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Abstract  

This article examines the encounter between Sufi hospices (khanqahs) and Hindu devotional traditions in the 

Deccan sultanates between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. Drawing on hagiographical literature (tazkiras), 

Persian chronicles, and the ethnographic observations of scholars including Simon Digby, Richard Eaton, and 

Muzaffar Alam, the study traces how the Chishti and Qadiri Sufi orders established zones of religious interaction 

with Shaiva, Vaishnava, and Nath traditions across Bidar, Bijapur, and Golconda. The article argues that the 

resulting syncretic formations were not accidental byproducts of coexistence but deliberate strategies shaped by 

three principal forces: the patronage economies of the Bahmanid and successor sultanates, the shared sonic and 

ecstatic idioms of Sufi sama and bhakti kirtan, and the political utility of interreligious legitimacy for both Muslim 

rulers and Hindu subordinate elites. The case of the Gulbarga dargah of Banda Nawaz Gesudaraz (d. 1422) 

demonstrates that Sufi-Hindu convergence operated through active doctrinal translation rather than superficial 

borrowing, as Chishti masters incorporated Sanskrit cosmological vocabulary into Persian devotional discourse. 

The Deccan case also reveals the limits of convergence: in moments of dynastic competition, Sufi establishments 

aligned with orthodox Sunni positions, temporarily suspending the syncretic accommodations that characterized 

periods of political stability. The period ends with the Mughal annexation of Berar in 1596, which reoriented the 

religious economy of the region toward the more formalized syncretism of the imperial court, dissolving many of 

the locally generated hybrid formations that the sultanate period had sustained. 
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Introduction 

Between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Deccan plateau witnessed one of the most sustained 

and complex encounters between Islamic Sufi traditions and the devotional religion of the Hindu majority. The 

sultanates that succeeded the Bahmanid kingdom - Bidar, Bijapur, Ahmadnagar, Berar, and Golconda each 

governed multi-religious population  in which Shaiva, Vaishnava, and Nath practitioners formed the demographic 

majority while Persian-speaking Muslim elites controlled the administrative and military apparatus. The encounter 

between Sufi hospices and Hindu sacred institutions was neither spontaneous nor inevitable. It was shaped by the 

material interests of patrons, the theological strategies of religious specialists, and the demographic realities of 

conquest states dependent on Hindu subordinate cooperation. 

The conventional scholarly framework has interpreted this encounter through two incompatible lenses. 

Nationalist and communalist historiography of the mid-twentieth century either celebrated Sufi-Hindu interaction 

as evidence of a primordial Indian pluralism or dismissed it as superficial accommodation masking fundamental 

incompatibility. Neither reading survives close scrutiny of the primary sources. The hagiographical literature 
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preserved in Deccani tazkiras and the Persian biographical dictionaries of the period reveals instead a more 

analytically complex picture: one in which Sufi masters and Hindu devotional teachers actively negotiated the 

terms of religious coexistence, selectively translating one another's doctrinal vocabulary while preserving the 

institutional boundaries that gave each tradition its social authority. 

This article pursues three interconnected arguments. First, that Sufi-Hindu convergence in the Deccan 

was driven primarily by the patronage economy of the sultanates, which required Muslim religious figures to 

demonstrate legitimacy across confessional lines. Second, that the shared sonic architecture of Sufi sama and 

bhakti kirtan created a zone of emotional and aesthetic convergence that facilitated doctrinal exchange. Third, that 

the limits of this convergence were determined by political contingency: when dynastic succession brought 

orthodox Sunni patrons to power, syncretic accommodations contracted, and when politically flexible rulers 

governed, they expanded. The Gulbarga shrine of Banda Nawaz Gesudaraz serves as the article's central case 

study, though evidence is drawn from across the Deccan region. 

The Devotional Landscape: Shaiva, Nath, and Bhakti Traditions in the Pre-

Sultanate Deccan 

Any analysis of Sufi-Hindu convergence must begin with the religious traditions that preceded and 

persisted alongside the sultanate political order. The Deccan in the thirteenth century was not a region of 

undifferentiated Hindu practice. Three distinct but overlapping devotional traditions competed for patronage and 

popular allegiance. The Shaiva Siddhanta tradition, anchored by the Lingayat reform movement initiated by the 

twelfth-century saint Basavanna, had restructured religious practice across Karnataka and the southern Deccan 

through a theology of personal devotion to Shiva that explicitly repudiated caste hierarchy and Brahminical 

ritualism. The vachana literature produced by Lingayat poets constituted one of the most theologically 

sophisticated vernacular devotional corpora in the subcontinent (Ramanujan 1973, 19-28). 

