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Abstract
Sufism, as a mystical dimension of Islam, has historically emphasized peace,
tolerance, and spiritual introspection, making it a potent ideological counterforce
against extremism. This research explores the role of Sufism in countering extremism
from a diplomatic perspective, analyzing how governments and international
organizations incorporate Sufi traditions and networks into their counterterrorism
and soft power strategies. Using a qualitative approach, the study examines case
studies from regions where Sufi influence has been instrumental in fostering
interfaith dialogue, deradicalization efforts, and community resilience. The research
applies constructivist international relations theory to explain how Sufi traditions
shape diplomatic narratives and policy frameworks. By assessing diplomatic
initiatives that leverage Sufism in countering violent extremism (CVE) programs, this
study highlights both the opportunities and challenges of integrating religious soft
power into global security strategies. The findings suggest that while Sufi networks
offer an alternative discourse to extremist ideologies, geopolitical constraints and
sectarian tensions may limit their effectiveness. This research contributes to the
broader discourse on religion and diplomacy, emphasizing the intersection of faith-
based narratives and international relations in addressing security challenges.
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Introduction:

Sufism, the mystical branch of Islam, has long been recognized for its emphasis on peace,
spiritual introspection, and tolerance. Unlike rigid, dogmatic interpretations of Islam that
sometimes fuel extremism, Sufism promotes a humanistic and inclusive vision of faith that
transcends sectarian divides. In recent years, policymakers and scholars have increasingly
examined the potential of Sufism as a counterforce to violent extremism, particularly in
regions where radical ideologies have gained traction. Governments and international
organizations have engaged with Sufi leaders and networks to promote narratives of
moderation, interfaith harmony, and communal resilience. This diplomatic engagement with
Sufism represents a significant shift in counterterrorism strategies, integrating religious soft
power into broader security and foreign policy frameworks (Haynes, 2021, p. 56). This study
explores how Sufism is utilized in diplomatic efforts to counter extremism, assessing its
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effectiveness and limitations within various geopolitical and cultural contexts.

Extremism, particularly religious extremism, has emerged as a major global security concern
in the 21st century. Groups such as Al-Qaeda, ISIS, and Boko Haram have weaponized
religious narratives to justify acts of violence and recruit followers. These extremist
ideologies often stem from Salafi-jihadist interpretations of Islam, which advocate a strict,
puritanical vision of the faith that rejects pluralism and modernity. In contrast, Sufism
embodies a tradition of tolerance and spiritual enlightenment that offers an alternative to
radicalism. By promoting love, poetry, and devotion to God over legalistic rigidity, Sufi
traditions provide a theological counter-narrative that directly challenges extremist
worldviews (Esposito, 2016, p. 78).

From a diplomatic perspective, Sufism has been increasingly incorporated into
counterterrorism and conflict resolution strategies. Several nations, particularly in the
Middle East, South Asia, and Africa, have actively engaged with Sufi scholars and communities
to counter radical influences. Governments in countries like Morocco, Egypt, and Pakistan
have supported Sufi institutions as part of broader efforts to combat extremism (Gause, 2018,
p. 34). Similarly, international organizations such as the United Nations (UN) and the
European Union (EU) have recognized the potential of religious soft power in addressing
violent extremism. This diplomatic utilization of Sufism raises critical questions about the
intersection of religion, politics, and security policy, prompting an analysis of its efficacy in
counterterrorism efforts.

