g’

Vol 14. Autumn 2025
Research Paper *
"Sacred Feudalism'?, The Economic Structure and
Organization of the Khalidi Nagshbandi Sufi Order in

Sunni Kurdish Regions of Iran
Jamil Mafakheri Bashmaql,Sara Shariati Mazinani’
Received:Nov. 8,2025 Accepeted: Nov. 13,2025

DOI: 10.22034/scm.2025.558162.1965

Abstract

The Nagshbandi Sufi order, as an influential religious movement, has had a
profound impact on the cultural, social, political, and economic dimensions of Sunni
Kurdish regions in Iran. Some scholars have viewed Sufism as a factor contributing
to societal backwardness, while others, such as Yavuz in Turkey, have considered it a
driver of economic development.

This study employs content analysis and examines key documents and texts of the
Nagshbandi order, along with in-depth interviews with Sheikhs, Khalifas, and
followers (murids) . It aims to analyze the theories of scholars like Ibn Khaldun,
Weber, Turner, and van Bruinessen regarding Sufism and to investigate the
economic organization of the Khalidi Naqgshbandi order in Kurdistan.
. Based on this premise, the researchers sought to examine this issue more deeply.
Within the structure of the order, the Sheikh or Qutb is a sacred guide whose
followers are perpetually under his authority; they cannot undertake any action
without his consent. The benefit of the Sheikh for the murids is solely spiritual and
otherworldly, whereas the murids provide substantial material benefits for the
Sheikhs. The murids essentially serve as a unpaid labor force, expected to work on
the Sheikh's lands with love and without objection, with the entire produce
belonging to the Khanqah and the Sheikh.Although the Nagshbandi order was
initially based on non-hereditary spiritual authority, the role of Murshid (guide)
eventually became a familial and hereditary matter. "Sacred Feudalism" is the
overarching concept or conclusion derived for this economic organization.
Keywords: Sacred Feudalism, Khalidi Nagshbandi Sufism, Sheikh, Murid, Principles
of the Tariqah, Economic Organization.
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Introduction

Religion has long functioned not only as a system of belief and moral orientation but
also as a key force shaping economic practices, organizational forms, and relations of
power. In many historical contexts, religious institutions have developed distinctive
mechanisms for mobilizing resources, regulating labor, and legitimizing authority.
Despite this, Sufi orders are often portrayed as economically passive, world-denying,
or resistant to rational organization. This study challenges such interpretations by
examining the economic organization of the Khalidi branch of the Nagshbandi
order in Iranian Kurdistan and re-conceptualizing it through classical sociological
theories of religion and economy.

The analysis draws primarily on Max Weber’s theory of charismatic authority
and religious ethics, Karl Marx’s insights into religion and material relations of
production, and Ibn Khaldun’s concept of authority, solidarity, and economic
domination. Together, these perspectives provide an integrated framework for
understanding how sacred legitimacy, organizational hierarchy, and economic
extraction intersect in religious institutions, enabling a reinterpretation of Sufi

orders as active economic formations rather than purely spiritual communities.

Methods

The study employs qualitative content analysis based on doctrinal texts,
hagiographies, historical documents, waqf records, and semi-structured interviews
with sheikhs, khalifas, and disciples. Data were analyzed inductively to identify
recurring patterns of authority, economic practice, and symbolic legitimation,

following established interpretive approaches in qualitative sociology.

Findings
The analysis reveals a hierarchical socio-economic structure sustained by a
religiously sanctified authority system, best described as "Sacred Feudalism."

-The Hierarchical Structure: Sheikh, Khalifa, and Murid

The Sheikh (Master): Occupying the apex, the sheikh is the spiritual guide
(murshid) possessing religious legitimacy derived from a pure essence, ascetic
practices, and connection to a sacred lineage. He is not only a guide for the
otherworldly path (suluk) but also a mentor in worldly affairs. Theologically, sheikhs
are considered saints (awliya), intermediaries of divine mercy, and essential for
worldly blessings like rain and prosperity (Ghouth Gilani, 1990: 90; Siraj al-Din
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Nagshbandi II, 2016: 147). This constructs their ontological necessity and sacred
authority.

