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Situating Sufism and Yoga*

CARL W. ERNST

“The natives of all unknown countries are commonly called Indians”
Maximilian of Transylvania, De molucco (1523)

Orientalism and Essentialism in the Study of Religion

Since the Protestant R eformation, the dominant concept of religions has been one of essences
unconditioned by history.! The nature of religious traditions can best be understood, from
this perspective, by analysing religions into their original components. Scholars have used
various metaphors to describe how one religion ‘borrows’ doctrines or practices from
another, which is consequently the ‘source’ by which it is thus ‘influenced’. By a mechanical
and ahistorical conception of a religion as a pure and unchanging essence, variations from
what was perceived to be the norm (or from the definition of a religion as defined by
scholars) could be easily explained as the result of importing foreign doctrines or practice.
This terminology, which is highly abstract and metaphorical, is rarely questioned in the
intellectual history approach to religious studies, even though it tends to make religions
rather than people into agents. How often have we read that a particular school or thinker
‘was influenced’ by so-and-so? Even those who reject a particular case of alleged influence
unconsciously accept it as a category of analysis.

Once influence has been established, it is felt, one has said something of immense
significance; the phenomenon has been explained — or rather, explained away. There is in
addition an implicit evaluation in this kind of language. ‘Sources’ are ‘original’ while those
‘influenced’ by them are ‘derivative’. This kind of analysis contains so many problematic
and subjective assumptions that it is hard to see how it helps clarify anything. I would like
to argue that what the Germans call Quellenforschung (‘search for origins’) often misses the
point by excluding or minimising the significance of an author’s reinterpretation of sources.
As Wendy Doniger observes with respect to the study of myth, “The problem of diffusion is
more basic than the mechanical complexities or political agendas of this sort of tale-tracking.
For on the one hand, diffusion still fails to account for the particular genius of each telling” .2
In the comparative study of religion, this approach also perpetuates an implicitly Protestant

* This article is based on the Annemarie Schimmel Memorial Lecture, delivered at the Royal Asiatic Society,
London on 11 December 2003.

! See my Following Muhammad: Rethinking Islam in the Contemporary World (Chapel Hill, NC., 2003), Chapter 2,
for a discussion of modern concepts of religion.

2 Wendy Doniger, The Implied Spider: Politics and Theology in Myth (New York, 1998), p. 141.
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16 Carl W, Ernst

concept of religions as ideologies competing for world domination, and any evidence of
dependence on foreign influences is a sure sign of weakness in this game. This model is fine
if one is engaging in missionary activity, but for an analytical appreciation of the nature of
religion, it is seriously flawed.

One of the chief examples of this search for sources and influences in religious studies
was the study of early Christianity and its relationship to the religions of late antiquity.
Early scholars in this field liked to talk about ‘Oriental-Gnostic’ influences on Christianity,
deriving from India. Such borrowing sometimes was said to have been carried out by
the elite, or alternatively by the superstitious masses; though the favourite explanation was
deliberate borrowing from paganism by priests, who were keen to aggrandise their power
by this deception. As Jonathan Z. Smith has pointed out, Protestant anti-Catholic polemics
are the key to understanding this jaundiced view of early Christianity.®

The language of ‘influence’ becomes especially suspect when we consider its history. The
term is originally astrological, denoting the etherial emanations of the stars that control
terrestrial events; subsequently it came to mean “the inflowing . . . or infusion (info a person
or thing) of any kind of divine, spiritual, moral, immaterial, or secret power or principle”.
One can also see this archaic notion at work in the term influenza, based on the notion that
this viral disease was caused by the influence of maleficent stars. Most recently, influence
means, more abstractly, the exertion of power by one person or thing over another, in a
manner that is only perceptible by its effects.* In the history of ideas, influence therefore
signifies the “authority of prestige over the ideas or over the will of another”. Since the
Enlightenment, it is above all in intellectual history that the term ‘influence’ has come
to function as a major category of analysis. The task of the historian of ideas was seen
as simplifying complicated philosophical systems into their basic components, much like a
chemist reducing compounds to elements. In the quest for these basic factors, in the phrase
of Arthur Lovejoy, the history of ideas “is especially interested in the processes by which
influences pass over from one province to another”.® If it is correct to trace this enterprise
to astrology, then the historian of ideas would resemble a latter-day astrologer, charting the
influences of the stars of our intellectual cosmos. This chemist, or perhaps better, alchemist,
reduces the intellectual compounds of history to their essential elements, and in the process
may attain the philosopher’s stone of academic immortality. This kind of detective work can
be seen as the principal thrill of the hunt in scholarship. “Spotting certain thematic likenesses
or disclosing related verb patterns between as well as within texts seems to inaugurate the
excitement fueling the critical act”.” Unfortunately, the connections discerned by the history
of ideas may exist only in the mind of the theorist. As Jonathan Z. Smith observes, “Similarity
and difference are not ‘given’. They are the result of mental operations”.® The mechanical

