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Preface 

Kashmir constitutes a special area in the history of Islam considering 
the spirited response of its pcoplc, living in the Hindu-Buddhist 
environment, to the egalitarian teachings of the Sufis from Ccntral Asia 
and Pcrsia who began to pour into the picturesque Valley from the 
fourteenth century. Thc response, in fact, first came from La1 Dcd, the 
wandering Saivite woman mysdc of the fourteenth century and her 
spiritual offspring, Nuruddin Rishi, the founder of the indigenous order 
of Muslim Rishis. 

The aim of his  book is to enable readers to unders~and and appreciate 
what Islam meant to the Rishis and thcir adherents including even the 
Sufis of the Kubrawi and Suharwardi ordcrs. Islam, as understood by 
them, sought LO subject the fclicity of life on this planet to the norms 
of morality and of responsibility. Man therefore had to rcgulalc the 
pattern of human lifc in such a way as conTumcd [he truth of the 
Prophct Muhammad's (Pcacc of Allah on him) saying: "Religion is 
indced man's treatment of his fellows." 

What has prompted me, ovcr a pcriod of eight ycars, to make an in- 
deplh study of Ihc spiritual manhood of the Rishis vis-a-vis their social 
role has been the absence of any serious work which may objectively 
evaluate the contribution of Kashmir to such a universal movement 
within the fold of Islam as Sufism. 1 have endeavoured to bring a new 
dimension of understanding to the study of Islamic spirituality (Sufism) 
on careful, critical and empathic analysis of those beliefs, practices, 
issues, devlopments, and movements that provide some appreciation of 
that faith which has inspircd and informd the lives of Kashmiri Muslims. 

There is a direct and Tundamenlril relationship betwecn the evolution 
of Shaikh Nuruddin's religious carcer and the gradual development of 
what may be callcd the Kashmiri Muslim society. For centuries his 
mystical poetry has rcmaincd the Weltanschuung of Kashmiris. 

Allhough I have quoted vcrscs from B.N. Parimoo's English rcndcring 
of the Shaikh's poctry whercver necessary, the translations for the most 
part are entirely my own. I must confess that no tra~slator can reproduce 
the sublimity and cornprehensivencss of the words used by the Shaikh, 
which mean so much in a single symbol. And this is the reason that at 
some places I have rendered the meaning of the original in a paraphrase. 



It is a mattcr of great pleasure for mc to express grateful thanks to 
all those who have helped me in thc writing of this book: to Abdul 
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to Professors G.R. Malik and G.M. Shad, Ghulam Rasool Butt, Ex- 
Munshi of the Rescarch Library, Srinagar, Mir Ghulam Nabi and Ghulam 
Qadir of Chrar-i Shariff 'md Dryagam respectively for extending various 
courtesies; to Professor Mushirul Hasan for seeing the book through the 
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Introduction 

This is a study of people in transition consequent to the advent of the 
Sufi orders in Kashmir from Central Asia and Persia from the early 
fourteenth century. Although a gradual process of peaceful penetration 
by Muslim traders and adventurers had begun in the picturesque Valley 
centuries before the establishment of the Muslim Sultanate in 1320 by 
Rinchana, a Buddhist convert to Islam, it was not until the works of 
philanthropy undertaken by the Sufis, through the organization of the 
khanqahs, that a gradual process of Islamic acculturation began in the 
caste-ridden Kashmiri society. 

But the most distinctive feature of the Kashmiri khanqah was (and still 
is) the devotional fervour with which an invocatory prayer, Aurad-i 
Falhiyya, compiled by Mir Sayyid Ali Harnadani, was recited aloud in 
chorus by the faithful. Although it is doubtful whether the Tauhidic 
Weltanschauung characterizing the spirit of the prayer was understood 
by common people in the formative phase of Islam in the Vallcy, 
nonetheless, it would not be too bold to assert that their participation in 
the religious assemblies fulfilled more a social rather than a spiritual 
function. How these common folk were able to oppose or transcend the 
Brahmanic society is shown not only by the grave threat felt by the 
Brahman chroniclers of the fifteenth century on account of the pollution 
caused by the contact of the local people with the Muslim settlers, but 
also by the stimulus given by Lal Ded, the wandering Saivite woman 
mystic of the fourteenth century, against the particularism of the 
Brahmans. Because of her denunciation of the caste system, idol worship, 
rituals associated with temple worship and friendliness with Sufis, La1 
Ded was ostracized by the highly caste-conscious Brahmans. On the 
other hand, the folk undergoing the process of Islamic acculturation 
preserved the memory of the impassioned soul of La1 Dcd, not only as 
a convert to Islam, but above all, as a rebel against the Brahmanic creed. 
The present work therefore aims at filling a vital gap in the field of 
historical research that denies to Islam the role of a "religion of social 



liberation". On a careful examination of lhc original sourccs, including 
hitherto unutilised material in Persian and Kashmiri, I havc attcmptcd to 
show that the Valley of Kashmir constituks a spccial zonc in the history 
of Islam, where i t  not only dealt a scverc blow to Brahmanism but 
simul~aneously promoted traditions of tolcrancc, P~ i th ,  fricndliness and 
fcllow-feeling for members of society. The study's main focus is on the 
social rcsponse of Kashmiris-in thc form o f  clncrgcncc of thc mystic 
order of Muslim Rishis-to the egalitarian and philanlhropic teachings 
of Islam as externalised in the Sufis' personality and bchaviour. 