The Khalifa (Deputy): Acting as the sheikh's representative in specific regions,
the khalifa holds a middle position. He manages religious ceremonies (dhikr) at local
lodges (khanqahs) and, crucially, serves as the sheikh's economic and organizational
agent. He mobilizes murids for agricultural work on the sheikh's lands, collects
annual alms (zakat), gifts, and agricultural produce, and delivers them to the sheikh.
The khalifa is the vital link between the apex and the base.

The Murid/Dervish (Disciple): Forming the base of the pyramid, murids provide
the sheikh with both spiritual and material capital. Spiritually, a larger following
enhances the sheikh's religious prestige and potential to become a "pole”" (qutb) of
the order. Materially, they constitute a readily available labor force, provide gifts,
alms, and can donate or bequeath properties to the order. As one khalifa noted,
working for the sheikh was considered a "religious duty."

This hierarchy functions on an exchange: spiritual benefits (salvation, divine
favor) flow downward from the sheikh, while material resources (labor, wealth, gifts)
and legitimizing devotion flow upward from the murids to the sheikh.

- The Ideology of Unquestioning Obedience and Sacred Bond .The order's
internal literature and narratives meticulously theorize the murid's absolute
submission, eliminating any possibility of dissent or exit.

Rules of Conduct: Texts like those by Mulla Abd al-Karim Modares (1979: 138-
139) list duties for murids: utmost respect for the sheikh; unquestioning love; no
betrayal or criticism; interpreting the sheikh's actions positively; absolute obedience
to commands; and never expecting worldly gain from the relationship. The murid
must be "like a corpse in the hands of its washer" (Sharh Wassaya Hazrat Othman
Siraj al-Din, 2019: 45).

The Prohibition of Doubt and Changing Sheikhs: Doubting one's sheikh or
seeking another is framed as a grave sin leading to divine punishment, misfortune,
madness, or expulsion. Narratives abound with calamities befalling those who dared
to question or leave their sheikh (Afandi Arbeli, 2016: 133-135). This creates a
psychologically and spiritually locked-in dependency.

The Principles of "Safr dar Watan" (Journey in the Homeland) and "Rabita"
(Connection): These Nagshbandi principles reinforce the sheikh's centrality.
"Journey in the Homeland" discourages seeking a guide elsewhere, binding the
murid to a local, living sheikh. "Rabita” emphasizes maintaining a spiritual

connection with a living guide who can correct deviations. These doctrines prevent
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the decentralization of authority and ensure continuous control by the incumbent
sheikh.

- The Accumulation and Inheritance of Sacred Wealth. The sheikh's sanctified
authority directly facilitates massive wealth accumulation, primarily in land.

Sources of Wealth: Gifts and Alms from Murids: Regular offerings (nadhr,
hadiya) and zakat payments form a steady income stream.

Wagqf (Endowment) Donations: Devotees, including wealthy murids and even
rulers, donated entire villages or fertile lands as religious endowments to the
khangah, which is controlled by the sheikh and his lineage. For example, rulers like
Mahmud Pasha of Baban endowed villages to Molana Khalid (Motamedi, 1989: 40),
and Mohammad Shah Qajar granted villages to Seyed Taha Nahri (Dehnavi, 2018).

Unpaid Labor: Murids provided free labor for agriculture, construction, and
maintenance of the sheikh's properties, drastically reducing production costs.

Purchase: Income from the above sources was used to purchase additional lands,
expanding the economic empire.

Scale of Landownership: Evidence points to vast holdings. One sheikh claimed
Nagshbandi sheikhs in Kurdistan "control over 400 villages." Historical figures like
Sheikh Ubeydullah Nahri controlled around 200 villages (Rasul, 2008: 105). Specific
lodges like Khangah "Thalath" control hundreds of hectares. Families like the
Nahris, Kamalats, and the lineage of Sheikh Osman Siraj al-Din continue to hold
significant agricultural and urban properties.

