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Abstract 

This paper explores the intellectual contribution of Khaliq Ahmad Nizami to the historical 

study of Sufism in medieval India. As one of the most influential Indo-Muslim historians of 

the twentieth century, Nizami approached Sufism not merely as a spiritual phenomenon but 

as a lived ethical tradition embedded in complex socio-political realities. Through a close 

analysis of his historical method, source materials, and recurring thematic concerns such as 

ethical non-alignment, service, and cultural mediation this study highlights how Nizami 

synthesized textual fidelity with critical interpretation. His reliance on Indo-Persian malfuzat, 

hagiographies, and court chronicles enabled him to present Sufis as historically grounded 

moral agents. The paper also compares his approach with later scholars like Richard Eaton 

and Carl Ernst to underscore his distinctive contribution to Sufi historiography. It concludes 

by arguing that Nizami’s work remains relevant for contemporary scholarship seeking a 

balanced and ethically informed understanding of Indo-Islamic mysticism. 
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1. Introduction  

The historical study of Sufism in South Asia has gradually shifted from marginal and often 

romanticized portrayals to more critical and contextually grounded scholarship. This change 

is especially visible in the works of scholars like Khaliq Ahmad Nizami, whose contribution 

stands out for bringing intellectual clarity and historical depth to the field. As someone 

deeply invested in Indo-Islamic thought, I find his approach to the study of Sufism both 

inspiring and instructive. His writings reflect a rare balance he neither mystifies Sufism into 

an abstract spirituality nor strips it of its ethical and historical complexity. 

Nizami’s scholarship, particularly in works like Some Aspects of Religion and Politics in 

India during the Thirteenth Century (1961) and On History and Historians of Medieval India 

(1983) emphasized the historical rootedness of Sufi institutions and ideas. He argued that 

Sufis were not passive recluses but deeply engaged actors in the socio-political landscape of 

their time. This understanding, in my view, is crucial to any serious inquiry into Indo-Islamic 

mysticism. It shows that the Sufi tradition was not just about personal piety or inner 

experience, but also about ethical conduct, cultural mediation, and resistance to unjust 

authority (Nizami, 1983, pp. 10–38). 
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What makes Nizami’s work particularly relevant today is his attention to sources. He made 

extensive use of Persian malfuzat (sayings of saints), tazkiras (biographical collections), and 

contemporary Indo-Persian chronicles. His ability to navigate these sources critically while 

still maintaining sensitivity to their spiritual content offers a model for how Sufi 

historiography can be both rigorous and respectful (Ahmad, 1982, pp. 22–40). This is a 

direction I believe current scholarship can still learn from, especially when we see the field 

leaning either toward dry historicism or uncritical veneration. 

In this paper, I aim to examine Khaliq Ahmad Nizami as a historian of Sufism, focusing on 

three major aspects of his contribution: his historical method, the types of sources he used, 

and the broader interpretive lens through which he engaged with Indo-Islamic mysticism. In 

doing so, I intend to highlight not only the academic value of his work but also its ethical 

orientation. My argument is that Nizami’s historical writing invites us to see Sufism as a 

living force one that bridges spirituality with social responsibility, and inward purification 

with outward action. 

By analyzing his approach in depth, this study hopes to foreground Nizami’s unique place in 

the development of Sufi studies in India and explore how his work continues to shape 

contemporary understanding of mysticism, ethics, and power in Islamic history. 

2. Intellectual and Institutional Context  

Understanding the intellectual context in which Khaliq Ahmad Nizami developed his 

historical outlook is essential to appreciating his distinctive approach to Sufism. His 

academic journey was deeply shaped by the environment of Aligarh Muslim University 

(AMU), where he not only studied but also taught for decades, eventually serving as Vice-

Chancellor. AMU, with its unique fusion of Islamic intellectual heritage and modern 

historical inquiry, played a critical role in shaping Nizami’s dual commitment to spiritual 

depth and academic rigor. 