For over four centurics, the Muslim Rishis, undcr h e  intlucncc of 
thcir illustrious spiritual preceptor, Shaikh Nuruddin (1 379-1442), used 
thc Sufi concept of self-realization not only for ennobling and humanizing 
social behaviour, but also for galvanising human action for the bcltermcnt 
of socicty. Islam, in this work, thus ceases to be a dogma of theologians, 
the 'mysteriously known essence' of the Oricn~lists, or a political 
system, but rather unfolds itself as a huge historical movcment of eternal 
spiritual and moral strength, which is by no mcans indcpendent of life 
situations. 

This work has also tried to show the superficiality of scholarly 
attempL5 at cramping the Islamic civili7ation into pigeon holes of cultural 
synthesis, syncretism, 'Orthodoxy' versus 'popular religion', the 
'Prophctic religion' vis-a-vis 'Sufi Islam' and so on. I have thcrcrorc 
also endeavoured to dispel the popular misconceptions about the so- 
callcd religious syncretism of the Rishis that bolh scholars and upholders 
of 'Islamic Orthodoxy' have allowed to enter lhcir minds. Instead, the 
thesis that I have tried to build up is that the syncrctic tradition has bcen 
the necessary concomitant of the process of Islami7ation rather than its 
culmination. The fact is that during the centuries of Islamic acculturation, 
the apparent syncretism of Islamic bcliefs and local practices concurrently 
markcd the beginning of a movement for the relisation of the ultimate, 
if not immediate, objectives of Islam at both the individual and social 
levels. 

Sources 

The source material on how Islam entered the Valley of Kashmir is not 
meagre; but unfortunately, very little work has bccn done by modcrn 
scholars on this subject of vital significance. And whatcver little exists 
lacks any objective analysis in terms of inter-disciplinary approach in 
Social Sciences, or, for that matter, even in the context of the emerging 



trend in Islamic studies to study Islam from the slandpoint of Islam 
itself. But before we examine the views of modem scholars about the 
spread of Islam in Kashmir, it would be worthwhile to evaluate  he 
source matcrial used in the prcscnt work. 

Thc biographical account of Mir Sayyid Ali Hamadani given by his 
disciple, Nuruddin Jafar Badakshi, in Khulasat al-Manaqib is the earlicst 
source ahout ~ h c  Kubriwi Sufi. Written within a year of Sayyid Ali's 
death (1385), the work does not contain any information regarding his 
role in Kashmir beyond a casual reference to his departure for the 
~ a l l c ~ . '  Notwithstanding a legendizing tenor in Badakshi's work in 
describing the miraculous exploits of Sayyid Ali in diffcrcnt parls of 
the Muslim world, he does not Fail to give an objective assessment of 
his spiritual preceptor's historical role. Thus he quotes Sayyid Ali as 
saying that his contemporarics were unable to recognizx: the value of 
his work and his role and that it would become intelligible only a 
century after his death. 

Jafar Badahhi's silence about Sayyid Ali's activitics in Kashmir 
and his rcfercnce to the Sufi's statcmcnt raise some suggestive questions 
in our mind, to which not enough attention has been givcn in modcrn 
writings on the situation of Islam in the Valley in the wake of h e  
Sayyid's dcalh. First, it is doubtful whether the Sayyid visitcd Kashmir 
three times; nor does he scem to have really stirred the Valley during 
his brief visit by securing mass conversions either through miraclcs or 
by organizing public sermons in the towns and villages of Kashmir. In 
Chapter 111 we have attempted to show that during his sojourn in the 
Vallcy thc activitics of thc Sayyid remained confined to thc Sultan and 
a group of neo-converts in Srinagar. And in order to assess the 
contribution of the Sayyid to Islam in Kashmir we would emphasi7~ the 
need for understanding his historic role in sociological terms in the 
light of his prolific writings. Of hese, Aurad-i Fathiyya, in particular, 
Dhakimt al- Muluk, and a colleclion of letters, known as Majmu 'a Raw.1, 
or Maktubat are relevant for our purpose. 