Historically, Sufism has played a significant role in shaping the Islamic world’s religious and
political landscape. Emerging as an ascetic movement in the early centuries of Islam, Sufism
evolved into a broad and diverse tradition that influenced societies across the Middle East,
South Asia, and Africa. Sufi orders (tariqas), such as the Qadiriyya, Nagshbandiyya, and
Chishtiyya, established vast networks of spiritual and educational institutions. These orders
were not merely religious movements but also sociopolitical entities that mediated conflicts,
provided social services, and contributed to governance structures (Lacroix, 2019, p. 112).In
this context, the role of Sufism in diplomacy is not a recent phenomenon; rather, it has
historically served as a bridge between diverse communities and political authorities.
Modern counterterrorism policies have increasingly recognized the importance of soft power
approaches, shifting away from purely militaristic strategies. The concept of soft power, as
articulated by Nye (2011, p. 65), refers to the ability of a state or institution to shape
preferences and influence behavior through cultural and ideological means rather than
coercion. Religious diplomacy, particularly through Sufi traditions, aligns with this model by
fostering narratives of peace, dialogue, and moderation. In regions affected by extremism,
governments have supported Sufi scholars, promoted Sufi literature, and funded Sufi
educational institutions as part of their strategic counterterrorism initiatives.

For instance, Morocco has adopted a state-sponsored Sufi framework to counteract radical
ideologies. The Moroccan government has actively promoted Sufi teachings through
institutions such as the Mohammed VI Institute for the Training of Imams, which educates
religious leaders in a moderate, Sufi-influenced interpretation of Islam. This initiative has
been widely recognized as a successful model for countering extremism, particularly in the
Maghreb and Sahel regions (Mandaville, 2018, p. 87). Similarly, in Pakistan, Sufi shrines and
religious leaders have been engaged in counter-radicalization efforts, although the presence
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of militant groups has posed significant challenges (Commins, 2015, p. 94).

Despite these diplomatic efforts, the role of Sufism in countering extremism remains
contested. While Sufi traditions offer an alternative to radical ideologies, their effectiveness
is often hindered by sectarian conflicts, political interference, and security threats. In some
cases, Sufi communities have been targeted by extremist groups, as seen in attacks on Sufi
shrines in Pakistan, Egypt, and Mali. Additionally, the instrumentalization of Sufism by
governments has led to accusations of co-optation, raising concerns about the authenticity
and independence of Sufi institutions in counterterrorism efforts (Kepel, 2021, p. 133).
Another key dimension of this discussion is the geopolitical rivalry between different Islamic
traditions. While many Sunni-majority states have promoted Sufism as a counterweight to
Salafi-jihadism, Saudi Arabia and some Gulf states have historically been more aligned with
Wahhabi interpretations, which view Sufism with skepticism. However, recent shifts in Saudi
Arabia’s policies under Vision 2030 have signaled a more pragmatic approach to religious
diplomacy, including greater engagement with moderate Islamic movements (Oztiirk, 2021,
p. 59). These geopolitical dynamics complicate the role of Sufism in global counterterrorism
efforts, as competing religious and political interests shape the effectiveness of diplomatic
strategies.

Furthermore, the impact of Sufi-based counterterrorism initiatives varies across different
sociopolitical and cultural contexts. In some regions, particularly in North and West Africa,
Sufi traditions remain deeply embedded in local cultures and have strong social legitimacy.
In others, such as parts of the Middle East, the influence of Sufism has declined due to the rise
of political Islam and sectarian divisions (Bronson, 2016, p. 202). This variability underscores
the need for a nuanced approach to Sufi-based diplomatic engagement, ensuring that
initiatives are contextually relevant and not perceived as externally imposed strategies.

This research employs constructivist international relations theory to analyze the role of
Sufism in countering extremism. Constructivism, as a theoretical framework, emphasizes the
importance of ideational factors, narratives, and identity in shaping international relations
(Waltz, 2019, p. 47). Unlike realist approaches that focus solely on power dynamics,
constructivism allows for an examination of how religious and cultural narratives influence
diplomatic strategies. By applying this perspective, this study investigates how Sufi traditions
are framed within international security discourses and how they interact with state and non-
state actors.

