




Exploring Sufi sites and seminaries, Professor Aljunied vividly describes 
how a dialogic tradition facilitated the formation of a Sufi habitus and life 
form across Muslim-majority Southeast Asia. The work deftly articulates 
the synergies between Sufis and the wider public, showing how such 
dynamics infused increasingly powerful mediums and popular forms of 
mass mobilization during the colonial and post-colonial eras.

Armando Salvatore
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At once personal and scholarly, this book shows how Sufis were engaged 
in dual dialogues—with themselves and their surroundings—that made 
them agents of social change in Southeast Asia’s past and present alike. 
Paying equal attention to devotion and miracles, and no less, the political 
and martial aspects of Sufi activism, Aljunied explains why Islam remains 
so important in the region today.

Nile Green
Ibn Khaldun Endowed Chair in World History at the  

University of California, Los Angeles

Splendidly written and accessible, Khairudin Aljunied tells a lively and 
engaging story of Muslim piety, metaphysics, and politics as an integral 
part of Islamic thought and practice in Southeast Asia. Readers will gain 
a profound and nuanced understanding of Islam in a region with the 
world’s largest Muslim population. A compelling read!

Ebrahim Moosa 
Mirza Family Professor of Islamic Thought and Muslim  

Societies at the University of Notre Dame, USA

This book expands the study of Sufism by examining its historical 
and social impact in Southeast Asia. Aljunied provides a compelling 
methodology, deepening our understanding of the factors contributing to 
Sufism’s lasting presence in the region. An excellent resource for anyone 
interested in a field often overlooked by scholars of Islam.
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Al-Ghazali Chair of Epistemology and Civilizational Studies and 
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Aljunied presents an elegant, sobering, and masterly account of Sufism 
in Southeast Asia. Informed by the author’s deep understanding of 
Muslim societies, he introduces an innovative approach – contemplative 
histories – that transcends biased views of Islamic spirituality. Highly 
original and Ghazalian in spirit, Contemplating Sufism is a guide and 
roadmap for anyone interested in historical Islam and Sufi expressions 
across several centuries.
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Contemplating 
Sufism

Dialogue and Tradition Across 
Southeast Asia

KHAIRUDIN ALJUNIED



This edition first published 2025
© 2025 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

All rights reserved, including rights for text and data mining and training of artificial intelligence 
technologies or similar technologies. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 
otherwise, except as permitted by law. Advice on how to obtain permission to reuse material from this title 
is available at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

The right of Khairudin Aljunied to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance 
with law.

Registered Office(s)
John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, USA
John Wiley & Sons Ltd, New Era House, 8 Oldlands Way, Bognor Regis, West Sussex, PO22 9NQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, customer services, and more information about Wiley products 
visit us at www.wiley.com.

The manufacturer’s authorized representative according to the EU General Product Safety Regulation is 
Wiley-VCH GmbH, Boschstr. 12, 69469 Weinheim, Germany, e-mail: Product_Safety@wiley.com.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some content that 
appears in standard print versions of this book may not be available in other formats.

Trademarks: Wiley and the Wiley logo are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, 
Inc. and/or its affiliates in the United States and other countries and may not be used without written 
permission. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc. is not 
associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty
While the publisher and authors have used their best efforts in preparing this work, they make no 
representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this work and 
specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation any implied warranties of merchantability 
or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives, 
written sales materials or promotional statements for this work. This work is sold with the understanding 
that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional services. The advice and strategies contained 
herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with a specialist where appropriate. 
The fact that an organization, website, or product is referred to in this work as a citation and/or potential 
source of further information does not mean that the publisher and authors endorse the information or 
services the organization, website, or product may provide or recommendations it may make. Further, 
readers should be aware that websites listed in this work may have changed or disappeared between when 
this work was written and when it is read. Neither the publisher nor authors shall be liable for any loss of 
profit or any other commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or 
other damages.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Applied for:

Paperback: 9781394270453

Cover Design: Wiley
Cover Image: © James Strachan/Getty Images

Set in 12/14pt STIXTwoText by Straive, Pondicherry, India

http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.wiley.com


For the children of Palestine.

You will be free.





vii

Contents

Acknowledgements� viii

Abbreviations� xi

Glossary� xii

List of Photos� xvi

Timeline of Sufism in Southeast Asia� xviii

Introduction: A Dialogical Tradition� 1

CHAPTER 1 Feelings� 18

CHAPTER 2 Miracles� 50

CHAPTER 3 Institutions� 77

CHAPTER 4 Struggles� 107

CHAPTER 5 Politics� 134

Epilogue: Contemplating Sufism� 165

Bibliography� 171

Index� 196



viii

Acknowledgements

Writing this book has been my most challenging and rewarding 
endeavour to date. It is the result of decades living with Sufis and 

lengthy discussions with fellow travellers who share my fascination with 
the inner aspects of faith. This is the fifth in a series of monographs offering 
fresh perspectives on Islam in Southeast Asia. It challenges the common 
perception of Sufism as an esoteric, passive, and other-worldly creed 
that is detached from worldly issues and societal problems.1 I question 
the dominant idea of Sufis as reclusive mystics, swirling dervishes, 
and wandering hermits. They were much more than that. Sufis were 
catalysts of social change and prime movers of political transformations. 
They shaped the ideological landscapes of their societies, created lasting 
memories, influenced economies, and defended liberties. I hope readers 
of this book will embrace this alternative view of Sufism in Southeast 
Asia and raise more probing questions about the contributions of Sufis 
to the shaping of historical Islam.

The book was mostly written in buses and trains, cabs and planes, 
cafes, and coffee shops, and it bears the marks of friends and fraternities. 
I would like to thank Bruce Lawrence, Martin van Bruinessen, Julian 
Millie, and Engseng Ho for their generous inputs during the early stages 
of writing. Bruce encouraged me to consider the interactions between 
global and local expressions of Sufism. He read the entire manuscript 
and made it sharper. Martin pointed to many useful works on the topic. 
Julian connected me with scholars working on interesting and emerging 
lines of enquiry. Engseng questioned the tentative structure of the book 
and forced me to rethink my approaches to Sufi pasts. I spent weeks 
mulling over his simple point: rethink Sufism in Southeast Asia in ways 
that would truly capture its innate uniqueness. I hope this book live up 

1 The following series of books provides revisionist interpretations of Islam in Southeast Asia: 
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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 
rulers were 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.



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 Naqshbandiyyah 
tariqah 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-Iqbal 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.