Nizami’s formative years coincided with a period when Indian historiography was 

undergoing significant shifts. The earlier dominance of colonial narratives which either 

exoticized or dismissed Sufism was being increasingly questioned. Scholars within India 

began to reclaim indigenous intellectual traditions and religious thought as serious subjects of 

historical inquiry (Alam, 2009, pp. 136–138). Nizami was part of this broader movement that 

sought to resist the binaries imposed by Orientalist frameworks: between the spiritual and the 

historical, the religious and the political. 

Unlike some of his contemporaries who distanced themselves from religious themes, Nizami 

did not see the study of Sufism as incompatible with academic history. On the contrary, he 

argued that Sufi movements must be studied historically because of their deep influence on 

social organization, inter-communal relations, and political ethics in medieval India. I believe 

this is among his most significant contributions: his rejection of treating mysticism merely as 
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a historical phenomenon, along with his emphasis that ethical spirituality has a tangible effect 

on public affairs. 

His command of Persian and his deep engagement with Indo-Islamic source material gave 

him a clear advantage in interpreting the literature of Sufism. He worked closely with 

primary texts such as Fawa’īd al-Fu’ad, Siyar al-Awliya, and Akhbar al-Akhyar, which are 

essential for understanding the ethos of the Chishti silsila in particular. His analysis of these 

sources was not limited to translating or paraphrasing them, but extended to situating them 

within the broader political and social currents of their time (Nizami, 1961, pp. 34–49). 

Nizami’s position within AMU also exposed him to debates on Muslim identity and cultural 

pluralism in postcolonial India. This background sharpened his sensitivity to the role of 

Sufism in promoting inter-communal harmony and ethical non-alignment with political 

power. His portrayal of Sufi saints as cultural mediators and moral anchors seems to reflect 

not just his historical insight but also his deep concern with India’s composite culture 

(Ahmad, 1982, pp. 51–58). 

Importantly, Nizami’s personal admiration for the values embodied by the Sufis such as 

humility, selflessness, and service did not compromise his academic objectivity. Rather, it 

enhanced his ability to interpret their actions and teachings in a way that is both empathetic 

and critical. His work is a rare example of a scholar who managed to honor the ethical vision 

of Sufism while engaging it through the lens of historical inquiry. 

To sum up, Nizami’s intellectual background, institutional grounding at AMU, and historical 

moment all came together to shape a scholarly approach that was deeply informed, ethically 

sensitive, and methodologically sound. His position within both the academic and cultural 

fabric of India gave him a unique vantage point to interpret Sufism not just as a spiritual 

tradition but as a force with historical agency. 

3. Nizami’s Historical Method  

One of the most impressive aspects of Khaliq Ahmad Nizami’s contribution to the study of 

Sufism is his careful and nuanced historical method. His work consistently reflects an effort 

to go beyond simplistic narratives whether devotional or dismissive and to construct a 

layered, contextually grounded account of the Sufi experience in medieval India. As someone 

trained in both traditional Indo-Islamic scholarship and modern historical methods, Nizami 

was uniquely positioned to apply critical analysis without undermining the spiritual dignity of 

his subjects. 

What distinguishes Nizami’s method is his deep engagement with primary sources especially 

Persian malfuzat (collections of discourses), tazkiras (biographical narratives), and Indo-

Persian court chronicles. Instead of using these texts merely to extract anecdotes or 

theological details, he approached them as social documents, embedded in the politics, ethics, 

and cultural rhythms of their time. This approach is visible throughout his essays in On 

History and Historians of Medieval India, where he emphasizes that the historian must 



4 

Islam and Muslim Societies: A Social Science Journal, Vol. 17, No. 1, 2025 

www.muslimsocieties.org 

always interpret texts with an awareness of their authorial intent and historical location 

(Nizami, 1983, pp. 18–22). 