Moreover, the role of Sufism in countering extremism represents a complex and evolving
dimension of contemporary diplomatic efforts. While Sufi traditions offer valuable narratives
of peace and moderation, their effectiveness in counterterrorism strategies depends on
geopolitical, cultural, and institutional factors. By analyzing case studies and applying
constructivist theory, this research seeks to provide a comprehensive assessment of how
Sufism functions as a tool of religious diplomacy in addressing extremism. Ultimately, this
study contributes to broader discussions on religion, diplomacy, and international security,
highlighting the potential and limitations of integrating faith-based approaches into global
counterterrorism frameworks.

Evolution of Sufism in Historical Context:
The historical evolution of Sufism is deeply intertwined with the development of Islamic
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thought, spirituality, and socio-political dynamics across centuries. Emerging as an ascetic
movement in the early centuries of Islam, Sufism gradually transformed into a structured
system of mystical thought, practice, and institutional organization. The foundational
principles of Sufism—Ilove, self-purification, and divine proximity—gained prominence
through the works of early mystics such as Hasan al-Basri and Rabia al-Adawiyya, who
emphasized inner devotion over ritualistic formalism. By the medieval period, Sufi
brotherhoods (turuq) had spread across the Islamic world, creating networks of spiritual
authority that transcended ethnic and linguistic barriers (Hodgson, 2017, pp. 82-97). These
brotherhoods, including the Qadiriyya, Naqshbandiyya, and Chishtiyya, played a pivotal role
in shaping the religious and cultural landscapes of regions as diverse as North Africa, the
Indian subcontinent, and Central Asia.

The spread of Sufism was facilitated by its ability to integrate with local traditions, offering a
flexible yet deeply spiritual approach to Islam that resonated with diverse populations. This
adaptability made Sufism a powerful force in Islamic expansion, often serving as the primary
medium through which Islam was introduced to non-Arab communities. Unlike rigid legalist
interpretations of Islam, Sufi scholars and practitioners emphasized experiential knowledge
(ma‘rifa) and direct communion with the Divine (Schimmel, 2019, pp. 65-88). This approach
enabled Sufis to engage with indigenous cultures, incorporating local artistic and
philosophical expressions into their teachings, which further cemented their influence.
Through the centuries, Sufi lodges (khanqgahs, zawiyas) became centers of religious learning,
social cohesion, and even political mediation, positioning Sufi leaders as influential figures
within their respective societies.

The interplay between Sufism and political authority has historically oscillated between
collaboration and resistance. During the Ottoman Empire, for instance, Sufi orders enjoyed
significant patronage, with many Sufi shaykhs serving as spiritual advisors to sultans and
high-ranking officials. The Mevlevi Order, known for its whirling dervishes, was particularly
influential in Ottoman political culture, embodying a vision of Islam that emphasized
tolerance, intellectualism, and artistic expression (Kafadar, 2020, pp. 110-128). Conversely,
in regions where political authorities perceived Sufi autonomy as a threat, suppression
followed. The Wahhabi movement of 18th-century Arabia, for instance, viewed Sufi practices
as deviations from Islamic monotheism, leading to violent confrontations and the destruction
of Sufi shrines in parts of the Arabian Peninsula (Voll, 2018, pp. 44-63).

Colonialism introduced new challenges and transformations to Sufi institutions. European
powers, recognizing the influence of Sufi networks, oscillated between suppression and co-
optation. In French-controlled Algeria, the state attempted to regulate Sufi brotherhoods
while also utilizing their hierarchical structures to exert control over local populations
(Burke, 2021, pp. 78-92). Similarly, British colonial authorities in India both patronized and
restricted Sufi institutions, depending on their alignment with imperial interests. These
encounters with colonial modernity led to a reconfiguration of Sufism, prompting some
orders to embrace reformist discourses that sought to reconcile mystical traditions with
contemporary socio-political realities.

