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Abstract 

  The institution of the khanqah (Sufi hospice) has played a crucial role in the 

spiritual, social, and cultural landscape of India since the advent of Sufism in the 

subcontinent. Originating as centers of Sufi teaching, hospitality, and devotion, 

khanqahs evolved over centuries, adapting to changing socio-political contexts 

while retaining their core spiritual functions. This paper explores the historical 

evolution of khanqahs in India, analyzing their transformation from medieval times 

to the contemporary period. It examines how khanqahs functioned as centers of 

religious instruction, social welfare, and interfaith dialogue during the Delhi 

Sultanate and Mughal periods. The study also considers the impact of colonial rule 

and modernity on these institutions, leading to changes in their administration, 

funding, and societal roles. While many khanqahs continue to serve as spiritual and 

cultural hubs, others have experienced decline due to urbanization, loss of 

patronage, and the waning influence of traditional Sufi orders. The research is 

based on historical texts, inscriptions, and field studies of select khanqahs in India, 

particularly those associated with the Chishti and Qadiri Sufi orders. The paper 

argues that despite significant changes, khanqahs remain vital to India’s religious 

and cultural fabric, maintaining their significance through festivals, community 

services, and spiritual gatherings. 
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 The study concludes that the adaptability of khanqahs reflects the dynamic nature 

of Indian Sufism, balancing continuity with change to sustain their relevance in 

contemporary society. 
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I.INTRODUCTION 

    Khanqahs have historically been vital institutions in the dissemination of Sufi 

teachings in India. Emerging during the early medieval period, these establishments 

became centers for spiritual guidance, communal harmony, and social welfare. The 

concept of the khanqah was introduced to India through the arrival of Sufi saints, 

who established hospices to nurture disciples and provide a refuge for those 

seeking spiritual enlightenment. Over time, khanqahs became more than just 

spiritual retreats; they evolved into vibrant institutions that addressed the socio-

religious needs of the communities they served.The influence of khanqahs in India 

expanded under the patronage of various rulers, particularly during the Delhi 

Sultanate and Mughal periods. However, their role has witnessed significant shifts 

due to colonial disruptions, modern religious reform movements, and urbanization. 

While some khanqahs continue to function as traditional centers of Sufi practice, 

others have transformed into cultural heritage sites or adapted to new modes of 

religious engagement. This paper seeks to explore the historical trajectory of 

khanqah traditions in India, emphasizing both their enduring aspects and the 

changes they have undergone in response to external influences. 

 

Purpose and Scope 

The purpose of this research is to analyze the historical evolution of khanqahs in 

India and explore how their traditions have either remained intact or undergone 

transformation. The study focuses on: 

 The origins and functions of khanqahs in medieval India. 

 The role of khanqahs in social and religious life. 

 The impact of colonial rule and modernity on khanqah traditions. 

 The contemporary status of khanqahs in the digital and globalized era. 

 

Research Problem 

     Despite their historical significance, khanqahs have received limited academic 

attention in recent studies. Questions such as how khanqahs have adapted to 

social, political, and economic changes, and what role they play in contemporary 

Indian society, remain underexplored. This study aims to bridge this research gap 

by providing a historical perspective on the continuity and change in khanqah 

traditions. 
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Review of Literature 

    Several scholars have examined Sufism in India, focusing on different aspects of 

its development. Eaton (1993) discusses the role of Sufi saints and their institutions 

in medieval Indian society. Nizami (1975) provides a detailed account of early 

khanqahs and their functions. Chittick (2007) explores the spiritual and 

philosophical dimensions of Sufism. However, fewer studies have systematically 

analyzed the transformation of khanqahs over time, particularly in response to 

modern challenges. This paper builds upon existing scholarship by offering a 

diachronic analysis of khanqah traditions. 

