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PREFACE

IDEAS of what is significant in history are naturally influenced by
the contemporary situation, and histories of India written during
British rule and after are no exceptions to this rule. A general
discussion of such histories or of monographs on special aspects or
periods or problems of Indian history would be irrelevant here, but
as this book is about the Indian Muslims, it might be said that
Muslim historians of India have not, except in rare cases, aimed at an
objectivity that would lead to a fuller understanding of personali-
ties, problems, achievements and failures.

The scope of the present work is so wide that a detailed study of
all available sources was not possible for the author. All that has
been attempted is a thorough study of an adequate number of
sources. But a detailed study has to be made, and the main purpose
of this work is to suggest a line of study. Briefly stated, the aims of
this line of study should be the fullest knowledge of facts, and the
application of critical standards that can be regarded as valid for the
time and the people of whom the historian is writing. This may
possibly lead to that inward experience of the past which Dilthey
held to be the genuine form of historical knowledge, and which
appears at the moment to be lacking in the study and writing of
Indian history.

This book would not have been written but for the encouragement
and assistance given by Dr Wilfred C. Smith, when he was Director
of the Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University, Montreal,
Canada. The author is grateful also to Dr Charles J. Adams, the
present Director and to his colleagues at the Institute for the keen
interest they have taken in the publication of this book, to the staff
of the National Library, Calcutta, who very generously undertook
to prepare a bibliography and enabled the author to make a selection
of the source material to be studied. Finally, the author must thank
his assistants and his colleagues for the help they have given.

Jamia Millia, New Delhi
2oth July, 1960
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTORY

WHo are the Indian Muslims?

Whoever they may be, and wherever they may be in India, the
Indian Muslims take themselves for granted. This is true of all
periods of Indian Muslim history, and it is true even now, when a
division of the country has taken place on a basis that does not
appear to be justified by history. But the Indian Muslims have taken
themselves for granted in many different ways, and a precise
definition of who and what they are becomes very difficult. The
principle of the census, that anyone who is an Indian and calls
himself a Muslim is an Indian Muslim, obviously gives no indication
of what it is to be an Indian Muslim. If we apply any of the criteria
on ground of which individuals can be considered to constitute a
community, we are faced with the problem of classifying masses of
people whose unity comprehends many diversities the significance
of which can be understood only in the light of their historical
development.

This book is an attempt to portray the life of the Indian Muslims
in all its aspects, beginning with the advent of the Muslims in India.
Its account, to be perfectly valid should, therefore, have been based
on a series of complete records covering about twelve centuries.
What we have, however, are chronicles of political activities and
events, and accounts of travellers and observers at particular
periods. The political histories are generally poor material from
which to draw conclusions in regard to the sociological structure and
character of the Indian Muslims during the whole course of their
history. The accounts of travellers and observers are illuminating,
but they are of value only for the time with which they deal and the
aspects of life in which the writers were interested. In the Imperial
Gazetteer of India, compiled towards the end of the last and the
beginning of the present century we can, however, obtain informa-
tion about Indian Muslims all over the country. This information is
given piecemeal. The District Gazetteers had necessarily to be com-
piled by different officers. They did not have the same approach and
some give evidence of antipathy, of preconceived ideas or of the
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superciliousness natural to those who considered themselves cul-
turally superior. But the Gazetteers have the great value of being
comprehensive, and can serve very well as an indication of the com-
plexity of Indian Muslim life, specially of beliefs and practices, of the
time with which they deal. They also indicate certain trends of
growth in numbers and of developments in culture which are prob-
lems for the historian as well as for the student of contemporary life.

Educated Indian Muslims have had their particular way of looking
at their community. Islam has, in all countries, promoted urban life,
and Muslim civilization has everywhere been essentially urban in
character. This has not prevented Muslim society from taking root
in the regions where Islam was propagated. But the standards of life
and culture have been urban: the ideally good life has been life
‘among men’, in habitations where the variety of habits, tastes and
conditions has provided sufficient opportunity for cultural and
spiritual experience. Educated Indian Muslims have, therefore,
thought of their community as consisting primarily of city-dwellers,
and judged themselves as a people setting up and conforming to
standards of city life; the uneducated, uninformed population of the
countryside has not been given the consideration to which it is
entitled by the very fact of its existence. This is understandable,
because almost the whole contribution of the Muslims in manners, in
literature, in art, is seen in the cities. But no study of the Indian
Muslims can be objective, and, of course, no information about them
can be complete, unless we consider both the urban and the rural
population.

