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Women Rishis of Kashmir: Few Preliminary
Gleanings

Fayaz Ahmad

Introduction

This paper is part of research documenting in detail the women associated
with the Rishi and the Sufi movement in Kashmir. It tries to locate the
women Muslim mystics of Kashmir within the broader context of
similar trends in the Muslim world, and elsewhere. While there have
been efforts in this direction, they have generally remained as side-parts
of some broader research or merely as appendices." Here the effort
would be to bring the topic under discussion to a central focus.

In the literature on Sufi movement in Islam, the references to women are
available in the form of few prominent individual Sufi figures such as
Rabia of Basra, Aisha Manobia of Tunisia (13th century C.E.) or Aisha
binti Yusuf of Damascus (16th century). While this is the situation with
regard to the broader Muslim world, the references become even lesser as
one moves to the South Asian context of Sufi movement. Of the Mughal
times (c. 1326-1857 C.E.), there is reference of only two prominent
women Muslim spiritual figures i.e. Bibi Jamal and Jahan Ara Begum.
Within the world of Sufism, it is perhaps only the Rishi order/Silsila of
Kashmir that under the spiritual guidance of Shaikh Noorudin Rishi or
Nund Rishi (the founder of the Silsila) there is an effort to give the women
spiritual movement an institutional setting and direction.

In the Persian Tazkira writings of Kashmir, there are references and
descriptions of nine prominent women Rishi figures who not only took
spiritual training from their masters but themselves trained other co-
spiritualists from their Centres and also by travelling to different parts of
the Kashmir valley. The Tazkira and other narrators provide descriptions
of their sayings, dialogues/conversations as well as their writings and
literary compositions. In fact the first ever elegy or Marsiya composed
in the Kashmiri language comes from one of the female rishi followers of
Shaikh Nooruddin named Shaam Ded or Shaam Bibi. The intellectual and
spiritual caliber of the women rishi followers of Shaikh Nooruddin could
be well gauged from the fact that one of them namely Dehat Bibi could
enter into dialogue with a Sufi master of the level of Mir Mohammad



Hamadani on behalf of her spiritual preceptor. These Centres of
training the women rishis were established in south, central and later
northern parts of Kashmir. Perhaps impressed by the success of the female
wing of the rishi movement, the famous Suhrawardi saint of Kashmir
Shaikh Hamza Makhdum also gave bayat or initiated many women
followers in the Sufi path.

Nund Rishi, Sadra Mouj, Lalla, Zai Ded: Spiritual and familial
influences

Before setting a female wing of the rishi movement, it is important to note
that Shaikh Nooruddin’s interactions with three women seem to have
played role in influencing him to give attention to this important side of
his movement/Tahreek. These were Lalla -the “spiritual mother” of Shaikh
Nooruddin; Sadra Mouj, his biological mother and Zai Ded, his wife. In
fact it can be safely said that it was Shaikh Nooruddin who raised Lalla
to the position of calling her “Saen Avatar” (Our Apostle).” It is from
here the later day Persian Tazkira writers and hagiographers took and
clue a gained confidence enough to call Lalla as “Maryam-I Makani”,
(Maryam of the World), Rabia’a Sani (The Second Rabia) and Lalla Arifa
(Lalla the Pious).

By now it is an established fact that Lalla was born in a Kashmiri
Brahmin family. As a self- conscious and emancipated individual
whatever she felt, she expressed (in the form of her sayings known as
Vaakh). The contemporary Brahmin society seems to have been aghast
at it. This was because Lalla challenged the hegemony that the Brahmin
class had created in the contemporary Kashmir society. Besides her high
standing at the philosophical pedestal, as a poet the historical and literary
importance of Lalla’s sayings will keep her at a very high standing for all
times to come. However, it is ironic that the contemporary Sanskrit
writers and historians of Kashmir including well known historians like
Jonaraja, Srivara and Yodhabhatta, have not even said a single word
about Lalla or her literary compositions. It appears that the
contemporary historians and chroniclers (mainly belonging to the
Brahmin elite which came under scathing attack by Lalla) felt so uneasy
by Lalla to the extent that they totally ignored her existence as well as her
sayings.” The popularity that Lalla gained (in her contemporary and
near contemporary times), and on that basis if anybody mentioned her
name she was presented as someone not in her senses (diwani or insane).



The first time we find a mention of Lalla is in the Persian Tazkira.
Baba Daud Mishkati in his Tazkira titled Asrar ul Abrar while portraying
her in a positive light uses the words Majzuba and Aarifa (Ascetic and
Gnostic) in place of insane.

One can imagine the kind of psychological pressure that must have
weighed upon the person who put the name of Lalla in writing for the
first time. That too the narrator could dare to write in such
complimentary terms was possible because of the versified glowing
tributes that the founder of Rishi movement Shaikh Nooruddin had paid to
Lalla during her lifetime or just after her death. Here is Shaikh
Nooruddin showering praise on Lalla and praying for acquiring the
level of respect she commands (in Kashmir):

Tas Padman pore chei Lallei
Teme Galei Amrith Peiou

Su Saenei Avataar Lallei
Tuithei Mei War Deiuow

In the above verses composed in Kashmiri Language by Shaikh
Nooruddin, the first time anyone praising Lalla, the Shaikh’s praise in
English translation reads like this:
That Lalla of Padmanpora®,
who gulped down the nectar of Immortality,
That Lalla is our Messenger,
Oh God bestow upon me such dignity/greatness.

Lalla was senior contemporary to Nund Rishi. The glowing tributes and
mentions and the reverential treatment that he has given to Lalla and the
mentions of the spiritual relation between the two in Tazkiras,
Rishinamas, historical accounts and popular sayings/memory that we find

in Kashmir point out to a preceptor-disciple relation between the two.’
While paying tribute to Lalla and praying to God “to bestow him
greatness as hers” is a trend very uncommon and very unusual to the then
predominant way of thinking (wherein in the predominant Brahmanical
setting it was very unusual to regard women as deserving respect of a
level to be emulated and cherished). At the same time such an
invocation/prayer points towards the high esteem that a women could have
in the Nund Rishi’s worldview and by extension in the Rishi movement.



While describing the life history of the Nund Rishi, the Rishinamas
mention a long conversation between Shaikh Nooruddin and his mother.
The Shaikh’s mother Sadra Mouj pleads him to return home from the
cave where he had gone to undertake meditation. The conclusion of this
long interaction between the mother-son duo is that the Shaikh, out of his
motherly love, makes a deep rethinking over the issue. After analyzing
the various Rishinamas which discuss these conversations between the
Shaikh and Sadra Mouj, it can be safely concluded that while Sadra Mouj was
a highly pious lady, but in matters of spiritual knowledge she finally
accepts the view point of her son.

The conversation between Shaikh Nooruddin and his wife Zai Ded is also
an important link pointing towards the possible influences of the important
place that women later on were given in the Rishi movement. While the
two women associated with the Shaikh discussed earlier (i.e. Lalla and
Sadra Mouj) are by age and by respect senior to him, with regard to
Zai Ded or Zahida Sahiba, the conversation can be said to have taken
place on a different platform. Like Sadra Mouj, Zai Ded also tries to
convince the Shaikh to return to his family, but the obvious difference is
that while Sadra Mouj invokes her motherly affection for the purpose, Zai
Ded reminds the Shaikh of his responsibilities towards home and family.
Zai Ded invokes her love towards the Shaikh as well her compulsions in
trying to convince him to return, but in the end she also seems to have
gotten associated with the Shaikh’s mission, as the following verses
indicate.

Cze Chukh Haliyuk Kamarband
Ba chas Taneh haenz Paet Kaai
Cze Yeli sapdakh dayeh sund bandeh
Cze govkh riush bu rish bai.

In the above verses, Zai Ded while accepting the way that the Shaikh has
chosen gives her consent to become a fellow member in this path. The
symbolism used is that of the gridl support and a silken robe. With
excellent rhyming beauty the second verse reads like ,when you (Shaikh)
has decided to be a traveller on the path of the Lord, then if you call
yourself a Rishi, I (Zai Ded) shall become a Rishi bai (or She Rishi).

The following versified excerpt from the conversation between Shaikh
Nooruddin and Zai Ded is also worth mentioning:



Zai ba drays manz Dadsarei
Akbardeen chum Maelis Naaw
Jamal din Kamal din Bai chem garei
Sheikheh bronh marai rozei ka

In the above mentioned versified excerpt is mentioned the details of the
parental home of Zai Ded, the Shaikh’s wife. Her father Syed Akbar-ud-din
and his two sons Jamal ud din and Kamal ud din were notable and
respected personalities in the area of Dadasara, in Tral area. That Shaikh
got married in a respected Syed family of his times helps dismisses or put a
serious question mark on the later constructed story of his parents and
family lived a life of penury.

