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The Four Stages of Sufism: A Historical-Philosophical
Reading of the Transformations of Spiritual Conduct

Abstract

This study offers a historical and philosophical analysis of four major stages in
Islamic Sufism understood as spiritual conduct within Islam. It traces the movement
from early ascetic piety in the first two Islamic centuries, through classical Sufism
centered on divine love, to the Khurasan path of attraction and annihilation, and
finally to the metaphysical synthesis associated with Ibn Arabi and later thinkers. The
research asks how forms of spiritual practice, language, and self-understanding shifted
across these stages, and how changing political and intellectual settings shaped those
shifts without erasing a shared ethical core. The study relies on close reading of early
zuhd literature, classical Sufi manuals, hagiographical collections, and key
philosophical Sufi works, along with modern critical scholarship in Arabic and
European languages. The analysis shows that the first stage framed Sufism as intense
God-conscious adherence to Qur’an and Sunna; the second recast the same rigor
around love, longing, and technical notions such as state, station, and ecstasy. The
third stage pushed experience toward sustained attraction and annihilation, yet kept
debate over law and normativity in view. The fourth articulated wide-ranging
ontological schemes, most famously the doctrine associated with wahdat al wujud,
and triggered enduring controversy among theologians and jurists. | argue that these
four stages form a single long-developing project of inner purification, rather than
competing departures from Islamic normativity, and that this long arc helps explain
both the endurance of Sufism and its ongoing power to speak to diverse seekers of
God.

Keywords: Islamic Sufism; Spiritual conduct; Divine love; Philosophical Approaches;
Historical background
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! Najm al-Din Jabbari, Ahmadi, and Shayista, “Al-ta‘arruf ‘ala tatawwur al-tasawwuf al-
islam1 min khilal turuq hudir al-Khadir fT al-nustis al-siifiyya,” Dirasat al-adab al-islam1 2,
no. 3 (2024) p181
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2 ‘Abd al-Rahman Bin Lahsan and Muhammad al-Kabir Fiqiqi, “Tatawwur harakat al-
tasawwuf al-islami min al-zuhd ila al-‘irfan (min al-garn al-awwal ila al-sadis al-hijriyyayn),”
Al-Sawura li-I-dirasat al-insaniyya wa-I-ijtima‘iyya 8, no. 1 (2022)p 90

3 Al-Bukhari, Muhammad ibn Ismail, Sahih al-Bukhari. Edited by Mustafa Dib al-Bugha.
Damascus: Dar Ibn Kathir and Dar al-Yamamah, 5th ed., 1993. Kitab al-Iman, Bab “Su’al
Jibril al-Nabiyy ‘an al-iman wa-I-islam wa-I-ihsa”, hadith. p50

4 Shah Wali Allah al-Dihlawi, Tasawwuf ki haqiqat aur us ka falsafah wa tarikh (Deoband,
India: Maktabah Rahmantyah, n.d.)p 72

® |bn al-‘Arabi, Siraj al-muridin fi sabil al-din, ed. ‘Abd Allah al-Tairati (Tangier and Beirut:
Dar al-Tahdith al-Kattaniyah, 2017) p1:227

44



AL-BAHIS JOURNAL OF ISLAMIC July- Dec 2025

SCIENCES RESEARCH Vol.6, Issue. 2

T doonl 328y SIS oy 2 01yl

Syl o sl Sladl sl e Yo Gyl s S (Oall alally i) (mdl pllly I AN S o 1l Ty
(680172185 &) dypadl daly ) Gpadl 3 Aol e Jlos] 3 ) sl e S s Y ol e 3B Sy g )
5 Ok Al ) el o sall dlest duly S gl U Gl By Ml o e 3 ko Y5 b e B s Lo gl 2B
a2 Aol A 3 gl sl s ol oty AT oVl Sl ool 3 B3l oy Bl 750 0 28 o e . lie S 5
MWos Ko dyall lo By S aalll 8]

Ol o slay Aepaa D3y LA Bl LY e degme Dlalosly Taied8) 2950 ujlas )JGLL‘” ')Ju\ Mo atlas

el lazy A £ Jo 18] widedls s puil) Zlonally 230l e Jioy 535S i) Lol 30 (51 (p857/2243 &) sl
o I3 adl oy allal el e (23 Bl B8yl llaa) S (859/2245 ) (s pmall (5l 3 3% e 3y Al )l 3
558 b 3 ) 3 sl (587472261 &) pllanall gy gl pad 3 sl o) B LTl e 3 oS0 e UGy 20l SN
oMol Cae A Slodatdl o 2y f= "l el e gl B e B d3ey Sl pllaud) o sl Al 3 il Sl T L)
G aid) gl Gy Jlin « Sl By i 52 oy 2 ) guedl o ot Sl ) Bpadl od Y (g pall Gl
S8 5T laasns S JussVly gl Rayio plo] gmy — JlpoY) & sVl ol 1 (p910/2298 &) (solaadl aeddl Jladl s e
Doy <8lps] Bl aviy oo Lo el il "ol gty (51 (2907/2205 0) (5l el 5l i ool ] 3 Els
&) ) e o el ) g ) (3 el NS ) gl sl 3 LY Mionall Al i) (s (s 2298 ©) onal
Som 7l ey ¥ ghe s pacly e 155l 3 el (g5 oy Ao 3"l U U ) o 2 ale cloy i) (5922/2309
gl seglly codl bp sl gl gl 2gall 1)
Je)iols Sladloas oyl Lagal) by i SN LY Gob spes @5”@ o Sl sl 5 gt o) sl S
Olitad) o5 gl b alally sl Ol zonsd (dlly clglos jam Sl Al L AJdly d) Jom b 5k () sl oy cplan
©) sl ) s Y "C,m":;,;ﬂ\ s oyl o tmatlen ey Spall o ploall (5l sl sl o A 5 1sT 2 L3 2350
il Ay ualedl A 3 o835 5 (2380 &) (s3LISH " gl ol Cndd gl (2386 ) S A LY "Ogd) 0" (2378
Szl g Opall 3 o S8y candlaty Syl rgie o6 Syl el 38 Slilall a3 (370 5 (S ) " pmondl 1™ (2465 )
36 " Al o aladl clio g Byl 1S gl g8 Sl — Jadl dar o — b dle Lony e ey ol 3l (3L
Iyl Oyl Loy 3 sl V3 e il Syl glall SLEMST ity A LAl e S L )1 Nl gl 3 L AU el

6 Shah Wali Allah al-Dihlawi, Tasawwuf ki haqiqat aur us ka falsafah wa tarikh (Deoband,
India: Maktabah Rahmaniyah, n.d.)p 73

" Asma HajjT Hammiid and Muhammad Ibrahim Yildirim, “Dawr wa-makanat al-madaris al-
nizamiyya f1 al-tatawwur al-"1lm1 al-islami khilal al-"asr al-Saljiq1,” Majallat al-"Ultam al-
Insaniyya wa-al-Tabi ‘iyya 5, no. 5 (2024) p 380
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ed. (Morocco: Wizarat al-Awqaf wa-al-Shu’tin al-Islamiyyah, 2008) p 2:43

12 Shah Wali Allah al-Dihlawi, Tasawwuf ki haqiqat aur us ka falsafah wa tarikh (Deoband,
India: Maktabah Rahmaniyah, n.d.)p 74

13 Al-Qur’an 28:88
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