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Kashmir’s Cross-Cultural Convergence and Development 
of its Syncretic Personality 

Prof. Noor Ahmad Baba 

Kashmir is unique in a number of respects. Its cultural personality 

in its multifaceted dimensions has been shaped through an interface 

between two factors during its long history.1 The mountainous 

surroundings have helped it shape up differently from its neighbouring 

areas.2 Very few ethno-regional and cultural communities of any 

significant size globally have had so very directly marked, manifest and 

discernible relationship between people and the place of their habitation 

with defined geography as that in Kashmir.3 But along with this during the 

last five thousand years of its history, it has remained at the crossroads of 

civilizational interface and a meeting point of some of the greatest cultural 

traditions, religious currents and economies found in its neighbourhood. 

This factor also has had tremendous contribution in enriching its 

personality in ethno-cultural and spiritual terms. 

Therefore, any discussion on the identity formation of people of 

Kashmir in its socio-cultural and spiritual dimensions needs to be 

contextualised in their evolution in history, in interface with the place they 

live in and also in relation to its surrounding peoples and cultures.4 Having 

surroundings is not unique to Kashmir as all socio-cultural groups are 

surrounded by different ethno-cultural communities. But what is unique 

about Kashmir is the variety and the richness of these surrounding 

traditions and the fact that it could still evolve and retain the distinctness 

of its own cultural personality. Kashmir as we know has been surrounded 

by some of the most magnificent civilizations that mankind has ever 

produced in the Indian subcontinent, China, Central Asia, Iran along with 

various other smaller ethno-cultural communities in its northern and north-

western vicinity with an enriching impact on the place and its people. 

Even as we will see below Kashmir also has had a beneficial impact on 

these places and cultures right from the earliest times. This multifaceted 
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interface with surrounding regions had begun several millenniums back 

right from prehistoric times.5 This impact particularly becomes more 

clearly discernible with the establishment of the Neolithic communities in 

Kashmir around 5000 (B.P.).6 It was with the warming of its earth surface 

that the Neolithic communities, initially settled in the neighbouring areas 

of Gilgit, Baltistan, Chilas, Swat, Kohistan and Punjab plains, were 

attracted to the place and began to settle here as well. These communities 

are reported to have originally come from central Asia and from north and 

central China.7 Once settled in Kashmir these communities at various 

stages of their development remained connected with these sister 

communities in the neighbourhood and continued to be at some level part 

of the larger cosmopolitan ethno-cultural spectrum spread over west, 

central and east Asian regions.8 

Kashmir is located at a cross-cultural junction. Traditionally under 

the colonial context this area was referred to as the Sub-continental North-

West. In some discourses it has been referred to as Indo-Iranian 

borderlands. It is also referred to as borderland between Subcontinent and 

Central Asia or as in some contemporary parleys as a meeting point 

between the South and Central Asia.9 However, none of these expressions 

is comprehensive enough to capture the nature of multi-directional 

linkages that Kashmir has had in its long history. It has been, at the 

intersection of East, West, Central and South Asia. Thus, it has remained 

connected in all the four directions. In that sense Kashmir has been a 

converging point of human migrations, traders, cultural and spiritual cross-

currents.10 

Thus, with this borderland or intersectional location Kashmir has 

remained connected in spite of the surrounding mountains, helping it 

shape up differently and secure it as a distinct identity.11 Nature has 

allowed several (even though difficult) mountain passes and routes 

through which across-borders contacts remained active and alive.12 

Through these linkage points, people here have historically continued to 

come and go from here as immigrants, traders, travellers, missionaries and 
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for learning and exchange of knowledge and faith traditions.13 In addition 

to its very close links with North and more particularly North and North 

Western Indian sub-continent, it has had continued close trade and cultural 

relations with places in the present day China, Greater Tibet, a number of 

cities in Central Asia, Afghanistan, Iran and, via Silk Route, to places in 

West Asia and Europe. Kashmir, with archaeological evidence of early 

Greek contacts, even to this day retains the imprints of Hellenic 

influences.14 It is suggested that Kashmir with different variations of its 

name finds mention in various Greek accounts.15 Several Chinese (and 

other) scholars are also reported to have visited Kashmir during 6th and 7th 

century to study Buddhist learning.16 Among the prominent travellers to 

Kashmir was the famous Chinese traveller Hiuen Tsang (602-664) who is 

reported to have spent two years in the valley as “an honoured guest.” 

During his stay “he studied Sutras and Sastras and acquainted himself 

fully with the country.” He describes Kashmir which he calls Kia-shi-mi-

lo as a country surrounded on all sides by very high mountains which have 

very narrow passes for entry. According to him these “natural bulwarks 

have protected the country from neighbouring states” who have never 

succeeded in subduing it. He describes its climate as cold, the soil as very 

fertile with abundance of fruit and flowers. For him the “people here are 

handsome in appearance, but are given to cunning. They love learning and 

are well instructed”.17 

As seen above Kashmir’s ethnic, cultural, economic contacts with 

the outside world have been deep all through its history. In particular the 

Central Asian & Iranian cultural and literary contacts with and influences 

on Kashmir have always been strong even in ancient times. These contacts 

and influences go back to antiquity much before the beginning of Muslim 

period in Kashmir.18 As a very powerful civilisation their influence has 

always been multifaceted. These influences seem to have become more 

pronounced particularly during the medieval times and remained so almost 

till the middle of the 20th century. Kashmir became an important centre of 

Persian learning, art and literature and continued to have economic and 

other linkages with several other important places in what was 
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traditionally and broadly known as Turkistan (Central Asia).19 These 

relations in cultural and economic spheres continued even during the 

Dogra Period (1846-1947) within the broad colonial umbrella.20 

Walter Lawrence affirms that Kashmir enjoys tremendous 

advantage over other parts of (what was then united) India. As compared 

to those it is much easier to construct a general account of country’s 

history.21 One important reason for this is the people of valley possess a 

“genuine historical sense in which the Indian mind is so conspicuously 

deficient”.22 Various historians attribute the presence of historical sense 

and history writing tradition in Kashmir to its proximity and “contact with 

central and west Asian peoples” that possessed “a stronger sense of history 

than did India”.23 In fact there are some scholars who have even attributed 

Kahana’s 800 verses account (Rajtarangni, A Chronicle of the Kings of 

Kashmir) to his inspiration from Firdouse’s (940-1020) Shahnama (940-

1020) (60000 couplets/verses) the story of King (of Persia).24 

Along with this economic and cultural interface, Kashmir also has 

been at the crossroads of transition of many important spiritual and 

religious traditions like Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam, and must have 

been also impacted by other religious traditions that evolved in its 

proximity like that of Zoroastrianism in Iran and Confucius tradition in 

China.25 Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam are the three discernible major 

religious traditions that have had an important contribution in the making 

of Kashmiri identity. All the three religions evolved gradually and 

developed the distinctive strains of spiritual and intellectual traditions.26 

During ancient times, Kashmir became an important centre of Buddhist 

faith. It is generally believed to have become dominant in Kashmir in the 

time of Emperor Asoka even though it as a faith had got introduced here 

much earlier. In spite of certain setbacks in between it remained as a 

dominant faith tradition here for about seven to eight hundred years. It 

continued its significant presence for few centuries even after Hinduism 

began to replace it as the dominant faith here. Kashmir contributed 

significantly its bit in its intellectual and theological evolution. It is from 
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here that Buddhism spread in places in Central Asia, Greater Tibet, China 

and beyond.27 

At a somewhat later stage, particularly around the 6th century, 

alongside the presence of Buddhism, Brahmanism also began to gradually 

gain ground. What was significant about the new faith is that it also 

eventually evolved a Theo-philosophical position that is distinct. During 

the course of religious transition, Kashmir formally experienced the 

introduction of Shaivism as a distinct strain of Hinduism.28 It is assumed 

to have evolved through convergence of Vedic faith with that of 

Buddhism. This happened through a process of religions assimilation 

whereby the two faiths exerted influences on each other. Whereas 

Hinduism exported poly-theistic and Tantric beliefs to Buddhism, it 

instead borrowed scriptural form of art from Buddhism. 

While the Brahmanism was gaining ground in Kashmir, Islam was 

getting established as the dominant faith in its western and northern 

vicinity. Islam had established in almost entire of its surroundings in 

central Asia and Iran as a part of a globally ascending political, economic, 

spiritual and civilizational power and had reached to its western borders 

during the first quarter of the eighth century. Therefore, Kashmir could not 

remain immune to its impact and influence particularly because of its 

continued commercial and other contacts with regions that had become 

centres of Islamic faith and culture. That is why there is evidence to 

indicate the Muslim presence within Kashmir right from the 8th century, 

much (three centuries) before Muslim power got established here.29 

Because of being part of already globally dominant cultures, these visiting 

Muslims are reported to have been treated well. This presence would 

include initially mainly traders and gradually later an increasing number of 

Sufi missionaries visiting the place.30 Some of the Muslim settlers were 

given jagirs (land grants from state) and employment, by local kings in 

army and administration.31 

It was through such routine and peaceful interface particularly 

because of the Sufi missionary activity that in a matter of few centuries 
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Islam became a popular faith tradition to which common masses were 

attracted.32 In the context of political instability following the 

Avantivarman’s death in the 833, ensuing misgovernment, persecution, 

debauchery of the elite that had continued almost for two centuries, was 

bound to promote a general discontent among the masses.33 The social 

acceptance of Islam was also facilitated by oppressive Brahmanical order 

that in alliance with the corrupt political elite had pushed common person 

to tremendous social and economic disadvantage, thereby alienating them 

from their own faith and increasing their attraction for Islam.34 It seems to 

have acquired so much of social acceptability and such a popular traction 

that a ruling King Rinchan Shah, (who happened to be a Buddhist) 

voluntarily converted to the new faith under the influence of a Muslim 

saint in 1323.35 In spite of a brief set back after his death, his conversion 

practically laid the foundation of the Muslim Sultanate (Kingdom) in 

Kashmir that lasted for about three centuries till Akbar occupied and 

incorporated it in his empire. Islam also has had beneficial influence in 

reforming Hindu religion in Kashmir. It is significant to note that Kashmir 

even up to now continues to be a meeting point of four great religious 

traditions.36 

 Thus, as we have seen by and large peaceful and gradual transition 

of faiths without violent disruptions and the enriching interface with many 

magnificent civilizational traditions has given Kashmir and its people a 

culture of inclusivity, a cosmopolitan outlook and creative ingenuity that is 

reflected in their approach to culture and religion even in very trying 

situations. This has promoted an intercommunity living with common 

cultural references. Therefore, Kashmir continued to be defined by the 

culture of interfaith peace and understanding in which its own unique 

Rishi mystic tradition has played a very important role. The two persons 

who have approximated and symbolised Kashmir’s composite personality 

with all the richness of its cultural genius and spiritual ethos are 

Laleshwari (Hindu) better known as Lal Ded (Mother Lala) and Shaikh al-

‘Ālam Shaikh Noor-ud-Din Wali (Nund Rishi) the most revered saints 

representing its syncretic legacy.37 Historically speaking both have 
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occupied the cultural and literary imagination of people in Kashmir cutting 

across religious lines. They have had tremendous significance in shaping 

the socio-psychological consciousness and identity of Kashmiri society, 

symbolizing the intercommunity harmony and tolerant character of its 

society. The duo has “become synonymous with Kashmiri identity”.38 

However, it has been Shaikh Noor-ud-Din who has more significantly 

approximated and symbolised Kashmir’s identity with all its cultural 

genius and richness of spiritual personality and has come to be recognized 

as the national saint of Kashmir.39 He laid the foundation of Reshi 

(Muslim) mystic tradition with syncretic attributes. Historically speaking 

as the “Patron Saint”, he has personified Kashmir’s national personality 

and has tremendous significance in shaping the social psychology of 

Kashmiri society. Thereby he has contributed to promoting attributes of 

harmony and tolerance within it.40 He as a person and as an institution has 

remained an epitome of Kashmir’s cultural and spiritual personality.41 He 

and his legacy continue to inspire the people of Kashmir for peace, 

reconciliation and harmony.42 Through all these influences Kashmiri 

society, in spite of various challenging situations it was faced with, has by 

and large remained pacifist, nonviolent and has been abhorring 

radicalization.43 

So, as we have seen Kashmir did change and evolve with and in 

relation to changing times, challenges and incoming influences from its 

surroundings, but it absorbed these changes in a manner that did not 

fragment its social fabric and did not create any noticeable cleavages that 

would distort its distinct collective personality with which it is still 

identified. It has been strongly a consensual society that changed together 

but without uprooting itself from its inherited socio-cultural possessions 

and legacy. Kashmir has been truly a melting pot that has absorbed various 

influences from its surroundings without being undermined or overtaken 

by any one of these dominant civilizations and instead formed its own 

uniqueness. The strength of Kashmiri personality has been that with all 

these enriching influences coming from left and right, north and south, 

near and far, it has retained its personality as a distinct cultural community 
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about which its people remained strongly conscious possessive and 

persistent.44 
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Imperial Visits to the Shrine of Khwaja Mu’in al-Din and 
the Sacred Geographies of the Chishtiyya 

Pia Maria Malik 

Abstract 

Khwaja Mu’in al-Din, who has been given the epithet of Chishti, Sijzi, 
and Ajmeri, is designated by modern historians as the founder of the 
Chishti silsila. This paper traces the textual references to the saint, and 
interrogates why narratives about him only begin to appear over a 
century after his death. While scholars have studied the imperial 
patronage given to the dargah of this saint at Ajmer, and the effect this 
had on the articulation of sovereignty and the ideological claims of the 
Mughal rulers, it is also necessary to study the effect of this patronage 
and relationship on the stake-holders of the shrine as well as members 
of the Sufi fraternity. This paper is a first step in a study about the 
crafting and creation of community identity on the part of the 
Chishtiyya, and looks at the narratives about Mu’in al-Din in this light. 
As the authors of hagiographies and histories ascribed different 
geographical identities to Mu’in al-Din, this had an effect on the 
contours of the sacred geography of the Chishtiyya Sufis as well. 

Key-words: Khwaja Mu’in al-Din, Sufi shrines, Ajmer, Mughal 
pilgrimages, identity and community formation. 

This paper focuses on the narratives about Khwaja Mu’in al-Din 

Ajmeri (d. 1236), also known by the Nisba (epithet, based on lineage and 

geographical origin) Sijzi and Chishti, in order to enrich the history of the 

development of the identity of the fraternity of the Chishtiyya, particularly 

in north India and the Deccan, over the course of the fourteenth to the 

seventeenth centuries. Sultanate-era Delhi has been associated with the 

Chishtiyya by a number of historians, and this is indeed what the 

contemporary sources portray: Delhi as the site of many sacred shrines and 

the home of many holy men, both alive and dead.1 Moving forward in 

time, Firishta, writing in Bijapur in 1611/12 described the silsila as the 

“Chishtiyya of Ajmer”.2 The change of geographical identity is curious, 

and therefore interesting, and this paper attempts to discover how the 

Chishtiyya “moved” from Delhi to Ajmer, locating the possible answer in 
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the imperial patronage of the dargah sharif, particularly by the Mughal 

rulers. Mu’in al-Din, designated by modern scholars such as Mohammed 

Habib, Khaliq Ahmed Nizami, Bruce Lawrence and Carl Ernst as the 

founder of the silsila, undergoes an evolution in terms of his nisba or 

geographical identity, wherein he is variously referred to as Ajmeri, Sijzi, 

and Chishti.  

Raziuddin Aquil has linked the rise of Delhi as the foremost Sufi 

centre and bastion of Islam to its being the seat of political power in the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, which is somewhat tautological. 

Interestingly, even so he notes that Ajmer was the Mecca and Delhi was 

likened to Medina.3 However, the importance given to Ajmer was rather 

retrospective and it was not seen at par with Delhi in any sense, at least 

when one speaks of the fraternity of Nizam al-Din Awliya as it existed 

during his lifetime and for a few decades after. There are references to 

Salar Mas’ud Ghazi at Bahraich, and even to a shrine at Ajmer, but the 

figure of Mu’in al-Din only became popular by the end of the fourteenth 

century, and the first reference to him as the founder of the silsila is from 

the end of the fourteenth century, in the taẕkirat (biographical 

compendium) Siyar al-Awliyā of Mir Khwurd also known as Sayyid 

Kirmani, which can be dated at the earliest to 1385. The saint who died in 

1236 only appears in literature of the fourteenth century, and it is essential 

to track the manner in which he was historicized and narrativized in order 

to unearth the history of this individual as well as the fraternity.  

Jyoti Gulati Balachandran has discussed the key role of Sultans and 

their military commanders in north India and the Deccan in transforming 

modest tombs of Sufis into grand structures by investing financial 

resources in the building of mausolea and providing ongoing support to 

the custodians of the tomb-shrines for their upkeep and maintenance. She 

argues that this royal commemoration of Sufi tombs marked a 

formalization of the relationship between Sufis and Sultans, and the 

construction of grand mausolea was a significant social and political 

investment that both Sufis and Sultans benefitted from. However, in the 
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late-fourteenth and fifteenth-century regional Sultanates, she sees the 

representation and assertion of local and regional, and not always imperial, 

articulations of power, even as local Sufi shrines became part of a trans-

regional network of sacred Muslim sites.4 As Balachandran’s work on the 

Gujarati tomb-shrines of Vatwa, Sarkhej, and Rasulabad has shown, the 

texts produced by stake-holders, the strength of the family who took care 

of the site, and the involvement of the Sultan were all factors which 

affected the nature of participation in the space. Therefore, to examine the 

development of the narratives about Mu’in al-Din and the steady 

expansion of the legend of his founding the silsila, it is important to study 

the manner in which the resources and environs of the dargah expanded as 

well. 

Building on the excellent work of P.M. Currie, S.A.I. Tirmizi, and 

I.H. Siddiqui, who have cross-checked and corroborated the textual 

references to Mu’in al-Din, in the light of recent scholarship such as 

Manan Ahmed’s, I try to follow the creation and deployment of a store of 

mystical knowledge as the silsila was developing, and the various factors 

that went into the manner in which the identity of Chishtiyya – at the level 

of both the individual and the fraternity – was articulated. An essential part 

of this approach is noting the contemporaneity (or lack thereof) of the 

sources which scholars have used to study the person as well as the 

community. I also track the references to a shrine or tomb in these sources, 

while taking the inscriptions and epigraphs at the dargah sharif at Ajmer 

into account. It has been established that sultans and padshahs were 

visiting the shrine, and scholars such as Tirmizi and Motiur Khan have 

studied the imperial patronage given to the dargah in some detail, but 

additionally this paper interrogates the effect that this relationship had on 

the self-articulation of identity and community of the Chishtiyya 

themselves. The first section of this paper concerns the textual references 

to the person of Mu’in al-Din, the second the imperial visits to the dargah 

and their implications, and the third concludes with a few observations 

about the Chishtiyya silsila as it was expanding geographically from the 

fourteenth to the seventeenth centuries.5 
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I. References to Mu’in al-Din in Histories and Hagiographies 

Scholars have taken Mu’in al-Din and Muhammad Ghuri’s 

respective entries into the lands of Hindustan, retrospectively combined 

into a single event in 1192, as a foundational moment for the Muslim 

conquest of India–a trope which permeates much of modern scholarship 

today even as we shed some of the cognitive disparities. In Sufi Martyrs of 

Love, for instance, Bruce Lawrence and Carl Ernst claim that the Chishti 

order has been the most widespread and popular ever since Mu’in al-Din 

Chishti settled at Ajmer at the end of the twelfth century.6 However, the 

early Chishtiyya discourses contain no direct reference to Mu’in al-Din, 

although his descendants do find mention occasionally. 

I.H. Siddiqui and P.M. Currie have noticed the anachronism of 

information about the saint, but they tend to nevertheless build on received 

narratives, corroborating and cross-checking information from different 

sources.7 Currie, whose excellent study of the shrine and cult of Mu’in al-

Din is a rigorous and thorough exposé of the saint’s life and the 

development of the dargah and its stakeholders, nevertheless bases this 

study on two reliable texts, one composed in 1385 and the other in 1536. 

He supplements this with information from the apocryphal malfūz̤āt, 

which were also composed in the fourteenth century, after the death of 

Nizam al-Din Awliya.8 

The familiar narrative about Mu’in al-Din coming to Ajmer during 

the rule of Rai Pithura, and being instrumental in the victories of the 

lashkar (armies) of Islam, also appears in these fourteenth-century texts, 

particularly the ones produced in Delhi. Gisudaraz, whose malfūz̤āt was 

compiled in 1400 CE, does not speak of Mu’in al-Din as the founder of the 

lineage, although he does mention him as “Mu’in al-Din Ajmeri” and 

respects him as one of his preceptors in passing. The lineage of the Siyar 

al-Awliyā, in which the five great Shaikhs – Mu’in al-Din, Qutb al-Din, 

Farid al-Din, Nizam al-Din and Nasir al-Din – are celebrated, is therefore 

not fully entrenched by the time this text was composed in the Deccan.9 
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The centre of Gisudaraz’s sacred geography is still Delhi, and not even 

Ajmer, even as he preached in Gulbarga.  