Hereditary Transmission of Sanctity and Wealth: Although early Nagshbandi
doctrine opposed hereditary succession, in practice, it became the norm among
Kurdish Nagshbandi-Khalidi sheikhs. The sanctity of the office and the associated
wealth are passed from father to son(s). Sheikh Osman Siraj al-Din's will explicitly
appointed his sons as successors, demanding obedience from all followers (Sharh
Wassaya..., 2019: 129). Narratives and threats of divine punishment were used to
quash challenges from brothers or other claimants (Afandi Arbeli, 2016: 110-112).
This created sacred dynasties where spiritual authority and economic capital are
fused and inherited.

- Synthesis: The Concept of "Sacred Feudalism" The analysis reveals a system that
mirrors the structural features of classical feudalism but is powered by a religious
engine.

Hierarchy: A pyramidal structure (Sheikh - Khalifa - Murid) parallels the feudal
lord - steward - serf/peasant hierarchy.

Control of Primary Resource (Land): The sheikhs are the major landowners.
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Labor Exploitation: Murids provide the labor force.

Hereditary System: Both spiritual authority and material wealth are passed down
within families.

The crucial difference lies in the mode of domination and extraction:

In secular feudalism, control is based on coercion, legal ownership, and
economic necessity. The peasant works under threat or for a share of the crop.

In this Sufi structure, control is based on sanctified authority, religious devotion,
and otherworldly promises. The murid works voluntarily, without pay, believing it is
a divine service and a path to salvation. The extraction of labor and surplus is framed
as a religious act, a gift, or an honor, not an economic transaction or coerced duty.
The sheikh's power overrides not just the murid's economic autonomy but also his
spiritual and psychological autonomy, making dissent both a social and a cosmic
transgression.

Therefore, the term "Sacred Feudalism"is proposed to capture this unique
synthesis. It denotes a feudal-like socio-economic organization where the
relationship of domination and surplus extraction is sanctified by religious ideology,
rendering it absolute, non-negotiable, and embedded in a system of sacred
obligations and rewards. The sheikh is not just a feudal lord but a "sacred feudal

lord" whose authority is unimpeachable because it is divinely mediated.

Conclusion

This study set out to decipher the economic organization of the Naqshbandi-Khalidi
order in Iranian Kurdistan. Moving beyond the simplistic debate of whether Sufism
is economically passive or active, the research uncovered a complex, entrenched
system.

The findings demonstrate that the order operates through a rigid, hierarchical
structure headed by the sheikh, sustained by the ideological production of his
absolute sanctity and the murid's duty of unquestioning obedience. This religious
framework facilitates the accumulation of vast land-based wealth through donations,
endowments, and the utilization of unpaid labor from devotees. This wealth and the
spiritual office itself are transmitted hereditarily, forming dynastic sacred lineages.

The core contribution of this research is the formulation of the concept "Sacred
Feudalism." This concept accurately describes the order's economic organization,
which structurally resembles historical feudalism but is fundamentally distinct in its
operative logic. While classical feudalism relied on coercive and legal-economic

mechanisms, this system operates through a powerful religious symbolic order that
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transforms economic exploitation into an act of piety and spiritual merit. The
murid's labor and gifts are not given under duress or for material gain but are
offered freely in pursuit of otherworldly salvation and divine favor, mediated
through the sheikh. This sacralization makes the system remarkably resilient, as
critique or resistance is equated with sin and cosmic rebellion.

This study challenges both the view of Sufism as purely otherworldly and ascetic
and the view of it as a proto-capitalist force akin to the Protestant ethic. Instead, it
reveals a unique adaptation where pre-modern feudal economic relations are
preserved and reinforced through a potent religious ideology. The "Sacred
Feudalism" of the Nagshbandi-Khalidi order represents a distinctive socio-economic
formation where divine authority sanctifies terrestrial power and wealth
accumulation, ensuring its persistence within the modern context of Iranian

Kurdistan.
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