In the postcolonial era, the role of Sufism in countering extremism has gained renewed
scholarly and political attention. Governments in Muslim-majority states, recognizing the
potential of Sufi teachings in promoting moderation and interfaith dialogue, have
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increasingly sought to institutionalize Sufi practices within their national narratives. In
contemporary Saudi Arabia, for instance, Sufism, once marginalized due to Salafi dominance,
has been cautiously re-evaluated in the context of Vision 2030, a state-driven initiative aimed
at fostering religious pluralism and global engagement (Alhassen, 2022, pp. 97-114). This
shift underscores the enduring relevance of Sufism as a counterbalance to ideological
extremism, positioning it as a crucial element in diplomatic and strategic frameworks aimed
at fostering peace and intercultural understanding.

Literature Review:

The role of Sufism in countering extremism has been the subject of extensive scholarly
inquiry, particularly in the fields of Islamic studies, political science, and international
relations. Numerous researchers have examined how Sufi teachings, institutions, and
networks contribute to religious moderation, interfaith dialogue, and counter-extremism
efforts. The existing literature highlights the historical and contemporary significance of Sufi
movements, their relationship with state and non-state actors, and their role in shaping
religious and diplomatic narratives. This review synthesizes key scholarly contributions,
providing a foundation for understanding the intersection of Sufism and counter-extremism
from a diplomatic perspective.

Several scholars have emphasized the inherent moderating influence of Sufism in Islamic
discourse. Schimmel (2020, pp. 112-128) argues that Sufi traditions, with their emphasis on
love, compassion, and spiritual purification, inherently counteract the rigid, exclusivist
ideologies promoted by extremist groups. Unlike Salafi movements, which often advocate a
strict, literalist interpretation of Islamic doctrine, Sufism embraces a more inclusive
theological framework that accommodates diverse interpretations of religious practice. This
adaptability has historically allowed Sufism to function as a stabilizing force in Islamic
societies, promoting coexistence among different religious and ethnic communities (Voll,
2019, pp. 55-72). Additionally, research on the psychological and ideological appeal of
extremist groups suggests that Sufi teachings offer a counter-narrative that emphasizes inner
struggle (jihad al-nafs) rather than militant jihad. This distinction is crucial in deconstructing
extremist rhetoric, as Sufi scholars frame spiritual purification as the highest form of religious
devotion, in contrast to violent struggle (Khan, 2021, pp. 87-105). Empirical studies
conducted in Pakistan and North Africa indicate that regions with strong Sufi traditions
experience lower levels of extremist recruitment, further reinforcing the argument that Sufi-
oriented religious education can serve as a preventive mechanism against radicalization (Al-
Rasheed, 2021, pp. 67-84).

Governments in various Muslim-majority countries have recognized the potential of Sufism
as a soft power tool in countering extremist ideologies. In Egypt, for instance, the state has
actively promoted Sufi scholars and institutions as legitimate representatives of mainstream
Islam, positioning them against extremist groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood and ISIS
(Mahmood, 2020, pp. 121-139). Similar trends are evident in Morocco, where King
Mohammed VI has strategically aligned the monarchy with Sufi brotherhoods to reinforce a
moderate Islamic identity (Ghazal, 2018, pp. 76-91). Saudi Arabia presents a complex case,
as the kingdom has historically marginalized Sufism due to the dominance of Wahhabi-
Salafism. However, recent reforms under Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s Vision 2030
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suggest a shift in religious policy, with a growing acknowledgment of Sufi traditions as part
of Saudi Arabia’s religious heritage (Haynes, 2021, pp. 102-119). This change aligns with
broader diplomatic efforts to project a more moderate image on the global stage, countering
accusations that the kingdom has historically supported religious extremism.

