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Abstract

This research employs a historical-analytical method to investigate the evolution of Sufism
in Azerbaijan from the early Islamic centuries to the end of the 6th century AH, aiming to
reconstruct the concrete contexts for the emergence of Sufi ideas in the poetry of Khagani
Shirvani. The findings indicate that Azerbaijan's unique geographical position as a frontier
land created a suitable setting for the confluence and synthesis of pre-Islamic spiritual
traditions, Christian monasticism, and Islamic teachings. This interaction transformed the
region's Sufism into an original current, distinct from the dominant paradigms of Baghdad
and Khorasan. Azerbaijani Sufism developed a unique identity characterised by its close
connection with fotuwat (chivalry) and guilds, an emphasis on personal experience, and
active social engagement. An analysis of hagiographies and historical sources reveals that
this movement gradually gained a stable and influential structure through the establishment
of khaneqahs and circles of Sufi masters (mashayekh), reaching its intellectual and social
peak in the 6th century. The paper concludes that Khagani emerged not as an isolated poet,
but as one of the most prominent representatives of this rich, multi-layered regional
tradition, with his Sufism rooted in the spiritual and social Lebenswelt of Azerbaijan.
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Introduction

Azerbaijan, as one of the oldest civilised regions of Iran, played a fundamental role in the
history of Sufism that has been largely overlooked in contemporary research. Khagani
Shirvani (6th century AH), one of the greatest poets of this region, has often been celebrated
for his linguistic virtuosity rather than examined for his Sufi thought. This article seeks to
reconstruct the historical and social contexts of Azerbaijani Sufism to demonstrate that
Khagani's ideas are inseparable from this spiritual-cultural milieu. The central research
problem is the historical formation and evolution of this spiritual current in Azerbaijan
before Khagani's emergence. A review of the literature shows that previous studies are
either limited to specific periods (such as the Mongol era) or are merely descriptive, failing
to integrate the history of Sufism, social structures, and literary production. Using a
historical-analytical method based on library sources, this paper aims to fill this gap by
illustrating that from the early Islamic centuries, Sufism in Azerbaijan was an independent
and dynamic movement.

Research Findings

Early Contexts (up to the 3rd century AH): Pre-Islamic Azerbaijan, with its great fire
temples and the Zoroastrian clergy, established the concept of "spiritual authority," which
persisted and was reconfigured in Islamic forms like the khaneqah. Fotuwat, as a socio-
ethical institution linked to guilds and ancient chivalric culture, nurtured the early cores of
Sufism.
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Formation and Consolidation (3rd-5th centuries AH): Abu Ishaq Juvaynani (D. 275 AH)
transmitted the teachings of Bayazid Bastami to Tabriz. In the ¥th century, Ibn Yazdanyar

Urmawi, by emphasising Sharia-oriented Sufism and synthesising it with pre-Islamic
cultural elements, solidified the theoretical foundation of the region's Sufism. In the ath

century, Abi Nasr Shirvani, as the primary propagator of Abii Sa'id Abi'l-Khayr's school,
connected Khorasan to Shirvan, transforming Sufism from individual asceticism into a

social movement.

Maturity and Institutionalisation (6th century AH): Azerbaijani Sufism peaked with a
network of prominent masters like Baba Faraj Tabrizi, Faqih Zahed, and Abu Bakr Salleh-
baf Tabrizi. A defining feature was the inseparable bond between Sufism, fotovvat, and
urban social life. Khaneqahs evolved into multifunctional institutions (educational, social,
cultural), fostering an ethical-experiential language in Sufi literature. Azerbaijan became a
"centre for the production of theoretical mysticism," nurturing a poet like Khaqani, whose
poetry mirrors the synthesis of knowledge, ethics, experiential mysticism, and social
sensitivity.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that by the end of the sth century AH, Sufism in Azerbaijan

was not a marginal or derivative phenomenon, but an independent, dynamic, and original
current. By leveraging Azerbaijan's frontier position and synthesising pre-Islamic traditions
with Islamic teachings, it developed a distinct identity. Its pillars were an emphasis on
ethics (fotuwat and chivalry), experiential knowledge (prioritising personal spiritual
journey over theorising), and social engagement (deep connection with urban life and
guilds). It was within this rich and multi-layered context that Khaqani Shirvani emerged,
not merely as a panegyrist, but as one of the most prominent representatives of this
historical-Sufi evolution, with his ideas reflecting the specific spiritual Lebenswelt of his
region.
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