The Female/Women Rishis

Of the significant distinctions that the Rishi Order of Kashmir can
boast of is the institutional establishment of a female wing with
prominent Women Sufis leading the Centres in many parts of the valley
of Kashmir. This aspect though not totally ignored within the writings of
the Sufi and Rishi literature of Kashmir does not seem to have been given
due attention. As a result many of the preliminary aspects related to this
facet of the Rishi order have not been properly documented. This paper
can be looked as a humble beginning in this direction.

One of the most prominent female disciples of Nund Rishi referred to in
the Tazkira literature is Shaam Bibi. In dissemination of the ideas of
Rishi movement within the valley of Kashmir Shaam Bibi has played
a significant role. Her deep reverential attachment with the Shaikh is
evident from the Marsiya or elegy that she composed following the death
of Shaikh Nooruddin. In the history of Kashmir elegy writing (Marsiya
Nigari) in the Kashmiri language this is the first known elegy. This
poem has thus both literary as well as historical importance. Specifically
from a historical view point this poem/elegy gives us a window to the
level of reverence and attachment his devotees, followers and disciples
had for the Shaikh.

The elegy also assumes importance for giving us vivid descriptions of the
funeral rites of Shaikh. In simpler terms there is a powerful image or scene
creation in the poem and this is possible only because of the purity and

sanctity of the emotional attachment of the devotee/Shaam Bibi here.’



From the last two couplets of the above poem/elegy, we get a clue of the
existence of an established group of female disciples of the Shaikh, which
came to be known as “Chaat Kori” (i.e. daughters trained under the
spiritual care of Shaikh Nooruddin), who used to be trained in the
spiritual knowledge and gnosis from the Shaikh directly, and he took a
fatherly care of these disciples. Disciples like Shaam Bibi and many others
like her and according to their capacities kept on contributing to the
spread of the Shaikh’s mission and more importantly kept leading the
women wing of the Rishi movement. As some of the Tazkiras have
mentioned, Shaam Bibi initially used to be associated with the provisional
Rishi Centre headed by Baba Tajuddin in Waterhail Budgam (Central
District of Kashmir). Afterwards Shaam Bibi settled permanently at
Poshkar, the Rishi centre headed by Baba Latifuddin wherein she took up
the job of spiritual guidance of the female devotees who thronged the
Centre. After her death, she was buried inside the shrine of Baba
Latifuddin. Her shrine continues to be thronged by devotees for quenching
their spiritual thirst. After reading the poems composed by Shaam Bibi, it
appears that she frequently used to visit Shaikh Nooruddin at places
wherever he would settle and she used to take spiritual guidance from
him.

As per the research done by Ghulam Nabi Gauhar, Shaam Bibi was a
Brahmin girl from Beerwah Budgam, who had studied Bhagwat Gita and
Trika Shastra from her father. Her intelligence gets quite evident from her
compositions/verses.

On the other hand through their own hard work, Sham Bibi and the other
these new converts to Islam by attaining high spiritual standings became
the corner stones of the Rishi movement. It becomes apparent that the
search for truth in the heart of Shaam Bibi found its clear direction only
under the guidance of Shaikh Nooruddin. It is also narrated that under the
guidance of her spiritual master (Nund Rishi), Shaam Bibi used to break
her ritual fasts with the bitter extracts of wild vegetables instead of soft
bread, so as to keep her baser self (Nafs) in control.

It is worth to mention that Baba Dawood Mishkati has recorded several of
Shaam Bibi’s sayings in his Tazkira titled Asrarul Abrar. These sayings
are very high on spiritual and philosophical pedestal. Baba Daud Mishkati
also notes that there are lots of sayings of Sham Bibi like this.



During last few years of his life Sheikh Nooruddin stayed in Ropawan
village and after his death he was buried at Chrar-e-Shareef. After his
death this burial place became a site of pilgrimage and also the
headquarters of the activities of Rishi Silsila. Close by Chrar-e-Shareef
a place called Zalsu became the Centre of the female wing of the Rishi
Silsila. Till date there is a pilgrimage site of “Chaateh Koreh” which is
visited by devotees for blessings.

At this Centre were settled Dehat Ded and Behat Ded, two prominent
Chateh Koreh or Disciple- girls of Sheikh Nooruddin. The two were
sisters. We shall not describe here the basic details of the female wing of
Rishi movement led by these two sisters, as captured by the primary
sources and later day secondary sources. But focus on some of the
points regarding the two sisters as mentioned by Baba Dawood Mishkati
in his Asrarul Abrar, which gives a clue to the high level of intellectual
caliber that the two sisters possessed. Mishkati describes the two sisters
under highly reverential titles of “Mazhar-e-Haqgeeqat Zahida Det Quda
Sera” and “Saeqa-e- Wahdat Aabida Det Quda Sera”. 1t is plausible that
post their conversion to Islam, it was Zahida and Abida that were the
names given to the two sisters or these might have been titles only used
for them. If the first hyphothesis is held true then the Zahida Bibi briefly
mentioned by Baba Khalil in his Tazkira titled Rauzat u Riyaz might be
one among the two sisters. About Zahida Bibi, Baba Dawood Mishkati
writes that she ate nothing other than that she earned by her own efforts.’
This aspect has a lot of value in the tenets of female circles of the Rishi
movement in particular and the Rishi movement in general. The manner in
which Baba Dawood Mishkati narrates some of her quotes in prose form,
and also from Mishkati’s own confession that “like a lot of her similar
sayings” it looks she would have said this in verse form. Here is the
sample of her sayings, as narrated by Mishkati, “The biggest wveil
between the Master and the servant is the existence of the human
being.”

“One who destroys ones ego is relieved of the sorrows of one’s existence.”

“Were not the Shaikh Nooruddin my pir (or spiritual master), Allah
Himself would have been my Guide.”

Baba Dawood Mishkati narrates that when the meeting between Mir
Mohammad Hamadani and Sheikh Nooruddin took place in Kashmir, the



two sisters were also present. He narrates that during those days Sheikh
Nooruddin used to break his fast with plain water and would eat or
drink nothing else. The Sheikh had gone very weak as a result of these
spiritual exercises. Mir Mohammad Hamadani asked the Sheikh (in a
metaphorical/symbolic language) as to why has he made his horse
(himself) weak? The Sheikh replied that he was not a trained rider, thus he
was apprehensive that if he fed his horse well, he might not be able to
keep control and that he might have fallen down on the way. One among
the sisters Dehat Bibi present there interrupted and responded to Mir
Mohammad Hamadani on behalf of her Sheikh that those who have
already reached their destinations need not to bother about horses/carriers
and palanquins to carry them. Mir Mohammad Hamadani quickly picked
the point and asked in return as to who had reached the destination? She
responded back those who have freed themselves from their being.
Mir questioned back has she freed herself from her being? Pat came the
response that if she has not freed herself from her being, she would not
have been there in the solemn/august gathering, and that she would not
have known him (Hamadani). Mir Mohammad Hamadani asked back if
she was a boy or a girl? She responded back that once she lost her
being, it doesn’t matter now whether she is a boy or a girl, and if asked
from a perspective of being then she is nothing/ she doesn’t exist. Mir
asked if she was happy. The response came that she felt happy after
getting a spiritual carrier/rider. Mir commented to her that you talk so high.
To this she responded back that the status of the meeting demands such
high level talk/ conversation/ dialogue. And also that she was not satisfied
as yet. Mir Mohammad Hamadani became very happy and asked the
Sheikh if he ate meat. The Sheikh replied that in his path, giving trouble
to any living being is not permissible and without slaughter (which means
giving trouble) meat is not permissible (Halal) in Islam. He said that
slaughter is done by others while as it reaches to them in a permissible
manner, is it not allowed to eat? Hamadani then asked that the Prophets
and Messengers of God used to eat meat, the reply from the Chaat girl
is worth of note here, She replied that “they (Prophets and Messengers)
had attained those very high stages where all these things are permissible
for them. We have stopped at that stage where all these things are not
permissible.” Then the girl asked Mir Mohammad Hamadani that he
should have asked her questions related to the World and the Hereafter. To
this she would have responded back in a manner wherein she would



explain what the world and the hereafter mean in actual sense. As such the
Chaat girls conveyed very high level of things to Mir Mohammad
Hamadani.

Even though it is difficult to actually measure and calculate the stages and
levels of the spiritual figures with the help of normal intellect, still then
such a conversation reminds us and can be regarded as comparable to the
spiritual dialogues of the great Sufi figure of Islam, Rabia of Basra.