P.M. Currie noted that the three contemporary historians – Minhaj 

us-Siraj Juzjani, Hasan Nizami, and Fakhr-i Mudabbir – did not mention 

Mu’in al-Din at all.10 Therefore, the historical Mu’in al-Din appeared in 

Sufi sources, but the authors of tawārīkh had not yet begun to notice him. 

This happened only after the Siyar al-Awliyā was written, and possibly 

because the shrine in Ajmer began to gain popularity and resources by the 

end of the fourteenth century. By the time ‘Abd al-Haq Muhaddith 

Dehlawi wrote the taẕkirat Akhbār al-Akhyār, begun in the 1580s but 

completed in the first decade of the seventeenth century, the narrative of 

the Siyar al-Awliyā had become widespread. Even more interestingly, 

‘Abd al-Haq indicates Mu’in al-Din’s sacralisation of the lands of 

Hindustan, lauds him as a defender of Muslims, and interestingly this 

Mu’in al-Din is said to have arrived in India from Sijistan, and bears the 

nisba of Sijzi.11 Yet his primary association is still with protecting the 

environs of Ajmer and Nagaur. 

It appears that as Ajmer became more and more important to the 

Mughals, it began to be included in an increasingly foundational manner 

into narratives of history, and Abd al-Haq even includes a story of how 

Ajmer got its name –from a Raja named Aja which means sun and Mir 

meaning mountain– as well as details of the importance of Nagaur. The 

locales of Ajmer and Nagaur thus maintain this sense of being a spiritual 

stronghold of Chishtiyya saints in the sixteenth century. Interestingly, even 

in the sixteenth century there was an awareness that the shrine at Ajmer 

received royal patronage, indicating that the shrine’s success was also due 

in some part to its proximity to royal machinations. By contrast, in the 

chronicle produced by Abul Fazl, the litterateur and favourite of Akbar 

reiterates the story of Muizz al-Din Ghuri and Rai Pithura, but does not 

mention Mu’in al-Din.12 It appears that in Abul Fazl’s iteration, since 

Akbar had stopped visiting the dargah a decade before, he did not feel the 

need to include the same details as ‘Abd al-Haq had. 
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And so curiously, we see the Muin al-Din Ajmeri in the early 

malfūz̤āt evolve considerably into the Muin al-Din Sijzi or Chishti of the 

taẕkirat and tawārīkh, and as his legend grew, we see chronicles also 

picking him up, yet in markedly distinct ways. It is remarkable that along 

this journey, Firishta’s geographical imagination of the contours of the 

Chishtiyya fraternity, viewed from the 1611 Bijapur court, centered this 

fraternity in Ajmer and on the figure of Mu’in al-Din, despite Nizam al-

Din Awliya’s continuing popularity in not just Delhi but across the 

subcontinent. 

II. The Dargah Sharif at Ajmer 

The shrine-complex of the dargah sharif of Mu’in al-Din is 

situated in Ajmer, which is in a valley surrounded by the Aravali hills in 

Rajasthan. The geography of the city as well as its position along a 

highway of commerce between the Gangetic plains and the ports of 

Gujarat made it an important strategic location from the end of the twelfth 

century to the beginning of the nineteenth, as Tirmizi has described in 

detail.13 The details about the incursions into Ajmer and its political 

history have been recorded by several historians and also popular guide-

books and tourist-aids. Syed Moini and Motiur Rahman Khan have also 

written about imperial visits to the dargah.14 Rulers from Delhi, Gujarat, 

and Rajasthan constantly had their eyes on Ajmer, and the Mughals 

launched a number of their political campaigns in Rajasthan with Ajmer as 

their base.  

There are no verifiable references to the shrine until the middle of 

the fourteenth century, almost a hundred years after the death of Mu’in al-

Din, and most often in connection with a royal visit. For the purposes of 

this paper, I wish to interrogate the manner in which the imperial 

connection impacted the identity and community of the participants of the 

shrine as well as the community that called themselves Chishtiyya and 

professed spiritual descent from Mu’in al-Din. The first recorded imperial 

visit to Mu’in al-Din’s grave at Ajmer is found in Isami’s Futūḥ al-Salāṭīn 

(composed after 1349-50), wherein the date of the visit is given as 1325.15 
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Zafar Khan, while still a governor of Gujarat under the Tughluqs, visited 

the shrine in the course of an expedition against Ajmer in 1396, as 

Sikandar Manjhu informs us in the Mir’at-i Sikandari (composed 1611). 

Sher Shah also visited the tomb in 1544, according to ‘Abd Allah in the 

Tarikh-i Daudi (1575-76).  

Abul Fazl, Badauni, and Qandahari have provided the details about 

Akbar’s pilgrimage to the dargah at Ajmer from Agra on foot. The 

padshah visited the dargah almost every year between 1568 and 1580, but 

never again for the remaining 25 years of his life.16 Jahangir, Shah Jahan, 

and Aurangzeb similarly made visits to the dargah before or after 

successful political campaigns.17 The princess Jahan Ara was devoted to 

the Shaikh and patronised construction at the dargah, in addition to the 

biography which she composed of the life and teachings of Mu’in al-Din, 

titled Mu’nis al-Arwah. Imperial visits went hand-in-hand with imperial 

control, and the Mughals especially interfered in the administration and 

finances of the shrine to a great degree. In addition to the sultans and 

padshahs who patronised the shrine and its environs, modern political 

leaders such as Rajendra Prasad, Indira Gandhi, and even Donald Trump 

have visited it, donated chadars, and participated in the rituals there. The 

political power of this holy shrine is therefore well-established. This is 

evident even in a painting of Mu’in al-Din from the Jahangir nama, 

housed in the Chester Beatty collection, which portrays Mu’in al-Din 

proffering the Timurid globe (as a symbol of universal sovereignty) to 

Jahangir.18 On the orb is inscribed, according to Currie “They key of 

victory over the two worlds is entrusted to thy hand.”19 Political victories 

were often celebrated with donations and constructions to the mosque, 

such as Akbar and Jahangir’s donation of cauldrons and Shah Jahan’s 

construction of a gateway after successful campaigns. Even Santoji, the 

Maratha governor of Ajmer, laid out a garden for Mu’in al-Din’s 

mausoleum, called Chishti Chaman, in 1769.20 It is notable that the first 

surviving inscription on the cupola of the shrine can be dated to as late as 

1532, almost three centuries after the death of the saint.21 
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We also find no references to ziyārat or pilgrimage to Ajmer 

before the fourteenth century. Zain al-Din Shirazi describes a visit made in 

1351-52. In the Siyar al-Awliyā, Khwurd describe how Maulana Fakhr al-

Din Zarradi went on pilgrimage to Ajmer after the death of his master, and 

although Nizam al-Din died in 1328, the text of the Siyar al-Awliya was 

completed after 1385. Therefore, even after accounting for the gap 

between an event and the recounting of narratives about it, it can be 

asserted that the dargah was certainly functioning by the middle of the 

fourteenth century. 

S.K. Banerji and N Hanif have described Salim Chishti’s 

association with not only the Mughals, but before them Sher Shah, Islam 

Shah, and the noble Khawas Khan.22 It therefore stands to reason that the 

Mughals, particularly Akbar, wanted to associate with this saint as he had 

already been connected with their political rivals. In doing so, they also 

wanted to create a history that connected them to the Chishti order, and by 

worshipping in a performative manner those who were already popular, 

they too could co-opt the power and prestige which went hand in hand 

with such popular displays of piety. Their relationship with Mu’in al-Din, 

Hamid al-Din, and Farid al-Din was also a way of buttressing the link to 

Salim Chishti. 

III. Sacred Geographies in History and Hagiography 

The retrospective importance given to the Ajmer dargah as a 

centre or headquarters of the Chishti silsila can be definitely traced to the 

fifteenth century, although it began in the fourteenth.23 And the textual 

articulation of Mu’in al-Din as the founder of a sufi silsila can be found in 

the Siyar al-Awliyā of the late-fourteenth century, but as other Chishtiyya 

malfūz̤āt did not pick it up uniformly, we can see that the trope only 

calcified by the sixteenth century as well. Currie has also raised the 

question of why Mu’in al-Din became important so long after his death, 

and connects it quite rightly to the increasing prestige of Nizam al-Din, as 

well as his being a pioneer of Islam who was instrumental to the conquest 

of India.24 This latter argument is less credible. 
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The Siyar al-Awliyā’ had created a linear history of Sufis, by 

taking disparate bits of information from the malfūz̤āt and structuring them 

in a manner that portrayed a coherent picture of the emergence of the 

silsila, as Jyoti Gulati’s work has shown.25 Amir Khwurd reported that 

Mu’in al-Din had settled in Ajmer during Prithviraj Chauhan’s reign, 

warned him about harassing his disciple, and prophesied the eventual 

victory of Muizz al-Din. With the coming of the Afghans and Mughals, 

the sacred geography and spatial imagination began to evolve, and not just 

in the chronicles but in the Sufi sources as well. By the end of the 

sixteenth century, we see the importance of Mu’in al-Din in the histories 

of Abul Fazl and Firishta as well, although in rather different manners. 

This relationship affected the conception of community identity of the 

Mughals as well as the Chishtiyya, who by now can be seen as a fully 

institutionalised, powerful, and wide-ranging order of Sufi saints. Nizam 

al-Din was Badauni, Nasir al-Din was Awadhi, and Mu’in al-Din was 

originally Ajmeri. This saint, who started out Ajmeri, became Sijistani, 

sometimes Chishti (and therefore Herati), and yet retained an association 

with the saints of Delhi and the Deccan. Even so, Firishta spoke of the 

Chishtiyya of Ajmer, even as none of the rest of the saints he spoke about 

in this group had a particular association to Ajmer.  

Despite the vast amount of hagiographical and historical literature 

about Mu’in al-Din, it is significant that so little information is verifiable 

in sources contemporary to him. The scholarship of Peter Brown in the 

context of the European cult of saints, and Sunil Kumar in the context of 

the sufi shrines in Delhi has shown that the transformation of a holy man 

to saint is often because of the endogenous history of the shrine, and the 

resources that it controlled.26 Jyoti Gulati Balachandran’s study of Shaikh 

Ahmad Khattu and the Sufis of Gujarat also brought to the fore the 

intricate and varying relationships between Sufis and Sultans, and how 

royal patronage on the one hand and a strong family with history and 

stature on the other, resulted in two very different paths of development 

for the shrines in Vatwa and Sarkhej. The royal patronage or lack thereof, 

allowed stake-holders to reflect on their identity in different ways.27 In the 
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case of Ajmer, the descendants of Mu’in al-Din had nothing to do with the 

dargah, and we do not get details of their lives until the seventeenth 

century according to Currie. None are buried in Ajmer and seem to have 

gone to Mandu or Gujarat. But there was an intense rivalry among the 

stake-holders of the shrine to claim the position of sajjada-nishin.28 Akbar 

ordered investigations into those attendants at the shrine who by the late 

sixteenth century were claiming to be descendants of Mu’in al-Din in 

order to gain access to the resources of the shrine. Akbar and the other 

Mughal rulers often intervened in the administration of the shrine and 

decided upon the legitimacy of claims to succession. In 1567, for example, 

Akbar banished the sajjada-nishin and appointed his own.29 

In tracing the historical development of the Chishtiyya, it is crucial 

to study not only significant moments, texts, and people, but also how 

traditions were made, particularly how knowledge was ordered. The 

historical Mu’in al-Din “Ajmeri” was pushed into the position of founder, 

a process which went hand in hand with the inflow of resources into 

Ajmer. Ajmer was strategically placed, and had been a subject of 

contention among even the Rajputs, Sultans, and Surs. It was also 

connected to Pushkar, and this combination of its strategic location as well 

as popular appeal made it natural that this would be a place that the 

Mughals had their eye on. While today one can definitely see that it is a 

sort of “headquarters” (as Atia Rabbi Nizami and Mumtaz Khan have 

called it) for the spread of the silsila, the dargah came to occupy this place 

very slowly, over the course of at least three centuries. The imperial 

patronage of the shrine of Khwaja Mu’in al-Din Chishti, in addition to the 

benefits to the rulers as already noted by scholars, also had an effect on the 

self-identification and self-historicisation of the Chishtiyya, and how the 

tradition that we witness today developed. While meta-narratives – and the 

modern scholarship based on them – portray a coherent picture, individual 

sources rarely conform to them, and even while participating in them, 

individual sources always complicate these meta-narratives. This paper 

comprises an attempt to study these individual sources which construct the 
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received narratives about the saint, and traces their creation to the 

changing valences and fortunes of the dargah sharif at Ajmer. 
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(Re)reading Gongol-nama: Reflections on Shaikh          
Noor-ud-Din, his Intellectual Milieu and Islam in Kashmir 

Zubair Khalid 

Abstract 

Shaikh Noor-ud-Din, or Nund Rishi, is arguably one of the most 
famous pre-modern local saints of Kashmir and is widely known as the 
founder of a local Sufi order, the Rishis. Modern works on Kashmir 
have understood the intellectual milieu of pre-modern Kashmir as 
dominantly Sanskritic in nature. As such, Noor-ud-Din’s poetry, 
composed as it is in a dominantly Islamicate frame, with frequent use of 
Arabic and Persian vocabulary is understood as a ‘miracle’ which 
otherwise defies a historical explanation. Besides, the spread of Islam 
in Kashmir is mainly understood with respect to either the missionary 
activities and miracles of Persianate Sufi saints or the inherent 
liberating impact of Islam, or alternatively seen as intimately connected 
to its political patronage by the Shahmiri and Chak Sultans of Kashmir. 
With respect to its various manifestations, Islam is subsequently 
divided into mutually exclusive categories of Rishi, Sufi and orthodox 
Islam, a schema in which personalities such as Noor-ud-Din are pigeon 
holed into a certain reductive role. It is with these issues in mind that I 
propose to use Noor-ud-Din’s poetry, particularly Gongol-nama for an 
intervention into three historio-graphical debates about pre and early 
modern Kashmir. I would be focusing on three inter-related points; one, 
debates about Kashmir’s links with the larger Persianate world, two, the 
spread of Islam in Kashmir, and three, the binaries of Rishi, Sufi and 
scriptural Islam.I conclude with three main points: one, a need to do 
away with Noor-ud-Din’s image as a local saint and relocate his 
intellectual milieu by highlighting his connections to the Persianate 
world, two, re-interpret the spread in pre-modern Kashmir as a 
philological encounter, and three, revisit with the highly-problematic 
binaries of Rishi, Sufi and scriptural Islam. 

Key-words: Shaikh Noor-ud-Din, Rishi, pre-modern Kashmir, Islam, 
Persianate. 

Introduction 

Noor-ud-Din was born in a village in south Kashmir in a family 

which had recently emigrated from the neighbouring region of Kishtwar. 

Already by the time of Noor-ud-Din’s birth, Kashmir was frequented by a 
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number of travellers from the Persianate world,1 including Sufi saints and 

religious notables, some of them settling down and establishing Sufi 

orders in the region. There are indications that Noor-ud-Din may have 

emerged as a prominent saint-poet within his own lifetime. This is in spite 

of the fact that he was not patronised by the contemporary ruler, Sultan 

Zainul Abidin (r. 1420-1470), even as the Sultan is well-known for his 

patronage of a galaxy of diverse scholars in his court.2 It has been 

suggested that Noor-ud-Din’s poetry was penned down in his own lifetime 

by one of his contemporaries even as none of the works are extant 

anymore.3 The currently-available poetic verses are preserved in a wide 

range of texts called the Nur-nama/Rishi-nama, a new genre primarily 

associated with the collections, commentary and translations of Noor-ud-

Din’s poetry.4 Among the existing ones, the earliest can be traced to Baba 

Nasibuddin Ghazi, (17th century) and followed by those of Baba Kamal 

(1785)  and Baba Khalil (17th century).5 

Noor-ud-Din’s poetry spanned a wide range of compositions, as 

many as twelve of them identified.6 Among other longer poems is included 

the Gongol-nama  translated as the ‘harvest poem’. Even as there are 

debates about whether the poem was actually composed by Noor-ud-Din 

or whether it is a later addition, there is a larger scholarly consensus about 

the authenticity of Gongol-nama as a poem originally composed by Noor-

ud-Din himself.7 

Out of the many different ways of interpreting the history of pre-

modern Kashmir in light of Noor-ud-Din’s poetry, two stand out as the 

most common: one, the framework of syncretism, and two, that of spread 

of Islam. Within the framework of syncretism, Noor-ud-Din’s poetry is 

interpreted as a rather passive representative of the larger already-existing 

syncretic intellectual milieu in pre-modern Kashmir.8 Alternatively, it is 

seen as an active bringing together of multi-religious intellectual strands, 

mostly from Buddhism, Shaivism and Islam, for a ‘translation’ of Islam.9 

Within these frameworks, Noor-ud-Din is labelled as either a poet-first-

Sufi-later or alternatively Sufi-first-poet-later.  
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With a focus on Gongol-nama, and references to the larger corpus of his 

poetry, this paper analyses how Noor-ud-Din’s poetry can be used for an 

intervention into three larger debates about the pre-modern history of 

Kashmir: One, links of Kashmir, more specifically those of its intellectual 

traditions, with the larger Persianate world, two, debates about the actual 

process and manner of spread of Islam in Kashmir, and three, the modern 

binaries between scriptural and folk Islam on the one hand and Sufi and 

Rishi Islam on the other. I begin with a critical review of modern 

historiography with a focus on three points and in light of Noor-ud-Din’s 

poetry, highlight the need to re-visit the historio-graphical premises. I 

conclude with three main points: one, a need to do away with Noor-ud-

Din’s image as a local saint and relocate Noor-ud-Din’s intellectual milieu 

by highlighting his connections to the Persianate world, two, re-interpret 

the spread in pre-modern Kashmir as a philological encounter, and three, 

revisit with the highly-problematic binaries of Rishi, Sufi and scriptural.10 

Towards Relocating Pre-modern Kashmir, Noor-ud-Din and a 

Reconceptualization of the Spread of Islam  

The peculiar geographical location of Kashmir, surrounded by 

mountains from all sides, has meant that different intellectual 

developments in the region have often been viewed as essentially local 

development. This has also meant that attempts to trace the possible 

impact of broader trans-regional trends on intellectual traditions within 

Kashmir have not been taken very seriously. This is also true about pre-

modern Kashmir and its Islamic tradition, especially the local Rishi order. 

Founded by Noor-ud-Din, the Rishi order has dominantly been understood 

as a local phenomenon, with both its beliefs and practices related to and 

understood as heavily indebted to the regional Buddhist-Shaivite 

traditions.11 Noor-ud-Din’s awareness of and strong grounding within the 

Buddhist-Shaivite tradition is not very surprising, since by his time in the 

fourteenth-century, Kashmir had already seen a flourishing of both the 

traditions. In more concrete terms, Noor-ud-Din’s association with local 

Buddhist-Shaivite traditions is attributed to his association with his 
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contemporary Shaivite mystic Lal Ded. However, a close reading of Noor-

ud-Din’s poetry, and in this case the Gongol-nama reveals that Noor-ud-

Din was equally well-grounded within the intellectual traditions of the 

larger Persianate world as well. This is demonstrated by the many 

instances in the poem in which Noor-ud-Din seamlessly brings together 

Qura’nic terms in Arabic language, often within a single stanza, along 

with their counterparts in the local Kashmir language: 

Lizmisatiy rokuvas vastai 
Hama chhuy khahas kadith trav 
Roza, nemaz, hajj, zakat hvaravtsa kartai 
Yus kari gongol suy kari krav 

In all humility, bend thou in prayers, 
Weed out the field and throw them away. 
Do perform well Roza, Nemaz, Hajj and Zakat, 
One who celebrates the Gongol will surely celebrate the Kraav.12 

Instances such as these stand out as indicators of his poetic 

credentials, and at the same time point to his relation with linguistic 

traditions of the larger Persianate world. As such, it becomes important to 

relocate Noor-ud-Din’s intellectual world from a constricted local 

Buddhist-Hindu milieu to a larger canvas of Persianate world. However, 

this is a rather difficult territory to tread into, mainly because of two 

reasons; one, that Noor-ud-Din is never believed to have travelled outside 

Kashmir and as such there are no recorded instances of his travels to parts 

of the Persianate world or his interactions with any of the prominent 

intellectuals for instance and two, the fourteenth-century intellectual 

milieu of Noor-ud-Din’s time is still believed to be a dominantly 

Sanskritic one, with little traces of influences from the Persianate world. 