Let us first form an idea of the diversity of beliefs on the basis of
random samples from the Imperial Gazetteer, fixing Delhi as the
centre, and proceeding in different directions, one after another.

In Karnail, not far to the north of Delhi, a large number of Muslim
agriculturists were, till 1865, worshipping their old village deities,
though as Muslims they repeated the Zalimah, the Muslim profession
of faith, and practised circumcision. In the Panjab, the North-West
Frontier, and Jammi and Kashmir State, most of the uneducated
and many of the educated were superstitious and disposed to running
to dead and living saints for the fulfilment of their desires or for
relief from suffering. They were spiritually dependent on miracles
and magic to a degree incompatible with genuine belief in an omni-
potent God.

In the south-western direction from Delhi, in the native states of
Alwar and Bharatpir, lived the M&'ds and the Minas. They had
purely Hindii names or tagged on Khdn to a Hindd name. They
celebrated not only Divali and Dasehrd which, though Hindd
festivals, had acquired something of a national character, but also
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Janam-ashtami, the birthday of Shri Krishna, and on the day
preceding Amavas, the night when there is no moon, ceased, like the
Hindds, from all labour. When intending to dig a well, they first
built a chabitrd, or platform, dedicated to Bairuj or to the monkey-
god, Hantiman. Few could recite the kalémah. Their shrines or places
of worship were the Panch Pira, the Bhayya or Bhomiya, and the
Chahunda. The Panch Pird was a stone set up near a tank and
dedicated to the Five Saints. The Bhayya consisted of a platform
with stones placed on it so as to protect a lamp and was sacred to
the guardian spirit of the locality. At the Chahunda, also called the
Khéra Dé’o, which was also a platform, bloody sacrifices were offered
to the goddess Mahadévi. However, it was Salar Mas'ad Ghazi,
believed to be a son of one of the generals of Sultin Mahmid of
Ghazni, Madar $ahib, an equally mythical figure, and Khwajah $ahib,
(Shaikh Mu'‘inuddin Chishti) of Ajmér whose heroic or semi-divine
personalities loomed largest in the religious consciousness of the
Me’6s. Pilgrimages to the tombs of these saints were made by other
Muslims also, but they entered more deeply into the life of the M&’6.
The Salar, or banner, of Mas‘iid Ghazi was worshipped in every Mé&'s
village during Shabbarat. The salars of Madar Sahib and Khwajah
Sahib were regarded with equal reverence. The Mé’Gs, like the
Hindis, did not marry within the gotral, and their daughters were
not entitled to inherit2.

The Minas, an allied tribe, practised dharécha®, worshipped
Bhair6n, a form of Shiva, and Haniiman, and swore by the Katar4.
In the native state of Biindi lived the Parihar Minas, who considered
the meat of the cow and the wild boar prohibited, but no other. They
received money for a daughter given in marriage®. Muslim culti-
vators in the native state of Ja’'6ra, about fifty miles north of
Ratlam, mainly followed Hindi customs in their marriages, wor-
shipped the goddess of smallpox and, for the marriage ceremonial,
fixed the foram, a wooden arch, putting the wooden figures of a
parrot in the middle and a plough over the door.

In and around the native state of Palanpiir, to the north of
Ahmadabad, there was in evidence another phenomenon, the sect of
the Mahdawis, whom persecution had forced to close their ranks.
They practised tagiyah, which means dissimulation, or concealment
of belief, passing as orthodox Muslims while they really held that,

’

1 Gotva means a family group having the same surname.

* Gazetteer of Alwar. Trubner and Co., London, 1878. P. 37 ff. and p. 70.