3 Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity
(Chicago, 1990), pp. 21-22, 34.

* Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “influence”.

5> André Lalande, Vocabulaire technique et critique de la philosophie, sth ed. (Paris, 1947), p. 498, which also stresses
the astrological origin.

6 Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (Cambridge, MA, 1936, reprint
ed., 1976), p. 16.

7 Louis A. Renza, “Influence”, in Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin (eds), Critical Terms for Literary
Study (Chicago, 1990), p. 187.

8 Smith, Drudgery Divine, p. 51.
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character of the influence metaphor obscures the role of selection and intentionality that
takes place in any thinker’s evaluation of previous formulations, and it privileges the superior
position of the analyst who triumphally announces the detection of decisive influence of one
thinker upon another. If we wish, in contrast, to understand how complex intercultural ex-
changes take place, it will be necessary to re-examine the freight of meaning carried by this
kind of metaphorical language, which all too often substitutes for analysis. We need a wider
range of categories that take account of acts of interpretation, appropriation, and resistance.

Another example of a problematic metaphor is the vaguely disapproving term ‘syncretism’,
which by its neo-Greek etymology metaphorically suggests either pouring two different
liquids together or allying two independent forces. The term was originally introduced
during the Protestant Reformation as a derogatory description of misguided attempts to
reunite Catholics and Protestants. The underlying assumption was that these two religions
were irrevocably separate; those who attempted to rejoin them were attempting to combine
two alien substances or powers. Subsequently the term was used to refer to philosophical and
religious positions that identified various deities of the ancient world as being simply different
aspects of the same god or goddess. By the nineteenth century, syncretism was a familiar
term in religious studies, usually applied disparagingly to non-Christian contexts.® I would
like to suggest that the concept of syncretism is problematic in the study of religion because
of the underlying assumptions that either of its etymologies conveys. If religions are treated
either as homogeneous substances or autonomous individuals, this vastly oversimplifies the
question. Any one-sided characterisation of the ‘essence’ of such a religion makes historical
change, complexity, or diversity into a deviation from the norm. Syncretism, by proposing
that religions can be mixed, also assumes that religions exist in a pure unadulterated state.
Where shall we find this historically untouched religion? Is there any religious tradition
untouched by other religious cultures? Has any religion sprung into existence fully formed,
without reference to any previously existing religion? If pure and irreducible religions cannot
be found, a logical problem follows; syncretism becomes a meaningless term if everything is
syncretistic. '’

The term ‘religion’ itself lends itself to equivocation as well. We use the term equally
to describe the interior consciousness of a single believer, the religious community as a
corporate entity, and the vast historical complex of tradition as it has accumulated over
the course of centuries. If this ambiguity is not clarified, then misconceptions easily occur.
If the discussion concerns an author normally assigned to one religious tradition, who
nonetheless deals with concepts or texts customarily associated with another religion, is this
an inter-religious exercise? Does the author necessarily have a consciousness of overstepping
a boundary? If one applies a fixed abstract notion of religion to this kind of analysis, the
result can be a mechanical history of ideas with a bias toward doctrine as the essence of
religion.

° Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics (Edinburgh, New York, 1908—26), “Syncretism”, an article that is sensitive
to the polemical historical origins of the term. Oddly, the 1987 Encyclopedia of Religion more or less accepted
syncretism as a legitimate category and offered no critical analysis of the concept.

10 See Robert D. Baird, Category Formation and the History of Religions, Religion and Reason, 1 (2nd ed., Berlin,
1991), pp. 142—-152; Tony K. Stewart and Carl W. Ernst, “Syncretism”, in Peter ]. Claus and Margaret A. Mills
(eds), South Asian Folklore: An Encyclopedia, (New York, 2003).
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To speculate briefly on the reasons for the powerful urge to find unity or genetic
relationship in diverse religious phenomena, one may point to the disorientation of
Christian Europe by the colonial encounter with other civilisations. The dislocation of the
Christian version of sacred history was perhaps inevitable, once the ancient and independent
civilisations of China and India were clearly in view. Likewise, the authority ascribed to
tradition underwent severe questioning after the discovery of the New World, unaccounted
for in the works of the ancients revered throughout Europe.!! Another major factor in the
need to define religious genealogies was the anxiety over the very existence of Judaism
and Islam, which has continued to be a defining factor in European modernity. Yet the
impulse to give history a single line of meaning, as an alternative to sheer arbitrariness, still
expressed itself, not in theology but in various scientific theories of cultural diffusion. These
ranged from Abel-Remusat’s 1824 essay explaining the historical relation between Greek
and Chinese thought (based on a comparison of Lao-Tzu and Heraclitus), to the excesses
of the Pan-Babylonian school at the turn of the century, which sought to derive all forms
of religion from Babylonia via a process of cultural diffusion. As philosopher of history Eric
Voegelin observed,

A horror, not vacui but pleni, seems at work, a shudder at the richness of the spirit as it reveals itself
all over the earth in a multitude of hierophanies, a2 monomaniacal desire to force the operations
of the spirit in history on the one line that will unequivocally lead into the speculator’s present.
No independent lines must be left dangling that conceivably could lead into somebody else’s

present and future.!?

Similarity between two formulations could be explained as the result of historical
dependency. Thus we can explain the farfetched but self assured R omantic pronouncements
about the essential identity of all Oriental (i.e., non-European) religions in their Indian core.
The rough edges of particularity, smoothed out by reducing formulations to a doctrinal core,
could be safely disregarded as accidental. The real meaning of religious phenomena was to
be found in the exercise of theoretical imagination through comparison and detection of
sources.

Another factor in the quest for influences is reflexive and contrary to the first, viewing non-
Christian cultures primarily in terms of their difference from European Christianity. This
was particularly prominent in the intellectual climate of nineteenth-century colonialism.
Theories of evolution and race were freely applied in the comparative study of religion,
originally understood as a disingenuous comparison intended to reveal which religion
was superior.'> The study of religion in Christian theological faculties initially exempted
Christianity from this kind of historical investigation, since Christianity (in whatever form
the theorist professed) was assumed to be still pure and integral, despite such events as
the Protestant Reformation. More than other literary texts, the Christian scriptures were
accorded the authority of tradition in a way that defined authenticity both through the
witness of history and the sanction of divine truth. If, however, other religions could be

" Donald. E. Pease, “Author”, in Lentricchia and McLaughlin, Critical Terms for Literary Study, pp. 105-120.

12 Eric Voegelin, Order and History, Vol. IV, The Ecumenic Age (Baton Rouge, LA, 1974), p. 3.

13 Eric Sharp (“Comparative Religion”, Encyclopedia of Religion, 3, pp. 578—580) links the term ‘influence’ to
evolutionistic schemes that rank religions, and he optimistically considers the term to be now “seldom used”.
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shown to be hybrids composed of various ‘Oriental’ influences, that was a testimony to
their dependent and inferior nature. Despite the later progress of historical research into
the relation of Christianity to the cultural and religious world into which it was born, the
colonial legacy of ambivalence toward ‘Oriental religions’ still lingers. In addition, it is also
important to recognise the extent to which Romantic concepts of the ‘mystic East’ were
a screen for debates about religion in the European Christian context.'* Problematic issues
coded under the names of mysticism and pantheism could be projected in this way onto a
toreign Oriental substratum.