Mokhta Pokhur: A Women Rishi Centre in the Srinagar City

In Mokhta Pokhur, Soura area of Srinagar, there was an important Centre
of the female wing of Rishi Silsila. After leaving the South Kashmir area
of Maraaz, Sheikh Nooruddin had stayed for some time at a place in
Srinagar area known as Mokhta Pokhur. During his stay many people are
believed to have accepted Islam at his hands, including some wealthy
people as well. In the house where the Sheikh stayed was a girl named
Deteh Bibi. After the Shaikh left Srinagar she was the person who trained
women in Rishi practices in and around Srinagar area.

Shanga Bibi, also known as Loli in the popular genre who also is famous
as Yawan Maetcz, post renouncing her wayward ways after coming under
the guidance of Sheikh Nooruddin, was also associated with the same
Centre of Mokhta Pokhur, Srinagar. Finally she came to the Zalsu Centre.
Dateh Bibi is buried in Mokhta Pokhur while as Shanga Bibi is
buried in Chrar-e Shareef.

Two more women whose names are recorded as having been trained by
Sheikh Nooruddin himself as Chaat girls were both named as Sila Bibi.
Both participated actively in the propagation of the mission of Sheikh
Nooruddin. Both are buried in the premises of the Mausoleum of Nund
Rishi in Chrar-e-Shareef.

Women Rishi influence in North Kashmir

The impact of this active role played by women in the Rishi movement
seems to have influenced the Kashmir society after the death of the
Sheikh as well. Sheikh Nooruddin though travelled several parts of the
valley, remained most of the time of his life in South and Central Kashmir
areas. As such we have more Rishi shrines and Centres in South and
Central parts of Kashmir compared to the Northern part of the valley.



But due to its solid foundations, in the second and the third phase of the
Rishi movement the disciples of some of the prominent Rishis came to the
northern part of Kashmir and helped disseminate and strengthen the
movement.

Probably Sanga Bibi is the first disciple of the Rishi order who not only
trained women but also men in the ways and manners of this movement.
Prominent saint Baba Neki Rishi was her disciple, who took charge of the
Centre after the death of Sanga Bibi and donated all his wealth for the
upkeep of this Centre. Sanga Bibi was trained by Baba Shukr-ud-din who
himself was a disciple of Baba Zain-ud-din. This way Sanga Bibi belongs
to third generation of the Rishi order. She belonged to a village called
Kachalwan of the Hamal Pargana, present day Rafiabad (Baramulla
District), while as her spiritual master belonged to the Arth village of
present day Budgam district. Baba Shukr-ud-Din went from
Manchehome Pargana to Khoihama Pargana and settled there. Sanga
Bibi also came to the same Pargana and settled on a small hillock in the
Boathe area, where she was later buried after her death.

After the death of Sanga Bibi, the charge of her Rishi Centre was taken
over by Baba Nouroz Rishi, and after him by his spiritual successor Baba
Neki Rishi. He was later on buried in the premises of the shrine of Sanga
Bibi.

Another female Rishi figure mentioned by the sources is Ganga Bibi who
appears to have been a contemporary of Sanga Bibi and lived in the same
area of Hamal Pargana. She was the wife of an established and rich man
named Langar Mal. Under the influence of his wife, Langar Mal mended
his ways and became a disciple of a Rishi named Baba Ladi Mal, who
himself was among the disciples of Zain Shah Wali, a Rishi of the front
rank. He undertook Chila or forty days of meditative seclusion inside the
hollow trunk of a Chinar tree located in a jungle in the Uttar region of
Hamal Pargana. He had hundreds of disciples. The region of Dandakwana
in Hamal Pargana had already got an established spiritual importance due
to the references of Zalka Rishi.® Langar Mal finally settled in the same
place, which is now known by the name of Handewan pora.

Shaikh Hamza Makhdum, Suhrawardis and the Women Sufis

Coming back to Nouroz Rishi mentioned above, he was a devotee of the
renowned Suhrawardi Sufi of Kashmir Shaikh Hamza Makhdum, with
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whom he was reverentially and spiritually related. After seeing the
positive impact of the female wing of the Rishi movement on the
Kashmir society, Shaikh Hamza Makhdum also started to give spiritual
and religious training not only to his male but also to the female devotees.
One of the interesting things related to this phenomenon was the manner
in which the female or the women disciple was initiated into the order.
There was an established way of taking oath from male and female
disciples by Sheikh Hamza Makhdum. While with the male disciples
taking oath the Murshid would take the hand of the disciple in his own
hand, with the female disciple there was a different way. The master
would put his hand on one side of a water utensil while on the other side
the female disciple would put her hand and complete the oath or bayat.
Among those who took formal oath from Sheikh Hamza Makhdum, the
Persian Tazkiras have mentioned several names some of which are Hoora,
Noora, Shah, Zahida, Aiesha, Fatima, Masooma, Malika, Zainab, and
others.” The details of these women spiritual figures needs more research
and field work in order to document this ignored aspect of the Sufi
movement in Kashmir.

From the above preliminary description, it can be easily gleaned that
women participation and their spiritual leadership functions within the
Sufi and Rishi movement of Kashmir was fairly well established. Further
it is important to note that while in the broader Muslim World, the
women Sufis existed as individual or one-of cases, the Rishi
movement of Kashmir places the women Rishi wing on a strong
institutional foundation. The founder of the Rishi order of Kashmir Nund
Rishi or Shaikh Nooruddin himself trained a group of “Disciple Girls”
under his personal guidance and established separate Centres for the
purpose. The women facet of the Kashmir spiritual movement could not
remain confined to the indigenous Rishi order only. Its influence could be
felt well into the Suhrawardi Sufi order, whose prominent propounder
Shaikh Hamza Makhdum also initiated the process of enrolling Women
disciples within the Sufi fold. It goes without saying that this trend of the
strong presence of the women Sufis and Rishis has not stopped with the
Rishi and the Suhrawardi confines or times only. The presence of women
Sufi/Rishi shrines dotting various villages and townships of present day
Kashmir is a strong indication that the female presence within the
realm and landscape of spiritual movement of Kashmir is strongly
present, even though it has not been fully documented and brought to
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light in the manner that is seen with its male counterpart. The void and
absence needs to be filled with more documentation, in which direction
this write up can be regarded as an initial beginning.
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commanded, beyond the individual level of Nund Rishi, within the broader collective
societal level in Kashmir.

3 This in other words would mean that if we construct the history of this period purely on
the basis of these Sanskrit literary works, it would be as if Lalla did not exist at all. At the
level of historian’s craft, this gives a window to the shortcomings of the written sources.
It also gives credence to the usefulness of popular memory and folklore as sources of
historical reconstruction.

* Padmanpora is the old name of Pampore, the famous saffron growing town of Kashmir
on the outskirts of the Srinagar city. Through this couplet we get the address of Lalla that
she belonged to this township. Incidentally, another powerful female literary icon of
Kashmir, Habba Khatoon or Zooni, the queen poetess of 16" century has somehow been
also associated to the same township.

> This points to a famously remembered legend of possibly the first meeting between
Lalla and Nund Reshi. Just after Nund was born, he is said to have refused to suck milk
from his mother. Lalla happen to pass by the concerned mother and took the child in her
lap and addressed the kid thus “Zaene yeline mandchokh, chaneh keh chukh mandchan”
(If you are not ashamed of coming into this world, then why feel ashamed from sucking
mother from your mother?). The young Nund immediately drank milk from Lalla and
his mother. As such Lalla is regarded as the spiritual mother to Nund Rishi and through
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him to the Rishi movement of Kashmir.

% The long elegy (with the opening lines of Nund Sanz gov sorgas matou; trnsl. Nund left
for the heavens) carries with it so many layered aspects that it deserves a separate and full
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7 A strong clue that these women, or the women in general with in the Kashmir society
did work in order to earn for themselves. This also points to the important fact that the
known scholar M. Ishaq Khan has emphasized in his important work on the Rishi
movement that it raised the status of dignity of labor and manual work, which was
previously looked down upon.

¥ Zalka Rishi is mentioned by Nund Rishi in his famous poem where he traces the
spiritual lineage of the Rishi movement from the Prophet of Islam.