Within this framework, it becomes difficult to explain the phenomenon of 

Noor-ud-Din’s multi-lingual poetry, replete with Qura’nic phrases and 

references to some of the most prominent Persianate mystics such as 

Mansur al-Hallaj (d. 922) and Jalaluddin Rumi (d. 1273).13 As a result, 

Noor-ud-Din’s poetry is seen as a linguistic and intellectual ‘miracle’, 

which cannot be otherwise explained as a historical phenomenon. In light 

of a re-reading of Noor-ud-Din’s poetry, this paper attempts to raise 
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questions about this dominant historio-graphical premise about Noor-ud-

Din’s time and address the possibility of re-contextualising Noor-ud-Din 

and his poetry by re-defining the intellectual milieu of fourteenth-century 

Kashmir. Within this schema, fourteenth-century Kashmir can be 

understood as part of the larger Persianate world where religious and 

mystic discourses were not solely expressed in a Sanskritic terminology, 

even as it may have been the dominant one. One of the biggest 

impediments in an elaborate historical description of this phenomenon is 

the fact that outside Noor-ud-Din’s own poetry, there are no textual 

sources to support or argue against this line of argumentation. This is 

especially the case with the earliest Persian sources composed within 

Kashmir, none of which are extant anymore. There are some leads in this 

regard though, which if pursued, may lead to some crucial breakthroughs 

in this regard. Among others, this is more clearly indicated by the recent 

coming to fore of a thirteenth-century Qura’nic manuscript, further 

research upon which may be crucially important for revising the 

chronology of Kashmir’s connections with the Persianate world and 

specifically the Islamicate traditions, so often traced to the early-fourteenth 

century and associated with the coming to power of the Muslim 

Sultanate.14 Stories about the encounter between Noor-ud-Din and Mir 

Muhammad Hamadani as recorded in the earliest extant Persian texts from 

Kashmir such as the Tarikh-i Sayyid Ali may be understood as anecdotes 

about the much larger patterns of intellectual interaction between Noor-ud-

Din and prominent Persianate intellectuals of his time.15 

The second point, I, would like to the raise is the possibility of re-

conceptualising the process of spread of Islam in Kashmir as essentially a 

philological encounter. This would mean a critique of the modern historio-

graphical theorizations of the earliest manifestations of the process in pre-

modern Kashmir at least from around Noor-ud-Din’s time, even as ideally 

speaking, rather than beginning with the establishment of the Sultanate in 

early fourteenth-century, this need to be pushed further back in time. In 

modern historiography, the spread of Islam in Kashmir is linked either to 

the missionary activities or miracles of Persianate Sufi saints or the 
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inherent liberating impact of Islam, or alternatively seen as intimately 

connected to its political patronage by the Shahmiri and Chak Sultans of 

Kashmir.16 Noor-ud-Din’s poetry helped spread Islam by ‘translating’ its 

central concepts into a locally familiar agricultural imagery. It represented 

a combination of the traditions of Islamic mysticism and agriculture and 

linguistic traditions of Persianate and Kashmiri into a single frame. In 

many ways, Gongol-nama, in its combination of agricultural metaphors in 

the Kashmiri language with Qura’nic phrases in Arabic language, serves 

as the paradigm of this philological encounter. The following few lines 

demonstrate the point: 

Alafal gosul taharat kartai, 
Ipatchhainiyat kola-kol trav. 
Van chhuy qurat sahih partai, 
Yuskari gongol suy kari krav. 

The ploughshare is thy bath and ablutions, perform them well, 
The yoke is thy conscience: abandon the thoughts of the family. 
Tilling the land is reading the Quran: read it correctly, 
One who celebrates the Gongol will surely celebrate the Krav.17 

The role played by Gongol-nama in the spread of Islam in Kashmir 

is in many ways comparable to a similar role played by a genre of early-

modern Deccani poems variously known as the Chakki-nama and 

Charkhi-nama.18 This also brings to our attention the third point, I, would 

like to raise in here about the spread of Islam and more specifically its 

agents. Outside its homelands-and in our case in south Asia, Islam has 

been dominantly understood as divided between its folk and scriptural 

form, with the later understood as a defining characteristic of Islam in 

south Asia. The assumption of course is that the ‘foreign’ concepts of 

Islam needed a local vocabulary and imagery for its articulation and as 

such the originally Arabic version of scriptural Islam is nowhere to be 

found in case of South Asian Islam. At a larger level, Sufism, even as 

understood as intimately linked to Islam, is seen as distinguishable in 

many ways from ‘orthodox’ Islam.19 However in case of Kashmir, as is the 

case with many other regions in south Asia, Sufis are further subdivided 

into the more orthodox Persianate Sufis and their less orthodox local 
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counterparts, the Rishis, who are seen as characterising the folk version of 

Islam. A number of prominent Persianate Sufis in the pre-modern 

Kashmir, such as the Kubrawi saint Sayid Ali Hamadani, his son Mir 

Muhmmad Hamadani and later Shamsuddin A/Iraki have often been 

described in terms such as ‘sharia-minded’ and ‘orthodox’ with most of 

the modern works highlighting their alleged ‘missionary zeal’.20 

Alternatively, this scheme of a dichotomous folk and scriptural Islam is 

posited in terms of a larger cultural frame, wherein the Persianate Sufis are 

seen agents of, representing and actively disseminating essentially non-

local Persianate cultural forms, while as the representatives of the folk 

Islam are seen as their local antithesis. This alleged clash is also seen as 

having manifested itself in political terms wherein representatives of 

Persianate cultural forms allegedly sought to promote a Persianate political 

culture, something that faced opposition from representatives of the local 

cultural forms. Re-reading Noor-ud-Din poetry and Gongol-nama in 

particular allows us to critically reflect upon this line of argumentation. 

Noor-ud-Din’s poetry needs to be read in light of its historical context of 

its composition and I argue that the binaries between folk and scriptural 

Islam on the one hand and Persianate vs local on the other need to be 

revised since the very representatives of folk Islam and local culture could 

themselves be understood as agents of Persianization and scriptural Islam. 

An alternate reading of Noor-ud-Din’s poetic composition in general and 

Gongol-nama in particular illustrates this point.  

Noor-ud-Din was arguably the first person to use a wide range of 

Persian and Arabic terms in his Kashmiri language mystic poetry. Given 

the historic context of this rather novel unprecedented enterprise, this was 

to have a long-standing impact on Kashmiri language itself. In many ways, 

Noor-ud-Din was an important agent of Persianization of the Kashmiri 

language in particular and by extension the Kashmiri culture in general. 

Similarly, with respect to the spread of Islam in Kashmir, Noor-ud-Din’s 

poetic verses frequently refer to, elaborate and emphasise upon the 

observance of some of the most fundamental religious obligations in Islam 
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such as salaat, hajj, zakat, a trait so often seen as a defining characteristic 

of propagators of scriptural rather than folk Islam. 

Besides the fact that Noor-ud-Din chose native Kashmiri for an 

elaboration of his mystic ideas, two, use of the term Rishi for describing 

himself and his order has often been understood as a subtle reflective of 

his allegedly larger and much deep-rooted opposition to the spread of the 

Persianate cultural ethos in pre-modern Kashmir. Noor-ud-Din’s poem, 

beh kus ruesh tay meh kya naav famously known for a genealogical 

elaboration of the Rishi order serves as the primary reference point for an 

elaboration of this idea.  

The first Rishi was Prophet Muhammad 
The second in order was Hazrat Uwais, 
The third Rishi was Zulka Rishi, 
The fourth in order was Hazrat Miran, 
The fifth Rishi was Rum Rishi, 
The sixth in order was Hazrat Pilas, 
The seventh (me) has been miscalled Rishi, 
Do I deserve to be called a Rishi? Who am I?21 

The fact that Noor-ud-Din included none of his famous pre-modern 

contemporary or near-contemporary Persianate saints in this genealogical 

poem may in fact well be interpreted as an indication of his attempt to 

distance himself from the existing Persianate Sufi orders with established 

presence in and around Kashmir at that time. 

However, as this paper argues, there is an uncritical generalisation 

which if read in the larger corpus of Noor-ud-Din’s own poetry does not 

stand. The same poem which is understood to support the idea that Noor-

ud-Din attempted to fashion his Rishi silsila as an exclusively local order 

and a polar opposite to other Persianate Sufi orders in fact contains 

references to the manner in which Noor-ud-Din sought to place himself 

within the larger history of Islam and the Persianate world. Noor-ud-Din 

traces the origins of the Rishi order not to some local personality but the 

Prophet of Islam himself, followed by another well-known contemporary 

of Prophet Owais-al Qarni. Besides serving as a possibly legitimational 

purpose, this discursive alignment of Rishi order with the larger Islamic 
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history by Noor-ud-Din again reflects his awareness of and reliance upon 

the intellectual currents within his contemporary Persianate world. By 

Noor-ud-Din’s time in the fourteenth-century, claims of allegiance to the 

Uwaysi order was a well-known practice in the larger Persianate world 

even by prominent associates of some of the well-known Sufi order and 

thus was not exclusively used a marker of distinction from the existing 

Sufi orders. 

Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to focus on three things. One, 

highlighting the Persianate connections of Kashmir’s pre-modern 

intellectual milieu; two, arguing that the spread of Islam in Kashmir was 

essentially a philological encounter of different knowledge and linguistic 

traditions, and three, questioning the assumed binary between scriptural 

and folk Islam on the one hand and Sufi and Rishi Islam in the other. In 

view of the points raised above, this paper is a humble attempt to highlight 

the need to revisit the very foundational assumptions which serve as the 

basis of our understanding of the history of pre-modern Kashmir. It is 

intended as an addition to the already-existing corpus of works which seek 

to critically re-assess the modern historiography on pre-modern Kashmir. 
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Qāḍī Ḥamīd al-Dīn Nāgawrī: Life and Legacy 

Mukarram Ahmad Wahid 

This paper is divided into three sections: the first deals with the 

historiography related to Qāḍī Ḥamīd al-Dīn Nāgawrī; the second is a 

biographical note on the Qāḍī; and the third discusses his legacy. 

A Review of Historiography concerning Qāḍī Ḥamīd al-Dīn Nāgawrī 

Qāḍī Ḥamīd al-Dīn Nāgawrī was a saint of the Suhrawardī silsilah 

in seventh/thirteenth century Delhi. We present a review of the 

historiography that concerns the Qāḍī so that the reader may be better able 

to contextualise his life and legacy. 

1. General Works on Sufism in South Asia: While K.A. Nizami,1 

S.A.A. Rizvi2 and Bruce Lawrence3 have acknowledged the presence 

of the Suhrawardī silsilah (to which the Qāḍī belonged) in medieval 

South Asia, the general nature of the work of these three scholars 

meant that they could not devote adequate attention to the historical 

importance of the Suhrawardī saints. Nonetheless, a reading of the 

three scholars permits the following inferences:  

a. The main geographical area from where the Suhrawardī saints 

carried out their activities was the Indus basin (Multan and Uch 

being the two main centres).  

b. This did not mean that the silsilah did not have representatives 

elsewhere. We find clear references to Suhrawardī saints in Delhi, 

Bengal, Gujarat and Kashmir. 

c. Saints affiliated to the Suhrawardī silsilah wrote numerous 

important texts.  

2. Works on the Suhrawardī silsilah: Three recent works dedicated 

exclusively to the Suhrawardī silsilah have been identified so far. In 

his book, Constructing Islam on the Indus: Material History of the 

Suhrawardy Sufi Order, 1200-1500, Hasan Ali Khan4 argues for secret 

Ismā’īlī underpinnings to the Suhrawardī presence in their Indus basin 
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‘homeground.’ Khan uses this link to explain both the efflorescence 

and decline of the silsilah in Multan and Uch. Khāwar Suhrawardī’s 

work, Yādgār-i-Suhrawardiyyah5, is in the nature of a tadhkirah and is 

a recent perspective from within the silsilah. Muḥammad Ayyūb 

Qādrī’s biography of Shaykh Jalāl al-Dīn Makhdūm-i-Jahāniyān 

Jahāngasht (d. 785/1383), Makhdūm-i-Jahāniyān Jahāngasht: 

Mufaṣṣal Ḥālāt wa Sawāniḥ Haḍrat Jalāl al-Dīn Makhdūm-i-

Jahāniyān Jahāngasht6, is a valuable insight into the travels and 

teachings of the saint. (Note: The last two works have not been made 

use of in this paper.) 

3. Works on the Qāḍī: Two articles pertaining to the writings of Qāḍī 

Ḥamīd al-Dı ̣̄ n Nāgawrī have been found. While Mumtaz Ali Khan7 

focuses on the grammatical and orthographic peculiarities in the 

writings of the Qāḍī, Bruce Lawrence8 uses a surviving extract of the 

Lawā’iḥ (see Appendix) in order to study the Qāḍī’s expositions on the 

nature of mystical love. 

A Biographical Note on Qāḍ̣ī Ḥamīd al-DīnNāgawrī 

 The earliest ancestors of Qāḍī Ḥamīd al-Dīn Nāgawrī had belonged 

to the holy city of Madinah from where they migrated first to Yemen and 

later to Bukhara.9 During the reign of the Ghūrid Sultan Mu’izz al-Dīn 

Muḥammad ibn Sām (d. 602/1206),10 the more immediate ancestors of the 

Qāḍī migrated to South Asia. It is possible that they might have initially 

stayed at Peshawar for some time before coming to Delhi.11 The more 

common account of this migration however suggests that the Qāḍī 

accompanied his father, Khwājah ‘Aṭā’ullāh Maḥmūd, when the latter had 

directly migrated to Delhi from Bukhara.12 In yet another version, the 

family seems to have first settled at Nagaur where they would hold the 

office of Quḍā’at for several generations.13 Khwājah ‘Aṭā’ullāh Maḥmūd 

passed away at Delhi while the Qāḍī was still quite young. The Qāḍī had 

already, during the lifetime of his father, mastered the exoteric sciences so 

well that he was capable of ijtihād. With such qualifications, it would not 

have been difficult for the Qāḍī to find a job. Quite soon he was appointed 
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as the qāḍī of Nagaur, a post on which he served for three years. The 

Qāḍī’s integrity in performing his duties had made his life difficult. He 

was eventually compelled to give up his job and embark on a journey to 

Madinah.14 Having taken the land route,15 he stopped over at Baghdad, 

where he met and became a disciple of Shaykh Abū Ḥafs Shihāb al-Dīn 

‘Umar Suhrawardī (d. 631/1234). The latter would eventually appoint the 

Qāḍī as one of his representatives.16 After staying for a year in Baghdad, 

the Qāḍī left for the Ḥijāz.17 During his stay at Madinah, one that lasted 

more than a year, the Qāḍī remained in the service of the Prophet’s 

Mosque.18 Similarly at Makkah also, where his stay had been as long as 

three years, the Qāḍī had served the sanctuary there. The long stay at 

Makkah had provided the Qāḍī an opportunity to benefit from the presence 

of numerous saints on pilgrimage there.19 

 The Qāḍī returned to Delhi during the reign of Sultan Shams al-

Dīn Iltutmish (d. 633/1235).20 Here he found the companionship of 

Khwājah Quṭb al-Dīn Bakhtiyār Kākī (d. 633/1236), whom he had already 

met during his stay at Baghdad. In fact, the Qāḍī had also accompanied 

Khwājah Quṭb al-Dīn Bakhtiyār Kākī on some of his travels.21 While it is 

possible that the Qāḍī might have acted as a tutor of Khwājah Quṭb al-Dīn 

Bakhtiyār Kākī, the Qāḍī nonetheless insisted on considering the latter as 

more eminent than himself.22 There is also a possibility that the Qāḍī 

might have, in addition to the garment of succession conferred upon him 

by Shaykh Abū Ḥafs Shihāb al-Dīn ‘Umar Suhrawardī, also received one 

from Khwājah Quṭb al-Dīn Bakhtiyār Kākī.23 The precise nature of the 

relationship aside, it is clear that the Qāḍī and Khwājah Quṭb al-Dīn 

Bakhtiyār Kākī were extremely close to each-other. This, to such an 

extent, that the latter would entrust the Qāḍī with the responsibility of 

passing on certain relics to his disciple, Bābā Farīd al-Dīn Ganj-i-Shakar 

(d. 663/1265),24 after he would pass away.25 

 It is the Qāḍī’s close relationship with Khwājah Quṭb al-Dīn 

Bakhtiyār Kākī which seems to explain his excessive indulgence in 

samā’.26 In fact, the practice of samā’ gained currency in Delhi because of 
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the Qāḍī.27 Samā’, which could occasionally be accompanied by raqs,28 

being a strictly spiritual affair required the gatherings to be regulated and 

participants to be in a receptive state.29 Before samā’ could gain 

acceptance however, the Qāḍī had faced varied forms of opposition. This 

sometimes took the form of fatāwā written to criticise the practice of 

samā’.30 At other times, protest was more direct. Thus, we know that while 

Mawlānā Sharfal-Dīn Baḥrī had refused to meet the Qāḍī in protest for his 

position on samā’ and ‘ishq,31 Mawlānā Rukn al-Dīn Samarqandī had 

collected a group from amongst his students and followers to obstruct 

samā’ being held in the privacy of a house. The latter incident, 

interestingly, also reveals how the Qāḍī, inspite of such vehement 

antagonism, managed to persist in conducting samā’. Forewarned by the 

dervish ‘Alī Shūrīdah, the Qāḍī asked the host - in whose house the 

gathering had been organised - to refrain from making himself available to 

Mawlānā Rukn al-Dīn Samarqandī. Both the Qāḍī and Mawlānā Rukn al-

Dīn Samarqandī knew of the impermissibility of entering someone’s house 

without attaining prior permission. Adhering to this rule, Mawlānā Rukn 

al-Dīn Samarqandī did not enter the house and thus samā’ escaped 

censor!32 It appears that by 633/1235, the environment in Delhi had 

become comparatively more conducive for samā’. It was now possible for 

Sultan Shams al-Dīn Iltutmish to conduct - on the Qāḍī’s request - an 

almost public event of samā’.33 

 While there is a difference of opinion about when the Qāḍī passed 

away,34 it appears safe to suggest the probable date to be Friday,35 the 9th 

of Ramaḍān,36 641/19th of February, 1244.37 The Qāḍī passed away while 

in prayer and was buried, in accordance with what he had willed, at the 

feet of Khwājah Quṭb al-Dīn Bakhtiyār Kākī.38 The Qāḍī was recognised 

as a great saint of his time,39 an accomplished scholar whose writings were 

read for several generations,40 and as someone possessing pleasant 

character traits. He had initiated only a few people into the spiritual path: 

Shaykh Aḥmad Naharwālī Badāyūnī, ‘Ayn al-Dīn Qaṣṣāb, and Shaykh 

Shāhī Rasan Tāb Badāyūnī and possibly Shaykh Maḥmūd Mū’aynah 
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Dūz.41 The biological descendants of the Qāḍī seem to have become 

disciples of other saints.42 

The Legacy of Qāḍī Ḥamīd al-Dīn Nāgawrī 

 The legacy of the Qāḍī can be studied with reference to three 

aspects: the disciples of the Qāḍī; subsequent generations of the family of 

the Qāḍī; and the writings of the Qāḍī. 

 The Qāḍī had taken only a few disciples. In what follows, 

information pertaining to four saints – to whom a discipleship of the Qāḍī 

has been attributed – has been provided.  

 Born in 579/1183, Shaykh Aḥmad Naharwālī was a weaver by 

profession. It is said that he would often become ecstatic while weaving.43 

Shaykh Bahā’al-Dīn Zakariyyā (d. 659/1261)44 considered him to be equal 

– in terms of his engagement in spiritual practice - to ten sufis.45 Shaykh 

Aḥmad Naharwālī had been present in the majlis wherein the recitation of 

a poetic verse had become the cause of Khwājah Quṭb al-Dīn Bakhtiyār 

Kākī’s death.46 In fact, the latter had been extremely fond of the former. 

Shaykh Aḥmad Naharwālī appears to have been a compassionate person 

for it has been recorded that on one occasion he had provided a thief (who 

had entered his house for robbery but had been disappointed by 

discovering the absence of anything worthy of being stolen) some yarn to 

compensate for his failed effort! Moreover, such was the popularity 

acquired by Shaykh Aḥmad Naharwālī that a large group of disciples 

would accompany him on his journeys to the Masjid-i-Jāmi’.47 Due to an 

injury received while weaving, he was ultimately forced - in accordance 

with what the Qāḍī had wished for him - to give up his profession, and 

thus exclusively devote himself to a life of prayer. Shaykh Aḥmad 

Naharwālī passed away in 661/1263 and was buried at Budaun.48 

 ‘Ayn al-Dīn Qaṣṣāb, as the name indicates, was a butcher who used 

to sell meat on either a wooden or an iron stand at the Nawhattah Market 

in Delhi. Of the numerous people who benefited from the companionship 

of ‘Ayn al-Dīn Qaṣṣāb, we know the names of atleast three: Shaykh Niẓām 
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al-Dīn Awliyā’ (d. 725/1325), who - after having come to Delhi from 

Budaun - benefited from having had occasions to be in the presence of 

‘Ayn al-Dīn Qaṣṣāb; Qāḍī Fakhr al-Dīn Nātalah, who had been told by 

‘Ayn al-Dīn Qaṣṣāb - after he had revealed his ambition of becoming a 

Qāḍī - that he would – in future - become the Qāḍī of the city (of Delhi?); 

and Mawlānā Wajīh al-Dīn, to whom ‘Ayn al-Dīn Qaṣṣāb had predicted 

that his yearning to become a God-fearing scholar would bear fruit. 