The problem with the comparative approach to religion just mentioned is its irrelevance
and lack of significance with reference to the religious phenomena that are being described.
The magisterial comparison by the scholar detecting ‘influences’ previously unsuspected by
anyone else exhibits a disconnection from historical tradition that can border on solipsism.
Some scholars, secure in their conviction as to the essential nature of ‘classical’ Islam, still
have contempt for any attempt to discover what later Muslims have thought about their
predecessors and how their religious interpretations have evolved over time. I would like
instead to turn attention to the internal dynamic of the evolving tradition insofar as it is
available to us in individual examples provided by history, and its self-interpretation. We need
to understand the origins of religious traditions as formulated by participants as well as the
factual beginnings noted by academic observers.'® As a gesture to indicate the dethronement
of the magisterial observer, I wish to be explicit about abandoning the project of comparative
religion, insofar as it entails essentialist assumptions about religion.'®

Recent critical scholarship on the concept of religion has stressed the provisional and
heuristic nature of religious categories, proposing in place of the essentialist model a
polythetic analysis of religion. This is analogous to a model already familiar in zoology
and anthropology, in which “it was no longer true that what was known of one member
of a class was thereby known of the other members. .. classes of creatures were grouped
by what were in fact family resemblances”.!” This means that multiple various and even
conflicting authoritative positions can be included under the rubric of a single religious
category; definitions of religions based on unvarying sets of characteristics are no longer
acceptable, since they implicitly entail endorsement of one authorititave position rather than
another. It is especially noteworthy to see the flexibility of analytic categories in recent
scientific thought, since the phrase ‘comparative religion’ was clearly based upon the earlier
notion of ‘comparative zoology’, so that it evidently perpetuates an outmoded notion of
unvarying genus and species in the definition of religions. Avoiding essentialism means
striking a practical balance between similarity and difference, and it makes comparison a
problematic enterprise, but it abandons a number of a priori prejudices about religion that are

14 Richard King, Orientalism and Religion: Postcolonial Theory, India and ‘The Mystic East’ (London, 1999), pp. 33,
97, 118-145.

15 For Marc Bloch’s distinction between origins and beginnings as applied to the study of religion, see Carl W.
Ernst and Bruce B. Lawrence, Sufi Martyrs of Love: Chishti Sufism in South Asia and Beyond (New York, 2002),
PP. 48—49.

16 Ironically, the book in which I argue against an essentialist interpretation of Islam, Following Muhammad, is
catalogued by U.S. Library of Congress categories under “Islam — Essence and Character”.

17 Rodney Needham, “Polythetic Classification: Convergence and Consequences”, Man, 10 (1975), pp. 349—369,
quoting pp. 350, 352. See also Doniger, The Implied Spider, pp. 143—145.
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no longer justifiable. While there is in fact a strong emerging argument for non-essentialist
interpretations of religion among academics, essentialism still dominates in ideological,
media-driven, and mass marketing concepts of religion, as we shall see below.

“This is the practice of the Yogis; this is not an activity of the community of Muhammad. Nevertheless, it
is correct”.
— Muhammad Muhyi al-Din, ca. 1748

Sufi Interpreters of Yogic Practices

The foregoing remarks on the study of religion expand on a problem that has dogged the
modern study of religion since its inception. As I have argued elsewhere, since the beginning
of Orientalist scholarship over two centuries ago, it was an unquestioned assumption that
Sufism was somehow derived from Hinduism, so it was not really Islamic at all.'® This
conceit has endured through the nineteenth century until recent times. In Zaehner’s words,
“Muslim mysticism is entirely derivative”.!” Orientalists and romantics alike agreed that
mysticism must always and inevitably derive from India. The lack of historical evidence for
this assumption demands that one seek elsewhere for an explanation of what one scholar has
called “Indomaniac zeal”. In part, no doubt, there was some attraction in the elegance and
simplicity found in theories of cultural diffusion from a single source. One typical example
of the romantic Orientalist interpretation of Sufism was E. H. Palmer’s 1867 translation of
an important thirteenth-century Persian text by ‘Aziz al-Din Nasafi, which Palmer entitled
Oriental Mysticism. “Steering a mid course between the pantheism of India on the one hand
and the deism of the Coran on the other, the Sufis’ cult is the religion of beauty . . . Sufiism is
really the development of the Primaeval Religion of the Aryan race”.?’ Arguments used to
support this contention wavered between focusing on yogic practice and the philosophical
doctrines of Vedanta as the essence of Indian mysticism.