In contrast to the Orientalist tendency to treat Sufi texts as mystical curiosities or literary 

ornaments, Nizami emphasized that these sources had to be read critically, yet 

sympathetically. He was aware of the limitations of hagiographical material its tendency to 

idealize, moralize, or symbolically exaggerate but he also recognized that such texts often 

preserved the ethical concerns, community dynamics, and ideological positions of the period 

(Ahmad, 1982, pp. 45–50). Rather than rejecting these narratives as unhistorical, he focused 

on extracting their historical signals through close reading and comparison. 

Another major feature of Nizami’s method is his attention to ethical and spiritual motivations 

within political and social contexts. He did not reduce Sufi activity to political strategy or 

socio-economic pressure. Instead, he emphasized how figures like Nizām-u’d din Auliya, 

Mu‘īn u’d din Chishti, and others acted with a clear ethical framework rooted in service, 

humility, and justice. His essays often highlight the akhlaqi (ethical) dimensions of Sufism 

and explore how these influenced decisions to withdraw from courtly life, challenge 

authority, or care for marginalized groups (Nizami, 1961, pp. 53–66). 

In my reading, this is where Nizami’s methodology truly excels. He avoids both extremes: he 

neither transforms Sufism into mere political action nor raises it to an abstract spirituality that 

is cut off from its historical context. Rather, he perceives the Sufi as an individual engaged in 

the world, continually navigating the interplay between inner cultivation and outer social 

duty. This balance is methodologically important because it allows for a holistic historical 

understanding one that doesn’t ignore the mystical simply because it is not easily 

quantifiable. 

His work also pays close attention to the institutional dimension of Sufism the development 

of khanqahs (Sufi hospices), dargahs (shrines), and their roles in local communities. These 

were not merely religious centers, he argued, but also sites of education, charity, and cultural 

synthesis. He studies their evolution historically, demonstrating how they reflected the 

adaptability of the Sufi ethos in different political and social contexts (Nizami, 1983, pp. 30–

36). 

To sum up, Nizami’s historical method is marked by a strong combination of textual fidelity, 

contextual awareness, ethical sensitivity, and interpretive balance. His approach remains 

relevant not only to historians of Sufism but to anyone interested in recovering the ethical and 

intellectual complexity of religious movements within broader historical processes.  

4. Key Themes in his Writings on Sufism 

 A close reading of Khaliq Ahmad Nizami’s scholarship reveals several recurring themes that 

define his understanding of Sufism in the Indian context. These themes not only demonstrate 

the depth of his engagement with primary sources but also reflect his broader vision of how 

Sufi institutions functioned in medieval Indian society. What I find particularly compelling is 
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the way Nizami wove together the ethical, social, and political dimensions of the Sufi 

tradition without reducing it to any single one of them. 

One of the most striking themes in his work is the non-alignment of Sufis with political 

power. Nizami repeatedly emphasizes that many of the Chishti saints, especially in the Delhi 

Sultanate period, consciously distanced themselves from rulers and their courts. He argues 

that this detachment was not born out of political naivety but stemmed from a deeper ethical 

commitment to spiritual integrity. For instance, in his discussion of Nizām u’d din Auliya, 

Nizami highlights how the saint refused royal gifts and positions, choosing instead a life of 

humility and service (Nizami, 1961, pp. 73–85). This conscious ethical non-alignment 

allowed the Sufis to maintain their moral authority and protect their independence from the 

corruption of state power. 

A second major theme in his work is the emphasis on Sufism as a culture of service and 

humility. The Chishti ideal of khidmah (service) appears throughout Nizami’s writing as a 

foundational principle. He describes how Chishti saints provided shelter, food, guidance, and 

psychological comfort to the poor and marginalized. This service was not charity in the 

modern sense, but an extension of their spiritual philosophy an act of love for God expressed 

through love for creation (Ahmad, 1982, pp. 61–68). Nizami sees this ethos as the core of 

what made the Sufi path socially transformative. 