Unveilings that acquainted ‘Ayn al-Dīn Qaṣṣāb with the Divine Decree, as 

is evident in the instances related to Qāḍī Fakhr al-Dīn Nātalah and 

Mawlānā Wajīh al-Dīn, have also been reported in relation to other people 

meeting him.49 

 The Qāḍī’s third disciple was Shāhī Rasan Tāb. The latter, who 

was also known as Shaykh Shāhī Mū’ay Tāb and Shaykh Shāhī Rawshan 

Ḍamīr, was born in 502/110950 and had taken to twisting ropes (i.e. rope 

making) in order to earn a living. After having granted Shaykh Shāhī 

Rasan Tāb the garment of succession – a decision endorsed by Shaykh 

Maḥmūd Mū’aynah Dūz – the Qāḍī sent him off to Budaun where he 

would – while practicing his profession – dedicate himself to a life of 

spiritual practice and preaching. Shaykh Shāhī Rasan Tāb appears to have 

been extremely empathetic towards his disciples. Such was his spiritual 

station that Shaykh Niẓām al-Dīn Abū al-Mū’ayyad- whilst once having 

fallen extremely sick during a trip to Budaun – had chosen to request him 

for prayers that he may regain health.51 As the dervish Muḥammad 

Nakhāsī had feared for him, Shaykh Shāhī Rasan Tāb died because of a 

fire that burnt his house. Although a different date has also been 

suggested, it is thought that Shaykh Shāhī Rasan Tāb passed away on the 

24th of Ramaḍān, 632/12th of June, 1235. He was succeeded by his brother, 

Shaykh Abū Bakr Mū’ay Tāb – possibly the same as Shaykh Badr al-Dīn 

Mū’ay Tāb – who seems to have not lived beyond 651/1253.52 

 Shaykh Maḥmūd Mū’aynah Dūz, who was born in 588/1192, may 

be included as the fourth disciple of the Qāḍī. Shaykh Maḥmūd Mū’aynah 

Dūz is said to have been an admirer and close friend of Khwājah Quṭb al-
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Dīn Bakhtiyār Kākī, at whose majālis he seems to have been regularly 

present. He passed away in 655/1257, and was buried close to the grave of 

Khwājah Quṭb al-Dīn Bakhtiyār Kākī in the direction leading to the 

Shamsī Tālāb.53 

 Succeeding generations of the Qāḍī’s family do not seem to have 

been connected to him through formal ties of discipleship. While the 

Qāḍī’s son, Mawlānā Nāṣiḥ al-Dīn (b. 619/1222-d. 712/1312), is referred 

to as being his sajjādah nashīn, it is unclear whether the Qāḍī formally 

initiated Mawlānā Nāṣiḥ al-Dīn as his own disciple. It is evident however, 

that the latter was a saint of repute who had permission to grant the 

khirqah to others.54 As for the son of the Qāḍī’s daughter, he is known to 

have become a disciple of Bābā Farīd al-Dīn Ganj-i-Shakar. The honorific 

title of this grandson of the Qāḍī was Sharf al-Dīn and he resided at 

Nagaur.55 

 Later generations from the Qāḍī’s family continued to pursue the 

spiritual path. By the late ninth/fifteenth century, some of the Qāḍī’s 

descendants had moved to Jaupur. Shaykh Bahā al-Dīn Nathan Jawnpūrī 

(d. 947/1540), Shaykh Mina’llāh Addhan Jawnpūrī (d. 976/1568), and 

Mawlānā Ilāhdād (d. ?) are known to have been respectable saints based at 

Jaunpur.56 Shaykh Bahā al-Dīn Nathan Jawnpūrī, born c. 869/1461, had 

initially been a disciple of Shaykh Muḥammad ‘Īsā,57 a saint from Jaunpur 

itself who belonged to the Chistī silsilah. Shaykh Muḥammad ‘Īsā had 

been the disciple of Shaykh Fatḥu’llāh Awadhī,58 the disciple of Ḥakīm 

Shaykh Ṣadr al-Dīn,59 who in turn had been the disciple of Shaykh Nāṣir 

al-Dīn Maḥmūd Chirāgh-i-Dihlī (d. 757/1356). Shaykh Muḥammad ‘Īsā 

had instructed Shaykh Bahā al-Dīn Nathan Jawnpūrī to seek the 

discipleship of Rājī Ḥāmid Shāh (b. 809/1406-d. 908/1502) after he would 

pass away.60 Rājī Ḥāmid Shāh was a disciple of a famous saint of the 

Chistī silsilah, Shaykh Ḥuṣām al-Dīn Mānikpūrī (d. 875/1470). It was 

from Rājī Ḥāmid Shāh that Shaykh Bahā al-Dīn Nathan Jawnpūrī received 

the khirqah.61 Shaykh Mina’llāh Addhan Jawnpūrī was the son of Shaykh 
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Bahā al-Dīn Nathan Jawnpūrī.62 He compiled the letters of his father in a 

volume titled Ṣaḥā’if al-Ṭarīqah.63 

 Mawlānā Ilāhdād64 was the son of Shaykh Mina’llāh Addhan 

Jawnpūrī.65 He had become a disciple of Rājī Ḥāmid Shāh when his 

companion Shaykh Ḥasan Ṭāhir had introduced him to Rājī Ḥāmid Shāh. 

Mawlānā Ilāhdād had written commentaries on Hidāyah, Kāfiyah, Bizdāwī 

and Madārik. Amongst his disciples was Shaykh Ma’rūf Jawnpūrī, who 

was the Shaykh of Shaykh Aḥmad Zayn Jawnpūrī.66 

 The legacy of the Jaunpur branch of the Qāḍī’s family was carried 

forward by Shaykh Pīr Muḥammad of Salon (b. 993/1585-d. 1098/1687). 

Shaykh Pīr Muḥammad was a disciple of Shaykh ‘Abdal-Karīm of 

Manikpur, who belonged to the Chistī silsilah. The latter (the then 

sajjādah-nashīn at the khānqāh of Shaykh Ḥuṣām al-Dīn Mānikpūrī) had 

asked Shaykh Pīr Muḥammad to set up a khānqāh at Salon. Ever since the 

founding of the Khānqāh-i-Karīmiyyah at Salon by Shaykh Pīr 

Muḥammad, successive generations of the Qāḍī’s family - who were based 

at this khānqāh - have been a means for the intellectual and spiritual 

nourishment to those who visited them. Disciples of the mashā’ikh of the 

khānqāh in turn transmitted their learnings to other parts of the world. 

Thus for example, Shaykh Pīr Muḥammad is known to have appointed 

about three hundred khulafā’ across South Asia. His son (or grandson?), 

Shaykh Sa’du’llāh, had been a muḥaddith at Madinah before settling at 

Surat. It is important to remember however that such a widespread 

dissemination of the Islamic tradition by the mashā’ikh of the khānqāh had 

been made possible by them on their own traveling to other places to 

acquire knowledge. This thirst for knowledge had – by the 

thirteenth/nineteenth century – resulted in scholars from elsewhere being 

invited to teach at the khānqāh. These included: 

 Shāh ‘Abdal-Raḥmān of Lucknow, an outspoken author against shirk, 

stayed at the khānqāh for three months.  
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 Mawlānā ‘Abd al-Bāsiṭ Jayasī Naqshbandī, a khalīfah of Ḥaḍrat Shāh 

‘Abd al-’Azīz Dihlawī, taught the ḥadīth sciences for long at the 

khānqāh, ultimately passing away in Salon itself. 

 Mawlawī ‘Abd al-Qādir Daywī also taught the ḥadīth sciences at the 

khānqāh. 

 Mawlawī Nūr Muḥammad Siyālkūtī Panjābī, who adhered to the Ahl-

i-Ḥadīth tradition, also taught the ḥadīth sciences at the khānqāh. 

 Sayyid Abū al-Ḥasan Muḥaddith Dihlawī, the student of Miyān Nazīr 

Ḥusayn Dihlawī, also stayed at the khānqāh for long. 

 Shaykh Ḥusayn bin Muḥammad Anṣārī Yamanī Kharajī stayed for 

three to four months at the khānqāh during the course of which he 

transmitted aḥādīth to the then descendants of the Qāḍi’s family, while 

also granting them ijāzah to transmit the same. 

 Mawlawī Fārūq ‘Abbāsī Chiryākūtī stayed at the khānqāh for a few 

months but could not stay further due to illness.  

 Quite clearly, in the intellectually turbulent times of the 

thirteenth/nineteenth century, the descendants of the Qāḍī at Salon 

managed to adopt an inclusive approach to the different scholarly strands 

of the Islamic tradition. This is seen most notably in the accumulation of 

aḥādīth through the Walīu’llāhī, Ahl-i-Ḥadīth, and Yamanī transmissions, 

The Qāḍi’s descendants at Salon did not restrict their inclusivity to 

differences within the Islamic scholary tradition alone, but sought to 

include aspects of local culture - which they felt would help make the 

sacred intelligible to the masses – as their own. The practice of non-

canonical ritual and the adoption of the local language, Awadhī, may be 

seen as the local aspect of the khānqāh’s inclusivity. Through successive 

generations of sajjādah nashīns nominated by their predecessors, this 

tradition continues at Salom to this day. In recent times, the contributions 

of the eight sajjādah nashīn, ‘Allāmah Ḥāfiz Shāh Muḥammad Na’īm 

‘Aṭā (d. 1386/1966) and his brother Mawlānā Shāh Ḥakīm ‘Aṭā (d. 

1374/1955) are noteworthy. While the former was a polymath - whose 

scholarly position on the question of samā’, the tafḍīlat of Ḥaḍrat ‘Alī 
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(may God be pleased with him), and the jurisprudential nuances of ṭalāq 

reflect a spirit of non-confessional scholarly inquiry - the latter was a 

famed muḥaddith who taught the ḥadīth sciences at Nadwat al-’Ulamā’ for 

fifteen years.67 

 A number of works have been attributed to the Qāḍī (see 

Appendix). A few observations may be made. First, all of the writings of 

the Qāḍī, regarding which we have information, concern spiritual themes. 

This despite the Qāḍī, as that title suggests, having been trained and 

certified in jurisprudence. One must not overemphasise this point though, 

for there is no contradiction between the juristic and spiritual aspects of 

the Islamic tradition. Just like the Spirit constitutes the centre of our being, 

so too does spirituality constitute the heart of Islam. The Qādī’s giving up 

of his juridical role to devote himself to a spiritual life is therefore not an 

unheard phenomenon in Muslim history. The two most well known 

examples comparable to the Qāḍī’s case are those of Imām Abū Ḥāmid 

Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad al Ghazzālī (d. 505/1111)68 and Mawlānā 

Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī (d. 672/1273).69 Like them, the Qāḍī too – after a certain 

point in life – was compelled to turn inward. Those of his writings that 

survive today are expressions of that which was unveiled to him whilst on 

the spiritual path. Second, all of the Qāḍī’s writings that survive in some 

form or the other have been written in the Persian language. While Muslim 

scholars in South Asia would occasionally write in Arabic,70 and while 

they would make use of the vernacular,71 Persian – as a language in which 

to write - was more common with them.72 This until Urdu would replace 

Persian by the late thirteenth/nineteenth century.73 Third, while the Qāḍī’s 

writings were in circulation in the past, they are not so today. Those of his 

works that survive, do so only in manuscript form. The manuscripts of the 

Ṭawāli’ al-Shumūs and the Sharḥ-i-Arba’īn that survive at Aligarh Muslim 

University date back to as late as the eleventh/seventeenth century.74 This 

indicates that these texts were atleast of some interest at that time. In an 

earlier period, at least one of the writings of the Qāḍī, namely the Lawā’iḥ, 

was even taught. This by none other than Bābā Farīd al-Dīn Ganj-i-

Shakar. He is reported to have taught this text to a certain Shams Dabīr.75 
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That no intellectual lineage of teaching this or other texts written by the 

Qāḍī survive today calls for caution while they are being studied. Like all 

manuscripts there are many ambiguities. At many places we cannot always 

be certain of what the Qāḍī actually meant. This requires researchers to 

refrain from drawing early conclusions. What survives of the Qāḍī’s 

writings must therefore be read in dialogue with other texts of the Islamic 

tradition. This will prevent the making of incorrect conclusions from the 

works of the Qāḍī. From a certain perspective,76 the Qāḍī has nothing new 

to offer us. He merely restates the timeless truths contained in Revelation. 

From this point of view, it is an error to study the writings of the Qāḍī to 

underscore their unique nature. That uniqueness is on the level of form 

alone. What is required therefore is that a study of the Qāḍī’s texts be 

undertaken with the intention to know that which the Qāḍī himself 

dedicated his life to knowing. ‘Truly we are God’s, and unto Him we 

return.’ (Holy Qur’an, 2:156).77 

APPENDIX 

Book Subject References/ 

Attribution 

Access 

Ṭawālī’ 

al-Shumūs 

Commentary 

on the Names 

of God in two 

volumes. 

Universally 

attributed to the 

Qāḍī. 

1. MS. 1183, 

Ivanov’s 

Collection, Salar 

Jung Library, 

Hyderabad.78 

2. Only the first 

volume is 

available at the 

Central Library of 

Aligarh Muslim 

University 

(A.M.U.).79 
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Lawā’iḥ Mystical Love. Universally 

attributed to the 

Qa ̣̄ ḍī. 

1. Not extant. 

2. An extract80 can 

be found in 

Ghulām Mu’īn al-

Dīn ‘Abdu’llāh 

Khweshgī 

Qusūrī’s Ma’ārif 

al-Wilāyat to be 

found at 

University of 

Punjab (Pakistan) 

and in the private 

collection of K.A. 

Nizami81 

3. Translation of this 

extract can be 

found in Bruce 

Lawrence’s article 

on Lawā’iḥ.82 

Original of 

Lawā’iḥ is not 

extant. 

Lawāmi’ Mystical Love 1. Ḍiyā’ al-Dīn 

Baranī holds 

this to be 

separate from 

Lawā’iḥ.83 

2. Ruknal-Dīn bin 

‘Imād Kashānī 

in Shamā’ilal-

Aṭqiyā 

Not extant. 
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mentions 

Lawāmiḥ, not 

Lawā’iḥ.84 

3. Mumtaz Ali 

Khan holds 

both books to 

be the same 

with the name 

of one being 

the corruption 

of the other.85 

4. Abdur Rashid’s 

“Treatment of 

History by 

Muslim 

Historians in 

Sufi writings,” 

in C.H. Philips 

(ed.), 

Historians of 

India, Pakistan 

and Cetlon, 

follows 

Baranī.86 

Sharḥ-i-

Arba’īn 

Commentary 

of forty 

aḥādīth 

offering 

esoteric 

interpretations. 

1. Discovered to 

be a work of 

the Qāḍī by 

Khan.87 

2. Lawrence 

acknowledges 

its presence.88 

MS. can be accessed 

at Central Library, 

A.M.U.89 
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Living Faith: Madrasa Education in Kashmir 

Mushtaq ul Haq Ahmad Sikander 

Kashmir was a Hindu majority region but the tyranny of Hindu 

kings and rigidity of Hindu elite Brahmans coupled with their hegemony 

had made the common masses averse to Hinduism and they accepted 

Buddhism for solace and equal rights, but after sometime Brahman elite 

struck back and Buddhism lost its foothold in Kashmir. Islam in Kashmir 

did not come in the form of conquests or invasions by Muslim rulers but it 

spread through the peaceful spiritual preaching of the Sufis. Eminent 

historian Prem Nath Bazaz says “Politics had dehumanized the Kashmiris, 

Islam made them men again. Just as the Muslim rule was established in 

Kashmir without much bloodshed, so was Islam spread throughout the 

length and breadth of the valley by peaceful preaching and lucid 

persuasions of Mir Sayyid Ali and hundreds of the Sayyid missionaries 

who came from Hamadan and other parts of Persia.”1 

The earliest known Sufi in Kashmir was the Turkistani Suharwardi 

Hazrat Sayyed Shrafuddin Abdur Rahman known as Bulbul Shah, who 

travelled extensively in West and Central Asia before finally arriving in 

Kashmir in CE 1295; in the reign of the Hindu king Raja Suha Dev. It is 

believed that he stayed in Kashmir only for a short while on his maiden 

trip, but later he came back in CE 1324 in the reign of the Buddhist ruler 

Rinchen Shah, whom he converted to Islam,2 and who laid the foundation 

of the Muslim rule in Kashmir which then continued for centuries. Bulbul 

Shah succeeded in making few converts to Islam through peaceful 

preaching, but with the death (alleged murder) of Rinchen the valley 

retrograded back to Hindu rule. 

The next Sufi who preached in Kashmir was the Iranian Kubrawi 

Hazrat Mir Sayyid Ali Hamdani (b. CE 1313/14) who converted many 

Kashmiris to Islam along with his seven hundred disciples and 

acquaintance Sayyids (Sadaat) who preached through every nook and 
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corner of the Valley. He brought social, economic and political revolution 

along with the religious one. Islam eased the rigid caste boundaries which 

were upheld by Hinduism, thus hundreds of poor peasants entered the fold 

of Islam. He and his Sadaat brought many new arts and crafts to Kashmir 

which ushered an economic revolution among the poor masses and made 

them financially strong.3 He also penned down Zakhirat ul Maluk, a 

treatise for rulers on Statecraft though Muslim rulers of Kashmir neglected 

it, but as a great scholar and prolific writer he penned numerous Sufi 

treatises in Persian and Arabic. He was aware of the conditions prevalent 

in Kashmir, despite being strict in matters of Shariah he introduced the 

collective loud chanting of litanies in praise of Allah and the Holy Prophet 
(SAW) after the Dawn Fajr prayer, the Aurad-i Fathiyya, a booklet he 

compiled resembling the mantras which Hindus chanted in the temples. It 

is still followed in many mosques and has now grown as an indigenous 

practice which is unknown beyond the Kashmir.  

However as a Sufi, most of the teachings of Syed Ali Hamdani 

particularly as espoused in his political treatise, Zakhirat ul Maluk, were 

abhorred by the newly converted Muslim rulers. According to Hamdani, 

the Non Muslims had to pay Jaziya, remain subservient and not allowed to 

build any new temples. So it was unacceptable to the king as political 

pragmatism demanded that the faith of his majority subjects be respected. 

These strict and rigid conditions on Non Muslims as espoused by Mir 

Syed Ali Hamadani have drawn flak and severe criticism from various 

quarters too. S.A.A Rizvi writes, about these conditions on Non Muslims 

as, “In emphasizing such a covenant, Syed Ali was acting as an ‘alim and 

not as a Sufi. Sultan Qutub-ud-Din adopted Persian dress and divorced one 

of his wives whom he had illegally married earlier.4 Also A. Q. Rafiqi in 

his book, Sufism in Kashmir, takes a similar stance and describes Syed Ali 

Hamadani’s mission in Kashmir as a failure because Sultan Qutub-ud-Din 

did not subscribe to his political ideology of imposing severe and rigid 

code of conduct of the Sh’afi law upon his Non Muslim subjects. Also 

another writer describes the relations between Sultan Qutub-ud-Din and 

Syed Ali Hamadani as not cordial. “There was a conflict between them, 
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arising from their different attitudes towards Non Muslims. Thus it made it 

impossible for him to be reconciled with the policies of Sultan Qutub-ud-

Din. Dissatisfied with the Sultan’s response to the teachings, Syed Ali 

Hamadani decided to leave Kashmir.”5 Some meticulous researches rebut 

these views about the personality of Mir Syed Ali Hamdani.6 So Mir Syed 

Hamdani did not have time and opportunity to establish any full fledged 

madaaris in Kashmir.  

Here it may be noted that recent research shows Muslim presence 

in the Valley before the arrival of these Sufis. Legend is that the Prophet 
(SAW) had dispatched two emissaries to the court of the seventh century 

Kashmiri king, Venna Dutt, who is said to have been so impressed by their 

exposition of Islam that he began “to lead a simple life and even 

distributed one tenth of his agricultural produce amongst the poor and 

needy as ushr (an Islamic levy).”7 Despite the presence of Muslims in 

Kashmir it remains a fact that only after the advent of Sufis did the Islam 

spread on a mass scale and became a new creed of the people. The sufis 

did establish some hospices, madaaris and also the Muslim kings 

established them where the new converts of Islam would be imparted 

teachings of Islam, Qur’anic recitation and learning few verses. Some 

scholars who had migrated to Kashmir, also established their madaaris 

and wrote fatawa but most of the fatawa or legal opinions were articulated 

by the King in consultation with jurists.  