9 Syed Bashir Ahmad (Bashar Bashir), Sheikh Hamza Makhdum as propounder of
Suhrawardi Sufi Order in Kashmir, MPhil dissertation, CCAS, Kashmir University,
1984, p. 64.
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Shaikh Nir ud-Din ®"4); Religious Reformation

and impact on the Kashmiri Society

Mohmad Ilham Shiekh

Abstract

Shaikh Nir ud Din ®**? was a magnanimous personality who rose above all prejudices
of religious sectarianism. Being a reformer, he was a Sufi and Da’i of high repute. He
worked tirelessly for the propagation of Islamic message to the masses. He propounded
the message of the Quran and Hadith in Kashmiri language in the form of Poetry
commonly known as “Shruks”. He uses his poetry as a tool to spread the true knowledge
of Islam. He deliberates and expounds the mortal preaching as a base for the enrichment
of harmonious life. His impact on all sections of Kashmiri society was primarily due to
the integrity of his personal life. His religious zeal has played an integral role in the
framing and changing of the human behaviour. He contributed a lot for the reformation of
Kashmir Society. His role in preaching the message of Islam is by all standards a turning
point in the history of Kashmir. It heralded the dawn of the new era in the sense that the
history of Kashmir took a decisively a new turn and a vigorous process of socio-cultural
change. This paper, as such, attempts to highlight the dynamics religious reformation of
Shaikh Nar ul-Din ®"*) and its impact on Kashmiri society that results in the
Islamization of the Kashmiri society.

Keywords: Islam, Kashmir, Poetry, Shaikh ul- ‘Alam, Shruks, Society.

Introduction

Shaikh Nar ul-Din ®A) g commonly known by many names as
Shaikh ul-Alam (the spiritual preceptor of the world), Nund Rishi (the
pious Saint), Alamdar-1 Kashmir (Flag bearer of the people of Kashmir),
Taj-ul Awliya, (the Emperor of Saints) whom Kashmiri Pandits call
Shahzanand' (the one having high spiritual knowledge). He was
undoubtedly one of the most luminous personalities of Kashmir Valley.
He was born on 10" of DhilHajj 779 A.H. corresponding to 10" of
December, 1377 C.E.? on Thursday at the time of Chashs at Khai
Jogipora, village of Kulgam.® He was born of, Shaikh Salar-ud Din and
Sadra, a couple known for their piety and strength of belief’. He started of
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his journey of preaching by first meditating in caves and tried to reach the
propagating ultimate truth by the path of spirituality. He busied himself
completely in meditation, remembrance of Allah ", prayers and ascetic
practices. Later on, after leaving the cave life, Shaikh Niar ul-Din ®¢"4)
along with some disciples undertook an extensive tour of the valley of
Kashmir, living for long stints at different places and preaching his simple
message of purity, piety, fear of Allah ®** and love for humanity.

Shaikh Nar ul-Din ®"*) played a significant role in the spread of
Islamic tenets and Islamic values that culminated in the process of
acculturation and even Islamization of Kashmir in the strict religious
sense. It is true that Kashmir had come in contact with Islam long before
the Shaikh ®"*) assumed the role of a missionary, but it was mainly
through his poetry, composed in a local language, that a dynamic and
creative interaction was established between the great tradition of Islam, as
represented by the Sufis and ‘Ulama and the local peasant society. He
carried on his Islamic mission of da 'wah work purely on the principles of
Qur’an and Sunnah. Shaikh (Reh-A) as a person relied on the teachings of
Islam to solve the issues of society. He sought to establish an ideal Islamic
society that was based on love, honesty, tolerance, patience, brotherhood,
moral and mutual social affairs. He struggled a lot for developing an ideal
society and sought to create awareness in society about its faults.

Shaikh Nar ul-Din ®") travelled throughout Kashmir and
ultimately settled at Charar-i Sharief which was his final destination. He
lived for sixty three years and few months and passed away in Rupawan
village of Charar-i Sharief on 26" Jamad al-Thani 842 A.H.
(corresponding to 1439 C.E.)° during the reign of Sultan Zain al-Abidin
Budshah. All well known Islamic personalities as well as king reached
Charar-i Sharief” to participate in his funeral. He was buried at Charar-i
Sharief.8 By a formal order of King Budshah, his shrine was constructed
over his tomb which stands at Charar-i Sharief in the district of Budgam
in Kashmir and draws large crowds. (Shams ul Arifin or ‘the sun of the
pious’ is the chronogram while gives the date of his demise. i.e. 842
A.H.%) where does the line follow from?
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Salient features of Shaikh Niir ul-Din’s ®"*) Religious Reformation
in Kashmir

Shaikh Nir ul-Din’s ®"*) reformative mission can be regarded as ideal in
the following respects:

Dawah Mission

The period of Shaikh ul-Alam (Reh-A) witnessed intense cultural
assimilation because Islam had yet to overcome the resistance of the local
Hindus and Brahmans who still enjoyed all the privileges of the ruling
class and dominated the Royal Court. Due to these Hindu courtiers, the
common masses could not get the training and education which would
have enabled them to understand the fundamentals of Islam. Under these
circumstances, there was urgent need of a religious scholar who could
express the teachings of Islam in the local language so as to enable the
unlettered masses to comprehend it properly. In this setting Shaikh Nur ul-
Din ®"*) emerged as the instrument of change. Although the reformation
of people of Kashmir was started by Mir Sayyid Ali Hamdani Reh-A) ut it
got a boost through the Shaikh (Reh.A) " The whole Ummah has the
responsibility of instilling the rule of justice, enjoy the right and lawful
forbid the wrong i.e. ‘Amr-bil Ma’ruf wa Nahi ‘Anil Munkar’. In this
context, the sayings of the Shaikh ®"*)
performed this difficult task with sincerity. He expressed his philosophy
through Shruks. He was one of those spiritualists who lit the lamp of
ethical knowledge for the benefit of humanity. His aim was to illuminate
the world with his philosophy of universal brotherhood, based on
conviction and brotherhood.

acquire great importance. He

Shaikh Nar ul-Din ®"*) is to be considered to be the commentator
of Quran (Mufassir) in the Kashmiri terminology. He translated the
message of Quran and Hadith in Kashmiri language in the form of Poetry
commonly known as ‘Shruks’, so that the people of Kashmir may
understand the Quran and Hadith in their mother language. He contributed
a lot to the welfare of Kashmir Society and its people by emphasising all
aspects of Islamic life. In the system of Islamic thought the Shaikh ®¢"-4)
has steadfast faith in Allah ®** and his poetry reflects his commitment to
the Islamic concepts. The Shaikh (Reh-A) hag given the message to people as
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prescribed by Islam. In the field of Beliefs (Imaniyat) contain Tawhid,
Risalah and Akhirah, the Shaikh ®™*) propounded these beliefs in his
Shruks thus:

Suy aus ti suy ho aasi
Suy suy kar ziu ha zuwoo
Suy sari andesh kasi
Hana zuwoo payas peto '°
He was and He shalt be
May for Him my dear-self be
Alone, He wilt remove thy fears and doubts

Be perceptible to some extent O,me !

ﬁfﬁ/, 4 J}f; :;
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Muhammad ti Tchoor yaar barhaq ganzrukh
Timan nish andnay dunyihiq niyaay
Jaan ti paan youd timan path binzrakh

Suy chai tour kich baed rahkay
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Anis athiwoul pay keth sezrakh
Yamath na wizrakh peer sinz jaay"'
Let thou take Mohammad ®*" and His four disciples as paragons of life.
Solution to all thy affairs wilt thou get from them.

Devote thy being to their defined doctrine. A vast empire wilt thou find in
Hereafter.

Able not a blind be to impel without a staff.
Thus shalt not thou be righteous without Thy Prophet.

One shalt pledge devotion to such a prophet. Whose era has brimmed in
with divinity all the spheres?

N
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Tati kya karakh roz mahsharay
veti khaasan ti aaman aasi talwas
Moul palzini gobras tami gatkaaray
Sabr rozi ni saabiran tim ti khen tras 12
What shalt thou do on the day of resurrection.
When rank & file shalt be with lurking fear.
Each one shalt be looking for his ownself &

The patient ones shalt lose the sense of patience.

A large portion of Shaikh’s (Reh.A) teachings are about worship
(Ibadah), Muamlat (transactions), Mudasharat (Social affairs) and
Akhlagiyat (Good Morals). These are the universal Da’'wah related
teachings of Shaikh (Reh-A) t0 whole humanity in general and to the people
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of Kashmir in particular for attainment of peace of mind and soul in this
world as well as in the hereafter.

* Non involvement in active politics

Shaikh Nir ul-Din ®"*) desisted from participating in active
politics of Kashmir. During his time, Kashmir was ruled by the Sultans
(Qutb al-Din, Sikander, Ali Shah and Zain al-Abidin).Sultan Zain al-
‘Abidin held him in great reverence but none of the sources provides even a
single illustration of his participation in active politics. However, it is
worth mentioning that in this respect he confined himself to instruct and
advising the people on Islamic teachings and so people treated him as the
true preacher of Islam."?

