictionaries, Sufi treatises,
and modern studies, the research seeks to explain the relationship between Khaf’s social environment, its
Sunni-Hanafi religious identity, its proximity to major Sufi centers, and the formation of local traditions of
mystical authority.

The emergence and institutionalization of Sufism in eastern Iran provide the broader context for understanding
the development of Sufi activity in Khaf. From the second Islamic century onward, ascetic and devotional
tendencies spread among Muslims, initially through informal gatherings in mosques and private houses. These
circles gradually evolved into more organized spaces known as duwayrahs and khangahs, where preaching,
prayer, remembrance, spiritual instruction, hospitality, and communal rituals were conducted. Hujwiri’s
observation that extensive discussions had already been devoted to the meaning of Sufism indicates the
conceptual diversity and intellectual maturity of the tradition by the medieval period (8). Likewise, the
definition attributed to the early Sufi masters in Asrar al-Tawhid, according to which Sufism consists in
abandoning artificiality and pretension, illustrates the ethical and practical orientation of early Khorasani
mysticism (9). As Sufism gained increasing acceptance among religious scholars, rulers, and urban
communities, khangahs expanded in size, wealth, and social function. Their role was no longer restricted to
private devotion; they became centers of education, welfare, lodging, spiritual discipline, ritual practice, and
local mediation. Zarrinkoub describes this transformation as part of the gradual consolidation of Sufism as a
recognized social and cultural institution (10). The endorsement of Sufi institutions by political authorities,
including Abbasid rulers and later regional dynasties, contributed to their legitimacy and public visibility (11).
Within Greater Khorasan, cities such as Nishapur, Merv, Balkh, Herat, and Bukhara became leading centers
of mystical thought because of their intellectual diversity, distance from the central institutions of the caliphate,
concentration of scholars and ascetics, and exposure to multiple religious and philosophical traditions. The
Khorasani school of Sufism was distinguished by its practical, ethical, and socially engaged character, with
particular emphasis on asceticism, poverty, trust in God, self-discipline, ecstatic experience, and direct
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participation in everyday communal life (12). These characteristics created a flexible and socially accessible
mystical culture that could spread from major urban centers into smaller towns and rural districts such as Khaf.
Khaf’s geographical position and cultural connections made it especially receptive to the transmission of Sufi
doctrines and institutions. The region stood along routes linking Herat, Nishapur, Jam, Merv, Transoxiana, and
northern India, and these networks facilitated the movement of scholars, merchants, Sufis, pilgrims, and
religious teachers. Although the surviving sources do not provide a complete institutional history of every
khangah or local order in Khaf, they reveal the presence of numerous Sufi figures, lineages, disciples, and
centers of instruction. The influence of Shaykh Ahmad-e Jam was particularly important. As a Hanafi Sufi
associated with the religious environment of eastern Khorasan, he combined asceticism, moral reform, social
criticism, and public preaching. Modern studies have emphasized that his confrontation with the moral and
social disorders of the Seljuk period encouraged him to assume the role of a religious and social reformer (15).
His khangah and shrine in the Jam region, north of Khaf, became an influential center of pilgrimage, education,
spiritual discipline, and social service. Researchers have consequently regarded Jam and Khaf as closely
connected zones of his religious and institutional influence (16, 17). The khangah associated with Shaykh
Ahmad-e Jam functioned simultaneously as a place of mystical training, accommodation, charity, teaching,
ritual performance, and public gathering (18). Its existence demonstrates how Sufi institutions could become
multidimensional centers with religious, social, educational, and economic roles. Although direct
documentation concerning smaller khangahs within Khaf is limited, the widespread khangah network of Herat
and its dependencies strongly suggests that Khaf also participated in a wider institutional system (19). The
settlement of Sufi masters in villages and towns of the region further supports this interpretation. Therefore,
the spread of Sufism in Khaf should not be understood as an isolated local phenomenon; it was part of a dense
regional network in which spiritual authority, travel, kinship, patronage, and educational institutions connected
Khaf with larger centers of Islamic learning and mystical practice.