Closely related to this is his discussion of the dargah as a socio-religious institution. For 

Nizami, the dargah was more than just a tomb; it was a vibrant space of memory, devotion, 

and public ethics. It functioned as a community center that brought together people of 

different backgrounds, particularly the urban poor and the rural masses. He traces how 

dargahs became part of the pilgrimage culture of medieval India, and how these spaces 

reflected an inclusive vision of Islam that was both deeply rooted and locally adaptive 

(Nizami, 1983, pp. 40–52). 

Another powerful theme is the idea of the Sufi as a cultural mediator. Nizami’s portrayal of 

Sufis is not limited to their spiritual function; he also sees them as crucial agents of cultural 

synthesis. Through their use of local languages, music (sama‘), and vernacular idioms, the 

Sufis played a central role in making Islam intelligible and emotionally resonant to diverse 

communities (Ernst, 1997, pp. 89–96). Nizami pays special attention to how the Chishti order 

accommodated local traditions without compromising Islamic principles. This process of 

cultural translation is presented not as a dilution, but as a deepening of Islamic ethical values 

in Indian soil. 

What also stands out in his writing is the ethical and reformist role of the Sufis. Nizami 

shows that Sufi saints were not only spiritual mentors but also moral critics of their time. 

They often spoke out against injustice, greed, and the arrogance of rulers, and provided a 

moral alternative to the prevailing structures of power. Their lives, as Nizami presents them, 
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were living examples of ethical resistance grounded in Islam, yet profoundly relevant to their 

socio-political surroundings (Nizami, 1961, pp. 87–93). 

All these themes ethical non-alignment, cultural mediation, service-oriented spirituality, and 

social inclusion reveal Nizami’s broader understanding of Sufism not as an escape from 

history, but as a force deeply embedded in and responsive to it. His writings challenge the 

view of mysticism as passive or apolitical and instead present the Sufi as someone whose 

interior transformation is inseparable from outward ethical engagement. 

In my analysis, these themes also serve as a framework for future studies of Indian Sufism. 

Nizami’s balanced focus on both theological depth and social functionality offers a model of 

how to study Islamic mysticism without trivializing or glorifying it. 

5. Sources: Richness and Limitations 

One of the key strengths of Khaliq Ahmad Nizami’s historical work lies in his mastery of 

classical Persian sources and his ability to use them in a meaningful and critical way. As a 

historian working on the intersection of spirituality and history, Nizami relied heavily on a 

wide array of primary texts to reconstruct the intellectual and social world of Indian Sufism. 

However, like all historians, his choices of sources both enabled and constrained the kinds of 

narratives he could produce. This section evaluates both the richness of his source material 

and the limitations inherent in his approach. 

Nizami drew extensively from Persian hagiographical literature, including malfuzat 

(discourses of Sufi saints), tazkiras (biographical dictionaries), and Indo-Persian historical 

chronicles. Texts such as Fawa’id al-Fu’ad, Siyar al-Awliya, and Akhbar al-Akhyar were 

central to his reconstruction of Chishti Sufism. His deep knowledge of Persian and his 

training in traditional Islamic sciences allowed him to engage with these texts on both a 

linguistic and conceptual level (Nizami, 1961, pp. 20–31). In this sense, his scholarship was 

rooted in the internal logic of the tradition, which gave his work a rare authenticity. 

Another noteworthy aspect of his use of sources is that Nizami didn’t just treat these texts as 

spiritual records. He approached them as historical data, extracting valuable information on 

patronage systems, urban life, political dissent, and social outreach. This method, I believe, 

reflects his broader commitment to treating religious institutions as part of the material and 

ethical life of the community, not merely as theological systems. He was attentive to dates, 

names, political references, and changes in institutional practice details that many earlier 

scholars tended to overlook in favor of abstract mysticism (Ahmad, 1982, pp. 35–38). 

That being said, Nizami’s choice of sources also had its limitations. Due to his emphasis on 

classical Persian literature and elite Sufi orders such as the Chishtis and Suhrawardis, he 

largely overlooks vernacular materials especially those in Hindavi, Punjabi, or local dialects. 