* Peaceful struggle

*sReP-A) hission

Historians are unanimous that Shaikh Nir ul-Din
was by and large peaceful.'* He did not use the sword or power for the
spread of Islam. Along with his capable disciples he adopted all the
peaceful measures to spread the message of Islam. Historians have not

cited even a single example of any kind of forcible propagation.
* Non-sectarian approach

Shaikh Nur ul-Din’s ®¢h4) preached the mainstream of Islamic
thought. His predecessor in Kashmir, Sayyid Sharf-ud Din Bul-bul Shah
(Reh-AY and Sayyid Ali Hamadani®"™® preached non sectarian Islam to the
people of Kashmir. The same approach was adopted by Shaikh. He carried
on his Islamic mission of da 'wah work purely on the principles of Qur’an
and Sunnah. This approach helped him to utilize his efforts and services
for the furtherance of Islam rather than wasting his energy in justifying
one or the other school of thought. He frequently used the word ‘Muslim’

and usually avoids other terms and labels. In one of his Shruks he says:
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Musalmaan yim hinduit pakan
Shak na kyah karan , kyah karan bov
Yaqgeen chuk kufruk musalmaani thekan
Seena chuk na saaf chuk bad khuy
Guh yim livan ti neemach chakan
Tim gayamach doh woothan sivah roy"’
Muslims who Hinduise their lives
By adherence to superstitions and customs
They believe in paganism only boast as Muslims
They are insincere and vicious people
They who paint their houses with cow dung
They who waste the delicious food items
They all shall be presented with blackfaces

On the day of resurrection before the Allah **

Impact of Shaikh Nir ul-Din ®"*) on the society of Kashmir

Besides being a poet and Sufi, Shaikh Nar ul-Din ®"*) was an
influential thinker and a reformer of high repute. His impact on all sections
of Kashmiri society was primarily due to the integrity of his personal life.
Shaikh ul-Alam ®"*) ¢laborated the concept of Social Affairs. He usually
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highlighted the evils present in his society in a critical manner. He talked
about social inequalities present in his society. His disapproval of the rich
people is also embedded in the social ethics. He regarded hunger as the
most humiliating of evils. The exploitation and sufferings of the weak at
the hands of the strong is evidenced by his Shruks in an eloquent way. The
rich people were busy in them in the worldly enjoyment and had forgotten
their responsibilities and duties towards society. He takes the issue of
helping the poor and needy people and upliftment the society. He says:
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Akis bartal saazind waayaan
Woud chu laegith nindray haetuy
Beyis razi ti looray layaan
Paan aishan kas kya dito"®
One gets amused with musicians- melodious
Gleeful all in drowsiness too.
The other is struck violently with whips and batons.
Learn this self; is the discretion of Lord!

The real motive behind his teachings was to expose the evils which
were deeply rooted in the society, and his determination to strengthen and
support the poor community in the society. He wanted that the people
should live their life with respect and honour. He under these lines
encourages the poor people by saying:
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Fagqgr chuy dozakhas wurun thoru
Faqr chuy ambiyahan hinduy khouy
Faqr chuy ulag ti pulug cxooru
Faqr chuy mushq ti beyi khushboy
Fagras paeth yus ruduy doruy
Tas chuy yeti keho tati aabiroy"’
Poverty is a shield against Hell,
Poverty is the virtue of Prophets,
Poverty is the wealth of this and the next world,
Poverty is sweet and fragrant,

One who is steadfast in the path of Poverty,
So will be honored here and the Hereafter.

So, poverty is not a blemish or blot to curse and be ashamed of, but
it is a blessing and the path that leads to heaven. He described the
injustice, inequality and social disorder in that way, that so soft hearted
person can stop his tears. It can be said that Shaikh ®"*) ysed his Shruks
as an instrument to revolutionize the society. He advises rich people to be
generous, to give Sadqah to poor people for the sake of Allah W0 that
will not decrease their income but increase it, which will leads an
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individual to live in peace in a best way in this world as well as in the
hereafter.

Shaikh ®"*) in most of his Shruks represents the oppressed
sections of the society, in lucid language, that must lead to their protection
among the people. In one of his Shruk, he sketches the condition of his

society in this way as:
A
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Sonus ti sartali akuy zulun
Ye deishith zeu maiuni kalun haith
Nundyan luith ti daithan phulun
Tauway andi mai chalun huath"®
Weighing gold and brass with some measure
When I saw I became totally shocked and dumb
When intelligent got crushed and fools enjoyed
I thought the best thing is to retreat to a forest

These Shruks highlighted the greater exploitation which created
chaos in the society and divided the people according to different
parameters. Usually there are two kinds of people present at the time of
Shaikh ®***) New Muslims and Hindus. The Shaikh ®*"*) tried his best
to unite these people under the banner of love and brotherhood, so that a
peaceful society can be formed. As a message of brotherhood, he says:
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Akis molus ti maji hund
Dai drawakh ti haiy
Musalman ki hiund banakh

Kar banda natoshi khuday"’
Among the brothers of the same parents

Why did you create a barrier?

Muslims and Hindus are one
When will god be kind to his servants?

Shaikh ®"*) protested vehemently against all social evils. He
stressed his viewpoint by exposition of Islamic conceptual environments.
Shaikh ®"A) wanted to highlight the issues of people who suffered due to
caste discrimination. Also, Some Islamic scholars who were fond of
worldly pleasures and official privileges also felt the indirect influence of
this local depression and started an undercurrent division of Muslim
society on such basis.

Shaikh ®"*) condemns caste system and highlights that Hadrat
Adam *® and Hadrat Hawa “® are the progenitors of human race and
differentiating the people on such evil standards is criminal. He clearly
mentions that anyone who believes in caste system is bereft of reasons and
wisdom. He says:
Iy rJT A e

-~

331 ¢ I'e ~
dir S b o
e W IV A S

24



Hadhrat baba Adam moulai
Ami hawa tatii aiu
Ad kat dumb watul churulo
Kulus hamkul kyah haidwo™
Adam is the progenitor of the human race
From him came wife, our mother Eve
From where have the low castes descended?
How can a high born taunt the low born badly?

He advises the people to be cautious of those fake Miillahs who
wear the mask of being pious, and deceived by people their fake
personality. He not only disdains the Mi/lahs but Brahman as well in this

way:
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Mala chey masheedan ache dru
Yeti bata chey potlan path
Saas manz akha toro
Nata saarny shaitaan go haeth®
Mullahs have become merchants of mosques,
The Pandit steals the idols from the temple.

One among thousands of them may deserve salvation,

Others are all the disciples of Satan
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Mala deenthim moshi khewaan
Hakas dapaan yi chu kach
Baekir khewaan Dakar travaan
Masheedan dapaan yeti chu watch™
Mullah is found of beef and mutton,
Dubs vegetable as rejected grass,
Reluctantly swallows sweet cakes,
Beware; of mosques — Jins dwell therein.

Shaikh’s®"*) society was in the grip of the moral degradation,
which he in his Shruks to make the people aware about its consequences.

He says:

Par zanyin kandyo karakh naali matiy
Kandyo karakh yim matiy khayaal
Bazaar no moul meilaan yaran yetiy

Kandyo che kachas kanakh laal™

You feel pleasure to embrace wives of others
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Such ideas and thinking are embracing
It is impossible to purchase even for a huge price
Thy precious character diamond, character

In another Shruk, he says:
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Nazar kar zini pardyn zananan
Taw alakh ti palakh zirai

Taway chui lagi imaanas

24
Krudh no musalmanas pazae

Don’t stare at strange women
Because you’re pious and piety will get lost
Your faith too will get stained by it

Pride does not behove a Muslim

In these couplets, Shaikh (Reh.A) points out that Lust, sexual abuse

and other practices of indecency in the people must be condemned. So, an
individual should build his life by controlling his desires and immoral
tendencies. He says that due to these immoral practices, one cannot be a
Muslim. In other words, it is not permissible for a Muslim to practice such
indecent practices that harms the whole of the structure of society.

Lastly, Shaikh ul-Alam’s (Reh.A.) poetry is full of warnings against
all the social evils, and advises people in an effective way how to eradicate
these evils and develop a peaceful Islamic society. It can be said that he
was in search of an ideal society, but spent his time almost in reforming
the society. In the contemporary world, the Shruks are also relevant to the
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quest of building such a society as would be a role model for other
societies. Although his poetry was written a few centuries back but it is
applicable to this present society of Kashmir as well. If the people of the
society follow the rules and principles of the Shaikh ®™*) which are
completely based on Islamic teachings, their all problems of this world as
well as hereafter will be solved without any toil. The teachings of Shaikh
(Reh-A) are based on love, equality, communal harmony and honesty which

can eradicate all evils and will replace them with love, respect and peace.
Conclusion

In the above discussion, the life of Shaikh ul-Alam®™) has been
discussed exhaustively. He was actually a valuable asset for the people of
Kashmir. He struggled mostly throughout his life for the cause of Islam.
He used his poetry in propagating the message of truth i.e. Islam. His
poetry is of worth mentioning. His message applies universally to whole
humanity to achieve salvation in this world as well as in the hereafter.