Beyond national policies, Sufism has played a significant role in international diplomacy,
particularly in fostering interfaith dialogue and cultural diplomacy. The role of Sufi leaders in
peace-building initiatives has been widely documented, particularly in conflict zones such as
Sudan, Mali, and Afghanistan. Sufi-oriented institutions, such as the Al-Azhar University in
Egypt and the Tijaniyya order in West Africa, have been instrumental in promoting religious
tolerance and mediation efforts between conflicting parties (Mandaville, 2022, pp. 89-107).
Western governments have also recognized the diplomatic value of engaging with Sufi
leaders to counteract radicalization in Muslim communities. The U.S. State Department, for
example, has funded programs that support Sufi scholars and institutions in an effort to
strengthen moderate Islamic narratives (Gallarotti, 2020, pp. 56-72). However, critics argue
that such initiatives risk instrumentalizing Sufism for geopolitical purposes, potentially
undermining the organic credibility of Sufi movements among local populations (Esposito,
2021, pp. 77-94).

Despite its potential, Sufism faces several challenges in serving as an effective counter-
extremism force. One of the primary obstacles is the ideological opposition posed by Salafi
and Wahhabi movements, which reject Sufi practices as religious innovations (bid‘ah) and
distortions of pure Islamic monotheism (tawhid) (Commins, 2021, pp. 98-113). This
theological tension has often led to the marginalization of Sufi scholars and institutions,
particularly in regions where Salafi influence is strong, such as the Arabian Peninsula and
parts of South Asia. Additionally, the growing commercialization and institutionalization of
Sufi movements in some contexts have led to concerns about their authenticity and
effectiveness in addressing contemporary extremism. Some scholars argue that state-co-
opted Sufi institutions risk losing their grassroots appeal, thereby diminishing their ability to
counter radical ideologies at the community level (Lacroix, 2020, pp. 112-128).

The literature on Sufism and counter-extremism highlights the significant role that Sufi
traditions, scholars, and institutions have played in promoting religious moderation and
peace-building efforts. While state policies and international diplomatic initiatives have
increasingly sought to leverage Sufism as a counter-narrative to extremism, ideological
opposition and institutional challenges remain key hurdles. Further research is needed to
assess the long-term effectiveness of Sufi-oriented counter-extremism programs and to
explore innovative approaches to integrating Sufi teachings within global peace-building
frameworks.

Research Methodology:

This study adopts a qualitative research methodology, utilizing a combination of historical
analysis, case study examination, and discourse analysis to explore the role of Sufism in
countering extremism from a diplomatic perspective. Primary sources include official
documents, speeches, and policy reports from governments and international organizations
that have engaged with Sufi networks for counter-extremism efforts. Secondary sources
comprise scholarly books, journal articles, and expert analyses that examine Sufism’s
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theological framework, historical influence, and contemporary role in mitigating radical
ideologies. The research employs a case study approach, focusing on regions where Sufi
traditions have been actively involved in counter-extremism initiatives, such as Morocco,
Turkey, and Pakistan. Additionally, discourse analysis is applied to examine how extremist
groups and policymakers frame Sufism in their narratives, highlighting the ideological
contestation surrounding its role. This methodological approach ensures a comprehensive
understanding of how Sufism functions as a counter-extremism tool within diplomatic and
socio-political contexts while also considering the limitations and challenges it faces in the
contemporary global landscape.

Findings:

The findings of this study indicate that Sufism plays a significant role in countering extremism
by promoting a moderate interpretation of Islam that emphasizes spirituality, nonviolence,
and interfaith harmony. Across different regions, Sufi orders and institutions have
demonstrated resilience against extremist ideologies, offering alternative religious
narratives that undermine the appeal of radicalization. The case studies analyzed in this
research reveal that countries with a strong Sufi presence, such as Morocco, Turkey, and
Pakistan, have leveraged Sufi networks to engage in counter-extremism initiatives, with
varying degrees of success. These efforts include state-backed promotion of Sufi scholarship,
international cooperation in religious diplomacy, and grassroots-level initiatives such as
community education programs. The study finds that Sufi teachings, which emphasize
personal transformation and ethical conduct, provide an ideological counterweight to the
rigid and militant interpretations propagated by extremist organizations.