 

Research Gap 

    While previous studies have documented the historical origins and functions of 

khanqahs, there is a lack of research on how these institutions have evolved in 

response to contemporary socio-political realities. This study seeks to fill this gap 

by examining the interplay between tradition and change in khanqah practices from 

a historical perspective. 

 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative historical approach, combining archival research, 

textual analysis, and fieldwork. The methodology includes: 

1. Archival Research: Examination of historical texts, manuscripts, and 

colonial records related to khanqahs. 

2. Textual Analysis: Review of primary Sufi literature, hagiographies, and 

modern writings on Sufism and khanqahs. 

3. Fieldwork: Visits to selected khanqahs in India to conduct ethnographic 

observations and interviews with caretakers and followers. 

4. Comparative Analysis: Cross-comparison of traditional and 

contemporary khanqahs to assess changes over time. 

 

Historical Foundations of Khanqahs in India 

    The establishment of Khanqahs in India is closely linked to the arrival of Sufi 

saints, particularly those of the Chishti, Suhrawardi, Qadiri, and Naqshbandi 

orders. The Chishti order, in particular, emphasized inclusivity and engagement 

with local populations. Prominent figures like KhwajaMoinuddin Chishti in Ajmer 

and NizamuddinAuliya in Delhi established Khanqahs that became centers of 

spiritual learning and social service. These spaces offered shelter to travelers, 

provided food to the needy, and promoted values of love and tolerance. 

Khanqahs in India were modeled after similar institutions in Persia and Central 

Asia, serving as key sites for spiritual discipline and communal harmony. The 
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earliest Khanqahs were established during the Delhi Sultanate period, where Sufi 

saints actively participated in the socio-political landscape. The Khilafat movement 

and the influence of various rulers also played a role in shaping the functions and 

structures of these institutions.During the Mughal period, the influence of 

Khanqahs reached its zenith. The Mughal emperors, especially Akbar, were known 

for their reverence toward Sufi saints and their institutions. Akbar’s association 

with the Ajmer Dargah of KhwajaMoinuddin Chishti underscores the royal 

patronage extended to these institutions. The Khanqahs under the Mughals 

continued to function as spaces for spiritual instruction, healing, and charity, often 

receiving substantial endowments from the ruling elite.The presence of Khanqahs 

in different regions of India highlights their adaptability to diverse cultural 

contexts. In Kashmir, the Khanqahs established by Mir Sayyid Ali Hamadani and 

his disciples played a crucial role in the spread of Islam and the development of the 

region’s distinct Sufi traditions. In Bengal, the Khanqahs of Sufi saints like Shah 

Jalal became important centers of spiritual learning, influencing local religious 

practices and social structures. 

Apart from religious functions, Khanqahs also played a critical role in promoting 

literature, music, and art. Many of these institutions housed libraries and scriptoria 

where scholars copied and preserved important manuscripts. The tradition of 

Qawwali, a form of devotional music closely associated with Sufi practices, also 

flourished within the Khanqah culture.With the advent of colonial rule in India, the 

role of Khanqahs underwent significant changes. The British administration’s 

policies, including the confiscation of waqf properties, led to the decline of many 

traditional institutions. However, some Khanqahs adapted to these changes by 

focusing on educational and social welfare activities. The modern era has seen 

further transformations, with some Khanqahs integrating contemporary elements 

such as digital outreach and interfaith dialogue initiatives. 

 

Continuity in Khanqah Traditions 

     Despite political upheavals and colonial interventions, Khanqahs have 

continued to serve as vital religious and social institutions. Their role in providing 

spiritual guidance through Sufi teachings, organizing communal meals (langar), and 

hosting religious gatherings remains unchanged. Additionally, many Khanqahs 

have preserved traditional practices such as Qawwali (devotional music) and Urs 

(annual commemorative festivals), which attract devotees from diverse 

backgrounds.The practice of langar (community kitchen) has remained a defining 

feature of Khanqahs. It continues to offer food to people of all backgrounds, 

reinforcing Sufi values of charity and inclusivity. Similarly, the Urs celebrations, 

marking the death anniversaries of Sufi saints, persist as major religious and 
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cultural events, drawing pilgrims and fostering interfaith interactions.Another 

crucial aspect of Khanqah continuity is the role of spiritual lineage (silsilah). 