Shaikh ul-Alam ®"*) is highly qualified religious scholar and
there is no doubt that he is a perfect believer (Mu 'min) and his approach to
Allah ®“ is totally according to Islamic Shariah based on the teachings of
Quran and Hadith. He stressed on the five pillars of Islam in his Kalam in
a detailed way. i.e. Iman, Salah, Sawm, Zakah and Hajj. These play a
significant role in the building of characters. They purify the soul of an
individual and they get courage to control his lower self. In most of the
Shruks of Shaikh ®A) stress has been laid on the control of self i.e.
man’s desires, as this, according to him, is the main source of man’s
destruction. Shaikh al-Alam ®"*) g regarded as a reformer of his society.
He fought through out his entire life against the evils of the society. As a
poet, he is regarded as the poet of the humanity. His life is full of guidance
and teachings for the whole humanity in a right direction. These teachings
are about all the aspects of human life and are based on the principle of
‘Ampr bil Maraf Wa Nahi Anil Munkar, To enjoin Good and forbid Evils.
He finally works for the establishment of a just socio-moral order in the
world.

After studying the poetry of Shaikh ul-Alam (Reh-A) the researcher
arrived at the conclusion that Shaikh ®"*) is one of the greatest Sufi poet
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& religious scholar of the sub-continent. His thoughts are pure, deep and
free of duality, based on the teachings of Quran & Hadith and his message
is universal. He wants to guide Kashmiris and through Kashmiris the
whole of humanity to the right path. But unfortunately we have restricted
him to Kashmir only and have not introduced him as a reformer to the
whole world. The teachings of Shaikh ®™*) tell us how to live and walk
on the earth and make us a true human being.
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Influence of Sheikh ul Alam’s Poetry on Society

Meraj Ahmad

Abstract

Sheikh Noor-ud-ddin is one of those distinguished philosophers, Sufi, saints, poets,
preachers of Kashmir’s history who have tremendous influence on literary and cultural
life of people in Kashmir. It is worth mentioning that no one else has gained such
popularity among Kashmiri people that’s why he is known as Shaikh-ul-Aalam, Nund
Rishi, Alamdar-E-Kashmir, Taj-ul-Awliya and Sahjanand among Kashmiri pundits.
During medieval period Bhakti movement and Sufi movement started in India to reform
the society. Simultaneously, foundation of Rishi movement laid by Shaikh-ul-Aalam was
to eradicate social evils in Kashmir. He made his poetry as a means of propagation of his
thought and preaching. In his poetry there is unique kind of amalgamation of various
cultural and social practices. He has been the only great among a few where the imprint
of his influence is so deep on culture and society of Kashmir. His whole life and his
works provides an opportunity for discussion on religious, social, moral and culture. He
was determined to mend the society from being worst to best. In fact he was eye opener
for the society as he preserved both the spiritual and socio-cultural sense of his divine
revelations. The main objective of my paper is to find out how Shaikh-ul-Aalam mends
society through his poetry.

Keywords: Sufism, Bhakti movement, Reshiyat, moral, faith, folk, culture, society

Introduction

Who had not heard of the vale of Kashmir,
With its roses the brightest the earth ever gave,
It temples and grottos and fountains as clear
As the love lighted eyes that hang over their waves

With these words western scholar ‘Thomas Moore’ introduced the
Kashmir to the western world in his famous poem ‘Lalla Rookh’. The
natural beauty and of Kashmir attracted the Islamic preachers from Central
Asia and Persia in the beginning of early 140 century. Consequently
Kashmir became the cradle of Sufism in South Asia.
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Conventionally the word ‘Sufi’ is considered synonymous with the word
‘Mystic’. But the word ‘Sufi’ as used in Arabic, Persian, Urdu and Turkish
has a religious connotation. According to Sufis themselves, the word is
derived from an Arabic route ‘Safa’( purity). They opine the Sufi is he
who keeps his heart pure with God. According to another connotation the
word ‘Sufi’ is apparently derived from an Arabic word suf meaning coarse
wool and was originally applied to those Muslims who wore coarse
woollen garments as a sign of self renunciation and penitence. In fact
Sufism is an attitude rather than doctrine. The fundamental of Sufism is
God, Man and the relation between them which is ‘Love’. The whole Sufi
theosophy revolves on these three pivots. It is a sphere of spiritual
experience which runs parallel to the main stream of Islamic doctrine.

Sufism is a path of spiritual advancements, an expansion of consciousness,
leading to awareness of self and the universe. Sufis are divided into
different order of mystical brotherhood but they share certain core
believes.In Kashmir the major orders are the Nagshbandi, the Qadris, the
Suhrawardi, the Kubrawi and the Rishis. All except the Rishis, are said to
have their origins in Iran and central Asia. The people of Kashmir referred
to their land as ‘Pir Vaer’ or ‘Rishi Vaer’ meaning the valley of saints. The
people of Kashmir initially started to convert to Islam under the influence
of Sufis as they won over the hearts of Kashmiris on account of their piety
and sincerity by employing methods of persuasion, humanity and
discourse.

The origin of the Rishi order goes back to pre-Islamic times when during
Vedic period, hermits renouncing the worldly pleasures retired to caves in
forests and mountains to meditate subjecting themselves to severities.
However in Kashmir the Muslim Rishi movement was started by ‘Sheikh
Noor-ud-Din Wali’ by moulding the pre-existing Rishi tradition for the
spread of Islam, wusing local institutions to make Islam more
comprehensible to the people of Kashmir. It is worth mentioning that no
one else gained such popularity among Kashmiri people that is why he is
known as Shaikh-ul-Aalam, Nund Rishi, Alamdar-e-Kashmir, Taj ul
Awliya and Sahaja Nand among Hindus.

During medieval period Bhakti movement and Sufi movement started in
India to reform the society simultaneously Rishi movement started in
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Kashmir to eradicate social evils. Shaikh Noor-ud-Din Wali is one of those
distinguished Philosopher, poets, Sufi saint, preacher of Kashmir History
who had tremendous influence on literary and cultural life of people in
Kashmir. Nund Rishis can be described as thoughtful critiquing the society
and his loyalty was with the Kashmiri peasantry, the poor lot and his
‘Shruks’ (derived from the Sanskrit word ‘Shlokas”) consistently attacked
the caste system. He attached importance to Yogic practise and breath
control for communion with God. He preached disciplined life and
favoured true worship.

Unlike the saints of India, he did not criticise in Hinduism or Islam. He
affirmed his relation with both the Quran and the Hindu thoughts
promoting the universal language of love and brotherhood. Nund Rishi
was greatly influenced by a female revolutionary Hindu mystic saint of
14™ century, ‘Lal Ded’. She revolted against all the oppressive edifices
and she used Kashmiri language to spread the message of brotherhood
through her sayings (Lal-Vaakh), which made Nund Rishi quote that “She
is the divine manifestation for us”. The crossbreeding of Sufi beliefs with
those expressed by Lal Ded led to the foundation of the Rishi order of
Sufisim in Kashmir. Like Sufis Shaikh-ul-Aalam also used vernacular
languages for spreading his message to the common people.

Shaikh-ul-Aalam recognised as a genius theologian, a high profile scholar,
an influential versifier and the greatest mystical Sufi poet of Kashmir. He
eliminated his poetry in the light of Hadith and Quran. He adopted and
followed that God should be celebrated through poetry. Therefore his
poetry is commonly known as the “Kashmiri Quran”. His writings have
been attracting spiritual seekers from almost every religion and inspiration
for mystic aspirants. He was popular in both communities of Kashmir,
even Hindus called him ‘Sahjanand’. Hindu and Buddhist thoughts greatly
influenced Sufism of Kashmir consequently they established their own
indigenous order which is known as ‘Rishism’. In other words it was local
way of spirituality and mysticism based on Sufi ideals. The followers of
Shaikh—ul-Aalam still believe that he still exists and still teaches because
his every line is poetised in great rhythm, deep connotation and
knowledge. His eternal verses sketch out the whole panorama of life, from
human mourning and devotion. The most dominant influence on Kashmiri
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society and literature in terms of their religious and cultural heritage has
been of Sufism or Rishiyat-an independent Sufi order of Kashmir. The
term ‘Rishi’ is derived from Sanskrit which means sage but the Persian
scholar of medieval period tried to show that it is derived from Persian
word ‘Raish’ which means ‘feathers’.