The research also highlights several challenges that limit the effectiveness of Sufism as a
counter-extremism tool. One key finding is the opposition from Salafi and Wahhabi groups,
which view Sufi practices as religious innovations that deviate from orthodox Islam. This
ideological conflict has led to the marginalization of Sufi institutions in some regions,
particularly in parts of the Middle East where conservative religious authorities hold
influence. Additionally, extremist groups have deliberately targeted Sufi shrines and leaders,
perceiving them as threats to their radical agendas. The findings suggest that while Sufi
traditions offer a compelling counter-narrative to extremism, their effectiveness is often
constrained by broader sectarian and political dynamics. Furthermore, in cases where
governments have co-opted Sufi institutions for political purposes, there is evidence that
such state involvement can undermine the credibility of Sufi movements, making them less
appealing to local communities.

Finally, the study finds that Sufism’s potential in countering extremism extends beyond
religious doctrine to include diplomatic and cultural dimensions. Several governments and
international organizations have recognized the value of engaging Sufi networks in their
counterterrorism strategies, leading to initiatives that incorporate Sufi teachings into
educational curricula, interfaith dialogue programs, and peacebuilding efforts. However, the
findings indicate that the instrumentalization of Sufism by state and international actors must
be approached with caution, as excessive intervention risks alienating local religious
communities. Overall, the research concludes that while Sufism provides a viable pathway to
countering extremism, its success depends on maintaining its grassroots authenticity,
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addressing ideological opposition, and ensuring that external engagement respects the
autonomy of Sufi traditions.

Discussion:

Sufism as a Counter-Narrative to Extremism:

Sufism has historically served as a spiritual and ideological counterweight to extremist
movements by promoting tolerance, inner transformation, and peaceful coexistence. Unlike
extremist ideologies that thrive on rigid interpretations of religious texts and calls for
violence, Sufism emphasizes love, humility, and a direct connection with the Divine through
mystical experiences. This spiritual approach has been instrumental in countering radical
narratives, particularly in regions where militant groups exploit religious rhetoric to justify
violence. Countries like Morocco, Pakistan, and Turkey have leveraged Sufi teachings to foster
religious moderation and social cohesion. For example, Morocco’s government has
incorporated Sufi scholars into national counter-extremism policies, recognizing their role in
promoting peaceful interpretations of Islam (Haynes, 2021, p. 127).

Another key factor in Sufism’s effectiveness as a counter-extremism tool is its grassroots
influence. Sufi orders (turuq) have long-established networks that operate within local
communities, offering not only religious guidance but also social services such as education
and conflict resolution. These institutions provide an organic alternative to extremist
recruitment, particularly in marginalized areas where militant groups often exploit socio-
economic grievances. However, despite this strength, Sufi movements face increasing
pressure from fundamentalist groups, which reject their practices as religious innovations.
This ideological clash has led to attacks on Sufi shrines and the assassination of Sufi leaders
in countries like Pakistan and Libya, demonstrating that while Sufism holds counter-
extremism potential, its effectiveness is often challenged by opposition from conservative
and militant factions (Gause, 2018, p. 98).

Despite these challenges, Sufi teachings remain an essential component of counter-
extremism efforts, especially in educational and cultural spheres. Many governments and
international organizations have supported initiatives that incorporate Sufi philosophy into
school curricula and public discourse. By promoting values such as compassion, self-
discipline, and the rejection of violent interpretations of jihad, these programs aim to weaken
extremist ideologies at their root. However, such efforts must be carefully managed to avoid
political instrumentalization, which could diminish the authenticity and credibility of Sufi
leaders among their followers (Esposito, 2016, p. 215).

Diplomatic Engagement and the Role of Sufism in International Relations:

In addition to its theological significance, Sufism has emerged as a diplomatic tool for states
seeking to engage in soft power initiatives and interfaith dialogue. Countries with strong Sufi
traditions, such as Morocco, Turkey, and Indonesia, have utilized their Sufi heritage to project
an image of moderate Islam on the global stage. Saudi Arabia, which traditionally followed a
Wahhabi interpretation of Islam, has also begun recognizing the diplomatic potential of
Sufism as part of its broader Vision 2030 reforms. By engaging with Sufi scholars and
promoting interfaith harmony, Saudi Arabia aims to reshape its global image and distance
itself from accusations of fostering extremism (Al-Rasheed, 2020, p. 177).