Let me make it clear that I have no interest in upholding the purity of Islamic mysticism
from pollution by foreign sources. That would simply be a reversal of the comparativist
project of Orientalism. As Jonathan Z. Smith has commented,

It is as if the only choices the comparativist has are to assert either identity or uniqueness, and that
the only possibilities for utilizing comparisons are to make assertions regarding dependence. In

such an enterprise, it would appear, dissimilarity is assumed to be the norm; similarities are to be

explained either as the result of the ‘psychic unity’ of humankind, or the result of ‘borrowing’.*!

If we are to avoid these essentialist dichotomies, the polythetic approach to religion is
extremely helpful. No longer is it necessary to attack or defend arguments of influence

18 For a general review of early scholarship on Sufism, see Carl W. Ernst, The Shambhala Guide to Sufism (Boston,
1997), Chapter 1. I have presented a more detailed series of remarks on the theory of the Indian origins of Sufism
in “The Islamization of Yoga in the Amrtakunda Translations”, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, Series 3, 13, 2
(2003), pp. 199—226.

19 R. C. Zaehner, Mysticism Sacred and Profane: An Inquiry into some Varieties of Praeternatural Experience (New
York, 1961), p. 160.

20 E. H. Palmer, Oriental Mysticism: A Tieatise on Sufiistic and Unitarian Theosophy of the Persians (London, 1867;
reprint ed., London, 1969), pp. x—xi. Palmer dedicated this treatise to Napoleon III, whom he described as a great
patron of “European Orientalism”.

21 Smith, Drudgery Divine, p. 47.
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or authenticity, since it is now possible to acknowledge freely that numerous examples of
hybrid and multiplex symbols, practices, and doctrines can be at work in any particular
religious milieu. Nevertheless, it is still worthwhile to dissect essentialist and Orientalist
interpretations of religion, particularly when they take the form of what literary critics call
‘strong misreadings’, in which a theorist triumphantly proposes a revolutionary explanation
based on newly detected alleged sources and origins.

What, then, is the data regarding the relationship between Sufism and yoga, apart from a
priori assumptions about Oriental mysticism? In a recent study, I have traced the history of the
single text, The Pool of Nectar, which, in multiple versions and translations, made available to
Muslim readers certain practices associated with the Nath yogis and the teachings known as

hatha yoga (in standard North Indian pronunciation, yogis are called yogis).??

These practices
include divination by control of breath through the left and right nostrils, summoning female
spirits that can be identified as yoginis, and performing meditations on the cakra centres
accompanied by recitation of Sanskrit mantras. All this material was increasingly Islamised
over time, in a series of translations into Arabic, Persian, Ottoman Turkish, and Urdu. This
remarkable text, and a number of other examples that I will mention, make it abundantly
clear that in certain Sufi circles there was an awareness and use of particular practices that
can be considered yogic (although the question of defining yoga, and the perspective from
which it may be identified, still needs to be clarified). Contrary to Orientalist expectations,
however, Sufi engagement with yoga was not to be found at the historical beginnings of
the Sufi tradition, and it was most highly developed, unsurprisingly, in India.?*> Moreover,
the knowledge of yoga among Indian Sufis gradually became more detailed over time. The
most exact accounts of hatha yoga in Sufi texts, using technical terms in Hindi, occur in
writings from as late as the nineteenth century, although these texts typically juxtapose yoga
materials alongside Sufi practices without any real attempt at integration or synthesis. The
Sufi interest in hatha yoga was very practical, and did not (with certain notable exceptions)
engage with philosophical texts of Vedanta or other Sanskritic schools of thought.?*

