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ORIENTALISTS’ CRITIQUES OF SUFISM:
ANALYZING ISLAMIC MYSTICISM AMIDST
CLAIMS OF EXTERNAL INFLUENCES
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ABSTRACT: Orientalists’ critiques of Islamic mysticism
(Sufism) are viewed as part of a deep inquiry into Islamic
spirituality and teachings. These critiques, often rooted in
bias and misunderstandings, generally assert that Sufism is
influenced by non-Islamic and external sources such as
Hinduism, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, and Greek philosophy.
Some argue that Sufi practices, like asceticism and
meditation, stem from these religions. Additionally, claims
have been made that Sufism was influenced by Christianity,
especially monasticism, or by Neoplatonism, where concepts
like wahdat al-wujud are said to have been derived from
Greek philosophy. However, Islamic scholars have countered
these arguments, asserting that Sufism is deeply rooted in
Islamic teachings found in the Qur’an and Hadith, rejecting
the notion of external influences. Prominent scholars such as
Nicholson, A. J. Arberry, and Annemarie Schimmel have
refuted Orientalists’ claims, establishing that Sufi spiritual
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experiences are inherently Islamic and not borrowed from
other traditions. Furthermore, balanced and impartial
researchers have demonstrated that the accusations of
external influences on Sufism are unfounded. Instead, it is
shown that Islamic spirituality has even influenced non-
Islamic religious figures. While Orientalists studied Islamic
sciences, their focus on finding parallels with other religions
led to misconceptions about Sufism's origins. Despite these
critiques, Sufism has profoundly influenced not only Islamic
thought but also Western scholars, poets, and philosophers.
Hence, Sufism remains a purely Islamic tradition that has had
a far-reaching impact on both the Muslim world and Western
intellectual circles.

Keywords: External influences, Hinduism, Influence on
European thinkers, Islamic mysticism, Neo-Platonism,
Orientalists, Sufism, Western thought
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Hartmann assumes that the Misbah sindi refers to
the province of Sindh. It seems to me more natural
to derive it in this instance from sanad, a village in
Khorasan not for from Abivard; Bistam, Ba
Yazid's birth place, was in the same province and
there is nothing more natural than that the native

of the one place should study under a native of the
other. (pp.36-37)
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Tholuck makes the observations that even this
extreme development finds its origin in the
Prophet's own teaching, quoting the tradition
beloved of the Sufis, I have movements of
familiarity (with God) when neither cherubim nor
Prophet can contain me. Finally he claims to have
firmly and solidly established that Sufi doctrine
was both generated and must be illustrated out of
Muhammad’s own mysticism. (p.19)

Hallaj is a Brahmanist thinker of the clearest

water. (p.19)
:u;"&g(nqrr)t/gﬂb“/
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It is permissible to wonder whether he had really
read that Massignon had written, or considered
seriously Nicholson’s argument that Hallaj was a
monotheist and that pantheism did not really enter
Sufi thought until Ibn Arabi. (p.27)
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There are in the Quran itself a few texts which
lend themselves to a mystical interpretation as or
instance the words addressed to the Prophet
concerning His victory over the heathen at the
battle of Badr. Thou didst not shoot when though
didst shoot, but God shot. (Brown, 1999, v.1,
p.418)
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The word ‘Mystic’ which has passed from Greek
religion into European literature is represented in
Arabic, Persian and Turkish, the three chief
language of Islam, by ‘Sufi’. The terms, however,
are not precisely synonymous, for 'Sufi' has a
specific religious connotation and is restricted by
usage to those mystics who profess the
Mohammedan Faith. (p.211)

e (lqr“u)u”é e d 1oL Sy (se
The end of the second century of the Hijra (A.D.

719-816) is approaching when we meet, in

Mesopotamia, with the name “Sufi” by which the
Muslim mystics soon after words became
generally known, its derivation from Sufi, the
garment of coarse undyed wool worn by Christian
ascetics is one of many signs pointing the same
way. (p.211)
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But I may state the position as it appears to me let
us take first the view that the basis of Sufism is
essentially Islamic. The aim of the Sufis to have
inherited their doctrine from the Prophet deserves
respect. In the Quran perhaps almost the only
ascetic and mystical elements are mingled with
those of a different kind. The format of course are
emphasized by the Sufis and given a deeper and
more special significance than he himself attached
to them, but this does not justify the assertion that
Sufism, owes little to the Quran. Such a notion
would seem absurd. It is also historically untrue,
though Muhammad left no system of dogmatic or
Mystical theology, the Quran contains the raw
materials of both. (p.211)
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It is interesting to note that this author is already
familiar with that is undoubtedly the correct
etymology of the term Sufi, for the writes for that
in the Arabian tongue wool is called sophy, those
which are of this sect are called sophians. We may
also quote the oxford scholar John Greaves, who
writes in 1653, those turks which would be
accounted sofees do commonly read as they walk
along the strects. adding a marginal note glossing
sofees as puritans. (p.8)
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Many Gospel texts and apocryphal sayings of
Jesus are cited in the oldest Sufi biographies and
the Christian anchorite (rahib) often appears in
the role of a teacher giving instruction and advice
to wandering Moselm ascetics. (p.10)
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That mysticism contains something mysterious,
not to be reached by ordinary means or by
intellectual effort, is understood from the root
common to the words mystic and mystery, the
Greek myein, “to close the eyes”.

Mysticism has been called “the great spiritual
current which goes through all religious.” In its
widest sense it may be defined as the
consciousness of the one reality be it called
wisdom light love or nothing. (pp.3-4)
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