Sufi leaders and institutions have played a crucial role in international peacebuilding efforts.
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The involvement of Sufi clerics in interfaith dialogues, such as those facilitated by the United
Nations and the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), demonstrates how Sufism can be
leveraged for conflict resolution. In Nigeria, for instance, Sufi organizations have actively
mediated between Muslim and Christian communities, reducing religious violence in areas
previously affected by extremism (Mandaville, 2021, p. 94). Similarly, in Afghanistan, Sufi
networks have provided alternative religious leadership, countering the influence of
extremist groups like the Taliban. These diplomatic efforts highlight the role of Sufi
institutions in fostering interreligious and geopolitical stability, making them valuable allies
in international counterterrorism strategies.

However, while Sufi-based diplomacy has gained traction, it is not without its limitations.
Many state-backed initiatives that promote Sufism as a counter-extremism strategy face
skepticism from local populations, particularly in regions where Sufi traditions have been
marginalized. Some governments have attempted to co-opt Sufi institutions for political
purposes, leading to accusations that these initiatives serve more as propaganda tools than
genuine peacebuilding efforts. Additionally, extremist organizations have strategically
attacked Sufi-affiliated individuals and institutions, portraying them as collaborators with
foreign powers. To ensure the success of Sufi-based diplomacy, states must adopt a balanced
approach that respects the autonomy of Sufi leaders and avoids using them solely for political
ends (Lacroix, 2019, p. 203).

Challenges and the Future of Sufi-Based Counter-Extremism Strategies:

Despite its potential, the integration of Sufism into counter-extremism efforts faces several
challenges that must be addressed for long-term effectiveness. One of the most significant
obstacles is the ideological opposition from Salafi and Wahhabi movements, which reject Sufi
practices as deviations from Islam. In countries like Saudi Arabia and Egypt, where Salafi
influence remains strong, the promotion of Sufism as an official counter-extremism tool risks
provoking internal religious tensions. Furthermore, extremist groups like ISIS and Al-Qaeda
have actively targeted Sufi communities, attacking shrines and assassinating Sufi clerics to
weaken their influence (Commins, 2015, p. 146).

Another challenge lies in the politicization of Sufi movements. While state sponsorship can
provide Sufi institutions with resources and legitimacy, it can also erode their credibility
among followers who perceive them as government-controlled entities. This risk is
particularly evident in regions where authoritarian regimes have co-opted religious
institutions for political control. If Sufism is to remain an effective counter-extremism force,
it must retain its grassroots authenticity and avoid becoming a mere extension of state
propaganda. This requires careful engagement strategies that empower independent Sufi
leaders while ensuring that their message remains untainted by political agendas (Bronson,
2016, p. 178).

Looking ahead, the future of Sufi-based counter-extremism strategies will likely depend on a
more holistic approach that integrates religious, educational, and socio-economic initiatives.
Governments and international organizations should invest in Sufi-led educational programs
that emphasize peacebuilding and interfaith understanding. Additionally, providing
economic opportunities in Sufi-affiliated communities can help prevent extremist groups
from exploiting financial vulnerabilities. Technological advancements also offer new
opportunities for spreading Sufi teachings through digital platforms, allowing moderate
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religious voices to counteract online extremist propaganda (Gallarotti, 2018, p. 221). If
implemented effectively, these efforts can solidify Sufism’s role as a sustainable and credible
force in countering extremism on both a local and global scale.