The system of spiritual succession ensures that teachings are passed down through 

generations. Even in contemporary times, Sufi masters or Pirs guide disciples in 

spiritual practice, maintaining the living tradition of Khanqahs.The role of 

Qawwali remains a vibrant tradition in many Khanqahs. As a devotional music 

form, it continues to inspire spiritual devotion and communal harmony. Despite 

modernization, Qawwali sessions still attract large audiences and serve as a 

powerful medium for the transmission of Sufi messages.Furthermore, Khanqahs 

have continued to function as centers of social welfare. Many still provide shelter 

for travelers, distribute food and alms, and serve as places of refuge for the needy. 

Their involvement in social justice movements and community welfare programs 

underscores their ongoing relevance in contemporary society. 

In recent decades, the spiritual influence of Khanqahs has extended beyond 

physical spaces. With the rise of digital technology, some Khanqahs have adopted 

online platforms to reach global audiences. Virtual discourses, live-streamed 

Qawwali sessions, and social media engagement allow Khanqahs to preserve their 

traditions while adapting to modern communication tools.Despite historical and 

societal changes, Khanqahs have demonstrated remarkable resilience. Their ability 

to balance tradition with adaptation has ensured their survival and continued 

relevance in an evolving world. By maintaining their core principles of love, 

service, and spiritual enlightenment, Khanqahs remain essential pillars of Sufi 

tradition in India. 

 

Changes in Khanqah Traditions 

 Several factors have contributed to the transformation of Khanqah traditions over 

time: 

1. Colonial and Post-Colonial Shifts: British colonial policies marginalized 

many indigenous religious institutions, including Khanqahs. However, they 

adapted by focusing on education and charity to maintain their influence. 

2. Modernization and Urbanization: With urban expansion, some 

Khanqahs have integrated modern facilities such as schools, hospitals, and 

online spiritual sessions to cater to contemporary needs. 

3. Interfaith and Global Interactions: The advent of globalization has 

facilitated increased interfaith dialogue, with Khanqahs emerging as 

platforms for peace-building initiatives. 

4. Challenges of Commercialization: While many Khanqahs have retained 

their spiritual integrity, some have faced criticism for commercialization 

and political affiliations, raising concerns about their authenticity. 
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Relevance of Khanqahs in Contemporary Society 

    In present-day India, Khanqahs continue to offer spiritual guidance and social 

services. They play a crucial role in promoting religious tolerance and countering 

extremist narratives. Many Khanqahs have embraced digital platforms to reach a 

wider audience, offering virtual discourses and educational resources. 

 

II. CONCLUSION 

    The traditions of Khanqahs in India exhibit both continuity and change. While 

they have retained their core spiritual and social functions, they have also evolved 

to meet the demands of changing times. Their adaptability underscores their 

enduring relevance in Indian society. Throughout history, Khanqahs have been 

dynamic institutions, responding to social, political, and technological 

transformations while maintaining their foundational values.As centers of spiritual 

guidance, Khanqahs continue to foster interfaith harmony and communal unity. 

The resilience of these institutions demonstrates their significance in contemporary 

India, where they serve as beacons of peace, charity, and spiritual enlightenment. 

Their sustained role in providing social services and preserving Sufi heritage 

reinforces their importance beyond religious spheres.Looking ahead, future 

research should explore the impact of digitalization on Khanqah traditions, 

examining how online platforms shape spiritual engagement. Additionally, studies 

on the role of Khanqahs in promoting intercultural dialogue and countering 

religious extremism could offer valuable insights into their evolving relevance. As 

long as they continue to embrace both tradition and modernity, Khanqahs will 

remain vital spiritual and social institutions in India. 
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