The foregoing brief summary of the Pool of Nectar translations has just introduced a
number of technical terms that will remain methodologically problematic if we do not
pause for some basic attempts at historical and descriptive definition. What do we mean by
Sufism and yoga? ‘Sufism’ is by its nature an outsider’s term, belonging to the Enlightenment
catalogue of ideologies and creeds identified as ‘isms’. As such, it inevitably stands in tension
with the insider vocabulary of spiritual vocations and ethical ideals of the Sufi tradition.?
Historically, what we call Sufism may be considered a typical and prominent trend in most
Muslim societies, gradually crystallising as a self-conscious movement in the ninth and tenth
centuries. Despite the strong emphasis upon the Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad in Sufi
thought and practice, Sufism has been disassociated from Islam in both Orientalist scholarship
and modern Muslim reformist polemics for the past two hundred years, so that now it is a

22 Ernst, “Islamization of Yoga”.

2 To gauge the relative importance of these yoga practices for Sufism considered broadly, I would point to a
recent encyclopedia article on Sufism (5,000 words), in which I devoted two sentences to yoga; see “Tasawwuf”
in Richard Martin (ed.), Encyclopedia of Islam and the Muslim World (New York, 2003), 2, pp. 684—690.

24 For the larger context of this translation movement, see Carl W. Ernst, “Muslim Studies of Hinduism? A
Reconsideration of Persian and Arabic Translations from Sanskrit”, Iranian Studies, 36 (2003), pp. 173-195.

25 See Ernst, Shambhala Guide to Sufism, Chapter 1.
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highly contested subject. Sufism can refer to a wide range of phenomena, including scriptural
interpretation, meditative practices, master-disciple relationships, corporate institutions,
aesthetic and ritual gestures, doctrines, and literary texts. As a generic descriptive term,
however, Sufism is deceptive. There is no Sufism in general. All that we describe as Sufism
is firmly rooted in particular local contexts, often anchored to the very tangible tombs of
deceased saints, and it is deployed in relation to lineages and personalities with a distinctively
local sacrality. Individual Sufi groups or traditions in one place may be completely oblivious
of what Sufis do or say in other regions.

“Yoga’ is a term that may be even harder to define. Georg Feuerstein maintains that “Yoga
is like an ancient river with countless rapids, eddies, loops, tributaries, and backwaters,
extending over a vast, colorful terrain of many different habitats”.?® Some regard it mainly as
a philosophy linked to important Sanskrit texts, particularly Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras. For others,
yoga signifies primarily meditative ascetic practices frequently associated with the god Shiva
in Hindu teachings, though yoga is also widespread in Buddhist and Jain contexts. The yogic
material that the Sufis mostly encountered was a highly specialised tradition called hatha
yoga (literally, “the yoga of force”), associated with charismatic figures of the tenth to twelth
centuries, especially Matsyendranath and Gorakhnath. The lineage that preserves the hatha
yoga teachings is known collectively as the Nath siddhas (adepts) or Kanphata (‘split-ear’)
yogis, due to the distinctive wooden inserts and large rings they put in their ears during
initiation.?” The early Nath yogis were associated with the erotic practices of Kaula Tantrism,
and prominent in their pantheon are the feminine deities known as yoginis or female yogis.
Hatha yoga has a much more complicated psycho-physical set of techniques than the classical
yoga of Patanjali, and it is presented with a minimum of metaphysical explanation. Special
practices include manipulation of subtle physiology including psychic centres called cakras,
retention of semen, pronunciation of syllabic chants or mantras with occult efficacy, and the
summoning of deities. Despite their ascetic emphasis on sexual restraint, the Kanphata yogis
have become over the past millennium a recognisable caste.?