Shaikh-ul-Aalam’s knowledge wrapped in his Shruks (poetry) which are
radiant with the lustre and the splendour of the finest of jewels. The poetic
ardour and accent of Shaikh-ul-Aalam is vitally significant and salutary in
its affect. The articulation of his great work has made Linguistic and
cultural mystery acceptable to us. The imprint of his influence is so deep
on Kashmir’s culture, literature and language. One of the renounced
Kashmiri historians Dr. Ishaq Khan lustrously says “I must confess the no
translator can reproduce the sublimity and comprehensiveness of the
words used by the Shaikh-ul-Aalam, which means so much in a single
symbol”. There is hardly a verse of Shaikh-ul-Aalam which has not a
social, moral, cultural and more importantly topographical context. He was
determined to mend the society from being worst to best. His composition
in popular Kashmiri dialect particularly addressed the peasants and
artisans point to the plebeian character of his movements. Shaikh-ul-
Aalam was multi dimensional personality as his verses do not simply share
the common traits, but he was an environmentalist, Botanist as well as a
mystic.

Shaikh-ul-Aalam and communal Harmony

The valley of Kashmir has been fortunate enough to entertain both Semitic
and Non-Semitic religions and conditions. The inhabitants of valley were
receptive to the religions founded in Indian Sub-continent that included
both Hinduism and Buddhism. Islam in Kashmir didn’t spread through the
proselytizing efforts of a Muslim king but the peaceful missionary efforts
of Sufis and Rishis resulted in the spread of new faith that lead to the
conversion of Kashmiris to a new creed (Muslim). Though we can say that
the Islam as expounded and propagated by the Sufis in the valley. Nund
Rishi deals with issues that relate to God, transcendental truth, social
justice and communal Harmony. Nund Rishi always stood for communal
harmony, love for all humanity and social justice during the reign of
Sikandar he played a revolutionary role to restore peace in the valley. In
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his saying he was more conserned about union of Hindu and Muslim. He
was against the stratification of society he says:

We belong to the same parents
Then why this difference?
Let Hindus and Muslims (together)
Worship God alone (Rafiqui, 212)

There is another Shruk which conveys the same sentiment:

We came to this world like partners,
We should have shared our joys
And sorrows together (Rafiqui, 212)

Another Shaikh-ul-Aalam launches a crusade tirade against the abuse of
any religion discrimination casteism, inequality and poverty. He seems to
be brutally honest in his vehement criticism against those who exploit
religion and befool people particularly the clergy class among Hindus and
Muslims. He says:

Maley chey khushaal hadyes tey
Saalas sheikh gayey maalas tey
Maachas matey

Shaikh-ul-Aalam and Caste System

The caste system is among the oldest forms and social stratification. No
religion believes in distinction on the basis of class, creed, caste, language
and region. True criteria are immaterial things for God in any religion. In
Islam, Taqwa and fear of God are two factors that determine the status of
Muslim before God. The great teaching of Islam has no scope for
discrimination on the basis of caste. Unfortunately, Kashmiri Muslims
have smuggled with caste discrimination for centuries. Shaikh-ul-Aalam
was dead against the caste system. He knew how people exploited the
illiterate masses in the name of religion. He rightly said,

“One who harps proudly upon ones own caste, is totally bereft of reason
and wisdom; Here the good alone can claim noble and hereafter ‘caste’
itself will be non-existent, were you to be imbibe the essence of Islam;
then you will never boast of your own caste.”
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In fact, Shaikh-ul-Aaalm wanted to teach true religion to people that stood
for classes and casteless society.

Human Rights and Shaikh-ul-Aalam

Shaikh-ul-Aalam did not tolerate any exploitation of human rights and
protested against extravagances and excesses that are root causes for the
moral degradation of mankind. He advocates and preaches freedom of soul
in warmth of remembrance of God and everyday living.

He rightly said —

“Demands were raised but denied, the denied demands were imposed by
force. Some people had to die while agitating their demands. Some people
were deprived and they perished in deprivation.”

Environment and Shaikh-ul-Aalam

Shaikh-ul-Aalam’s poetry teaches us conservation of environment. The
crux of Sheikh’s lesson through his poetry is that environment should be
protected, cared for, nurtured and not destroyed. He always tried to spread
his message of ecological balance and environment conservation through
his verses. He says:

“It 1s these surroundings of thick forests, huge mountains, wider valleys
which provide eternal solace, comfort and concentration for Gnostic
practices, aesthetics tastes and initiative for devotional meditation.”

Extensively, I toured in jungles through Kail trees, the warmth of June
touched adversely the delicacy of Jasmine, distinct the pearls to the
moistures, mere touch shall extinguish. The evening occasions but the
drowsiness of slumber.

Revolutionary poetry

Through his verses he protests against the evils of society and played an
important role of reconstructing the society. His verses concerning the end
of human life should not be described as an emotional expression of the
fear of death; rather they seem to have functioned as an effective medium
of satire and social commentary on inequality, injustice and repression in
the masterly use of metaphor and allegory. Some of these verses are worth
quoting:

36



[by ]displaying the caste in the world,
What will thou again?

Into dust will turn the bones,
When the earth envelopes the body
To utter disgrace will he come,
Who forgetting himself jeers at others

Against Social Inequality

From the view point of social history, Shaikh-ul-Aalam’s description of
the social inequalities existing in the contemporary society is important.
Apart from the caste system, his criticism of the rich people is also rooted
in the social ethics of the Quran. He regarded hunger as the most
degrading of diversities. The exploitation and suffering of the weak at the
hands of the strong is evidenced by his verses (Kashmir’s Transition to
Islam, 2005). The rich people busy themselves in the enjoyment and forget
their responsibilities towards society. He says:

One amuses oneself by organising in a musical concert
Although aware, yet pretends innocence (about human suffering),
(While) the other is being scourged,

(Has) God Himself willed it so?

The motive behind his writing poetry was to expose the evils of society
which rooted in the society, and his determination to uplift the poor
community in the society. He wanted that they should live their life with
honour and respect; they should not under estimate themselves by having
the tag of Poverty, as our beloved Prophet Muhammad (S.A.W) said that
He (S.A.W) felt proud of Poverty. Shaikh-ul-Aalam under these verses
encourages the poor people by saying:

Poverty is a shield against Hell,
Poverty is the virtue of Prophets,
Poverty is the wealth of this and the next world,
Poverty is sweet and fragrant,

One who is steadfast in the path of Poverty,
So will be honoured here and hereafter
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So, Poverty is not a stain of being ashamed or curse but it is a blessing and
the path which leads to Paradise. He described the injustice, inequality and
social disorder in that way that a sensitive person hardly stop his tears.

Thus Shaikh-ul-Aalam used his poetry as a tool to revolutionise the
society, he advises rich people to be generous, to give Sadgah to poor
people that will not lessen their income but doubles it and which is the best
way to live in peace here and hereafter. Comparable to Kabir’s verse: “If a
sparrow quenches its thirst from a brook, the volume of water will not
decrease!” Kabir says, by donating in charity; your coffers will not
become empty. Shaikh-ul-Aalam addressed to people:

Be delighted to feed the poor and needy around thee.
Such costs will not incur a loss to thy income and trade.

Be sure! Thou hast to accost thy account in jot and dot.
Why of thy behaviours wilt thou display on resurrection day.
In ballast wilt be nothing but achievements conciliatory.
Let not violate thy excellence in negligence but default.
Thy the Hindu brethren in trait and custom may trio neophytes.
Be not devoured with twits but to attain knowledge and faith.

Against Mullahs and Brahmans

Shaikh-ul-Aalam’s main target was to reveal the real face of fake Mullahs.
He advises to beware of those fake Mullahs who wear the mask of being
pious, and take the advantage of their fake identity. He not only ridicules
Mullahs but Brahmans as well:

These talkative Mullahs,
With long dyed beared,
Deceitful is their sweet speech,
They are author- minded liars.
Mullahs have become merchants of mosques,
The pundits steals the idol from the temple.
Once among thousand of them may deserve salvation,
Others are all the disciples of Satan.

Mullah is found of beef and mutton,
Dubs vegetable as rejected grass,
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Reluctantly swallows sweet cakes,
Warns followers: “Beware; of mosques — Jins dwell therein

Denunciation of Materialism

The society should be built on such values which broadly respect the rights
of fellow creatures. There are certain ills as the cause root for deterioration
of the society and so greatly fatal for humanity. In this selected list the
truth is considered the foundation of the edifice of morality and falsehood
is dubbed as the destroyer of a value based society. The lust for worldly
pleasures is declared a root cause of individual strife and national
confrontations. Shaikh-ul-Aalam stresses the condemnation of the greed,
lust, anger and jealousy which destroy their society;

Without the aid of a sailor, I did sale my ship,
By suppression of greed, jealousy, arrogance,
Lust, pride and anger,

Then I realised what I am.

U crave to embrace lustly wives of others,
What madness!

