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The Zayniyya Order, a Sufi lineage that emerged in the 9th century AH (15th century
CE), was founded upon the mystical worldview and spiritual path (tarigah) of Zayn al-
Din Khwafi (d. 838 AH/1434 CE). It arose in Herat during the Timurid political era and
maintained its presence as a recognized Sufi order within the broader Islamic world for
at least a century thereafter. Though its influence gradually waned, the order continued
to exist, albeit with diminished vitality. Initially manifesting in the region of Khorasan,
the Zayniyya Order subsequently developed and flourished in another significant part of
Iran's cultural geography, namely Asia Minor, where it reached its zenith. The Zayniyya
was characterized by strict adherence to Islamic law (shari‘a) and outward religious
observance. As such, it did not exhibit the doctrinal laxity occasionally observed in other
Sufi traditions. Among the defining features of the order were its broad social
engagements, close relations with political authorities, and active efforts to disseminate
its teachings through travel and proselytization. Nevertheless, the trajectory of the
Zayniyya Order shifted following the adoption, by its later shaykhs, of a mystical
orientation inspired by Ibn ‘Arabi, along with interpretative engagements with his
metaphysical doctrines. Additionally, the infiltration of certain Shi‘i-leaning beliefs into
the predominantly Sunni milieu of its host societies, combined with its entanglement in

political disputes, accelerated its decline.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The Zayniyya Order represents a significant yet understudied branch of Islamic mysticism that emerged
during a period marked by intricate entanglements between religion and politics in the 9th century AH
(15th century CE). This Sufi path came into being when political developments were deeply interwoven
with theological and ideological concerns. Zayn al-Din Khwafi, a prominent shaykh within the
Suhrawardiyya Order and a figure of significant social, political, and scholarly influence, established an
independent order characterized by distinct features such as strict adherence to the shari‘a, simultaneous
engagement with exoteric and esoteric sciences, an active social orientation, and interaction with

political rulers.

The significance of this research lies in its focus on this overlooked order, offering an opportunity to
reevaluate the trajectory of Khorasani mysticism in the 9th century AH, its relationship with the school
of Ibn ‘Arabi, and the role of Khorasan in the transmission of Sufism to other Islamic regions such as
Anatolia and the Indian subcontinent. Through the training and dispatch of capable disciples to various
parts of the Islamic world, the Zayniyya Order was able to expand its influence from Khorasan to Asia

Minor and India in a relatively short time.

The Zayniyya Order branched out from the Suhrawardiyya Order and, with its emphasis on legalism,
adherence to the Hanaft school of jurisprudence, and an ascetic and tradition-bound ethos, came to be
regarded among the shari‘a-oriented Sufi paths within Islam. Khwaft himself was born on 15 Rabi" al-
Awwal 757 AH in Barabad, Khwaf, and after completing his preliminary studies, left Herat in 798 AH
to acquire esoteric and mystical knowledge. After obtaining authorization for spiritual guidance from
Shaykh ‘Abd al-Rahman ShibrisT al-Misri, he returned to Khorasan and engaged in the guidance and

training of disciples in Herat.
Research Findings

The research identifies several distinctive characteristics of the Zayniyya Order that set it apart from
contemporary Sufi traditions. First and foremost was the order's inseparable link with Islamic law and
attention to exoteric sciences alongside esoteric sciences. Unlike many Sufis who only theoretically
committed themselves to observing legal principles, KhwafT insisted on adhering to legal standards both
practically and theoretically. His most important work, Manhaj al-Rashad, was written specifically to
address the close relationship between shari‘a and tariqah. He strongly criticized those who claimed to
follow the Sufi path but advocated for the abrogation of religious obligations upon entering the esoteric

realm.