Among the Sufi orders active in or connected with Khaf, the Nagshbandiyya achieved the most durable and
visible influence. Although the order is named after Baha al-Din Nagshband of Bukhara, its intellectual and
ritual foundations are partly associated with Abd al-Khaliq Ghujdawani, who emphasized silent remembrance
and formulated principles later integrated into Nagshbandi discipline (13). The order’s wider expansion
occurred particularly from the eighth and ninth Islamic centuries onward, when Nagshbandi shaykhs
established strong relations with political elites and urban communities in Transoxiana, Herat, and eastern Iran.
Its doctrinal commitment to Sunni orthodoxy, observance of the sharia, moderation in spiritual practice, and
emphasis on inward recollection made it especially compatible with the Hanafi population of Khaf. The role
of Khwaja Ubayd Allah Ahrar and other Nagshbandi leaders in strengthening the social and political influence
of the order contributed to its regional consolidation (14). The presence of Nagshbandi followers in the wider
Jam and Khaf area indicates that the order did not remain limited to Bukhara and Herat but penetrated smaller
local communities through discipleship, migration, and family succession. In addition to the Nagshbandiyya,
the Qadiriyya also found adherents in the region. The Qadiri tradition, associated with Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani,
was known for its emphasis on love, service, spiritual joy, and ritual devotion. Although the exact route of its
introduction into Khaf remains uncertain, its diffusion from western Iran and India toward southern Khorasan
is historically plausible. Later local evidence suggests that Qadiri affiliation retained a visible presence in Khaf
into the modern period. The coexistence of these two orders is especially significant because both were
grounded in Sunni identity and could operate without fundamentally challenging the dominant Hanafi structure
of the region. Their parallel presence also helps explain why Khaf remained relatively resistant to Shi‘i Sufi
movements that developed elsewhere in Iran. While many medieval Sufi currents gradually converged with
Shi‘i symbolism and revolutionary activism, the predominance of Naqgshbandi and Qadiri traditions in Khaf
reinforced a Sunni, sharia-oriented, and socially conservative mystical culture (20).
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The biographical evidence concerning prominent Sufis of Khaf further demonstrates the depth and diversity
of the region’s mystical traditions. Hagiographical and biographical works mention numerous figures with the
nisbas Khafi, Jami, Namgi, and Sanjani, suggesting that the area formed a recognizable regional environment
of spiritual learning (22). Among the earliest figures was Rukn al-Din Mahmud, known as Shah Sanjan, who
was associated with the Chishti tradition and remembered for his mystical rank, literary talent, and spiritual
reputation (23). Amir Qawam al-Din Sanjani Khafi abandoned administrative service in favor of the mystical
path and composed Junun al-Majanin, a work combining literary expression, Qur anic interpretation, mystical
terminology, and reflections on religious and intellectual currents (22). Zayn al-Din Abu Bakr Muhammad
Khafi was one of the most important later Sufis connected with the region. Educated within the wider
Nagshbandi and Suhrawardi environment, he emphasized adherence to Sunni law while also engaging in
spiritual instruction and institutional patronage. He migrated from Barabad in Khaf to Herat, where he taught,
preached, trained disciples, and founded schools, khangahs, and guesthouses (7, 22). His numerous students
and writings indicate the scale of his influence. Mahmud Qawwas Khafi, another Nagshbandi figure, recorded
his relations with Sufi masters in Khaf, Jam, Qa’in, and neighboring areas, providing valuable evidence of
extensive regional networks among religious elites (24). Later figures such as Shaykh Sufi Barabadi continued
the Nagshbandi tradition in Khaf and transmitted spiritual authority through family lineages (21). The survival
of his descendants and their continued religious roles in Barabad illustrate how Sufi authority became
embedded within local kinship structures (6). These examples reveal that Sufism in Khaf was not confined to
isolated individuals. It was reproduced through teaching, discipleship, poetry, textual production, migration,
endowment, family succession, and the institutional life of khangahs and madrasas.

In conclusion, the prosperity of Sufi orders in medieval Khaf resulted from the convergence of geographical
accessibility, cultural plurality, Sunni-Hanafi religious continuity, regional networks of scholarship, and the
institutional expansion of khangahs. Khaf’s position between Herat, Nishapur, Jam, and Transoxiana enabled
the continuous circulation of Sufi teachings and personalities, while its social environment permitted mystical
traditions to become integrated into local religious and educational life. The Nagshbandiyya and Qadiriyya
were particularly successful because their teachings were broadly compatible with the dominant Sunni identity
of the population and because they promoted forms of spirituality that combined personal discipline, communal
ethics, and loyalty to the sharia. Sufi circles also influenced educational practices, moral instruction, charitable
activity, and popular conceptions of lawful livelihood, social responsibility, and spiritual purification. The
emergence of respected Khafi Sufis and their participation in wider intellectual networks confirms that the
region was not a marginal recipient of mystical culture but an active contributor to the history of Sufism in
eastern Iran. Although the rise of the Safavid state weakened Sunni Sufi institutions and forced many orders
to relocate beyond Iran’s borders, the mystical worldview of Khaf did not disappear. It survived in local
religious practices, family traditions, shrines, ritual gatherings, and collective memory. The history of Sufism
in Khaf therefore illustrates how a regional society could preserve a distinctive Sunni mystical identity while
remaining deeply connected to the broader religious and cultural transformations of Greater Khorasan.
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