Sufism in Kashmir developed its own indigenous form which is 

popularly known as Rishism8 whose greatest proponent was Shaikh Noor-

ud-Din Noorani (1356-1440) popularly known as Nund Rishi. Nund Rishi 

made Kashmiri poetry as a genre to carry the message of Islam among his 

fellow Kashmiris and his poetic compositions, shrukhs are still accorded 

as the finest pieces of literary gems in Kashmiri language and are granted 

the status of Koshur Qur’an or Kashmiri commentary on Holy Qur’an. The 

life style of these Muslim Rishis drew heavily upon pre-Islamic traditions. 

They spend long periods in forests and caves practicing stern vigorous 

austerities for spiritual upliftment, though Noorani later came to believe 
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that renouncing the world was cowardice and escapism from the reality 

and brutal facts of life. A true, Rishi he stressed must actively intervene in 

the day to day affairs, and take side of the poor, oppressed and wretched 

ones of the earth. He crusaded against the oppression by elites, castist 

Brahmans and the ‘Ulama attached to the royal court, following his 

criticism and being vocal as a champion of the rights of the poor thousands 

entered the fold of Islam. The Mughal Emperor Jehangir in his 

autobiography Tuzk i Jehangiri says about these Rishis that “Though they 

have no religious knowledge or learning of any sort, yet they possess 

simplicity and are without pretence. They abuse no one; they restrain the 

tongue of desire and the foot of seeking. They eat no flesh, they have no 

wives and always plant fruit bearing trees in fields so that men may benefit 

by them; themselves desiring no advantage” 

The valley of Kashmir with the inception of Islam did undergo 

drastic changes at all levels and strata of society. Islam in Kashmir was not 

a result of some brutal and bloody conquest but by the efforts and toil of 

Sufi Saints. It is due to the abundance of these Sufis and Rishis at every 

nook and corner of the Kashmir that valley came to be known as Pir Vare 

(abode of saints). These Sufis had certain specific characteristics which set 

them apart from the mainstream ‘Ulema and literalists, and these 

principles guided their individual and collective lives.  

These Rishis always stood for Communal harmony, love for all 

humanity and Social Justice. Thus said Noor-ud-Din Noorani about 

Communal Harmony  

Children of the same parents, 
When will Hindus and Muslims cut down the tree of dualism? 
When will God be pleased with them and grant them his Grace? 
We all came into this world as brethren 
One lives in a palace, another in a hut 
Still as brothers we came here all, 
But now we are strangers and foes to each other 
O God! When will this ever cease? 

He further says  

We belong to same parents, 
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Then why this difference? 
Let Hindus and Muslims worship God alone. 
We came into this world like partners. 
We should have shared our joys and sorrows together. 

Noor-ud-Din was preceded by Lalla Aarifah or Lalleshwari (Lal 

Ded or Lal Mouj) the former used by Muslims and latter by Hindus to 

describe her, though she did not convert to Islam but was deeply 

influenced by its fundamentals and tenants espousing humanity, fraternity, 

equality and communal harmony. Her verses known as vaakh in Kashmiri 

are still part and parcel of the local vocabulary and folklore. She castigates 

the Brahman greed for animal sacrifices as, 

It covers your shame, 
Saves you from cold, 
It’s food and drink, 
Mere water and grass, 
Who counseled you, O Brahman, 
To slaughter a living sheep as a sacrifice, 
Unto a lifeless stone.9 

She revolted against the existing monopoly of knowledge and 

learning by Brahmans who took pride in describing themselves as learned, 

The thoughtless read the Holy Books, 
As parrots, in their cage, recite Ram Ram 
Their reading is like churning water, 
Fruitless effort, ridiculous conceit.10 

She described the various rituals and practices as obscure and 

useless and preached love for all humanity. 

Siva abides in all that is everywhere 
Then do not discriminate between a Hindu and a Musalman 
If thou art wise, know thyself 
That is the true knowledge of the Lord.11 

Noor-ud-Din paid Lalla rich tributes in these famous verses, 

That Lalla of Padmanpore 
Who sleeped down her throat, the Divine nectar 
Was an avtar of ours  
O God, grant me the same spiritual power. 
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The Rishi inspiration and culture owes its popularity to various 

factors, among them the non proselytizing missionary activities of Rishis, 

little concern towards the establishment of religious madaaris and 

remaining aloof from the power centers and ruling clique were the 

characteristics that won the hearts of millions of Kashmiris. The message 

of Rishis passed through oral medium from generation to generation and 

few established hospices, but institutionalized madaaris were not a part of 

the Rishi culture. This Sufi and Rishi culture along with the conversion of 

Kings and establishment of Muslim rule later resulted in the mass 

conversion of the Kashmiris to Islam. 

The decades passed and the monarchs changed but the common 

people continued to live in harmony and peace only to be disturbed time 

and again by skirmishes, internecine wars and foreign invasions. Most of 

these disturbances were of temporary nature, but during the rule of Chak 

dynasty, the persecution of majority of Sunnis at the hands of Shia 

minority led Chak rulers sow the seeds of discord that paved way for the 

invasion by Mughals in 1585 led by Akbar who was waiting for an 

opportunity to annex Kashmir to his Kingdom. Later, he sent the last 

independent ruler of Kashmir, Yusuf Shah Chak in exile to Bihar where he 

died a sad unsung death. 

With the decline of the Mughal rule, Afghans, Sikhs and Dogras 

ruled Kashmir. They committed numerous atrocities against Kashmiris. 

During Mughal and Afghan rule some madaaris were established, few 

existing ones given grants and others encouraged. But the Sikh and Dogra 

period witnessed antagonism towards these institutions, some even fell 

into dismay and various declined. Education was confined to a specific 

class of people who had the caste or material privilege. Education under 

Dogras was mostly imparted on traditional pattern through tsatahals or 

traditional schools. It meant gurukul for Pandits where Sanskrit learning 

was imparted and Qur’anic education for muslims in madaaris. The 

madaaris also trained students in Persian language. Also there was a huge 

network of makaatib associated with each big mosque, where children 
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were taught to read Qur’anic Arabic but without understanding it. The 

working hours were mostly at dawn or dusk.12 Persian language was the 

gateway to administrative posts, but due to the Hindu nature of the Dogra 

regime, most administrative posts of the state bureaucracy were 

monopolized by handful Pandit families.  

Even obstacles were insurmountable for establishment of religious 

madaaris in the nineteen century. Allama Anwar Shah Kashmiri, who was 

educated at Deoband and struggled for three years to establish a madrasa 

at his birth burg in Lolab to enlighten his people about the correct tenets of 

Islam at last gave up his efforts and settled down permanently in 

Deoband.13 Today, he is considered one of the stalwarts of Deobandi 

school of thought in whole South Asia.  

The Pandit Hindu minority of the Valley was spared from the 

persecution and oppression so were the upper caste muslim Syeds, Pirs 

and Khojas.14 Pandits, Syeds, Pirs and Khojas were exempted from the 

begaar15 that every Kashmiri Muslim was eligible for. The oppressive and 

discriminatory nature of Dogra regime towards Muslim subjects was 

documented by various visitors and travelers. But these Muslim Syed and 

Pirs did continue a tradition of Qur’an teaching and learning in their 

individual capacity. They taught Qur’anic recitation in mosques and even 

their women taught Qur’an in their homes. They were known as Oatanjis/ 

Ustanjis (Female Qur’an teachers). The local boys and girls went to their 

homes for learning the recitation and they paid them in cash or kind for 

learning the book of Allah. This was also an important activity and role 

that was confined to Syeds and Pirs.  

Madrasa Education in Kashmir after Indian Independence 

With the end of Dogra era, the autocratic rule was over, but the 

family and personality oriented politics continued.16 In this new scenario, 

the old loyal class of Dogra regime was disempowered. The land to tiller 

act got the Jagirdari system abolished. In most cases the landlords were 

paid nominal or no compensation. This Act made Sheikh Abdullah darling 

of the masses. This one step disempowered some Khoja Muslims too. 
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They bore the double brunt because unlike Syeds and Pirs most of them 

were involved with business and maintaining huge chunks of lands. They 

had distaste for education because they were not interested in jobs as it did 

not offer them lucrative material gains. Syeds and Pirs being poor and 

dependent on Khojas for their survival when confronted with the 

overhauled system were the first ones to avail the fruits of the new system. 

They had been educationally aware, as it was the only criteria that offered 

them an elated social status. They would offer their services to Khojas and 

survive by conducting the religious rituals whether teaching Qur’an or 

leading prayers. The Khojas continued with the Dogra norm of not 

availing education in the first two decades in post accession years. Syeds 

and Pirs now had to avail the state patronage in the form of government 

jobs that were previously monopolized by the Pandits. So being aware of 

the prospects of education and continuing with their previous normal 

routine, Syeds and Pirs were the first among Kashmiri Muslims to avail 

the educational opportunities. Unlike the Khojas, they let their women to 

be enrolled in schools too and allowed them to go for jobs too.17  

The distribution of land and educational opportunities over the next 

few decades gave rise to the middle class in Kashmir. The development of 

middle class had diverse impact and ramifications on the Kashmiri society. 

Maharaja Hari Singh in late 1930s had started compulsory but coercive 

schooling (Jabari schools). The parents were compelled to enroll their 

children in government schools of their locality. This trend was continued 

by the Sheikh Abdullah’s government and a generation was rendered 

literate.18 The state continued its efforts to establish more schools, colleges 

and universities.19 These efforts continued with the establishment of 

professional colleges like Medical College and Regional Engineering 

College in Kashmir. But the events of 1953 that led to the deposition and 

incarceration of Sheikh Abdullah disrupted the academic calendar as 

strikes and hartals were observed continuously in the next few decades.20 

On the otherhand, the religious and revivalist movements also 

established a network of educational institutes in Kashmir. Jamiat e Ahle 
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Hadith, Jamaat e Islami, Anjuman Tablighul Islam, All Jammu & Kashmir 

Shariye Shuiyaan established their educational institutions.21 These 

educational institutions were offering mixed curriculum of 

government/secular and private/religious education to the children. They 

also opened their doors to the girls. These educational institutions 

affiliated with these religious organizations certainly were a blend of 

madrasa and school system, although they were offering some religious 

education they were not madaaris. These religious and revivalist 

movements established new madaaris and some of them are affiliated with 

government institutions of higher learning and they grant dual degrees.22 

The threat to be rendered irrelevant and left behind had prompted 

certain initiatives aimed at education of Muslims in Kashmir. Earlier too 

the educational activities of Christian schools coupled with Dogra rulers’ 

prejudice against Muslim masses made religious scholars particularly of 

Mirwaiz family initiate a movement for social and religious reform. They 

intended to keep themselves relevant among the masses and fueled by the 

Islamic spirit of education and knowledge, Mirwaiz Rasul Shah 

established Anjuman e Nusratul Islam in 1889. Rasul Shah perceived 

Kashmiri Muslims to be ignorant and backward because of their 

lackadaisical attitude towards modern and religious education. To 

overcome these impediments he established a primary school namely 

Islamia school in 1899 under the aegis of Anjuman. This school opened 

new vistas of education for the masses. They were not reluctant to enroll 

their children in this school because Mirwaiz enjoyed the religious 

sanctity. Hence faith and morals of children were safe in Islamia school as 

compared to the missionary schools run by Christians. Mirwaiz did not 

openly oppose the missionary or government schools but set up an 

alternative model school and given his following particularly in the 

Srinagar city, the Anjuman schools were successful in educating the 

Kashmiri Muslims. 

The education of many Muslims in different madaaris of India 

who were to play a pivotal role in education and social reform also 
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perpetuated mushrooming of madaaris in Kashmir. Mirwaiz23 Yusuf Shah 

studied at Darul uloom Deoband. After completing his studies, he played 

an important role as the chief cleric of Jamia masjid, Srinagar. His role 

was instrumental in the political awakening of Kashmiris from 1920s till 

partition. Most of the founders of Islamic revivalist movement Jamaat e 

Islami (JeI) chapter in J&K (JeIK) were also trained in different madaaris 

and colleges outside the Kashmir valley.24 If these young men through 

their education in undivided India had not been exposed to the new ideas 

and values of liberty, freedom and democracy then the struggle against the 

Dogra regime would have been delayed by few decades. The political, 

social and religious reform too would have taken a backseat if these young 

men who studied in India had not returned back to play an important role 

in their respective domains and fields. 

JeIK was headed by the class of Pirs during its initial decades after 

it was founded in 1943.25 In the post accession decades it played an 

important role in the educational and socio-political scenario of Kashmir. 

It rebelled against the traditional Sufi oriented clergy who were helping 

maintain the status quo. JeIK was confronted by the traditional clergy 

associated with the shrines and mosques. For JeIK leaders, Islam is a 

holistic system that espoused and encouraged its faithful adherents to take 

charge of the socio-political and educational leadership roles in the 

society. They were dissatisfied with the status quoist education and 

religious practices embedded in ritualistic Islam. For this revolutionary 

role of education and Islam had to be reinterpreted anew. 

Similarly a number of Kashmiri youth went to Saudi Arabia and 

Iran in 1980s and after returning established a number of madaaris to 

propagate their interpretation of Islam. These madaaris are still functional 

in different parts of Kashmir and hundreds of students are imparted 

religious education in these institutions. Even now every year hundreds of 

Kashmiri students enrol in different madaaris in India and abroad for 

gaining religious knowledge. 
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The madaaris in Kashmir have witnessed a perpetual growth. Now 

in every area of Kashmir, a madrasa is present. They are affiliated with 

different madaaris of India, schools of thought and sects. Each madrasa 

has a curriculum that follows the Dars e Nizami, with few additions, 

deletions and deviations here and there. The course books are somewhat 

similar, except that the Qur’anic exegesis prescribed is the one written by 

some scholar of their sect. Similar is the case with jurisprudence, they 

follow a single school of thought, except for the Salafis and Ahle Hadith 

who may claim to follow no jurist or school of thought. But even in Salafi 

madaaris, the textbooks prescribed for jurisprudence are written by the 

Salafi scholars, in most cases those based in Saudi Arabia or Gulf. 

Similarly in JeIK affiliated madaaris, the basic textbooks and opinions of 

Mawlana Mawdudi and other JeI affiliated scholars are part of the 

curriculum.  

In most madaaris affiliated to Deobandi, Barelwi and Salafi 

schools of thought, the students are trained in debating skill (Manazira 

Baazi). The aim of this exercise is to prepare the students with polemics so 

that they can defeat their opponent and declare the triumph of their school 

of thought. So the emphasis in most madaaris is to declare the other 

school of thought as deviated and straying from the path of Islam. The 

libraries of most of these madaaris are filled with tomes and volumes that 

are written by their protagonists rebutting the other sects. The curriculum, 

covert and overt, both, has components that have sectarian tinge among 

them. Later when these madrasa students graduate they opt for the same 

polemical approach and are filled with false pride that makes them believe 

that only their interpretation is infallible and gospel truth. So as is the case 

in South Asia and other countries where these madaaris have spread their 

networks, sectarianism is on rise. The case is no different in Kashmir. The 

sectarianism rules roost and to add insult to injury social media is being 

used to spread it. Earlier these sectarian debates were confined to mosques 

and books but the advent of social media has granted a new boon of life to 

these sectarian mullahs.  
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These sectarian mullahs do not allow change in the madrasa 

structure and curriculum. I found computers rarely in madaaris, even if 

there are few, they are for maintaining records and out of bounds for the 

students to operate. The use of ICT in classes is out of question. The 

pedagogy too is very traditional, where rote memorization is the ultimate 

goal. The prevalence of smart phones is a fact that has been accepted; 

otherwise for students it is abhorred. The development of critical thinking 

and questioning the teacher is looked down upon. The teacher still enjoys 

the reverence of a great saint or Pir whose sayings are sacred and beyond 

question. The manifestation of this reverence can be witnessed in the form 

of hagiographies that are written in huge numbers by the madrasa trained 

scholars. Unless the questioning spirit is not a part of madrasa curriculum 

things will not move in a positive direction. Pedagogy, curriculum and 

education have moved beyond them. The centre of education now is the 

student not teacher, textbooks and pedagogy. But it will take madaaris 

decades to learn about this simple fact and adopt child centric approach.  

Gender and Madrasa 

The curriculum of girl madaaris though based on Dars e 

Nizamiyyah but certainly the emphasis of girl madaaris is to prepare girls 

to become examples of obedient wives and good mothers besides carrying 

out the message of Islam.26 The syllabus of girls’ madrasa is different 

because women are supposed to have different capabilities thus they need 

differential treatment. Further only few girls are supposed to go for higher 

education or Ifta (Juristic knowledge) that will allow them to issue 

Fataawa.27 Women are supposed to stay at home, raise a family and help 

the man in looking after his children. The whole corpus of religious 

literature produced about women just deals with their duties with few 

focusing on their rights. Most of the literature produced about women just 

deals about their responsibilities with little focus on their rights. Most of 

the literature is advisory in nature that is heavily influenced by social 

context and patriarchy.28  
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Most of the literature written on women by ‘Ulama is advisory in 

nature29 that intends to make them fit certain gender roles. South Asia and 

India particularly being a patriarchal society, women are supposed to 

uphold certain roles. Islam is used to justify and legitimize these gender 

roles, misogyny and patriarchy. The Muslim women are quite behind men 

in every aspect including socio-economic and political one.30 The rights 

that Islam has bestowed on women including the property rights, Mehr 

(dower money), right to education and right to marry are violated with 

impunity. Most mosques and madaaris have no space for women. They 

continue to remain illiterate, existing in their specific gender roles as home 

makers and upbringing children. The madrasa teaches the same classical 

interpretation of Islam that was rooted in an agricultural society and is 

deeply patriarchal. The new discourse about gender, Just Islam, which 

engages with a new gender neutral and positive interpretation of Islam is 

quite alien to madaaris.31 With the changing times, there certainly is 

urgency of Ijtihaad32 to deal with the context specific questions, Gender 

and Women rights being the most important one. The girl madaaris in 

Kashmir are no different than their counterparts in India. However their 

trajectory is different as Islam in Kashmir and Islam in India followed 

different patterns, routes and lived realities.  

The mass conversion of people to Islam in Kashmir coincided with 

the foundation of Muslim rule in Kashmir,33 but the status of women did 

not improve considerably, because Islam did not impact social life as such 

and the economic relationships between the kingdom and masses also 

maintained a status quo, though a few women did find their way to the 

echelons of power like the Queen Habba Khatoon, who was the Queen of 

Kashmir’s last independent King Yusuf Shah Chak. But women like her 

were an exception than rule as the status of women in Kashmir remained 

almost the same if not degraded as before the advent of Islam. However, 

the Rishi syncretic culture allowed women to be a part of learning and 

spreading the teachings of Rishism, as many women were disciples of 

Rishi masters. 
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Islam neither contributed nor acted as a retribution for this progress 

and development of women. In case of education, the women belonging to 

the elite upper castes were the first to avail education and secure various 

lucrative administrative and educational jobs. Despite the fact that 

immediately after 1947 it was still considered taboo to send girls to school, 

but this taboo seems more circumstantial than cultural or religious because 

the schools were located at long distance from homes, hence parents 

preferred not to send their children. Also economic conditions were 

responsible for this apathy.34 Further women madaaris were unknown to 

the Kashmiri Muslims. Women played no role when it came to religious 

articulation, discourses or jurisprudence. Only few women were associated 

with teaching Qur’an that too as a role passed from generation to 

generation in Syed and Pir castes. Similar was the case with mainstream 

education.  

The harbingers of education in Kashmir were the English 

missionaries who established various schools in Kashmir. The credit for 

establishing a girl school also goes to these missionaries particularly to the 

efforts of Miss Muriel P Mallionson.35 The Mirwaiz family of Srinagar 

also helped in the spread of education among the Muslim masses and one 

Mirwaiz Rasul Shah better known as Sir Syed of Kashmir established 

schools where girls were enrolled too.  

With the advent of education among the elite women, their 

customs and dress patterns also depicted a remarkable change. Burqa and 

Purdah were discarded36 by them, as this pattern of dress and seclusion of 

women was confined among the upper castes only and they comprised of 

the Syeds (those who claimed to be descendants of Holy Prophet 

Muhammad (SAW) and Khojas (those who belonged to upper caste and were 

rich too). The common women never practiced or adhered to the strict 

dress code of Burqa or Purdah though modest dress was always a part of 

Kashmiri culture. Kashmir being an agricultural society; a majority of 

women work in the fields hence cannot veil themselves strictly in long 

cloaks, jilbabs or abayas. 
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The upper caste women practiced Burqa or Purdah system more 

due to class, social and customary reasons than for religious reasons of 

Islamic piety. Thus with the advent of education and economic 

independence these upper caste women discarded the Burqa and Purdah 

only to be rescued and taken up by the lower caste women much out of the 

reasons for upward social mobility than for adherence to religious spirit.  