The Nath tradition, associated with the legendary Gorakhnath and transmitted through a network of yogic 

specialists called siddhas, operated across a wider geographical range, from the Punjab to the Deccan. Nath 

practitioners were distinguished by their rejection of caste and ritual purity norms, their emphasis on internal 

bodily transformation through pranayama and kundalini practices, and their use of vernacular riddle-poetry (ulta-

bansa or "upside-down speech") to encode esoteric knowledge. David Gordon White's analysis of the Nath 

tradition has demonstrated that its practitioners occupied a liminal social position, sought out by both elite and 

popular patrons for their reputed powers of healing and spiritual protection, while remaining outside the 

Brahminical institutional structures that governed temple religion (White 1996, 87-92). 

The bhakti tradition, which had originated in the Tamil-speaking south with the Alvars and Nayanmars, 

had by the thirteenth century extended northward into the Marathi-speaking Deccan through the Varkari 

movement centered on the Vithoba shrine at Pandharpur. The Varkari saints - Dnyaneshwar, Namdev, Eknath 

composed devotional poetry in Marathi that emphasized direct personal relationship with the divine, critiqued 

caste discrimination, and created communities of practice that crossed social boundaries (Feldhaus 1984, 44-48). 

This devotional infrastructure emotionally intense, institutionally flexible, and socially inclusive made bhakti 

traditions natural interlocutors for Sufi masters seeking to establish legitimacy in a Hindu majority environment. 

The ecological and material dimensions of these traditions are not incidental. The Nath tradition's yogic 

specialists maintained their authority through demonstrated healing competence, and their sacred sites - mountain 

caves, river confluences, cremation grounds - mapped a spiritual geography onto the Deccan landscape that 

predated and outlasted any political formation. Where Sufi khanqahs sought to establish themselves, they 

frequently selected sites already associated with Nath or Shaiva sacred geography. Eaton's foundational work on 

Sufi expansion in the Deccan has documented this pattern of spatial appropriation across multiple case studies, 

observing that the "taming" of local spirits in Sufi hagiography often encoded the historical process of 

incorporating pre-existing sacred sites into an Islamic devotional network (Eaton 1978, 56-61). 

The Chishti Order and the Gulbarga Dargah: Banda Nawaz Gesudaraz 

The principal vector of Sufi transmission into the Deccan was the Chishti order, which had been 

established in the subcontinent by Moinuddin Chishti at Ajmer in the late twelfth century and had expanded 

through a network of hospices linking Delhi, Ajodhan, and the Gangetic plains. The Chishtis were distinguished 

among the Sufi orders of South Asia by their systematic cultivation of sama - the audition of devotional music - 

as a vehicle for mystical states, and by their explicit policy of accepting visitors of all religious backgrounds at 

their khanqahs. This institutional openness was not theologically naïve. Chishti masters were trained in Islamic 

jurisprudence and were capable of sophisticated doctrinal argument. Their openness to Hindu visitors reflected a 

calculated strategy of embedding the order in the social fabric of a non-Muslim majority society (Lawrence 1978, 

44-49). 
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The most significant Chishti presence in the Deccan was established by Sayyid Muhammad Hussaini, 

known as Banda Nawaz Gesudaraz, who arrived at Gulbarga in 1400 following a period of political upheaval in 

Delhi. Gesudaraz had trained under Nasiruddin Chiragh-i-Dilli, the last great Chishti master of Delhi, and he 

brought to the Deccan not only the Chishti initiatic chain but also an extensive intellectual formation that included 

training in the Sufi metaphysics of Ibn Arabi and the Persian mystical poetry of Rumi and Hafiz. At Gulbarga, he 

received the patronage of the Bahmanid sultan Firuz Shah, who recognized that a prestigious Sufi establishment 

could function as a source of legitimacy for a dynasty whose Islamic credentials were frequently questioned by 

rival claimants (Sherwani 1985, 112-117). 