Consequently, the perspectives of women, rural populations, and lower social classes are 

frequently missing from his works. In the current climate of scholarship, where subaltern 
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perspectives and vernacular archives are gaining attention, this limitation becomes more 

noticeable (Ernst, 1997, pp. 98–102). 

Additionally, while Nizami critically engages with hagiography, his method occasionally 

leans toward reverence, especially when dealing with figures like Nizām-u’d din Auliya. He 

is less interested in internal critiques of Sufism such as issues of power within Sufi silsilas, 

economic privilege, or ritual exclusion. These are areas that newer scholars have begun to 

explore using anthropological or sociological lenses. 

Still, I would argue that Nizami’s source work was pioneering for his time. He succeeded in 

placing Indo-Persian Sufi texts at the center of Indian historiography, treating them with both 

scholarly skepticism and ethical engagement. His work made it possible for future 

researchers to take Sufi voices seriously not just as theological statements, but as historical 

actors, embedded in real social and political worlds. 

6. Comparative Historiography 

Placing Khaliq Ahmad Nizami in dialogue with other scholars of Sufism both within and 

outside India helps us understand the distinctiveness of his historical approach. While Nizami 

worked in an earlier phase of Sufi historiography, his contributions still hold relevance when 

compared to more recent and globally recognized scholars such as Richard Eaton, Carl Ernst, 

and Aziz Ahmad. Each of these historians brings different methodological strengths, and 

comparing them helps us clarify what exactly made Nizami’s work stand out. 

To begin with, Aziz Ahmad who was one of the earliest Muslim scholars to engage critically 

with the history of Islamic mysticism in India focused heavily on the ideological and 

theological dimensions of Sufi thought. While Ahmad’s approach was broader in scope and 

more analytical in tone, it lacked the kind of close, empathetic reading of Persian texts that 

Nizami offered. Nizami, in contrast, approached the same material with more sensitivity to 

context and with an insider’s understanding of Islamic values and ethics (Ahmad, 1964, pp. 

211–225). 

When we look at Richard M. Eaton, his work is deeply influential for understanding the 

social and regional dynamics of Sufism, especially in the Deccan and Bengal. Eaton’s 

strength lies in his socio-economic and spatial analysis, where he examines how Sufi 

networks adapted to local conditions, negotiated political patronage, and contributed to 

regional identity formation. However, Eaton often adopts a materialist framework, which 

tends to underplay the ethical and spiritual concerns that were so central to Nizami’s work. 

While Eaton excels in explaining how Sufism functioned institutionally, Nizami focused 

more on why Sufis chose particular ethical paths, especially in relation to power and justice 

(Eaton, 2003, pp. 20–35). 

Carl Ernst, on the other hand, brings a philological and postcolonial sensitivity to Sufi 

studies. His emphasis on linguistic analysis, manuscript traditions, and interreligious 

translation has opened new ways of understanding the pluralistic dimensions of Islamic 
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spirituality in South Asia. Ernst’s work is particularly strong in uncovering how Persian and 

Arabic Sufi texts were interpreted and adapted in different linguistic regions (Ernst, 1997, pp. 

101–115). Although this intersects with Nizami’s focus on cultural mediation Ernst 

progresses past the historical narrative framework and delves into a more literary and 

interfaith examination. 

Where Nizami stands out is in his ethical-historical synthesis. His methodology was 

grounded in a close reading of texts, but always connected to larger questions of moral 

conduct, social harmony, and ethical resistance. Unlike some of his contemporaries who were 

either detachedly critical or uncritically devotional, Nizami carved a middle ground that 

remains instructive. He treated Sufis as complex historical agents, not simply as saints or 

political tools. His ability to balance spiritual reverence with historical method makes his 

work both accessible and enduring. 

In my assessment, Nizami’s legacy lies in how he managed to indigenize the study of Sufism 

making it rooted in local ethical concerns, historical specificity, and academic seriousness. 