In the wake of secular education, the religious education of women 

in most cases remained confined to learning to read Holy Qur’an without 

understanding it and performance of certain rituals. Islam only had a 

ritualistic and strictly traditional religious role in the lives of women who 

in majority of cases remained unaware about their rights and duties as 

enshrined and bestowed on them by Islam. The situation continued like 

this till early 1990s when the armed insurgency initiated in the valley.  

Kashmir could not remain oblivious to the influence and impact of 

various Islamic Revivalist Movements that initiated in various parts of the 

Muslim world particularly in the Indian subcontinent. Among them three 

are worth mentioning: Jamaat e Islami (JeI), Tablighi Jamaat (TJ) (these 

two were founded in India) and Ahl e Hadith movement. All these three 

movements had only a slight influence on the lives of Kashmiri women 

though their influence was still remarkable if contrasted with the 

misogynist Deobandi and Barelvi schools of thought, where women are 

supposed to play no socially engaged or public roles. 

Jamaat e Islami, though founded in Kashmir in year 1945 but after 

the birth of present day Kashmir conflict in 1947, JEI Kashmir (JeIK) 

chalked out its own course suitable to the political environment and local 

milieu. It remained aloof from both JeI India and Pakistan and had its own 

indigenous character though Mawlana Abul Ala Mawdudi’s writings 

continued to be the fountainhead of its ideology. JeI Kashmir was 

successful in impressing and influencing thousands of Kashmiri educated 

youth through its teachings and chain of schools that were banned in the 

wake of Emergency in India (1975-1977). It has a women’s wing, but not 

much is known about it, though its members regularly meet for various 
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religious programmes through a vibrant network of study circles. Most of 

the women members come from those families whose male members are 

associated with the JeI. But the acquaintance of one’s kith and kin with JeI 

does not guarantee one’s induction in JeI. JeI still upholds the credentials 

of a strict moral and religious conduct for its cadres while inducting new 

ones and granting them membership. 

But JeI women members and cadres remain in oblivion from the 

public eye and the teachings of Mawlana Mawdudi are conservative, 

cultural and traditional when it comes to role of women in public life. Its 

women members even if deeply religious don’t play any big positive role 

in changing or uplifting the status of Muslim women in Kashmir. Their 

primary focus is to make Islamic political system prevail over other 

systems, and they deem that if they are successful in this particular goal 

then it will lead to the remedy of all other social, political and economic 

evils and injustices, including the problems confronting women.  

Tablighi Jamaat (TJ) operates through the network of mosques and 

rarely there is an exclusive women’s Jamaat. Once in a blue moon a 

women Jamaat accompanies men’s Jamaat that mostly comprises wives of 

the Tablighi cadres, who would accompany them on various religious 

tours for particular number of days, during which the Tablighi cadres will 

put a stay in the mosques and try to reach out to other Muslims located 

near the mosques and convince them of coming to Masjids regularly and 

essence of joining the TJ.  

The women associated with TJ are a miniscule minority who are 

very religious and their religion is confined to personal piety and reaching 

out to others to purify them from the instincts of baser self. They don’t 

have a mandate for a larger public role and they cannot play a huge role in 

social reforms and in fighting violence committed against women. Also 

the women in TJ are supposed to remain invisible and their public roles 

are discouraged, guarded and vetoed by men. The primary focus of TJ is to 

make Muslims adhere to the ritualistic Islam and spread the message of 

Islam through their network.  
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The Ahle Hadith movement started initially as a movement to 

purify Islam from the yoke of sectarianism and religious divisions within 

the Muslim societies but in the process of this reformation it reduced itself 

to a sect too. They believe and adhere to a puritanical, scriptural and 

literalist interpretations of Islam, in which women have a very marginal 

role to play. The only contribution of Ahle Hadith sect is that they opened 

the closed doors of mosques on women and women had access to one of 

the religious rights, that other sects had denied them. It is a feature of 

every Ahle Hadith mosque that they have separate facility for women to 

offer prayers. But except that they also played no bigger role in the 

upliftment of women. Their primary focus is on purifying Hindu 

influenced Sufi practices prevalent in Kashmir, like reverence of shrines 

and grave worship. For them spreading Tawhid (oneness of God) is much 

more important than improving status of women.  

Women constitute half of the population of any society. In 

conservative and patriarchal societies women are discriminated against in 

every field including politics, religion and education. In South Asian 

countries women are facing numerous problems including domestic 

violence, foeticide, wage disparity and illiteracy. Muslim women 

particularly in the Kashmir valley are among the marginalized sections of 

society. Muslim women are educationally backward and historically they 

have been deprived the right to interpret religion. The lack of religious 

authority among women is a result of various reasons. Muslim women are 

mostly ignorant about religious scriptures because they are educationally 

backward as there is a dearth of institutions that impart religious education 

to women.  

One such glaring example is “Jamiat-ul-Banat” that was founded 

by JeIK. It is meant only to cater the educational needs of womenfolk and 

is a pioneer in this field among the other Valley’s educational institutions 

which banish the womenfolk from acquiring religious and worldly 

education. The Jamia is situated in the Umer Colony B of the Lal Bazaar 

area away from the hustle and bustle of city life. The chief administrator of 
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the Jamia, informed me that the institution was established in July 1999 by 

a Trust known as “Taleem-e-Niswaan Trust”. The purpose behind the trust 

was to quench the thirst of religious knowledge of young girls. The 

admission to this institute is solely done on the basis of merit in a written 

test conducted by the faculty. A girl must have completed her 

matriculation after which she is eligible for the test. This is unlike the 

madaaris where no pre requisite educational qualifications are needed. 

Those students who pass the test with distinction are then made to pay the 

admission fee of rupees 11,000 for six years which are to be spent for their 

bed, cupboard, utensils, books and other essentials during their stay at the 

Jamia hostel. Thereafter they have to pay Rupees 1500 monthly as tuition, 

mess and hostel charges. A ten percent quota for orphan girls is also 

reserved under which all the burden of their educational expenses is borne 

by the institution. 

Course 

The six (6) year course is divided into three phases:- 

A) Pre-Aalimah: It is of one year duration in which the student becomes 

acquainted with the Arabic language and grammar, so that she can 

understand, write and be fluent in the language which is essential to 

understand Islam from its primary sources. 

B) Aalimiat: After the completion of Pre-Aalimah course, the students 

become eligible for the Aalimiat course, which is of two years duration, in 

which Qur’an, Ahadith, Fiqh and Muslim history are taught besides that 

English, Urdu and Islamic Studies subjects from the prescribed books by 

J&K Board Of School Education are also studied. At the completion of 

this course a course certificate is given to the students. Then they enter the 

final phase. 

C) Faziliat: It lasts for three years, besides the religious subjects, books 

prescribed by Kashmir University (KU) for English, Urdu and Islamic 

Studies are also opted. The exam to this course is conducted by the KU 

itself which is equivalent to three years of bachelor degree from any other 
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college. Thus this recognition of the Faziliat makes it possible for them on 

the completion of the course (Faziliat) to be eligible for Post-Graduation 

and higher studies in various branches of Humanities from KU. 

Besides education, all students are made familiar with the basics of 

computer sciences. To cater this need the institute has a well developed 

computer lab. There is also a vocational training center in which students 

are taught the art of tailoring. In addition to it, Home Science department 

renovates every student into a good chef. The executive body of the Jamia 

wholly comprises of Males, and the non-teaching staff consists of forty 

odd souls. The teaching staff of seventeen comprises of all females except 

four retired male ones. The hostel is also managed by women. 

The administrator reminded me that only education in a narrow 

sense is not the sole purpose of this institution, but real character building 

and infusing spirit of piety among the womenfolk because our slogan is 

“The education of male is of a solitary soul whereas education of a female 

is education of the whole family”. He then continues on repeating different 

sayings of Prophet (SAW) in which he emphasized on the education of 

womenfolk. “Our students are working independently within Islamic 

boundaries in various educational institutions, as teachers, as preachers 

and also as students earning degrees in various fields” responds the 

administrator to my question as to what do the students opt after 

completion of the course from the institution. He informs me that the 

institute is in constant contact with its ex-students, they have been given 

“Eleven Point Programme” to work towards building a better and evil free 

society and we meet after every six months to know about their progress 

and gain from their experience in the field. 

The administrator takes me on a roam in the varsity of Jamia, 

where I have a privilege to witness a well built up hostel, well furnished 

classrooms, well equipped library, a spacious dining hall and a well 

decorated but small auditorium where regularly debates, meetings and 

seminars are held. Besides this a medical unit is also installed equipped 

with services of veteran medical practitioner who caters to the need of the 
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sick students. A meeting room is also present where parents and 

“Mahram” acquaintances of students can meet them accordingly with 

instructions. Banat has also got its own vehicle for student facilities. 

Having not been satisfied with official version only, I requested the 

administrator that I wished to interact with some students, he agreed and 

within minutes some Hijab adorned girls came and started answering my 

questions befittingly, “We came here because the education we receive 

here makes us to excel in this world as well as hereafter” answers one 

responding to my question “Why did they opt for Banat while other 

institutions were quite attractive too?”At this instance I shot another 

flaring question at them “Can you dare to compete with students of other 

institutions who are a lot more exposed to the society than you?”At this 

one of the students answers me back fluently in English that we have also 

got good exposure but within Islamic boundaries and are well versed to 

debate with common students of other institutions in oratory, writing skills 

and essay competitions.”What are you going to do once your studies are 

complete?” “We will start to work for Positivistic Islamic changes among 

womenfolk who are ignorant about Islam and study further”, they respond 

in unity. 

They convince me that the conditions in the Jamia are ideal for 

their sound Physical, Moral and Intellectual development, also the Fiqh 

which is taught is non-sectarian which doesn’t compartmentalize the 

students in different sects each striving to prove his interpretation of Islam 

as the Solitary Truth thus shattering the unity of Ummah beyond repair.  

Besides this another girls’ madrasa is run by Mubeena Ramzan 

known as Mahdutul Muslimaat Education Trust. Unlike Jamiatul Banaat 

this institution is imparting religious education to girls run and managed 

by women solely. But its degree is not recognized by Kashmir University 

as it is an independent educational institution. I met and interacted with 

Mubeena, the dynamic founder and chief executive of the Trust, at their 

Srinagar campus. She related the journey since the establishment of the 

institution to its present evolution in chronological order with brevity. The 
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institution was established in 2001 at Sopore and in 2008 the institution 

started operating from Parraypora, Srinagar. It has scores of girls on its 

rolls at both campuses who are studying in various levels of their religious 

courses. Its syllabus is similar to other madaaris with no inclusion of 

English language or social sciences. It is a purely religious institution. 

When I questioned Mubeena about the role of these women religious 

scholars once they graduate, she optimistically informed me that they do 

establish study circles, preach in women congregations and try to be better 

wives and mothers, as that is the basic role of a woman. I further 

questioned her about the public role of these women as religious scholars 

particularly articulating religious opinions, she answers quite partially. 

Although she speaks at various functions but she is not quite vocal and 

different in her opinions about various issues. Further she has no strong 

opinions about the change and modernization of madaaris. The 

empowerment of women that religious education should lead to is 

unfortunately not found. Women in Kashmir still face numerous problems 

particularly they are among the least educated sections of our society. 

Religious education instead of empowering them has further reinforced 

patriarchy, giving it a religious tinge, thus reinforcing their 

disempowerment.37 In the Kashmiri patriarchal culture where a woman is 

treated as a second class inferior citizen whose only purpose of life is to 

satisfy the carnal desires of her husband, raise the children and look after 

his household, she is being praised for her selfless household activities and 

dedication towards her husband. Her salvation in the hereafter depends on 

how happy her husband is with her services. Any disobedience is treated 

as sin. She is doomed to raging fires of hell if her husband is unhappy with 

her. The disobedience of her husband is equal to disobedience to creator. 

The misogynist Hadith wrongly attributed to Holy Prophet Muhammad 
(SAW) tried to reinforce this mindset. The patriarchal mindset wants to 

demean the status of women by stating that “if prostration was allowed for 

anyone other than Allah then it would have been allowed for a wife to 

prostrate before her husband.” Also another misogynist Hadith states that, 

“If a husband is angry with his wife, Allah doesn’t listen to her prayers.” 
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Also another Hadith that tries to reinforce the upper hand of husbands by 

stating that, “If a husband doesn’t permit his wife to fast, she shouldn’t 

keep the non obligatory fasts.” When the patriarchy and misogyny is 

inculcated and camouflaged in religious terms then obedience and 

submission becomes a religious duty that few women would dare to 

oppose. Islam, Qur’an and Prophet Muhammad (SAW) gave revolutionary 

rights to women that were snatched by Muslim men over centuries. 

Madaaris instead of empowering Muslim women have further helped in 

reinforcing patriarchy and misogyny.  

What Mars the Madrasa System in Kashmir 

Religious education is meant to inculcate ideal values among the 

students in order to prepare them to be contributing, productive and 

progressive citizens of a nation. Education is the backbone of every 

society. The more educated a society is more the chances of its being a 

leader in the comity of nations. Kashmir after its accession with India has 

progressed by leaps and bounds and education too has spread to all its 

nooks and crannies, but it has resulted in bringing down the rates of 

illiteracy rather than spread of education. The two terms literacy and 

education are mostly confused with each other, but they have a huge 

difference. Literacy is the ability of a person to read, write and speak a 

certain language whereas education constitutes the overall development of 

body, mind and soul. This holistic development of citizens continues to 

evade most literate persons. Madaaris too are able to churn out religiously 

literate people, but the real goals of education continue to evade them. 

The ‘productive’ crop of millions of literates that our madaaris 

produce is ill conceived, half baked and ill prepared amalgam of 

‘educated’ souls that alone constitutes the biggest flaw of our madrasa 

system. It is a complex problem that needs a multipronged strategy to 

rectify the wrongs. The shortcomings in the madrasa system results in our 

products being deformed, ill prepared and non concerned to baffle with the 

challenges of higher values of life, like truth, justice, compassion, 

empathy, mercy and productivity among the students for which they can 
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stand up in their lives and struggle. Instead most of them retrograde 

towards sectarianism and are easily tempted by superstitions and other 

vices.  

In order to right the wrongs a complete overhauling of madrasa 

system alongwith the drastic evolutionary changes, are needed to be 

implemented time and again in a systematic manner. The flaws, challenges 

and shortcomings need to be corrected in a three pronged strategy at three 

different levels if we want our madrasa system to be a positive 

contributing cornerstone of the society.  

Administrative Rectification 

Every educational setup needs a hierarchal system that can 

streamline the process of education through the web of institutions, 

teachers and administrative clerical staff. The system of granting 

recognition to the madaaris is shrouded in mystery. The basic criterion 

that renders a madrasa eligible for recognition is not transparent. Is it just 

that they need to have few students, boarding and lodging facility, 

following certain textbooks and subscribing to a school of thought that 

renders them recognition, eligibility and affiliation for running a madrasa? 

Many more madaaris are running without affiliation to any big madaaris 

on personal whims of an individual or a group of individuals. Numerous 

madaaris are being run in sub human conditions with no proper 

classrooms and other facilities that make them non conducive for teaching. 

But they continue to run for decades because there is no system of 

inspection, thus they continue to function while civil society turns a blind 

eye to their flaws.  

The teachers in these madaaris are paid meager amounts of money 

as salaries and are hence exploited by the owners of these madaaris. No 

labour laws are applicable in this case that can give respite to these 

teachers. The condition is worst for female teachers as they are paid less 

salary as compared to their male colleagues. This sheer exploitation 

continues unabated and no civil society and scholars seem serious to put 

an end to this discriminatory practice.  
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The recruitment system of the madaaris should be meeting highest 

standards in order to choose the best candidates. But rarely there is an 

advertisement for recruitment of faculty in madaaris advertised. The 

recruitment is not held in transparent and accountable manner. Further to 

add insult to injury, the promotion of teachers again is very rare.  

The next is the issue of infrastructure. Most of the madaaris lack 

proper infrastructure and in many cases the funds are not available for the 

infrastructure development and there is no accountability for the same. 

Plus the washroom and pure drinking water facility is improper in many 

madaaris. The food served in most madaaris is not a proper balanced diet.  

Teachers: Builders of Nation or Scavengers of a Dead Society 

“A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his influence stops” 

(Henry Adams)  

A Teacher should be the most progressive elite of a nation. 

Teachers must be trend setters. The nation has bestowed a great task to a 

teacher to prepare generations of leaders in every field. The progress, 

vibrancy, productivity and moral health of a nation can be gauged from the 

status that a nation accords to teachers. The status of madrasa teachers in 

Kashmir is pathetic.  

There are many reasons for this apathy. The meager salary of 

teachers in madaaris adds to their daily woes. During the survey, I didn’t 

come across any single such madrasa that would provide its teachers more 

than ten thousand rupees per month. Most teachers are paid in the range of 

three to six thousand rupees per month. So whosoever is a teacher has a 

hand to mouth existence, and cannot be expected to break the vicious 

cycle of poverty.  

Most of the candidates selected as teachers have not adopted it as 

the profession of first choice. They have just landed in the teaching out of 

chance or sheer luck, thus the aptitude that teaching demands is missing. 

Lack of aptitude renders them loveless for books and in these 

circumstances how can they inculcate the same among the students? I have 
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found few teachers studying books, except the prescribed text books that 

have been revised long back. The teachers use a certain reference, dictate 

the answers and the students cram them, sit in exams and pass the tests 

with below average grades.  

The bookish knowledge is essential but beyond books they know 

nothing because they love to spend time in futile debating rather than in 

reading. The reading is abhorred and creativity is discouraged among 

teachers. Even the madaaris seem unconcerned about developing and 

harnessing the creativity of teachers. There are rarely any teachers 

trainings organized by the madaaris. Any new idea is grossly opposed and 

discouraged by the senior teachers and administrators who try to downplay 

it by stating that they are new to the madrasa system and it has been going 

on like the same since many decades. Any change in the status quo is not 

welcome, that kills the enthusiasm of the freshly recruited teachers 

desiring any change. The new aids of teaching learning methods and 

pedagogical practices are in vague as the teachers themselves are not 

aware of the same.  

The biggest problem with teachers is that they fail to impress the 

students as role models. When they are de-motivated themselves how can 

they inspire the students for higher goals in life? When a teacher does not 

deliver well in madrasa how can he justify the claim of being a noble 

professional? The teachers in madaaris have failed to inspire students and 

become role models that would help in creating a better progressive future. 

In many madaaris due to few on roll students, teachers make 

fictitious roll about students. This is essential as it helps in generating 

funds for the madrasa. It is another problematic aspect of functioning of 

madaaris.  

Conclusion 

Many ‘Ulama have talked and voiced concerns about the reforms 

in madaaris but they were never successful in implementing these 

revolutionary reforms or initiate and implement changes in the curriculum. 
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None of the reformist ‘Ulama was successful in establishing any madrasa 

that bridged the gap between the modern and traditional education. In a 

way every new voice for change in madaaris has been neglected and 

marginalized. Even Ashraf Ali Thanvi’s, Shibli Noamani’s, Abul Kalam 

Azad’s and Maulana Abul Hasan Ali Nadwi’s efforts met but with no or 

very limited success. In fact madaaris are defending the status quo on 

various pretexts including the conspiracy mindset, state intervention and 

nefarious designs of Zionist powers that are hell-bent to destroy the 

citadels (madaaris) of Islam.38 So if the community has to progress, the 

madaaris need to keep pace with time. Otherwise they would be left 

redundant with time. The madaaris are relevant and would remain so in 

the coming decades so their reform is essential, but since last one century 

every attempt at reform has failed so, madaaris are not ready to accept the 

change. A discourse, process and way had to be created or invented to add 

value to the madaaris and render them relevant to our current times. 

An English language course that empowers its students to master 

the universal language should be introduced in the madaaris that will 

increase their scope of activities, employment opportunities and skills. 

They can promptly visit different countries of the world and be adjusted in 

various fields besides representing Islam. The real task of madaaris should 

be to produce ‘Ulema who cater to the public role of Islam. They should 

be well grounded in the traditional and modern knowledge systems, so that 

they can offer solutions in the light of Islamic principles. “In a world that 

is shaped and controlled by another civilization, the real task facing the 

Muslim Ummah is the creation of an intellectual space which is a genuine 

embodiment of the world view and culture of Islam. Without this 

intellectual space, reformist ideas and programmes will bear no fruit. 