Gesudaraz's engagement with Hindu traditions went beyond the conventional Chishti policy of 

institutional openness. His Persian writings, particularly the Miraj al-Ashiqin and the Risala-i-Sahu, contain 

sustained engagements with Sanskrit devotional vocabulary that go beyond superficial borrowing. Digby's 

meticulous analysis of Gesudaraz's literary corpus has documented the deliberate incorporation of Vedantic 

concepts - the unity of being (wahdat al-wujud translated through the Advaita concept of Brahman), the dissolution 

of the individual self in divine consciousness, and the critique of ritual formalism into a Sufi devotional framework 

that remained recognizably Islamic in its prophetic references and jurisprudential boundaries (Digby 1975, 34-

39). The result was not a syncretic theology in the sense of doctrinal mixture, but a strategy of parallel translation 

in which the same experiential content was articulated in both Persian Sufi and Sanskrit devotional idioms, each 

addressed to a distinct audience. 

The dargah at Gulbarga became, after Gesudaraz's death in 1422, one of the most visited shrines in the 

Deccan, attracting pilgrims from both Muslim and Hindu communities. The spatial organization of the shrine 

complex itself encoded the syncretic logic of the khanqah period. The central tomb, conforming to Persianate 

architectural conventions, was surrounded by smaller commemorative structures that incorporated decorative 

motifs lotus patterns, kalasha finials, carved bracket figures drawn from the Hindu temple architectural vocabulary 

of the Kalyani Chalukya tradition. This architectural bricolage was not aesthetic accident; it was a visible 

statement that the dargah belonged to the Deccan landscape in a way that transcended confessional boundaries 

(Cousens 1916, 78-82). 

Mechanisms of Convergence: Sama, Kirtan, and the Sonic Commons 

The most consequential mechanism of Sufi-Hindu convergence in the Deccan was not doctrinal exchange 

but shared sonic practice. The Chishti sama and the bhakti kirtan occupied overlapping emotional and aesthetic 

territory: both involved communal singing, the use of specific melodic modes associated with particular 

devotional states, the cultivation of ecstatic experience as a sign of authentic spiritual engagement, and the 

performance of devotional poetry before an audience of practitioners and spectators. The overlap was recognized 

by contemporaries. Nath siddhas who visited Chishti khanqahs, and Sufi masters who attended Varkari kirtan 

performances, encountered in each other's practices a recognizable emotional logic even where doctrinal language 

remained distinct. 

The development of the Deccani musical tradition known as qawwali in the sultanate period was itself a 

product of this sonic convergence. The early qawwali repertoire performed at Deccani khanqahs incorporated 

melodic structures drawn from the Carnatic and Hindustani classical systems, devotional texts in Deccani Urdu, 

Marathi, and Kannada alongside Persian and Arabic, and rhythmic patterns associated with both Sufi and bhakti 

performance contexts. Regula Qureshi's ethnomusicological analysis of qawwali performance has documented 

the persistence of Hindu devotional melodic structures in the Sufi repertoire across the centuries, noting that the 

musical inheritance of the Chishti tradition in South Asia cannot be adequately understood without reference to 

the Hindu devotional environment in which it was embedded (Qureshi 1986, 89-94). 

The figure of the Deccani poet-saint Eknath (1533-1599) provides perhaps the clearest evidence of cross-

traditional sonic exchange. Eknath, a Brahmin by birth and a Varkari bhakta by conviction, composed a series of 

devotional dialogues - the bharuds in which he performed in the voices of Muslim characters including Sufis, 

fakirs, and ordinary Muslim villagers. These compositions were not satirical or polemical; they were sincere 

explorations of the shared devotional language that Eknath perceived beneath confessional difference. Several of 

the bharuds addressing Sufi figures employ Chishti devotional terminology fana (annihilation), baqa (subsistence), 

dil (the heart as the seat of divine presence) transliterated into Marathi verse and integrated into a recognizably 

bhakti theological framework (Novetzke 2008, 134-139). The sonic commons that Eknath inhabited was a product 

of two centuries of Sufi-bhakti interaction in the Deccan environment. 
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Political Context: Patronage, Orthodox Pressure, and the Limits of 