Yet, in the attempt to provide even such brief descriptions of both Sufism and yoga, we
are faced with an especially challenging problem arising from the gap between scholarly
analyses of the history of religions and the way in which these traditions are appropriated in
the global marketplace of contemporary thought, especially under the rubric of New Age
spirituality. Although the scholarly Orientalist argument about Sufism and yoga addressed
issues of authenticity and dependence related to anxieties about Islam and the relegation
of mysticism to India, the attraction of both Sufism and yoga today rests primarily on the
extent to which both traditions can be seen as transcending any religious definition. The
accelerating distrust of authority that still marks the legacy of the Enlightenment values

26 Georg Feuerstein, Yoga: The Technology of Ecstasy (Los Angeles, 1989).

27 David Gordon White, The Alchemical Body: Siddha Traditions in Medieval India (Chicago, 1996); George Weston
Briggs, Gorakhnath and the Kanphata Yogis (Calcutta, 1938; reprinted Delhi, 1980), pp. 179—250; Shashibhusan Das
Gupta, Obscure Religious Cults (3rd ed., Calcutta, 1976), pp. 191—210, 392—398; Feuerstein, Yoga, pp. 277—-302.

28 Daniel Gold and Ann Grodzins Gold, “The Fate of the Householder Nath”, History of Religions, 24 (1984),
pp- 113—132.
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experience over doctrine and authenticity over institutional approval.’ The most popular
forms of Sufism in Europe and America are those that minimise or ignore any form of
Islamic identity. Rumi is the best-selling poet in America precisely because he is seen as
going beyond all religions.

With yoga the definitional problem in relation to religion is even more severe. Yoga is
often seen as the very basis of all spirituality, or alternatively as a physical technique for
stress reduction that can be embraced by anyone regardless of religious affiliation. According
to some estimates, over five million Americans practice yoga, and in most cases they do
so in settings (physical education, YMCA classes) that downplay or ignore any connection
whatever with Hindu religious traditions. A quick survey of recent library acquisitions on
the topic of yoga yields a series of titles that emphasise its universal accessibility: Yoga for
Americans; Yoga for All; and, inevitably, The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Yoga. Glossy magazines
on yoga are available at supermarket counters, and newspapers describe the yoga fashion
accessories available for “today’s yoginis”.> So when we use the term yoga now, it carries
multiple burdens — the sublime philosophy of transcendence associated with Patanjali, the
intricate and esoteric psycho-physical system of the Nath yogis, and also the mass marketing
category of yoga as the generic basis of mysticism in all religions. Modern scholarship is not
immune from these grandiose concepts of yoga.’!

When one turns to the historical context for the encounter of Sufism and yoga, it is a
curious coincidence that the arrival of Sufis in India took place not long after the Nath or
Kanphata yogis became organised, that is by the beginning of the thirteenth century. While
ascetic orders certainly had existed in India for many centuries, the Naths appear to have
had a remarkable success at this particular time. The Nath yogis did not observe the purity
restrictions of Brahminical ritual society, and were free to drop in for meals at Sufi hospices,
which in turn were open to any and all visitors. While hardly representative of ‘Hindu’
culture as a whole, the yogis were perhaps the only Indian religious group with whom Sufis
had much in common. This was also an encounter between two movements that shared
overlapping interests in psycho-physical techniques of meditation, and which competed to
some extent for popular recognition as wonder-workers, healers, and possessors of sanctity.>?
Moreover, in a country where cremation was the preferred funeral method, both groups
practiced burial; Sufi tombs, to the untutored eye, must have fit the model of the lingam
shrines or samadhis set up over yogis, who were customarily buried in the lotus position.
The similarity between yogis and Sufis extended to the point that the heads of Nath yogi
establishments became known by the Persian term pir, the common designation for a Sufi
master. While it is sometimes suggested that this name was adopted defensively to deter

2% “The modern age conflates authoritarianism with authority, hence tends to suspect the latter (and its poetic
representatives) as in fact embodying the former. Only when the notion of authority becomes a pejorative social
term can anxiety concerning it spread to other areas like literature and criticism” (Renza, “Influence”, p. 197).

30 Sara Steffens, “Yoga Baring: Find your Inner Fashionista with Exercise Gear”, Raleigh News & Observer, 15
March 2004.

31 Frits Staal, Exploring Mysticism: A Methodological Essay (Berkeley, 1975).

32 For a stimulating sociological comparison of Hindu and Islamic asceticism, see Marc Gaborieau,
“Incomparables ou vrais jumeaux? Les renoncants dans ’hindousime et dans I'islam”, Annales: Histoire, Sciences
Sociales, 57 (2002), pp. 71-92.