Muslim civilization is in a dire need of genuine intellectuals; unless 

Muslim societies cultivate the barren lands of today’s intellectual vacuum, 

the Ummah’s marginalized existence will be institutionalized. The real 

world offers us no choice but to start our homework immediately”.39  
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“The duality of the education systems which has found currency 

among Muslims after the establishment of the government (read colonial 

British) that holds sway over the country should be done away with and 

only one system should be adopted. It is for this reason that I have called 

my educational scheme ‘the theory of unification of the educational 

system’”40 The founder of Aligarh Movement that led to the establishment 

of Aligarh Muslim University in 1920, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan was aware 

of the shortcomings of madrasa curriculum and its failure in addressing 

the modern issues.41 Dr Obaidullah Fahd remarked that, “madaaris should 

include change, overhaul their curriculum, add new subjects, have Hindu 

scholars invited for guest lectures and be mobilized for introducing change 

within”.42 

The madaaris still have not opened their doors to the new subjects 

because for them: 

“1. Western culture and Indian philosophy weaken Islam and 
therefore no such subjects should be introduced 

2. If any modern subject is taught at all, it should be Islamised 
first 

3. It is better to give Islamic education to Muslim children who 
are studying in modern schools than to give modern education to 
madrasa students”43 

So Western education too needs to be reformed only then will it be 

acceptable to the Muslim ‘Ulama.44 Though there are instances in history 

when integration of traditional and modern education was attempted. It 

was experimented with by the famous Arab reformer Shaikh Tahir Al 

Jaziri of Syria who was the torch bearer of this trend. During the reign of 

Governor Midhat Pasha, he had established a society called Al Jamia al 

Khairiyah al Insha al Madaris under which he had established thirty 

madaaris which helped preserve rich Islamic heritage and also taught 

modern subjects to students.45 The inclusion should be like religious 

subjects are taught in a school for an hour or so, instead of be allocated to 

modern subjects in madaaris.46 
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To conclude, serious efforts need to be undertaken on multiple 

levels so that madaaris are rendered vibrant. These madaaris should not 

only produce more prayer leaders and madrasa administrators but leaders 

who can guide the Muslims using the prevalent idiom and language. 
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Axis Mundi in the Politics of Kashmir: Khanqah and 
Dargah as Religio-Political ‘Centres’ of the Valley 

Muhammad Mutahhar Amin 

Introduction 

Religious spaces have important theological and spiritual functions 

in almost all major world religions. Each community revers its shrines and 

approaches these for praying, fulfilling obligatory religious duties, 

spiritual contentment and fulfilment of a desire or need. Such perception 

of the presence of Divine authority within that space ascribes it with a 

degree of ‘centrality’ within the life of the community. This spiritual 

centrality consequently also translates into centrality within other spheres 

of community life, with shrines especially becoming centres of economic 

activity on account of being a prominent community space. This essay 

stretches this notion of centrality further by arguing that some religious 

shrines are not merely ‘central’ but are actually the ‘centre’ around which 

social functions of communities take place. Applying the concept of axis 

mundi, conceptualized by Mircea Eliade, on two prominent Sufi shrines of 

Kashmir, the essay argues that these shrines have historically acted as 

powerful legitimizing devices for the construction or reconstruction of 

political sphere by different political actors. This is especially significant 

because under the apparatus of modern state, the religious sphere is mostly 

understood as subservient to the political sphere.1 

Axis Mudi and Kashmiri Sufi Shrines 

The Latin phrase axis mundi was used by Mircea Eliade, a 

Romanian historian of religion, fiction writer and philosopher, to portray 

“the theme of heaven and earth connecting, a path of communication 

between the people and the divine, a place where the sacred enters the 

profane, while maintaining a transcendent quality.”2 Therefore, it is not 

applicable to every religious space but only those which are crucial to the 

understanding and conceptualization of a community in itself; a shrine 
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“which is more sacred than all others”.3 There are shrines which act for the 

community as the centre of the world, “a pivot around which the world 

turns.”4These are special shrines “consecrated to connect the people with 

the Divine” and “manifest diverse symbolism and fulfil parallel 

functions.”5 Consequently, these shrines are “the spiritual and physical 

centres of their constituent communities, providing orientation in both 

literal and metaphysical sense.”6 

While Eliade based the conceptualization of axis mundi on the 

shrine of Barabadur, a massive Buddhist monument located in Indonesia 

that contains over 1200 bas-relief images of the Buddha, it has over the 

years been used for understanding different aspects related to the Divine, 

from architecture to mythical personalities, from Sufi shrines to kathak 

dance form. In its primary usage, however, it is used to denote 

geographically fixed locations where a communication takes place 

between the sacred and the profane realms. In Abrahamic faiths, it 

generally denotes places such as Jerusalem, Medina or Mecca where the 

God directly communicated with his Prophets. Nonetheless, Eliade 

believed in the “multiplicity of centres,”7 in a given communitarian 

context. 

In this conceptual scheme of axis mundi, the valley of Kashmir 

comes up as an interesting case in point. Since the population of Kashmir 

predominantly adheres to the Islamic faith, it is, hence, intimately 

connected to the Islamic ‘centres’ of Jerusalem, Medina and Mecca. 

However, the population has also elevated certain Sufi shrines to a status 

of cardinal importance in the communal life of the region a la axis mundi. 

The first possible reason for this is the nature of the advent of Islam in the 

valley. Islam did not arrive in the valley directly through the Arab world 

but was highly mediated by the Persian world and the consequent Sufi 

influence. While the concept of tawhid (Oneness) and the personality of 

the Prophet, are still highly significant, these concepts were affected by 

Sufi terminology and reverence of other Sufi figures. Secondly, the 

physical and geographical distance from these Islamic centres, which was 
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significantly accentuated by the lack of modern modes of transportation, 

may have evoked the need of substitute centres for the Islamic community 

in the valley. Although the landscape of the valley is dotted with 

innumerable dargahs and khanqahs, two Sufi shrines can be considered as 

centres of the community conception of the Kashmiris. These are the 

Khanqah-e-Mo’allah and Dargah-Hazratbal. Both these shrines exhibit at 

least one, if not more, of the aspects associated with the concept of axis 

mundi. 

The Khanqah-e-Mo’allah is a shrine dedicated to the 14th century 

Sufi mystic of the Kubrawiyya order, Sayyid Ali Hamdani. Sayyid Ali is 

credited with the mass propagation and popularization of Islam in the 

valley, evident from the moniker of Baani-e-Islam fil Kashmir (the 

founder of Islam in Kashmir) generally used for him. The shrine, one of 

the oldest in Kashmir, is built on the platform used by Sayyid Ali to 

propagate and pray while in Kashmir, and was built by Sultan Sikander, a 

ruler of the Shahmiri dynasty of Kashmir. Since, the personality of Sayyid 

Ali and this space is fundamentally connected to the Islamic faith in 

Kashmir, it is considered a space that “ushered the light of the Divine in 

the valley and a special site for a continuous connection to it.”8 This is 

possibly the reason that the shrine has remained prominent throughout the 

history of the valley. 

The Dargah-Hazratbal, on the other hand, is a shrine dedicated to 

the Prophet Muhammad (S.A.W) which houses the holy strand of his hair. 

This strand was brought to Kashmir during the rule of Mughal emperor 

Aurangzeb Alamgir, with the shrine being constructed at the present site to 

house it. The advent of the strand in the valley was a grand spiritual affair, 

with many historians and poets claiming that its arrival converted the 

valley of Kashmir into madina-e-sani (the second Medina). Many later 

historians, including the famous British Walter Lawrence, claim Dargah-

Hazratbal to be the “most sacred shrine of the valley”9 signifying an 

extreme reverence of the general population towards the shrine. 
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Besides these two shrines, the shrine of Chrar-i-Sharief may also 

provide an important reference point. Chrar-i-Sharief is dedicated to the 

15th century Sufi mystic, Sheikh Noor-ud-din Wali or Nund Rishi. Nund 

Rishi, the progenitor of the indigenous Sufi tariqa (order) called the Rishi 

tariqa. In addition, he is also one of the central figures in the annals of 

Kashmiri literature as the foremost poet of the Kashmiri language. It is 

actually through his vernacular poetry that he is considered to have taken 

the message of Islam to the remotest corners of the valley. His entire 

corpus of poetry is popularly called the Kaeshur Qur’an (the Kashmiri 

Qur’an), credited with simplifying the message of the Qur’an for common, 

and mostly illiterate, Kashmiri population. His personality has been so 

influential in the crystallization of Kashmiri society and community that 

he is called Alamdar-e-Kashmir (Flag-bearer of Kashmir), the ‘pole’ 

around which the community of Kashmir revolves. 

In addition to fulfilling spiritual and religious function in the 

society of Kashmir, these three shrines also play crucial role in profane 

matters of the valley. All these shrines are central to the construction of 

communitarian identity which is evident from the profound role of these 

shrines in the political history of the valley. Khanqah-e-Mo’alla is central 

to the conception of Kashmir as a Muslim society with it being the 

fountain-head of Islam in the region. The Dargah-Hazratbal is the 

fundamental ‘physical’ link to the personality of the Prophet and, through 

him, to Islamic history and geography. It is also a pre-eminent social 

possession and a paramount spiritual asset of Kashmir. The shrine of 

Chrar-i-Sharief, and the personality of Nund Rishi entombed in it, 

functions as the principle pole around which the unique cultural and social 

edifice of Kashmir and Kashmiris is constructed. It is for these reasons 

that events and mobilizations, particularly political, associated with these 

shrines are not ‘normal’ but have a potential to effect profound changes in 

the existing structure. The special connection and communication between 

the divine and the mundane present within these shrines bestows special 

force to political movements and strong legitimacy to political actors or 

ideologies. It is, therefore, unsurprising that majority of structure-altering 



 
 
 
 
 
The ‘Alamdār       Vol. XVII (2022) 
 

89 
 

events or discursive reconstruction of political discourse in the political 

historiography of Kashmir over the last century, especially since the rise of 

popular politics is linked to one of these shrines. The most prominent of 

these events, mentioned below, shaped political contours long after the 

culmination of each event, certain consequences stretching to the present. 

Shrines as Sites of Divine Consecration: Khanqah-e-Mo’allah and the 

1931 Movement 

Khanqah-e-Mo’allah has been called the “political centre”10 of 

Kashmiris and the “seminary of the movement for freedom of Kashmir.”11 

It was within its precincts that the struggle against the Dogra monarchy 

crystallized into a movement and it played a cardinal role in sustaining it 

throughout the entire phase. The Khanqah was the site of the meeting that 

took place in the June of 1931 that became particularly important in the 

annals of Kashmiri history. On this day, a huge gathering of Muslims 

converged in the Khanqah. The congregation was supposed to decide the 

members of the Muslim delegation from Kashmir, which was supposed to 

meet the ruler. This delegation was then supposed to discuss the tense 

issues of desecration of the Qur’an and other communal acts committed by 

the Dogra state machinery in the early months of that year.12 The meeting, 

in its composition and consequence, went far ahead of the objectives it 

was called for. One, it was for the first time that Moulvi Yusuf Shah, the 

Mirwaiz (Chief Preacher) of Jamia Masjid Srinagar visited the Khanqah-e-

Mo’allah, the seat of his traditional rivals, Mirwaiz-e-Hamdani. The 

rivalry among these two branches of the Mirwaiz family had been a reason 

for internal strife between the Muslim community of the region. Thus, the 

visit of Mirwaiz Yusuf Shah to the Khanqah and his warm welcome by the 

Mirwaiz Hamdani, Moulvi Ahmad-ullah Hamdani ushered a phase of 

unity between the Muslim community, consecrated through the 

administration of a halaf (oath) to the participants of the meeting.13 This 

unity, although short lived, allowed the Muslim community of the valley 

to coalesce and decide a common political path, which resulted in the 

formation of the All Jammu and Kashmir Muslim Conference in 1932. 
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The more consequential event of that day of June 1931 happened 

after the conclusion of the meeting to finalize the delegation. It so 

happened that a Pathan rose to give an extempore speech that exhorted the 

Kashmiri masses to rise against the autocratic rule of the Dogras, break the 

shackles of slavery and, pointing towards the imperial palace, “to raze it to 

the ground, with plenty of stones and brickbats.”14 Abdul Qadeer, who 

worked for an English officer posted in Kashmir, was immediately 

arrested and charged with treason under the Ranbir Penal Code. Kashmiris 

erupted in support of Qadeer. Wary of such popular support, evident by 

the gatherings outside the Court, his trial was shifted to the Central Jail 

premises where Qadeer was lodged. This step, however, did not deter 

Kashmiris from showing up on the next day of his trial, July 13th, 1931. 

The large gathering outside the Central Jail premises wanted to 

witness the trial of Qadeer. The magistrate, however, disallowed any such 

participation. The gathering refused to disperse and camped outside the 

jail premises. As the time of noon prayer (zuhr) approached, the gathering 

converged to offer prayers. It was during this convergence that the 

governor ordered his troops to open fire on the protestors. While there are 

contrasting perceptions on what transpired, ranging from protestors merely 

being shot for praying azaan15 to stone pelting, even those who prefer the 

latter interpretation agree that this was done without any proper warning.16 

Twenty-two Kashmiris lost their life, immortalized as martyrs ever since 

by Kashmir. The death of these martyrs brought into motion an organized 

resistance against the Dogra monarchy. Their martyrdom ignited the 

common Kashmiris, to rise against the life of penury they found 

themselves in, due to the communal policies of the Dogra regime. The 

martyrdom became a rallying point for Kashmiris and is generally 

considered the beginning of the freedom movement in Kashmir. 

Thus, it was the Khanqah where the foundations of the Kashmiri 

freedom movement, both institutional and organic, were set up. The 

mobilizations did not have short term political consequences, but 

constructed a political structure of the valley for the future. The 
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personalities and parties that emerged from the movements, especially that 

of Sheikh Mohammad Abdullah and the National Conference, still 

continue to exert influence over the political contours of the region. Many 

scholars and historians, especially writing in the local languages, credit the 

success of the struggle against the Dogra monarchy to its initiation in the 

‘sacred’ precincts of the Khanqah.17 This accrued to the movement an 

aspect of ‘sacrality’ which imbibed it with religious fervour and added a 

layer of divine persuasion to it. 

Dargah-Hazratbal as a Site of Divine Retribution: The Holy Relic 

Agitation 

Dargah-Hazratbal has remained a central axis of popular 

reverence and social community since its inception. However and 

particularly in the latter half of the twentieth century the events associated 

with this shrine have garnered immense political potential. The first of 

these events occurred in the year 1963, when during the intervening night 

of 26th and 27th December 1963, the moi-e-muqaddas (holy strand) was 

reported to be stolen from the shrine in Hazratbal, Srinagar. The relic 

which was kept back in its wooden box by Abdul Rahim Banday, the 

Mutawalli, after its last deedar on 20th December 1963 was found to be 

broken and the relic missing.18 

The news of the loss of the relic led to an outburst of anger and 

despair among the population of the valley. And even though weather 

conditions were not pleasant, large crowds started gathering at the shrine 

from early morning. By the afternoon of 27th December, thousands of 

people were marching through the streets of Srinagar, protesting against 

the theft and demanding its immediate restoration, observing a complete 

hartal (strike).19 The population “had been deeply hurt due to the sacrilege 

committed in respect of something, which they held to be highly sacred 

and dearer than even their lives.”20 The hartal continued unabated over the 

next few days. Multiple gatherings of protestors would assemble around in 

the city demanding the recovery of the moi-e-muqaddas. On one occasion, 

the Armed Police reinforcements fired at protestors at three places around 
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the Lal Chowk area, killing a few people and injuring a dozen more. B. N. 

Mullik noted that “the entire Kashmir valley was breaking up and 

something had to be done within a week, otherwise there was every danger 

of a conflagration with Pakistan over this.”21 

The relic was finally found on 4th January 1964, and was 

authenticated by a group of prominent religious personalities, led by Sufi 

saint, Syed Meerak Shah.22 However, the protest that emerged to seek the 

recovery of the moi-e-muqaddas, very soon came to influence many other 

aspects and processes that have shaped or have been associated with the 

Kashmir issue. In many protests the call for returning the relic was also 

accompanied with a demand for plebiscite. During the demonstrations, a 

new slogan emerged which has since been central to Kashmiri politics. 

Yeh mulk hamara hai 
Iska faisla hum karenge 

[This is our Land; we shall decide its future]23 

Furthermore, the recovery of the relic did not completely abate the 

concerns about its authenticity or fairness in the investigation to ascertain 

the culprits. Even after the recovery of the relic, different political parties 

kept on demanding the disclosure of the real culprit and the real story, 

which has not been disclosed even now. This issue remained central to the 

political discourse of the region. Its importance can be gauged by the fact 

that Bhartiya Jana Sangh, the Hindutva precursor to the current ruling 

party of India the Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP), used the holy relic agitation 

and its mismanagement to criticize the state government and propagate its 

political message.24 

Politically, the relic agitation had serious structural effects on the 

structure of the government of the region. The Indian government, 

especially Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, were deeply perplexed by the 

extent and strength of the movement and how quickly a religious issue 

turned into a political one. In an address to the Emergency Cabinet 

Committee, Nehru had stated that: 
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“Even after fifteen years of association, if Kashmir still remained in 
such an unstable state that even on a simple issue like the moi-e-
muqaddas, the people could be so provoked as to rise in the defiance of 
the government, then a new approach had to be made and a radical 
change in our thinking about Kashmir was called for.”25 

The first consequence of this new approach was the removal of 

Khawaja Shams-ud-din as the Prime Minister of the region and his 

replacement with Ghulam Mohammad Sadiq. The removal of Shams-ud-

din was more targeted towards his patron, Bakshi Ghulam Mohammad, 

who had used Shams-ud-din to keep his grip on power after his removal 

through the Kamraj plan. At the same meeting, Pandit Nehru suggested the 

release of Sheikh Abdullah who was incarcerated in the Kashmir 

Conspiracy Case since 1958, as he believed Abdullah “still had a strong 

hold on the valley”26 

The decision to release Sheikh Abdullah was partly also the result 

of the demand for his release by the Action Committee that was set up to 

coordinate the protests and seek the recovery of the relic. The Committee 

was a union of otherwise oppositional figures: Farooq Abdullah and 

Maulana Masoodi (the supporters of Sheikh Abdullah), Mirwaiz Farooq, 

the eminent religious cleric and Ghulam Mohiuddin Karra (who were pro-

Pakistan) the Shia leader Abbas Ansari, and even Peer Saad-ud-din 

Tarbali, the State President of the Jamat-i-Islami. This rare demonstration 

of unity following the theft of the relic only reveals the significance of the 

relic and its authority to bring together different leaders and sections of the 

community, under a single platform. This was the first time that such kind 

of unity was witnessed among the Muslims of the region, since the show 

of unity at the Khanqah-e-Moullah in 1931. However, the unity was again 

short-lived. Mirwaiz Farooq, who was chosen to lead the Action 

Committee, after enhancing his stature and political hold over the masses, 

chose to take a different route. He formed the Awami Action Committee, a 

political organization to work for the settlement of the Kashmiri issue. 

The release of Sheikh Abdullah was also politically momentous. 

After his release, Bakshi Ghulam Mohammad returned the control of the 
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Idara Auqaf Islamia to him. Consequently, it had a pronounced impact on 

the popularity of the Plebiscite Front, the party founded and run by 

Abdullah loyalists after his removal from the government as well as the 

National Conference. The Front used the resources of the Auqaf, allegedly 

even taking a share from the donations meant for the reconstruction of the 

Dargah Hazratbal, to promote and propagate its political objectives. This 

substantially increased the popularity of the Front and became an eyesore 

for the Central government. The enormity of the concern is reflected from 

the fact that no less than the Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, herself, had to 

write to the Chief Minister of the State in 1971 asking him to check the 

use of the Auqaf property by the Plebiscite Front. 

Thus, a law and order situation effectively turned into a movement 

against the state rule, reconstructing the political landscape of the region. 

The Bakshis and the National Conference were thrown into disarray and 

oblivion, while Sheikh Abdullah and Plebiscite Front came back into the 

limelight. Many new political leaders also came to the forefront. For the 

local population, however, these ground-breaking changes were a result of 

the divine wrath that had befallen on the powerful for desecrating the most 

sacred shrine of the valley.27 The death of Nehru, in July 1964, was also 

attributed to the desecration of the Holy Relic in the popular imagination.28 

Thus, the divine retribution over a religious act of desecration necessitated 

the sacred to intervene in the profane arena of politics. 

Conclusion 

Sufi shrines of Kashmir have frequently enabled political 

structuring and restructuring in the valley. Across the contemporary era of 

popular politics, shrines have made themselves available for organizing, 

mobilizing and propagating narratives by providing a popular base and by 

stirring up emotions while being used as a tool of legitimation by political 

actors. Even issues squarely concerning these shrines have usually turned 

political in Kashmir, effecting structural changes and challenging the 

politically established norm. Among others one could speak about the 

Holy Relic agitation, 1963-64. In fact Khanqah-e-Mo’allah, Dargah 
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Hazratbal and Chrar-i-Sharief shrine have played a cardinal role in the 

history and trajectory of Kashmir’s political parties such as the Muslim 

Conference, National Conference or Plebiscite Front.  

 These shrines have also been important in constructing the 

conception of the community, through their role or symbolism as a pole, 

connection or source of Divine presence. This specialty elevates the 

efficacy of these shrines in the socio-political contexts of the community. 