8 The custom of marrying a woman who had become a widow to a man of
low caste.

4 A heavy, broad, curved knife.

8 Bundi State Gazetteer, p. 223.
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as the Mahdi® had already come, there was no further need for
repentance from sins or for praying for the souls of the dead. They
were organized in dd’irahs or circles, under spiritual heads, whom
they called Sayyids, and they married only within their own sect. In
the same area were Kolis, Bhils, Sindhis, and Thikurdars, whom
conversion to Islim had not weaned away from criminal practices or
the superstitions of the aborigine. ’

Across the deserts, in Sind, while there were people of unimpeach-
able orthodoxy, like the Sunni Mémans, the beliefs of the vast
majority of the population were more or less tainted with credulity,
an inordinate reverence for living and dead saints and Sayyids, and
practices which looked like survivals of the worship of trees and
rivers. ‘The essentially Sindhi cults are based on the two principles
of a male fertilizing element in River and a female producing element
in Nature or vegetation.” There was the cult of Shaikh Tabari or
Tahir, to whom God was believed to have appeared in the form of a
camel, and whose shrine was visited on appointed days by a large
number of betrothed men and married women. He was called
Udérolal by the Hindis, and was considered as an incarnation of the
river god, who emerges as an armed chieftain in times of stress to
rescue his people. The cult of the river Indus, Darya Panth, con-
sisted of a simple ritual and was peculiar to the Sindhi Lohanas. The
formal address to the deity was, ‘Master of .the waves, grant a
favour.” The cult of the River at Sakkhar had become the worship
of Khwajah Khidr, and near Thatha adoration of Shih Jhand6, the
saviour ferryman. There was the cult of the Crocodile, which was
found, not uncommonly, to be related to the veneration of the Pir,
or Saint. The vegetation cults were closely associated in several ways
with the feminine. Midway between Thatha and Mirpiir Sakro was
the central place of the cult of Pir Jhariyon—a feminine plural noun
meaning ‘trees’. The Pir’s khalifah was always a woman of the
Hingora clan. An independent form of this same cult was found in
the Ghorbari district, just outside the boundaries of the modern
Déh Jhariyon. Near the river Richhal was the shrine of Ma'i Pir—
Mother Saint. It lay within a coppice enclosed by a low bank of
earth, about 100 yards in circumference, inside which no man was
allowed to set foot, for Ma'1 Pir was a virgin. The shrine itself was a
rude hut from the roof of which a score of cattle bells were hung”.

Apart from these cults, there were in Sind several sects, some of
moderate, others of extreme heterodoxy. The Isma 'l Khdjahs of the
Panjbhd’i community were followers of the Aghi Khan. They
regarded 'Ali as the tenth incarnation of Vishnd, paid the 2akd# to the

¢ Sayyid Muhammad of Jaunptir. His life and work will be discussed later,
? I. E. L. Carter, in the Indian Antiguary, Vol. XLVI (1917), pp. 205 fI.
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Agha Khin, the ‘Unrevealed Imiam’, and instead of the Qur’an, read
a manual prepared by one of their Pirs, $Sadruddin. Their prayers
contained a mixture of Hindd and Islamic terms. The Pira’ls, who
were a community of Isma'ilis that had thrown off its allegiance to
the Agha Khan, still retained Hindi customs connected with birth,
marriage and death. The Dhikris, or Da'is, read the Qur’an, but
regarded the commands of the Prophet to have been superseded by
those of the Mahdi, whom they followed. They did not pray or fast,
but met every Friday to repeat their dhskr, or liturgy. Their rever-
ence for their mullds bordered on idolatry. Members of the sect of
Khadras dressed like women, called themselves Faqirs and had a
creed consisting of the worship of Bhakrasar Dévi or Déval Dévi.
Her image was set up in what was called a Mar'i, and a paste of
flour, sugar and ghi was offered to her®. The Dhikris and Da'is of
Makran in Balichistan, the followers of the Mahdi, had set up their
Ka'bah at Koh-i-Murad, near Turbat, and went there on pilgrimage
at the same time as the orthodox Muslims went to Mecca®.

Eastwards from Delhi, in what is now the State of Uttar Pradésh,
and in the central part of Bihir, south of the Ganges, there were
sects and sectarian differences, and a belief in the miraculous powers
of saints, living and dead. In some areas, there were fairly large
semi-converted ‘neo-Muslim’ tribes. Ghazi Miyan'’s fair, held around
the tank of Manér, might be quoted as an example of a greater lapse
from orthodoxy than the numerous ‘urs, or death anniversary
celebrations at the tombs of the saints. Here, in summer, a mock
marriage procession, starting from the town with music and men
carrying the banners of Ghazi Miyan, went to the tank. Eunuchs
performed the duties of the parents of the mock bride and groom.
At a shrine on a mound near the tank women and girls supposed to be
possessed by evil spirits prostrated themselves, fell into a trance and
danced hysterically. The fair was also an occasion for consuming
large quantities of toddy??. This, however, was a popular aberration
rather than an expression of belief.

