South Asia's welcoming Sufi shrines

Attacked by extremists and criticised by purists, Sufi shrines still appeal to those on the margins of south Asian society
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On 25 October, six people were killed in a bomb blast at the Baba Farid shrine in Punjab, Pakistan. The attack on this 12th-century Sufi mazar, or sacred tomb-shrine, is not an isolated incident. Earlier this month, blasts hit the Abdullah Shah Gazi mazar in Karachi, killing nine civilians. In July, a double suicide attack on the revered Data Darbar, one of the oldest Sufi mazars in the subcontinent, saw the deaths of 40 people, with more than 200 injured.

It might seem that Sufi shrines in Pakistan have become the new target for Islamist extremists spilling over from the war in Afghanistan – extremists who regard Sufi followers as un-Islamic and their traditions as degenerate and heretical. However, mazars have been the focus of ideological battles within Islam for a very long time, even before the region became a literal battleground. Since the 18th century, Islamist revival movements from the Middle East such as Wahhabism, and later the puritans of the Indian Deobandi school, have promulgated anti-Sufi movements, attempting to prohibit the worship at mazars.

Violent attacks against mazars have also taken place in neighbouring Bangladesh. In 2004, two separate explosions at the 700-year-old Shah Jalal Mazar in Sylhet left a slew of dead and injured. The British High Commissioner to Bangladesh at the time was hurt in the incident. Before and since then, other less publicised attacks against the mazars in Bangladesh have included the poisoning of hundreds of fish and turtles held sacred by mazar devotees.

Mazars are dedicated to Sufi saints, known as pirs. They are scattered across the Islamic world. Historian Richard Eaton believes that it was pirs that initially made Islam accessible to the unlettered masses of the subcontinent by providing them with concrete manifestations of the divine order. They remain a pivotal feature of local, popular understandings and practices of the religion. Their focus on faith and not on doctrine implicitly brings them in opposition to the scriptural Islam of "learned" theologians and clerics.

In Pakistan, Bangladesh and India, contemporary puritans opposed to mazars and Sufis more generally, have traditionally come from the middle classes. Their emphasis on the universal community of Islam (the ummah) sees a rejection of localised forms of the religious expression and instead a propagation of "proper" orthodox Sunni Islam that looks towards Mecca for inspiration.

The pir, whether living or (in most cases) dead, is believed to be a mediator between the devotee and the divine. Many are thought to have performed miracles. The annual urs, or ritual commemoration of the saint's death, is accompanied by ecstatic dancing and singing, in which hundreds of thousands of men and women may come together to participate. For many, presenting offerings and performing prayers at a sacred mazar washes away sins, brings merit for the Day of Judgment and for some at least, is believed to be the equivalent of pilgrimage to Mecca, one of the pillars of Islam.

Aside from the spiritual, mazars perform social functions that the state cannot, or will not, carry out. They are spaces for those in search of aid for a variety of life's afflictions. People visit mazars before job interviews, for victory in court cases and before a marriage. It is not just Muslims either. In South Asian countries, Hindus, Christians and members of other religious communities all seek solace at them and are an example of the enduring conviviality of people of different religions, despite the ruptures between them in recent decades.

Politicians take blessings from mazars before elections. In Pakistan, Nawaz Sharif was a frequent visitor at the Data Darbar in Lahore, while in Bangladesh, the erstwhile President Ershad famously patronised the pir of Atroshi throughout during his tumultuous time in office.

At their core, however, mazars appeal to those who are on the margins of society. It is this aspect that draws criticism, as much as their pluralist understandings of Islam. For many "social undesirables", mazars are often the only place that offers sanctuary. They include people suffering from mental illnesses (a condition widely believed to be caused by evil spirits or jinns), women and men dealing with infertility, the disabled and those battling with substance addictions. All seek solace and fortitude at mazars. Depending upon the size and the resources available, some devotees may live at a shrine on a semi-permanent basis, with food provided by visitors. Pregnant unmarried women have been known to take refuge in them until their delivery.

With the increase in power of Wahhabism, the institution of the mazar has been undermined, suppressed and in some places rejected altogether in the Middle East. It is partly the "liberalism" of Sufi Islam in south Asia, the tolerance for other ways of life as well as its influence, that sees mazars targeted in such ways. But it is also that mazars propagate a form of spiritual practice that navigates away from the "new traditionalism" of the Quran and the hadiths and instead concentrates on mysticism, emotion and spirituality of divine power: anathema to doctrinal purists.

Regardless of the influence of the avowedly Islamist Jamaat-e-Islami party in Pakistan and Bangladesh, as well as a general lurch towards conservative forms of religious virtue, mazars continue to play a crucial social, political, economic and – needless to say, spiritual – role in those countries for an even larger number of people than puritanical or extremist Islam can, or ever will.