33 Briggs, Gorakhnath and the Kanphata Yogis, pp. 39—40; Mircea Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom, trans.
Willard Trask (Princeton, NJ, 1989), pp. 422—423.
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Muslim rulers from wiping the yogis out,> from the historical evidence it seems clear
that many Muslim rulers were quite familiar with the characteristic specialities of yogis,
and it is striking that the Mughals in particular became patrons of yogi establishments.*®
Acculturation by the yogis to selected Islamicate norms seems a more likely reason than the
presumption of religious persecution for the yogis’ adoption of such a title.3

The theoretical problem with the Orientalist influence model is that, even in cases where
Sufis clearly recognise a particular technique (such as breath control) as being associated
with Indian yogis, this does not explain the significance of the practice as adapted by Sufis.
Recently, Jiirgen Paul returned to the influence model to inquire into the case of Nagshbandi
Sufis in Central Asia. Using what he calls a phenomenological comparison, he proposed
a concept of Indian influence based on deliberate study, consideration, and adoption of
religious practices such as vegetarianism, celibacy, and breath control. There seems to have
been a clear awareness among these Naqgshbandis that breath control, a central technique at
least since the time of Baha’ al-Din Nagshband (d. 1390), was also common among Indian
yogis. Paul therefore concludes that these Central Asian Sufis were “inspired by non-Muslim
Indian mystical techniques”.” Yet the significance of this breath control technique would
seem to be affected by the fact that, among these Naqgshbandis, breath control invariably was
used to accompany dhikr recitation formulas in order to make this meditation continuous,
with a focus on such typically Islamic chants such as la ilaha illa allah (there is no god but
God). In other words, if breath control was used to enhance the effect of Islamic meditation
formulas, to what extent can it be considered “inspired by non-Muslim Indian mystical
techniques”?

Another example raises questions about the influence model, in this case concerning a
major systematisation of Sufi psycho-physical meditative practice. ‘Ala’ al-Dawla Simnani
(d. 1336) was one of the chief figures in the Kubrawi Sufi order in Central Asia, whose
vast literary output was matched by his extensive activities in training disciples. Heir to an
already highly developed system of meditation established by his teacher Nur al-Din Isfarayini
(d. 1317) and others, Simnani incorporated earlier practices and articulated a spiritual method
of considerable subtlety, based on interior visualisation of seven subtle centres (latifa, pl.
lata’if ) within the body, each associated with a particular prophet and a colour.?® The
system of seven subtle centres developed by Simnani underwent further evolution in India in
the Nagshbandi order, from the fifteenth through to the late nineteenth century, resulting in

3% G. S. Ghurye, Indian Sadhus (Bombay, 1964), p. 139, argues protective dissimulation from the proximity of Yogi
shrines and pilgrimage sites to Muslim population centres and the alleged conversion of two shrines at Gorakhpur
into mosques by ‘Ala’ al-Din Khalji (d. 1316) and Awrangzeb (d. 1707).

35 B. N. Goswamy and]. S. Grewal, The Mughals and the Yogis of Jakhbar, Some Madad-i-Ma“ash and Other Documents
(Simla, 1967). i

36 On Sufi terms in yogi centres, see Véronique Bouillier, Ascétes et Rois: Un Monastére de Kanphata Yogis au Népal
(Paris, 1997), pp. 91-93.

Jiirgen Paul, “Influences indiennes sur la naqshbandiyya d’Asie centrale?”, Cahiers d’Asie Centrale, 1—2 (1996),
pp- 203—217. In a similar vein, William S. Haas observed that the dhikr technique of the Algerian Rahmaniyya order
“has as its centre a thoroughly elaborated technique of breathing, obviously of Indian origin”, and so he speculated
that the nineteenth-century founder of the order must have gone to India; see “The Zikr of the Rahmanija-Order
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