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Purpose: Considering the principles of Sufism, which are founded upon asceticism and
the renunciation of the instruments of power, the enjoyment of worldly blessings by
Sufis appears problematic. However, Sufis like Abu Sa‘id Abu’l-Khayr, while
performing ascetic practices, attained considerable power and created the conditions for
themselves and their followers to benefit from worldly advantages. The coexistence of
ascetic conduct and the enjoyment of worldly blessings among Sufis has given rise to a
recurrent form of criticism in Persian literature, often described as a discrepancy between
outward appearance and inward reality. ldentifying the factors, contextual conditions,
and various dimensions underlying the emergence of such criticisms from the
perspective of power is a principal objective, the achievement of which may illuminate
the possible motivations behind ascetic practices, the mechanisms by which power is
acquired through such practices, and the governing principles underlying this process.
Method and Research: This study employed a descriptive-analytical method. After
outlining the theoretical foundations related to power and asceticism, the principal
criticisms directed at the sheikh and his followers were presented. Subsequently, the
factors, contextual conditions, and processes contributing to the emergence of these
criticisms were analyzed from the perspective of power.

Findings and Conclusions: In accordance with the foundations of Sufism and in
emulation of divine saints and Sufi masters, the sheikh engaged in ascetic practices.
However, after attaining various forms of legitimacy among his followers, he did not
employ Malamati (self-blaming) practices to preserve asceticism as a spiritual form of
power. Instead, he facilitated the acquisition of power and worldly blessings for himself
and his followers. Particularly in his acts of public hospitality, the sheikh prioritized
gaining popular acclaim and spiritual authority over strict adherence to Sufi principles.
Consequently, he and his followers were exposed to accusations of power-seeking and
worldliness.
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Conclusions: The root of these criticisms lies in the perception of Abu Sa‘id’s
miraculous acts as manifestations of worldly ambition and the desire for power,
contradicting the core ascetic ideals of Sufism.

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
1. Introduction
Based on the fundamental principles of Sufism, which emphasize asceticism, renunciation of
worldly attachments, and the rejection of material and political power, the acquisition of various
forms of power by Sufi figures appears paradoxical. Given the centrality of asceticism in Sufi
thought, one would expect that true Sufis remain detached from worldly possessions and the
instruments of authority. However, according to several accounts in Asrar al-Tawhid (The
Mysteries of Monotheism) by Muhammad ibn Munawwar, Sheikh Abu Sa‘id Abu’l-Khayr
exercised considerable influence, and his disciples reportedly enjoyed significant worldly
privileges. As a result, numerous criticisms were directed toward the sheikh and his followers.
An examination of these critiques indicates that the majority of objections were associated with
their indulgence in luxurious lifestyles, comfort-seeking tendencies, the acquisition and
exercise of power in different domains, and their enjoyment of material prosperity. This
perceived inconsistency between ascetic conduct and the pursuit of power constitutes the central
theme of these criticisms.
The fundamental question that arises is as follows: How did Sheikh Abu Sa‘id Abu’l-Khayr
succeed in attaining considerable power while simultaneously performing ascetic acts?
Addressing this question requires an exploration of the mechanism through which ascetic
behavior could paradoxically lead to empowerment. Therefore, this study seeks to examine and
interpret ascetic practices from the perspective of power relations and dynamics.

2. Methodology

The present study adopted a descriptive-analytical approach. By describing and analyzing the
causes, conditions, and processes underlying the emergence of criticisms directed at the sheikh
and his disciples from a power-oriented perspective, the study aimed to elucidate the
mechanisms embedded within ascetic practices. The analytical framework also helps to uncover
the potential motivations underlying the sheikh’s actions and his relationship with power.

3. Discussion

A review of the critical narratives concerning Sheikh Abu Sa‘id Abu’l-Khayr and his followers
revealed that the source of controversy lay in the apparent contradiction between their claims
of ascetic detachment and their tangible access to power and material wealth. According to the
doctrinal expectations of Sufism, Sufis are presumed to renounce worldly pleasures and power
structures. Consequently, the tension arises precisely at the intersection where, despite the
principles of asceticism, the sheikh and his disciples both acquired authority and enjoyed
worldly advantages. This paradox gave rise to a recurring critique often expressed in Persian
Sufi literature as the “inconsistency between the outward appearance and inward reality” of
Sufis.

The essential issue, therefore, lies in the apparent contradiction between the form and function
of the sheikh’s ascetic practices. If ascetic acts are expected to negate worldly power, why did
they instead generate it in this case? From the standpoint of power relations, through what
mechanisms did ascetic behavior result in empowerment for the sheikh? Furthermore, what
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theoretical perspective can reconcile the simultaneous performance of ascetic acts and the
acquisition of power?

In addition to the question of how power was acquired through ascetic means, another key
issue concerns why the sheikh pursued power. This raises the question of whether any evidence
suggests that the sheikh and his followers possessed conscious motivations related to authority
and influence.

4. Conclusion

An analytical examination of Sheikh Abu Sa‘id Abu’l-Khayr’s ascetic practices indicated that
he consistently adhered to the fundamental principles of Sufism and followed the path of earlier
saints and mystics. Through his ascetic lifestyle, he gradually obtained broad religious and
social legitimacy. However, after acquiring spiritual authority among both his disciples and the
general public, he did not employ Malamati (self-blaming) practices, commonly used by some
mystics to maintain spiritual humility and avoid power accumulation. Instead, he facilitated the
concentration of power within the sphere of spiritual authority and created conditions that
allowed both  himself and his disciples to enjoy material  benefits.

In other words, the sheikh maintained ascetic discipline in all forms of power except spiritual
power, leading to the centralization of authority within the spiritual domain. His method
involved transforming different kinds of power, particularly material and social power, into
spiritual power through ascetic performances, most notably through his widespread practice of
communal feasting. During these gatherings, a form of symbiotic relationship emerged: on one
hand, the sheikh provided for the essential needs of his disciples and guests; on the other hand,
they expressed loyalty and support toward him and his spiritual authority. It may be argued that
the support of Sheikh Abu Sa‘id Abu’l-Khayr’s followers for his actions was, in essence, a form
of support for their own livelihood and survival.

Given that the sheikh, particularly through his extensive communal feasts, prioritized gaining
public favor and spiritual authority over the strict observance of Sufi ascetic principles, it
appears plausible that he possessed certain motivations related to the acquisition and exercise
of power. Ideally, as a Sufi master, the sheikh was expected to uphold ascetic restraint in all
dimensions of power and, during his large-scale feasting rituals, to give precedence to the
principles of asceticism and Sufi discipline over popular approval and collective influence.

However, the sheikh seems to have suspended ascetic discipline within the domain of spiritual
power, which traditionally manifests through Malamati practices—that is, the deliberate
embrace of self-blame and humility to avoid worldly recognition. Instead, he appears to have
favored the desires and expectations of the public and his followers over the rigors of ascetic
self-denial. This process suggests that the sheikh may have ultimately prioritized the acquisition
of authority over the maintenance of ascetic integrity, leading to the perception that his spiritual
leadership was intertwined with a conscious or unconscious pursuit of power. Consequently, it
Is reasonable to infer that latent motivations for power and influence existed within the sheikh’s
actions and strategies, even as they were outwardly expressed through ascetic and devotional
forms.
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18. Foucault,M (1980). Truth and power. In.C. Gordon (Ed). Power/knowldge. Selected
Interviews and other writings 1972-1977.
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