Convergence 

The religious dynamics of the Deccan sultanates cannot be separated from the political economies that 

sustained them. The Bahmanid kingdom (1347-1527) and its successor states faced a structural problem that 

shaped their religious policies: they were Muslim-ruled states governing Hindu majorities in a region where 

Brahminical legitimation of political authority remained socially significant. The patronage of Sufi khanqahs was 

one response to this problem. By cultivating Sufi establishments with demonstrated capacity to attract Hindu 

devotees, the sultanates acquired a form of interreligious legitimacy that purely orthodox Islamic institutions could 

not provide. This patronage calculus is visible in the land grants (inams) recorded in the Bahmanid and Bijapur 

administrative records, which show disproportionate endowments to khanqahs located at sites of pre-existing 

Hindu sacred significance (Sherwani 1985, 188-192). 

The limits of this convergence were determined by dynastic succession and by pressure from orthodox 

Sunni scholars (ulama) who periodically challenged the Sufi practice of sama and the toleration of Hindu 

devotional practices within khanqah precincts. Ali Adil Shah I of Bijapur (r. 1558-1580), whose patronage of the 

arts and architecture produced some of the finest monuments of Deccani culture, maintained a markedly syncretic 

religious policy, endowing both Sufi khanqahs and Hindu temples and appointing scholars of multiple 

confessional affiliations to his court. His successor Ibrahim Adil Shah II (r. 1580-1627), whose personal devotion 

to the goddess Saraswati was sufficiently pronounced that he was given the epithet Jagadguru (universal spiritual 

teacher) by Hindu admirers, pursued an even more explicit policy of interreligious patronage (Eaton 2005, 78-

83). 

By contrast, the reign of Aurangzeb as Mughal viceroy of the Deccan before his accession to the imperial 

throne introduced a period of orthodox Sunni pressure that contracted the space available for syncretic practice. 

Alam's analysis of Mughal religious policy in the Deccan has documented the tension between imperial orthodoxy 

and local syncretic traditions, noting that the Mughal annexation of Berar in 1596 and the subsequent gradual 

incorporation of the remaining sultanates disrupted the patronage networks that had sustained the khanqah system 

and redirected religious investment toward the more formalized and courtly syncretism of the Mughal imperial 

order (Alam 2004, 44-49). The locally generated hybrid formations of the sultanate period proved vulnerable to 

this administrative and theological reorganization. 

Conclusion 

The Sufi-Hindu convergence in the medieval Deccan was neither a simple story of Islamic expansion 

civilizing a polytheist landscape nor a case of superficial tolerance leaving fundamental incompatibility intact. 

The evidence from Gulbarga, Bijapur, and Golconda points to a more complex process: one in which both Sufi 

masters and Hindu devotional teachers actively engaged one another's traditions in ways shaped by political 

interest, sonic and aesthetic affinity, and theological creativity. 

The Chishti khanqah of Banda Nawaz Gesudaraz at Gulbarga demonstrates that convergence could 

operate at the level of doctrinal translation rather than mere coexistence - that Sufi masters were capable of 

engaging Vedantic and Nath philosophical vocabulary seriously and of producing a devotional literature that spoke 

to both Muslim and Hindu audiences without abandoning the Islamic framework that defined the Sufi institutional 

identity. The bhakti tradition, represented in the Deccan by the Varkari movement and later by figures such as 

Eknath, was equally capable of engaging Sufi vocabulary and integrating it into a devotional framework that 

remained recognizably Hindu. 

What this case study reveals about religious contact zones more broadly is that convergence is driven as 

much by material and aesthetic conditions as by theological affinity. The shared sonic architecture of sama and 

kirtan, the spatial politics of sacred site appropriation, and the patronage calculations of ruling dynasties created 

the conditions within which Sufi-Hindu convergence became not only possible but politically useful and 

aesthetically productive. The contraction of that convergence under orthodox pressure demonstrates equally 

clearly that syncretic formations are politically contingent: they flourish under certain patronage conditions and 

contract under others, without ever fully disappearing from the landscape of popular religious practice that outlasts 

any particular political order. 
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