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Abstract

The Seljuk period represents one of the most conflict-laden eras in the social history of
Islam, characterized by intense jurisprudential and theological rivalries among various
groups, including Hanafis, Shafi‘is, Ash‘aris, Mu tazilites, Imamites, and Ismailis.
These rivalries were not limited to intellectual debate or doctrinal disagreement; they
permeated social relations, religious institutions, political authority structures, and the
daily lives of ordinary people. Widespread socio-religious tensions emerged across
many cities and regions, occasionally escalating into episodes of sectarian violence. The
proliferation of urban centers, the dispersion of diverse sects, and the intensification of
local competition further exacerbated these conflicts, challenging traditional forms of
social cohesion and destabilizing communities across the Islamic world. The complexity
of these dynamics necessitated mechanisms capable of sustaining collective integration
and reinforcing social order amidst profound structural and cultural transformations.
This study examines the role of Sufism in responding to these tensions through the lens
of Emile Durkheim’s theory of the social function of religion. According to Durkheim,
religion is not merely a set of beliefs or ritual practices, but a social institution that
generates shared meaning, strengthens collective solidarity, and contributes to the
reconstruction and maintenance of moral and social order. Using this framework, the
study investigates how Sufism acted as a social mechanism capable of mitigating,
regulating, or redefining religious conflicts and social tensions during the Seljuk period.
It emphasizes that Sufism should not be viewed as a marginal, ascetic, or purely mystical
phenomenon; rather, it was deeply intertwined with broader structural and social
transformations and played a vital role in rebuilding social cohesion.
The findings indicate that Sufi discourse shifted the focus of religiosity from rigid
jurisprudential and sectarian identities to inward spiritual experience, ethical
cultivation, self-purification, and a deeply personal and emotional relationship with
the sacred. This symbolic reorientation softened rigid religious boundaries and allowed
religiosity to emphasize moral and spiritual development rather than identity-based
distinctions. Consequently, Sufism facilitated coexistence among adherents of diverse
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doctrinal orientations, helping to reduce potential conflicts and social fragmentation,
while providing a framework for negotiating differences in belief and practice in a
complex, multi-sectarian society.

At the institutional level, khanqgahs, networks of masters and disciples, and
collective rituals such as dhikr and sama‘ played a crucial role in shaping what
Durkheim termed the “collective conscience.” These spaces were not merely arenas
for individual spiritual practice; they fostered shared experiences of the sacred that
promoted empathy, emotional cohesion, and group solidarity. By creating a common
symbolic and ritual language, Sufi institutions enabled participants from different
sectarian backgrounds to engage in collective worship and communal spiritual
practice, thereby integrating fragmented communities and reinforcing social bonds
across sectarian lines. The communal and ritual dimensions of Sufism extended its
influence beyond individual spirituality and allowed it to function as a social
mechanism that mediated tensions, stabilized relationships, and cultivated a shared
moral order.

Moreover, Sufism served as a mediating force in regulating social tensions. In a
context where political authorities and jurisprudential institutions were embroiled in
legitimacy disputes and theological controversies, Sufism offered a form of cross-
group cultural solidarity that transcended strict sectarian boundaries. It provided an
emotional and symbolic arena in which religious identity could be redefined,
contributing to the alleviation of social fractures. The engagement of scholars and
intellectual elites with Sufism further illustrates its capacity to address both social and
existential crises, offering a symbolic, ritual, and experience-based framework to
reconcile the gap between formal religion, doctrinal debate, and societal needs.
Nevertheless, the institutionalization of Sufism through organized tariqas sometimes
generated new collective identities, highlighting the ambivalent nature of religious
institutions. While Sufism strengthened social cohesion, the formalization of its
structures occasionally reproduced identity distinctions, illustrating the dual function
of this movement. However, through ritual, shared symbolic practice, and collective
sacred experience, Sufism remained an integral mechanism alongside political and
jurisprudential structures, contributing significantly to the maintenance and
stabilization of social order during a period marked by intense tension and conflict.
In conclusion, applying a Durkheimian framework demonstrates that Sufism in the
Seljuk period was far more than a theological or individualistic phenomenon. It
operated as a vital social mechanism that reconstructed collective solidarity, mediated
societal tensions, and linked sacred experience with communal and institutional
structures. In this light, Sufism emerges as a dual-force phenomenon, simultaneously
reinforcing social cohesion and redefining religious boundaries, thereby shaping the
spiritual and social landscape of the Seljuk era in enduring and transformative ways.

Key Words: Sufism, Sufi, Reconstruction, Seljuks, Religious conflicts, Function of
religion, Durkheim, Social solidarity
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