North of the Ganges, in the district of Purnea, while there were
educated and orthodox Muslims also, the dividing line between the
religious beliefs and practices of the lower class Hindis and Muslims
was very faint indeed. In every village could be found a Kali-asthan,
a shrine dedicated to the worship of the goddess Kali, and attached
to almost every Muslim house was a little shrine called Khuda'y
Ghar, or God’s House, where prayers were offered in which the names
of both Allih and Kali were used. A part of the Muslim marriage

¢ Sindh Gazeteer, Vol. A (1907). Mercantile Steam Press, Karachi. Pp. 160 ff.
® Imperial Gazetteer of India, Provincial Series. Baluchistan. P. 30.
10 Patna Distriot Gazetteer, p. 69.
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ceremony was performed at the shrine of the goddess Bhagvati.
Goats, fowls, pigeons and the first fruit of trees and crops were
offered to purely Hindi deities, in particular the village godling, who
was generally supposed to live in the most convenient tree. The most
popular deity, among both Hindiis and Muslims, was Dévata
Mabhairaij, with his door-keeper, Hadi. His abode and temple consisted
of nothing more than a bamboo planted in the ground, from which
were hung an old winnowing basket, a bow, an old fishing net and a
hook. The ‘Bengali’ sub-caste of Muslims living in the Kishanganj
sub-division built little shrines for Hindid deities, generally for
Baishihari, the snake-goddess. They explained this by saying that
according to the custom of their forefathers they had both a Khuda-
kd-Ghar (God’s house) and a Baishdhari-Ma'i-ka Ghar (house of
Mother Baishahari)l.

In the Bariarat and Bashirhit sub-divisions of the 24-Parganas
the Muslim woodcutters and fishermen venerated Mobrah (Mubarak)
Ghazi. He was believed to be a fagir who had so overawed the wild
beasts of the jungle that he went about riding on a tiger, and the
Zamindar or Raja of the area in consequence ordered that every
village should have an altar dedicated to him. These altars were very
common in villages in the vicinity of the Sundarbans, and wood-
cutters never went into the jungle without invoking Mobrah Ghazi’s
protection. There was a regular ritual for this, performed by fagirs
claiming descent from the Ghazi. The fagir would go with the wood-
cutters to the spot where they had to work, clear a bit of jungle, and
mark out a circle, repeating charms and incantations. Within this
circle he built seven small huts with stakes and leaves, the first one
dedicated to Jagbandhii, the friend of the world, the second to
Mahideéva, the destroyer, the third to Manasa, the goddess of snakes.
Next to this would be erected a small platform in honour of Riipa-
pari, a spirit of the jungle, and beyond this came the fourth hut.
This would be divided into two compartments, one for Kali and
the other for her daughter, Kilimayya. Then would come another
platform, on which offerings would be made to Orpari, a winged
spirit of the jungle, and after that another hut, again divided into
two compartments, one for Kaméshvari and the other for Biirhi
Thakurani (Old Thakur, or Landlord’s Wife). Next came a tree,
called the Rakshaya Chandi (another name for Kili), the trunk of
which would be smeared with vermilion, but to which no offerings
would be made. The sixth and seventh huts, which followed, would
have flags flying over them. Each of these had two compartments,
the first dedicated to Ghazi Sahib (Mubarak Ghazi) and his brother

1t Purnea District Gazetteer, Vol. XXV, Bengal District Gazetteers, Calcutta,
1911. Pp, 58 f.
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Kald, the second to his son, Chiwal Pir, and his nephew, Ram
Ghazi. The last deity to be propitiated was Basti DEvata (the
Earth), to whom no hut or platform was erected. Offerings were
placed on the ground in plantain leaves. When everything was ready,
the fagir had a bath, put on a dhdti provided for him by the wood-
cutters and smeared his hands and forehead with vermilion. Then,
with hands folded before his face, he went down on his knees, bowed
his head to the ground, and remained in this attitude for a few
seconds before each of the deities in succession, offering prayers to
them?2,

In the Chittagong District, Pir Badar was venerated as their
guardian saint by Hindi as well as Muslim sailors. When they
started on a voyage by sea or river, they invoked him, saying, ‘We
are but children, the Ghazi is our protector, the Ganges is on our
head. Oh Five Saints, O Badar, Badar, Badar!” It has been sug-
gested that Pir Badar is the same as Khwajah Khidr, who is
believed to reside in the seas and rivers and to protect mariners from
shipwreck!8.

