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Timeline of Sufism in Southeast Asia

7th-10th Centuries: Initial Contacts

Muslim travellers and traders from the Arabian Peninsula and Persianate
world journeyed through maritime trade routes and the Silk Road into
Southeast Asia. Islamic spirituality and practices interacted with local
cultures and beliefs.

11th-13th Centuries: Gradual Spread

1028: A Muslim tombstone was discovered by archaeologists which
provides evidence of a growing presence of Muslims at Pulau Tambun,
Pahang, and possibly in other Malay states.

1136: Muzaffar Shah I, the Sultan of Kedah, became the earliest South-
east Asian ruler to convert to Islam.

1267: Samudra-Pasai established as the first Islamic polity in region. The
rulerswere active in the spread of Islam in the region. They attracted schol-
ars and traders and established diplomatic alliances with non-Muslim
states and relations with Arabian, Turkic, and Persian-Islamic powers.

1281: Chinese chronicles register the arrival of two Muslims in Sumatra
to the Mongol court.

1292: Marco Polo reports the existence of Muslim communities in Perlak,
northern Sumatra, who lived peacefully with non-Muslims.

1270s-1310s: A Southeast Asian Sufi scholar, Abu Abdullah Mas’ud
al-Jawi, is recorded to have taught in Arabia, pointing to the circulation
of scholars from Southeast Asia to the Arab World.

14th-17th Centuries: Rapid Expansion

Late 14th century: Syaikh Karimul Makhdum preached Islam in the
Sulu Archipelago and other parts of the Filipino islands.

1326/1386: Terengganu stone inscribed with Arabic letters confirms the
lively existence of Islam in northern Malaysia. Evidence of synthesis
between Hindu-Buddhist ideas with Islam is present in this histor-
ical relic.

Xviii



Timeline of Sufism in Southeast Asia Xix

1400-1511: Melaka rose to become one of the most influential Muslim
maritime power in Southeast Asia responsible for the spread of Islam in
the region and the diffusion of the Malay language as lingua franca.

1405-1433: Chinese Muslim Admiral Zheng He expeditions to South-
east Asia strengthened ties between Muslims in the region and the wider
Muslim world. His visits led to the establishment of Chinese Muslim
communities in Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, Java, and the Philippines.

15th-16th centuries: The Wali Songo (Seven Saints) spread Sufism in
Java using performative arts and creative preaching.

1511: Sultan Ali Mughayat Syah established the Acehnese Islamic king-
dom, furthering Melaka’s role as the leading Islamizing force in the
region. Aceh became the hub of Islamic learning, a conduit for Sufism,
and a powerhouse of Jawi literature.

1511: The fall of Melaka to the Portuguese paved way for Johor, Brunei,
and Aceh to compete for regional dominance and to be the foremost
propagator of Islam.

1560s-1590s: Hamzah Fansuri of Barus wrote Sufi poetic texts that led to
the spread of Ibn ‘Arabi’s Sufi metaphysics into the Southeast Asia.

1607-1676: Makassar and Champa rulers converted to Islam and aided
in the expanding networks of Muslim societies in Sulawesi and main-
land Southeast Asia.

1637-1644: Sufi scholar, Nuruddin Al-Raniri, promoted scholarly Sufism
and wrote against heretical Sufi doctrines purveyed by the followers of
Hamzah Fansuri. The Rifa’iyyah order spread through Al-Raniri’s active
promotion of its teachings.

1613-1645: Sultan Agung, a devout Sufi, a votary of Javanese mysticism,
and a gifted war strategist, expanded the kingdom of Mataram by waging
holy war against Hindu-Buddhist polities.

1650s: European encroachment into Southeast Asia triggered a variety
of responses from Sufis, from armed rebellions to intellectual combat to
strategic cooperation. Prominent Sufis such as Yusuf al-Makassari led
revolts and were sent for exile.

18th-21st Centuries - Modernity and Renewal

Early 18th century: Names of female Sufis from Java and Cirebon were
recorded in the silsilah of the Shattariyah order.



XX TIMELINE OF SUFISM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

18th-19th centuries: The flowering of Sufi literary productions in many
Southeast Asian vernacular languages, especially in Bugis, Tausug,
Minang, Makassarese, Sundanese, Sasak, and Acehnese dialects. The
works were usually written in the Arabic script.

1750s-1800s: Muhammad Arshad Al-Banjari from South Kalimantan
attacked the corrupting influences of the martabat tujuh and wahdatul
wujud ideologies.

1807-1837: Sufis, known as the Padris, returned to West Sumatra from
their studies in Makkah and campaigned for aggressive reforms against
local customs and esoteric Sufism.

1825-1830: Sufi prince of the Yogyakartan court, Diponegoro, waged war
against the Dutch and their collaborators. These years saw the intensi-
fication of Sufi resistance against colonialism in Southern Thailand and
Southern Philippines.

1820s-1890s: Founding of hundreds of pondoks and pesantren across
Southeast Asia in reaction to Siamese and European intervention into
Muslim affairs.

1850s-1870s: Raja Ali Haji a prominent member of the Nagshbandiyyah
tarigah in Riau wrote influential poems to attract the masses to Sufism
and ethical conduct.

1869: The opening of Suez Canal and invention of steamships heighten
contacts between Sufis in Southeast Asia and their brethren across the
Indian Ocean. This period saw increased influence of Arab Hadramis in
Southeast Asian Sufism and other reform movements.

1890: Habib Nuh mausoleum was constructed in Singapore. It became a
site visited by Muslims and non-Muslims.

1890-1913: Moros in the Philippines fought wars against the United
States, claiming thousands of lives on both ends.

1905: Al-Imam journal which was modelled on the Egyptian periodical,
Al-Manar, was published. Seeds of reformist ideas were planted in the
minds of many Sufi orders despite resistance by the conservative ulama.

1907: The founding of Madrasah Al-Igbal by Syed Shaikh al-Hadi ushered
modernist reforms in the running of Islamic educational institutions.

1926: Sufi-led Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) was created as a rival to the mod-
ernist Muhammadiyah movement established more than a decade earlier.