U cannot purchase for any price,

Oh! Fool why you go to give thy rare diamond
In exchange of broken pieces of glass.

Shaikh-ul-Aalam on Education

He laid great emphasis on education and learning particularly the
knowledge of theology without which no seeker of the ways of God could
understand the commands of shariat, figh and tarigat. Side by side he
insisted upon putting all in practice which has been learnt. He said:

Who has the courage and guts to lighten up a lamp against this wind
storm?
And will fuel the lamp with his knowledge and faith,
Will abandon the false message and look after true one,
All the knowledge is alif, laam and meem (Quran).

Shaikh-ul-Aalam’s poetry is full of warnings, and advises us how to
eradicate these evils from being particular to general. Now, it is up to us
how much advantage we shall take from his valuable poetry as he proved
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himself to be our real guide to develop our personality. Although his
poetry is written in seventeenth century but it is applicable to our present
society, if we follow the rules of Sheikh, which are completely based on

Islamic teachings, our all problems will be solved without any toil but
unfortunately we ignorantly abhor them. The teachings of Sheikh are
based on love, equality, communal harmony and honesty which can
eradicate all evils and will be replaced by love and peace.

References

Assadullah Aafaqui, Taleemat-i-Shaikh-ul-Aalam, Vol 1. Delhi: Mekaf Printers,
1998.

G. N. Gowhar, Kashmir Mystic Thought, Srinagar: Gulshan Books, 2009.
Mohammad Ishaq Khan, Kashmir’s Transition to Islam, Srinagar: Gulshan
Books, 2005.

Mohammad Ishaq Khan, Sufis of Kashmir. Srinagar: Gulshan Books, 2011.
Gulam Hassan Khuihami, Tarikh-e-Hassan, Srinagar: Research and Publication
Dept, Jammu and Kashmir, 1954.

G .R. Malik- Kashmiri Culture and Literature, Srinagar: Jaykay Books, 2013.
Abdul Qayoom Rafiqui, Sufism in Kashmir, Sydney: Australia Goodword
Media, 2003.

G. N. Adfar, Alchemy of Light, Vol. I & 1. Srinagar: Quaf Printers, 2011.

Nabih Amin Faris, The Book of Knowledge, Delhi: Islamic Book service, n.d.
Farida Khanam, Sufism. An introduction, Delhi: Goodword Books, 2009.

40



14™ Century Cultural Compositeness and the Poetry of
Shaikh-ul Aalam (RA)

Rehana Qasim

The composite and all inclusive culture of Kashmir has had a long history.
Initially the Nagas and the Vedas, and then the fully developed religious
forms like Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam are among the major religio-
cultural doctrines that have shaped the compositeness of Kashmiri ethos,
culture and language over its two thousand year old history. However, the
14t century is treated to be one of the major landmarks that impacted the
religio-cultural history of Kashmir. It is marked as the era of entry of Islam
into Kashmir. Groups of Sufis and religious preachers of Islam from
Central Asian regions, with Persian or Arabic as their language, travelled
to Kashmir and their interaction and subsequent synthesis with local
traditions resulted in the formation of indigenous cultural traits that
Kashmir is well known for even today. Among the various literary, social,
religious or economic impacts, the socio- religious literary ones are
considered the most important. In this context the vaakhs (poetry) of Lal
Arifa depict the Shainte tradition of Kashmiri ethos.

Lal Arifa was followed by Shaikh Noor-ud Din Wali r4) in producing his
own poetic couplets known as shruks. Nund Reshi had the additional
distinction of being the founder of the Reshi tradition in Kashmir. The
scholars document the Reshi tradition as a product of the synthesis
between Islamic doctrine and Shainte tradition. This School of thought has
influenced the basic cultural paradigms in Kashmir. The influence has
been laid down to a large extent by the shruks that Shaikh-ul Aalam
predominantly used to impart his understanding of Islamic tenants, human
values, and social order to the Kashmiri people who were rather new to
Islam.

This accords Shaikh-ul Aalam (r4) a very high status among all the people
who have contributed to the progression of Islam in Kashmir or have made
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an impact on the social behavior of the people here. He advocated his
message in the form of shruks — poetic couplets. He has used his poetic
couplets to present a wide vision of the universe to the masses in general
without keeping any consideration of caste, religion, creed and colour. Yet
in this wide and rhapsodic vision of the universe Shaikh-ul Aalam (r4)
never loses touch with periodic existence of the common life. The constant
insistence on simplicity and directness are amongst his most marked
characteristics.

14w century is an era where different religious attitudes have merged in
such a way as to form a composite culture. Analyzing his enlightening
poetic pieces we can clearly assure the existence of a composite cultural
heritage of Kashmiri society many centuries ago.
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Turning to solace advice who took
Who dedicates himself to the search for truth
Those who controls their worldly desires and show utmost patience
And realize their body to be mortal
Turning to God those who showed repentance. May verily be called a
Musalmaan

This shruk depicts the message that a person can attain true religious
identity (Muslim) if he practices meditation and attains control on nafs
(desire). Meditation and control on nafs both are basically enrooted beliefs
and practices of Buddhism. So it is crystallized here that Buddhist culture
had made its imprints on Kashmiri culture prior to Shaikhs’ era.
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Invisible is the net of the attributes of Lord Shiva
That only is He realised. Grasp the secret in it.
By killing the living self, immortality is the achievement. Remove thy being
from the existence,
But by trial of the secret.

Here in the above shruk we can clearly see that Shaikh-ul Aalam has used
a Hindu term “Shiv” to specify God. It is a Sanskrit word used by him not
specifically for Hindus but for all religious communities, to generalize the
message to the masses. Sanskrit is more frequently used in Shaikh-ul-
Aalam’s poetry. We can find many such more examples of such usage
where we can encounter the Sanskrit words in his poetry e.g; poen, paap,
den etc. So it can be said that Hinduism had greatly influenced the 14w
century Kashmiri culture and language.
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The summer will not stay, nor will winter Nor will Kastur (Thrush) sing
after the rains The heart throbs charms will not endure
Nor will the music from the santoor (musical instrument)
last for ever
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Shaikh-ul Aalam has used a term “santur - which is basically a Persian
musical instrument” and is now a popular traditional musical instrument of
Kashmir. The term sanfoor as an instrument and the whole term Saaz e
santoor representing the concept of music used in above shruk both
signifies that Kashmiri culture has adopted various cultural traits from
Persia, with the influx of Muslim divines and philosophers from Persia and
Central Asia in the valley during the 14th century.
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The Shiva’s manifestations are everywhere, The distinction between
Muslim and Hindu is therefore unwarranted.
Wise art thou! Consider thyself ray from sun, (or alien to thyself)
Therein lies His Realization.

This shruk represents that Shiva (God) is omnipresent and stands watch
over one no matter wherever one is. We should not discriminate on the
basis of being a Hindu from Muslim. Use your sense to recognize
yourself; that is the true way to find God. It can also be said that the above
shruk gives us the message of maintaining the philosophy of brotherhood
between different communities. And we should not make any
discrimination between religions and communities.

Conclusion

A culture knitted from many other cultural strands can be called as
compositeness of culture. It can further be defined as the fusion or
amalgamation of different cultures and traditions forming a new distinct
cultural tradition. It includes a variety of different traditions that are
intermixtures of different practices, beliefs and customs.

It is but natural that when there is a presence of different beliefs and
religions there arises a possibility of a clash amongst them. Shaikh-ul
Aalam played a vital role as a symbol of communal harmony and tolerance
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as he contributed to resolve the crisis of his times caused by a clash of
various beliefs and religions. It signifies his contribution towards the
common brotherhood and humanity and it later paved the way for the
emergence of a common identity of the Kashmiris - Kashmiriyat. His
portions of poetry signify the cultural muse of Kashmir. In every shruk
there is an effective conjunction of cultural and mystical significance. His
greatest contribution is that he has made full efforts to promote the
pluralistic culture of Kashmir. His message is not only to the people of
Kashmir, but it carries a universal weightage. His teachings have helped to
bound all the communities of Kashmir together. Through Shaikh-ul Alam’s
poetry, it is apparent that the influence of Buddhism, Sufism and
Hinduism is so immense on the Kashmiri culture and heritage, that they
have become the integral part of its identity.

[Kashmir has seen] a happy blending of cultures, at once tolerant and
sympathetic towards the ideas and beliefs of others. [Tarn, The Greeks in
Bactria and India, p. 155]
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"Shaikh Nuruddin was not an ordinary
person from his verychildhood; instead,
he was gifted with a keen sense of
observation and understanding.His
decision to distance himself from the
social linkage was not guided by any
external dictate; it was rather
conditioned by his ardent desire to
seek the truth."1
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