Southwards from Delhi, around Indore in central India, Muslim
Patéls and Mirdhas'* had Hindid names, dressed exactly like the
Hindds and some of them recognized Bhavani and other Hindd
deities. The Nayatas of Khajrana, a rural population looked down
upon by Muslims in the towns, were the descendants of Pindari free-
booters and the prisoners whom they had converted. They had
amalgamated completely with their Hindi neighbours?S.

The Gujarat region has been, it seems, a melting-pot of races and
beliefs. It would not be correct to say that heterodoxy in various
degrees was the characteristic feature of Muslim beliefs in Gujarat,
but there were forms of it which were not so evident elsewhere. Apart
from the Khé6jahs and the Mahdawis (or Ghair-Mahdawis, as they
were also called), who have been mentioned already, there were a
number of tribal or sectarian groups whose beliefs and practices
could not be fitted into any Islimic pattern. Among the tribal
groups, the outstanding were the Sidis, the Mélislams, the Kasbatis,
the Rithors and the Ghanchis; among the sectarian groups were the
Husaini Brahmans, the Madaris, the Shaikhdas or Shaikhs, and the
Kamaliyas.

The Sidis were the descendants of Africans, imported as slaves,
mainly from Somaliland. Among them were professional singers and

13 Bengal District Gazetteers, Vol. XXXI, 24-Parganas, Calcutta, 1914.
. 74-76.

18 Ibid., Vol. 1. Chittagong. Calcutta, 19o8. Pp. 56 ff.

14 Originally the secret police officers posted in villages.

15 Indore State Gazetteer. Calcutta, 1908. P. 59.
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dancers who held their instruments, the jhunjhund or rattle and the
drum in great veneration. The jhunjhund was sacred to Mama (or
Mother) Misrah, the drum to Father Ghar, and it was believed that
they would punish anyone who touched an instrument while
ceremonially impure'®, The Molislims, Rathors and Kasbatis were
segments of Rajpiit tribes who, while accepting a new faith, had given
up as little as was possible of their old beliefs and practices. The
Molislams not only observed Hindii festivals but worshipped Hindd
gods'?, the Rathors claimed to be Sunnis but did not perform the
daily prayers or read the Qur’an. Some of them kept the pictures of
Svaminarayan in their houses and worshipped them. They inter-
married with Hindds and Muslims, which was characteristic of the
Kasbitis also'8. The Ghanchis, found mainly in the Panch Mahals
(Godhra), described themselves as followers of a certain Mansiir.
They were believed to abhor all other Muslims and to be well inclined
towards Hinddas?.

Among the sectarian groups, the Husaini Brahmans called them-
selves followers of Atharvavéda and derived their name from Imam
Husain, the grandson of the Prophet. It could be said that they were
not really converts to Islim, but had adopted such Islimic beliefs
and practices as were not deemed contrary to the Hindid faith.
Except beef they ate secretly all other kinds of meat. The men
dressed like Muslims, but put the #lak, or browmark, on their
foreheads. They did not practise circumcision, their marriages were
performed by a priest of their own class, and they buried their dead
in a sitting posture. At the same time they fasted during Ramadan
and followed other Muslim practices. They held the saint, Khwajah
Mu‘inuddin of Ajmeér, in special reverence. The Madaris proclaimed
themselves believers in the celibate saint, Badi‘uddin Madar Shah,
whom they held to be still alive in his tomb at Makanpir, near
Kafipiir. They worshipped Hindi gods as well as Muslim saints.

The Shaikhdas, or Shaikhs, were devotees of Bali Muhammad
Shah, one of the minor saints buried at Pirina, near Ahmadabad.
They were not circumcized, they put the #ilak marks on their
foreheads and did not eat with the Muslims. Many of them, in fact,
belonged to the community of the Swaminarayans. But in marriages
they adopted both the Hindd and the Muslim ritual, employing the
services of a faglr and of a Brakiman, and buried their dead like the
Muslims. -

1¢ Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency, Vol. IX, Part II. Bombay, 1890.
P. 12, n.

17 Ibid., Vol. VII Baroda, p. 72.

18 Thig., Vol. IX, Part I, p. 69 and 64.
wf‘”lbsd Vol. III, p. 226.