Thus, the mobilizations that take place within these precincts do not 

remain limited to the specified goal envisaged, but have the potential to 

bring about systemic changes. In the era, where religion and religious 

spaces have emerged as focal point for political mobilizations, this 

distinction between an axis mundi and a normal religious shrine help us to 

make better sense of the use and significance of religious spaces to 

political discourses. 
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Persian Prosody and Kashmiri Poetry 

Prof. Majrooh Rashid 

At the outset, I would like to steer clear of the relevance of the 

traditional prosody in contemporary genuine poetry and would rather 

emphasize the fact that rhythm and metre have all along been organic 

components of poetry and that versification alone cannot make a poem. It 

is, perhaps a poet’s extraordinary creative personality — endowed with 

imagination and sensibility — representing the intensely individual music 

of his thought patterns that shapes his art. A poem or a verse of a ghazal is 

considered to be an organic whole wherein words and other poetic 

vehicles are not ornamental and decorative, but are contributory to the 

making of the organic unity of that linguistic structure. Like words and 

metaphors, metre and rhythm too contribute towards creative power of 

poetry. There is no denying the fact that total metrical rigidity has and will 

continue to hinder the organic growth of a poetic experience and shall 

rather encourage a kind of poetic composition that is mechanical and 

frigid, lacking in imagination, intensity of thought and insight and, above 

all, the powerful expression, the essence of poetry. 

The earliest Kashmiri poems, chume padas, vakhs and shruks 

belong essentially to an oral tradition and are primarily didactic and 

spiritual in character. The vakhs and shruks composed by the pioneers of 

Kashmiri poetry Lal Ded and Shaikh al-‘Ālam, are undoubtedly heights of 

a long ranging poetic legacy. The prosody of the padas, vakhs and shrukhs 

is in many ways different from that of Sanskrit wherein every hemistitch 

has equal number of feet; whereas every hemistitch of a vakh or a shruk 

generally consists of four stressed syllables. It seems that in these prosodic 

variations metrical patterns were admitted by deviation from the norms, if 

there had been any. As a result of it, the most creative and imaginative 

expressions came into being through the variegated sound effects that we 

find in these vakhs and shruks. A European scholar Sir George Grieson, 

who has made a remarkable contribution to Indian linguistic studies, wrote 
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with reference to the prosody of the vakhs of Lal Ded, that this type of 

prosody existed nowhere right from Iran down to the North India.1 He 

further wrote that despite the number of the feet in some of the lines being 

equal, this prosodic scheme did not emerge as a pattern as it is strictly 

followed after the second or third halves of the poem.2 

The vakhs and shruks were composed in a literary scenario that had 

imbibed and assimilated influences from Sanskrit poetics— a poetics that 

illuminates the inquisitive minds and connoisseurs of the contemporary 

literary world belonging to the East as well as the West— retaining the 

phonological niceties of the Kashmiri language and could not strictly 

follow the quantitative prosody of Sanskrit. It is a well established fact that 

the prosodies of Sanskrit, Arabic and old Persian bear a close resemblance 

to each other and are based on quantitative systems. The system of 

prosody in Sanskrit is at many a place loose and flexible and that this 

looseness and flexibility is all too evident in Hindi poetry.3 Abur Raihan 

Al- Biruni has written in his book Kitabul Hind:  

The different poetical works of the Hindus contain a great number of 
metres. The names of the metres differ according to the number of 
syllables and also according to the verses which follow. For they do 
not, like all the verses of a long poem belong to one and the same 
metre. They use many metres in the same poem, in order that it should 
appear like an embroidered piece of silk.4 

Since the prosody of Arabic, old Persian and Sanskrit had this kind 

of characteristic prosodic affinity, modern Persian and Urdu also felt 

comfortable with most of the metres of Arabic prosody while maintaining 

their own phonological niceties which in turn brought about some changes 

and variations in the metres. These changes and variations are known as 

zihafat. 

With the spread of Islam in Kashmir, the Persian language became 

the lingua franca of the valley like other regions and cultural zones. As 

such, Persian poetry got introduced in Kashmir, though the genres of 

mathnavi and ghazal developed as distinctive poetic forms in Kashmiri at 

a later stage. With the emergence of poets like Mir Syed Abdullah 
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Baihaqi, Fakhir, Mahmood Gami, Rasool Mir, Maqbool Shah, Persian 

prosody gained popularity as these poets employed the Persian metres in 

their ghazals and mathnavies while adhering to the old Kashmiri folk 

qualitative metres in their vatsans for being an indigenous Kashmiri poetic 

genre and form, and still being employed by some traditional poets as their 

main form of poetic expression. 

Sir Aurel Stein keenly observed some variations in the folk metres 

of Kashmiri when Kashmiri folk songs were recited to him by a traditional 

cyat-gur. He wrote: 

After examining number of these compositions as recited by the 
professional cyat gur I arrived at this conclusion that the metre of these 
poems is based solely on the number of stress-accent syllables counted 
in each line or pada, no regard is paid to the quantity.5 

It is true that Mahmood Gami, Rasool Mir and other masters of the 

language did acquire the craft of Persian prosody and handled some of its 

metres well, but the fact remains that they had to encounter the inevitable 

interference of the phonological features of the Kashmiri language during 

their creative process. Notwithstanding these undeniable facts, it should be 

borne in mind that Kashmiri poets by and large adopted Persian prosody as 

it helped their poetic expression in being more rhythmic, comprehensive, 

diverse and dynamic. Syed Muhammad Hadi Fakhir was perhaps the first 

Kashmiri poet who composed ghazals in Kashmiri with thorough mastery 

in some of the metres of Persian prosody. Here is an example of his two 

Kashmiri verses taken from one of his ghazals written in Bahri Ramal 

Musamman Mahzoof which manifests his command over the metre: 

Faailaatun __ Faailaatun _____ Faailaatun ___ Faailun  

Doori due thom noori mah zan poori saaman ostay  
Roo darakhshan, moo pareshan, khush kharaman ostay  
Fakhir andar ishtiyakay sarvi naazay seem tan  
Parahan chak az gireban taa badaman ostay 

The most popular metres along with their variations employed by 

the Kashmiri poets are as under: 



 
 
 
 
 
The ‘Alamdār       Vol. XVII (2022) 
 

100 
 

(1) Bahre Hazaj. The standard foot is Mafaeelun, four times repetition in 

Musamman Saalim and three times repetition in Musaddas Saalim along 

with the variations: 

a. Hazaj Musamman Maqbooz—four times repetition of Mafaailun. 

b. Hazaj Musamman Ashlar—two times repetition of Faailun 

Mafaeelun in one hemistitch. 

c. Hazaj Musamman Akhrab —Mafool Mafaeelun twice in one line. 

d. Hazaj Musamman Akhrab Makfoof Maqsoor—the four feet being 

Mafool Mafaeel Mafaeel Mafaeel. 

e. Hazaj Musamman Akhrab Makfoof Mahzooful Aakhir—the 

forefeet being Mafool Mafaeel Mafaeel Faoolun. 

(2) Bahre Ramal—standard foot: Faailaatun—four times and three times 

repetition in Ramal Musamman Saalim and Ramal Musaddas Saalim 

respectively. 

The varied popular forms of this meter are: 

 a. Ramal Musamman Mahzoof—the feet being Faailaatun Faailaatun 

Faailaatun Faailun. 

 b. Ramal Musamman Majnoon—four times repetition of Failaatun. 

 c. Ramal Musamman Mashkool—two times repetition of Failaatu 

Faailaatun. 

 d. Ramal Musamman Majnoon Maqtoo—its feet are Faailaatun 

Failaatun Failaatun Falun. 

(3) Bahre Rajaz—standard foot Mustafilun— four times and three times 

repetition in Musamman Saalim and Musaddas Saalim respectively. The 

other variations in this meter are Rajaz Musamman Matvi, Rajaz Musaman 

Matvi Majnoon, Rajaz Musamman Majnoon Matvi. 

(4) Bahre Kaamil—standard foot Mutafaailun—four times and three 

times repetition in Musamman Saalim and Musaddas Saalim respectively. 
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(5) Bahre Mutaqaarib—standard foot Faoolun—four times repetition in 

Musamman Saalim and three times repetition in Musadas Saalim with 

variations such as Mutaqaarib Musamman Mahzoof, Mutaqaarib 

Musamman Maqsoor, Mutaqaarib Musamman Maqbooz Aslam, 

Mutaqaarib Musamman asram Saalimul Aakhir. 

(6) Bahre Mutadaarik—standard foot Faailun—four times repetition in 

Musamman along with the variations such as Mutadaarik Musamman 

Mahzooz, Mutadaarik Musamman Majnoon. 

(7) Bahre Munsara—this meter has neither been used as Saalim nor as 

Musaddas. Some of its varied forms used by Kashmiri poets are Munsara 

Matvi Maqsoof, Munsara Musaman Matvi Manhoor, Munsara Musaman 

Matvi Majdoo. 

(8)  Bahre Muzaare—it has not been used in standard form nor has 

anybody used it as Musaddas. In this meter Faailaatun is Mafrooqi i.e. F-

aa-ilaaatun. The two popular most varied forms of this metre used by the 

Kashmiri poets are Muzaare Musamman Akhrab, Muzaaria Musamman 

Akhrab Maqfoof. 

(9) Bahre Mujtas—like Urdu poets it has not been used by any Kashmiri 

poet in its standard form. The popular variations in this form are Mujtas 

Musaman Majnoon Mahzoof Maqtoo—feet being Mafaailun Failaatun 

Mafaailun Falun and Mujtas Musamman Majnoon—feet being Mafaailun 

Failaatun Mafaailun Failaatun. It will not be out of place to mention here 

that Mujtas Musamman Majnoon Mahzoof Maqtoo became very popular 

in the second half of the twentieth century and is now one of the , beloved 

metres of Kashmiri ghazal writers. Mujtas Musamman Majnoon was for 

the first time used by the modern Kashmiri romantic poet Rafiq Raaz in 

his famous ghazal  

tse chhuy kunyar ti labi kus vanjaayijaayi nisf reets  
bi chhus kunuy ti vasakh na mya nish khudayi nisf reets 

-- provoking Prof. Rahman Rahi to compose his famous ghazal in this 

metre. 
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zaban te drai bewafhi kathan tiphor matsar aekher 

It is also worth mentioning that a poet like Mirza Ghalib wrote a solitary 

Urdu ghazal in this bahr. 

ajab nishaat sejallad ke chale hain ham aagey 
kyi apne saaya se sar panu se hai do qadam aagey  

(10) Last but not the least is Bahre Khafeef—this metre has only one 

popular form in Kashmiri i.e. Faailaatun Mafaailun Falun. As has been 

the tradition in Urdu it is neither used in standard nor in musamman form; 

it is rather popularly used in Musaddas. 

I do not feel shy of the fact that no Kashmiri poet till date has 

employed the 24 measures associated with the rubai form with total 

mastery nor has any poet been able to compose a rubai in the real sense of 

the term. No doubt the Kashmiri poets have composed four-lined poems 

with considerable poetic beauty but these cannot be taken as rubaiyyat as 

their prosody is different from that of the rubai. The four lined poems 

written by Ghulam Rasool Nazki, Prof. Rahman Rahi, Prof. Rashid Nazki, 

Prof. Ghulam Nabi Firaaq and Prof. Marghoob Baanhaali cannot lend 

themselves to the prosody of the Rubai. G. N. Khayal’s translation of 

Rubaite-Umar Khayaam are remarkable contribution to Kashmiri poetry. 

According to Mir Ghulam Rasool Nazki, Khayal seems to have excelled 

Khyam at many places. Having said this, the fact remains that even Khayal 

too has not adhered to the prosody of rubai as the phonological features of 

Kashmiri language and its natural rhythm are not in tune with it. 

During the second half of the twentieth century, some exhaustive 

and comprehensive discussions were made on the prosody of the Kashmiri 

language and during the last ten years some good books on the subject 

have been published by eminent scholars of the Kashmiri language. Amin 

Kamil—poet, critic and researcher—was perhaps the first Kashmiri 

scholar who initiated this process of discussion. He scanned the ghazals of 

Rasool Mir and Mehjoor and asserted that they could not strictly stick to 

the Persian prosody in their ghazals as the interference of the phonological 

character of native language was inevitable.6 In Prof. Rahman Rahi’s well 
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documented book Kashmiri Poetry and its Prosody, one can read between 

the lines that Kashmiri poets have employed and will continue to employ 

the Persian prosody not with rigidity but with some looseness and 

flexibility desired and demanded by the phonological features of the 

vernacular.7 Prof. Shafi Shauq8 and Rafiq Raaz9 have also considerably 

contributed to these discussions. 
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
 


   












 

  






 























 
 









 
















 



















 



















 




  


 








 

 












 
 



















 















 















 











 


 





 





 





 













 
 























 



























 

 


 

 










 








 

 















 








 























 




















 












 










 








 










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






 










 
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





 













  
1. Farooq Fayaz, Shaikh ul Aalam Revisited, Gulshan publications,

Srinagar, Kashmir, 2012, p. 26.

 
 
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







 





  


 Shaikh Nuruddin Rishi is one of those out

standing personalities who have had the

greatest and the most lasting influence on the

culture of kashmir.Ever since he illuminated the

valley with his effulgent life, he has become a

household name, the object of excessive love

and veneration of the kashmiris. The Shaikhs
resting place at charar serves as a centre of

pilgrimage for all kashmiris hight and low,

l i t e ra tu re  and  i l l i t ra te   mus l ims  and

non-muslims. 



 
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





 

 


 



















 







 







 


 










 

 



 


 

 



 

  



 














 






 























 

 
















   

 
















   

 



 










 






 










  




 











 The Valley of 
 Kashmir








 


 




 








 



 







  





 









 












 









 












    " 

 














 








 



   




 







 




 







 





































 
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 











 






 








  



 


 






 





   
   

   


  

 

  

  
   



   


  

 


 


     
  

 


 









 
 






 
 







 




  

  
  

   

 

















: 







  

 



 










 




 





 


 






 










 




 




 

 








 



 





 
 


 













 







 
  

 

 






 













 







 



 

 



















 





 









 



 













 
  


 
 
 

 







 
 


   





 









  

 





  
 





  





 
 






  

 








 







 

 






 







 

 




 










 








 


















 

 





 








 













 



 


   

 
 










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















 




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

  


 















 





 



 

  
















 












 




 














 1983 

 1978 









 1978 



 






  




  







  



 

  


 


  





 









 


 

























 










 

















 

 






 











  












 


   


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







 
 


  




 





 


 
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 
    









 





 





 


 
 



 
 


 




 
















  
 

 









 

 


















 


 










  
















 












 




  







  




 
  





  

















 

 
   



 





 






 
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 



 



 




 



 
 




     



















































 



 


   
 

 


 


 




 


 

 
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







 


 

















  

 


 




 



 

 







 
 


  

 
 










  

 




  



 













 

 


 




 















 




 








 












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













 
  

 

 







 








 





 



 






 
















 

 




  




 



  




 

 

 




 









 

  












 



 





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





  








 
 


 






  






 








 



 


















 
 





  

 


























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


 






















 





 







 




  

 
 



 



 










  

 






   Sublime

 
 

 


  

 


 

  
 






 
 

 


 


 

 

  
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


 



 







 


 

 
 

 

 




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
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




 
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

 





 

 
 



 




 

 
 









   

   






 


 


 














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












 








 







 
 
 















 






 




 










 

 
 


  















 




 







 

  
 


  










 





 

 
 



 



 





 
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
   








 

 
 








 


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


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



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
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
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


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
 


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 





 

 



 


 












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  
  



 




 




 





 

 




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
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
 

  









 
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

 

 



 
 












  


 





  








 


 




 







 



 

 














 

 



  











 

 
 






 



 




 











  




 




 
 

 












 








 









 









 















  
 

 
 


 



 

 

 

 


 
 

  






 
 

 











 


 
 




 



 



 Van  Cat
 



 
 









  









  
 


 












 




 


 

 




  

 







 


 







 


 





  









 


 


 

 









 



 


 
 

 





 


 



 
















 


 

 


 


 
 










  




 


  






    
























  


 

 





 
 


 






 






  





 


  




 


 






  

 




 


 
 


  


 








   


 


 



 



   








 








 







  







 




 









 
 

 


 

 
 






 





 


 





  











 




 



  






















 







   

 


 












 

 





 



  


 










 


 

 



 


 



















































    






  





 


 


  

 

 







 

















 
 




 









 








 
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








 





 








 




 

 
  

  








    





  








 










 
 















 






  



 




 






 




 

















 






  

 





 















   










 
 

 

 
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

 

  








 


 
  






 


  

  
 

 

 





 


  


 







 











 














  




  













 
 



 











 








 






 










 

 









 

 






 


 










  
 

 



















 



  






 










 






 









 








 












 

 




 






 
   


















 

  






  

 
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









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 


  





     


  



 








 
  

  




 














 



















 











   











  







 


































 


 














 








 



  
 











 



      

 






 












  



 


 












 





   











 






 


 




 






  










 













 




 


  


 
 





 













 





 
 





  




  



 



 









    







 






   










       









 
 




   

 



 


 
 





 






   





  
 









 
 


 

 



 

  


 
 

 
  






  
 




 




 







 



 
 


 

 
 



 
 





  

 
  


 

 






 






   

 
 









 




 



 





  



 


 







 

 

 





  
 


 








 

 











 
 

 







  



     


 

 
 




 


 













 



  







 














   




   













 

 




 







  

 

 
 

 















 


 





 

 








 

  
  



 



 

 













  

 
 



 



 




  

 
   


















 





 

 








 

  
  







 

 


 
 



 

 





 





  


 

 



 


 









 


 


 











  







 





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
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
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




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

 
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


 





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
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
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
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
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



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


 


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
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

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
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





 


 




 


 










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





  





 

 



 


 



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
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
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
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 

 


 
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
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 
 

 




    





  






  

 















 


 

 


 


 
  



 

 


 
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 













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
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 




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 The third contribution is Rajavalipataka by Prajyabatia

which is not published and the fourth one is by his

student Suka which covers the period upto 1538 A.D.

All those historical poems are important for the political

and cultural history of ancient Kashmir  .5
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
 




 
 








 

  
















 
 

 
  







 




  









 













 
 






 


  
 

 
 









  





 


 











 





   -:(Visnudharmatar  Purana 




 







  
 




  




 





 





 
 Kashmir has contributed extensively to sanskrit poetry,

poetics, grammer, medicine, history and philosphy. All

the six schools of sanskrit poetics, namely Alamkara,

Riti, Rasa, Dhavani, Vakrokti and Aucitya orginated and

developed in Kashmir. The famous commentory Kashika

on Panini's Astadhyayi and the commentories on

Patanjali's  Mahabhasya were also composed here.  3
 




  


 


 







 


 











 





  


   


 


 




 









   Katantra 


 Candra 

 




 


  












  

 



 










 





 








  

 
 




 






 






 



 





 According to one theory the eastern part of Iran was the

region where the Aryans lived as long as they formed

one people. The Indo-Aryans after their arrival in

Afghanistan migrated in due course to the Punjab and

the Ganetic plains.  We have already noted the

immigration of Indo-Aryans from the Punjab into the

valley,  and with the suppression of the earlier

immigrants from the north by the more civilized

Indo-Aryans, Sanskrit became by the language of

religion and polite literature, until in the words of

Bilhana "even women in Kashmir spoke sanskrit and

prakrit quite frequently.  2 

     
 



  



 






  


 

 







 

  










    

 



  
    


 











   
 


   


     



   








    

 









 










 






 
  


   







   



    











 Kashmir has been the home of Sanskrit learning and

from this small valley have issued masterpieces of

history, poetry, romance, fable and philosphy. Kashmir

are proud and justly proud of the literature glories of

their land. For centuries if (Kashmir) was the home of

the great Sanskrit Scholars and at least one great Indian

religion, Saivism, has found some of its most elequent

teachers on the banks of the Vatista. Some of greatest

Sanskrit poets were born and wrote in the valley, and

from it  had issued in  the Sanskri t  language a

world-famous collection of folklore  .1








  


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

 











 










  




 









  
 

 


 





 




 
  

 



 
 

 
  



 











 









 
  




















 



 




 

 




 




 












 

 















 
 







 












 




















  
  








  
















 






 

 




 










 



















 



 





 


































 
 
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














  




 

 



 

  







 


 
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


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




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
 



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



 










 






 

 
 

  



 


  








   
 





 


 


 


 

 

   














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
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



 
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



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




 



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
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

 









 


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  
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


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


 





 











 

















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
 







 
 


 











 


 







 
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 


 





 
 






















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





 
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

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







 


 



 







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

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  

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 
   
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  
 













 


 
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
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



 
 
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 








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
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
 












 
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
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



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





 


  
















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


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

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


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




 




 

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


  





 
 







 
  
















 

 

 





  




 
























 












 


 

 



















 
 









  


 
















  

  
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



   




 
 


 












 
 













 


  




 








 
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




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

 
 








 





 
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
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

 

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


 

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
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