Conclusion:

Sufism has emerged as a significant counterweight to extremist ideologies, offering a
spiritual, moderate, and humanistic interpretation of Islam that contrasts with rigid and
violent narratives. By emphasizing love, tolerance, and inner transformation, Sufism has
historically countered radicalism and continues to do so in contemporary times. Its deep-
rooted presence in various Muslim societies provides a natural counter-narrative to
extremist recruitment, offering communities a peaceful alternative to radical interpretations
of Islam. The ability of Sufi institutions to influence at the grassroots level, particularly
through educational and social initiatives, has reinforced their role in fostering religious
moderation and social cohesion. From a diplomatic perspective, Sufism has become an
important tool in international relations, particularly for states seeking to project an image
of moderate Islam and engage in interfaith dialogue. Countries such as Morocco, Turkey, and
Saudi Arabia have integrated Sufi-led initiatives into their broader counter-extremism
strategies, recognizing the diplomatic value of Sufi scholars and institutions. These efforts
have contributed to global peacebuilding by facilitating dialogue between different religious
communities and providing alternative leadership structures that counter the influence of
extremist groups. However, the instrumentalization of Sufism for political purposes presents
challenges, as over-reliance on state sponsorship can compromise the authenticity and
credibility of Sufi movements.

Despite its potential, Sufi-based counter-extremism strategies face significant obstacles,
including ideological opposition from Salafi and Wahhabi movements, attacks on Sufi shrines
and clerics, and the risk of politicization. Extremist groups have actively sought to undermine
Sufi influence by targeting its institutions and portraying it as incompatible with ‘true’ Islam.
This ideological battle highlights the need for a balanced approach that strengthens Sufi
networks while ensuring they maintain their independence from state control. Looking
ahead, a more holistic and sustainable approach to leveraging Sufism in counter-extremism
efforts is required. This includes investment in Sufi-led educational programs, socio-
economic initiatives to uplift vulnerable communities, and the use of digital platforms to
amplify Sufi teachings against online extremist propaganda. The future of Sufi-based counter-
extremism strategies will depend on maintaining the credibility of Sufi institutions while
adapting to contemporary challenges. If effectively supported, Sufism can continue to serve
as aresilient force against radical ideologies, fostering peace and stability in Muslim-majority
societies and beyond.

Recommendations:

To strengthen the role of Sufism in countering extremism from a diplomatic perspective, a
multi-dimensional approach is required that balances state support with the autonomy of
Sufi institutions. First, governments and international organizations should actively invest in
Sufi-led educational initiatives that promote tolerance, pluralism, and non-violence.
Establishing Sufi scholarship programs, university partnerships, and digital platforms
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dedicated to disseminating Sufi teachings can help counter extremist narratives, especially
among youth vulnerable to radicalization. Additionally, the preservation and promotion of
Sufi literature and historical sites can reinforce cultural narratives that highlight Islam’s
spiritual and peaceful traditions. Second, diplomatic engagement should integrate Sufi
leaders and scholars into interfaith and intercultural dialogue programs. Many extremist
ideologies thrive on the division between religious communities, and Sufism’s emphasis on
love and coexistence makes it an effective bridge between different faith traditions.
Governments should facilitate international conferences, exchange programs, and regional
dialogues where Sufi voices can play a prominent role. Furthermore, supporting independent
Sufi NGOs and civil society organizations can ensure that counter-extremism efforts are
organic rather than seen as state-imposed, thereby increasing their credibility and impact.
Lastly, a comprehensive strategy should involve economic and social investments in
communities where extremism thrives. Many radical ideologies gain traction in areas
suffering from poverty and political instability. By linking Sufi networks with social
development programs—such as vocational training, microfinance initiatives, and
community welfare projects—Sufism can serve as not just a spiritual guide but also a means
of economic upliftment. Additionally, policymakers should be cautious about overly
politicizing Sufism, as excessive state intervention can erode its grassroots credibility. A
balanced approach, where Sufi institutions retain their authenticity while benefiting from
international support, will be key to sustaining their role as a counter-extremism force in the
long term.
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