Among the order's distinctive features compared to its contemporaries were its dual emphasis on
exoteric and esoteric sciences, acceptance across diverse social and political classes, and extensive
missionary activities throughout the Islamic world. The order maintained close relations with political
authorities, distinguishing itself from other Sufi groups that adopted more confrontational stances
toward rulers. During Khwaft's time and afterward, the followers of the Zayniyya were among the
confidants of the Timurid, Ottoman, and Mughal courts of India.
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Another remarkable and noteworthy characteristic of Khwaft was his devotion and respect for the
Prophet's household (Ahl al-Bayt) and his declaration of the superiority of ‘Al ibn Abi Talib over other
companions, despite his position as a staunch adherent of Sunni jurisprudence. Khwafi is among the
transmitters of the hadith "I am the city of knowledge and ‘Al is its gate" (ana madinat al-‘ilm wa-‘Al1
babuha), considering it an authentic tradition. He not only visited the tombs of the six Imams himself
but also commanded his disciples and devotees to make pilgrimage to them.

The principal factors contributing to the decline of the Zayniyya Order may be categorized as follows:
First, the departure of later shaykhs from Khwaft's foundational principles, particularly in matters of
legal observance and scholarly engagement. The disappearance of the order's most distinguished
characteristic—the integration of formal and exoteric sciences with esoteric sciences—Iled to decreased

attraction of scholars and learned individuals to this path.

Second, the attraction of some Zayniyya shaykhs to the school of Ibn ‘Arabi, which gradually eroded
Khwafl's epistemological distinctions. Despite Khwafi's critical and oppositional stance toward Ibn
‘Arabt's mystical doctrines, his successors and followers within the Zayniyya Order later adopted a
markedly different orientation. Some became engaged in explicating the views and writings of Ibn
‘Arabi and his followers, such as Sadr al-Din Qunaw1. This shift in orientation and growing affinity with
the Ibn ‘Arabi school contributed significantly to the weakening and eventual decline of the Zayniyya
Order.

Third, the order's entanglement in political rivalries, especially within the Ottoman court, led to its
marginalization as power dynamics shifted. The reliance on the power of rulers and good relations with
them, while creating prosperous periods for the Zayniyya Order, ultimately became a factor in the order's
marginalization. This issue can be observed in the incident of the expulsion of Shaykh ‘Alf Rumiyya by
Sultan Mehmed the Conqueror, where the successor of ‘Abd al-Latif Maqdist played an important role.

Fourth, fragmentation within the spiritual lineage of the order and syncretism with other paths ultimately
weakened its identity. The inattention of followers to maintaining a single lineage in dhikr and khirqa
(spiritual investiture) led to the emergence of individuals who combined the Zayniyya with other orders,

ultimately resulting in the erosion of Khwafi's pure teachings.
Conclusion

The Zayniyya Order extended across a vast geographical area—from Khorasan and the Hijaz to India
and Asia Minor. Its leading shaykhs after its founder, Zayn al-Din Khwafi, included Shams al-Din
Muhammad Tabadkant, Mulla Fanari, ‘Abd al-Latif Maqdisi, Musannifak Shahriidi Bastam1, Wahid al-
Din Mirjan, and Ibn ‘Aqila Makki. These figures contributed significantly to the written Sufi heritage
within the Zayniyya and the broader landscape of Persian-Islamic mysticism. Their works included

commentaries on classical Sufi texts, mystical exegeses of the Qur'an, and independent treatises.

In addition to political causes and ideological transformation, scholars also attribute the erosion of the
Zayniyya's social standing to its apparent lack of emphasis on Sunni orthodoxy in a predominantly Sunnt
context. This development is closely related to Khwaft's and his order's affinity for certain elements of

Shi‘T doctrine. The research demonstrates that despite its initial success and wide geographical spread,
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the Zayniyya Order's decline resulted from multiple interconnected factors, including doctrinal shifts,

political entanglements, and internal fragmentation.

This study contributes to our understanding of the dynamics of Sufi orders in the Islamic world,
particularly regarding how doctrinal flexibility, political involvement, and succession issues can impact
the longevity and influence of mystical traditions. The Zayniyya Order's trajectory offers valuable
insights into the complex interplay between religious authority, political power, and intellectual trends

in late medieval Islamic societies.
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