While newer scholars have expanded the methodological toolkit, Nizami’s balanced 

framework still provides a strong foundation for anyone seeking to understand the historical 

role of mysticism in Indian Islam. 

Findings  

The paper finds that Khaliq Ahmad Nizami’s historical work is distinguished by a unique 

combination of ethical sensitivity, textual fidelity, and contextual depth. His refusal to 

separate mysticism from history, or spirituality from ethics, marks a significant departure 

from both Orientalist and overly secular historiography. Through his focus on themes such as 

non-alignment with political power, the service ethos of the Chishtis, and the cultural 

mediation performed by Sufi saints, Nizami constructed a model of historical writing that is 

both morally conscious and academically rigorous. The comparative analysis reveals that 

while later scholars expanded the disciplinary tools available to Sufi studies, Nizami’s 

integrative approach continues to offer a valuable framework for engaging with Indo-Islamic 

spirituality in its lived, historical dimensions. 

Research Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology rooted in textual analysis and 

historiographical comparison. Primary sources include Indo-Persian texts such as malfuzat, 

tazkiras, and medieval chronicles extensively utilized by Khaliq Ahmad Nizami in his 

writings. Rather than offering new translations or textual excavations, this paper critically 

engages with Nizami’s own usage of these sources to uncover his method, priorities, and 

interpretive framework. The research also draws on secondary academic literature on Sufism 

and Indo-Islamic history to compare Nizami’s historiographical stance with that of later 

scholars like Richard Eaton and Carl Ernst. The methodology is hermeneutic in nature, 
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focusing on how Nizami constructs historical meaning through ethical and contextual reading 

of Sufi traditions. 
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7. Conclusion 

The study of Sufism in South Asian history has often suffered from being either overly 

romanticized or narrowly historicized. In this polarized landscape, Khaliq Ahmad Nizami 

offered an alternative that was both rooted and reflective an approach that respected the 

spiritual legacy of Sufism while placing it firmly within the frameworks of historical inquiry. 

Through a careful analysis of his writings, methodology, sources, and intellectual positioning, 

it becomes clear that Nizami’s contribution was not only foundational but also forward-

looking. 

His ability to treat Persian hagiographies, malfuzat, and court chronicles as serious historical 

texts opened a path for later scholars to approach Sufi material with both empathy and 

critique. Nizami’s insistence on the ethical dimension of Sufi life especially themes of 

humility, service, and principled detachment from power made his work stand out in a time 

when religion was either privatized or politicized in scholarly narratives (Nizami, 1983, pp. 

33–40). He reminded us that spiritual ideals could shape historical action, and that mysticism 

was not an escape from the world, but a form of engagement with it. 

While newer approaches ranging from sociological and anthropological to postcolonial and 

vernacular studies have added important layers to the field, they often lack the ethical insight 

that is central to Nizami’s historical imagination. Scholars like Richard Eaton and Carl Ernst 

have greatly expanded the scope of Sufi studies, but Nizami’s balance of moral vision and 
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historical precision continues to offer a model that is both academically robust and spiritually 

attuned (Eaton, 2003; Ernst, 1997). 

In reflecting on Nizami’s work today, what stands out most is its intellectual integrity. He 

neither collapsed spirituality into sociology nor abstracted it from lived history. Instead, he 

wrote with a deep sense of purpose to recover a tradition that had not only shaped the soul of 

Indian Islam but also offered a model of ethical living in a pluralistic world. For 

contemporary scholars and readers alike, Nizami’s writings still carry the power to illuminate 

not just the past, but the values that can guide us through the present. 

As someone engaged in the academic study of Islamic history, I believe that revisiting 

Nizami’s work is not an act of nostalgia, but a critical step toward reclaiming a more humane, 

ethical, and nuanced understanding of Indo-Islamic traditions. His legacy urges us to ask 

deeper questions not just about what happened, but about what mattered and why it still does. 
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