The invocatory prayers callcd Aurad-i Fathiyya were vouchsafed to 
Sayyid Ali Hamadani by the Prophet Muhammad in a state or spiritual 
experience. "They are the pivot of the order and especially intended for 
recitation at the group h a ~ ~ a . " ~  What prompts us to treat an invocatory 
prayer as an important source of the early history of Kashmir is the 
pattern of behaviour, reflected by the Muslims of the Vallcy during its 
loud recitation. It has been discussed clsewhere3 that Islam is not merely 
an abstract ontological category independent of life situations; it is a 



huge historical movement of very long time periods, a consciousness 
expressed in the daily life and collectivity of different cultural systems. 
That this consciousness is also revealed in the centuries-old recitation of 
Aurad-i FaChiyya in a manner undoubtedly suggestive of local influence 
emboldens us to dispel certain misconceptions about conversions to Islam 
in Kashmir. Our purpose is not to identify and isolate ritual data for 
analysis but rather to locate such data within broader historical and cultural 
matrices in which they occur and find their meaning. (see also Chapter II). 

An important work of Sayyid Ali Hamadani is Dhakhirat al-Muluk. 
Its essential purpose is to guide Muslim rulers in the discharge of their 
duties towards their subjects in the light of the Quran and the Sunna. 
The essence of the Sayyid's admonitions to rulers-inadequately brought 
home in the modem assessment of his work-is his concern for rendering 
equitable justice, irrespective of religious differences. While nine chapters 
of the book mainly focus on religious, social and cthical issues, only 
one chapter is devoted to the government and its obligations towards 
the subjects. Yet a modem scholar in his evaluation of Dhakhirat al- 
Muluk seeks to describe Sayyid Ali's mission in Kashmir as a failure 
since Sultan Qutbuddin did not subscribe to his "political thinking" of 
imposing "severe discriminatory conditions" of the Sh'afi law upon his 
non-Muslim subjects? 

Although Dhakhirat al-Muluk is not a source of the history of 
Kashmir, yet it is necessary to remove certain misunderstandings about 
its author's role in Kashmir in view of the above treatment of a passage 
from it as evidence of his supposed "conflict" with the Sultan for not 
enforcing the Shari'a in his kingdom. In the first place, there is no 
concrete evidence in the sources to show that the Sayyid ever stood for 
imposing "discriminatory conditions" on the Kashmiri Sultan's non- 
Muslim subjects, who were undoubtedly in an overwhelming majority 
on the eve of his advent in the Valley. Added to this is the fact that the 
Sayyid notwithstanding his adherence to the ShLaT1 school, showedebroad- 
mindedness in allowing a band of local converts and Muslim settlers in 
Kashmir to follow the Hanafi law. Sayyid Ali's decision seems to have 
been guided by expediency, since the Hang1 law, as compared to the 
other three schools of Islamic jurisprudence, is less rigid in regard to 
the treatment to be meted out to non-Muslims by a Muslim ruler.' 
Likewise, while showing regard for the local religious ethos in allowing 
neo-Muslims to read Aurad-i Fathiyya aloud in chorus, the Sayyid 
demonstrated a keen sense of practical wisdom and judgement in laying 
a fm foundation for the gradual assimilation of the folk in Islam. 



Thus the view that Sayyid Ali accepted the Caliph Umar's covenant 
"as a document to be followed universally in all conditions and at all 
times'* does not hold water since h e  document has k n  quoted out of 
context. A careful reading of Dhakhirat a1-Muluk reveals that the 
covenant of Umar has the context of the Magi and Ahl-i Kilab rather 
than ~ a s h m i r . ~  

Sayyid Ali's leuers addressed to h e  Sultan of Kashmir, Qutbuddin 
(1773-89), are also revealing. They reflect his tolerant attitude towards 
the non-Muslims of Kashmir. Had the Sayyid not approved of the 
"friendly" attitude of the Sultan towards non-Muslims he would have 
expressed his displeasure, disappointment or disgust in his letters written 
from Pakhli on the eve of his departure from the Kashmir Valley. On 
the contrary, the Sayyid seems to have been deeply aware of the 
implications of his historical mission in Kashmir; and this explains why 
he enjoined thc Sultan to make efforts to popularize the Shari'a, but (only) 
within possible limits. Notwithslanding thc Sayyid's Shb'a mindedness, 
neither his letters nor Dhakhirat a/-Muluk give even the faintest hint 
that he wanted the Sultan to be unfriendly towards the great majority 
of his non-Muslim subjects. For him, all subjects of the Sultan were the 
children of God; hence it was a religious obligation for the Sultan to 
protect the rights of the weak against the strong.' 

Sayyid Ali's letter to his close disciple, Sayyid Muhammad 
Khwanami, written also from Pakhli, also deserves careful examination. 
This letter raises serious doubts concerning popular assertions about the 
radical Islamization of Kashmir brought about by Sayyid Ali in his own 
lifetime. While the Sayyid's description of Kashmir as a tenitory of 
infidels suggests that he did not cause a complctc metamorphosis of the 
social and religious life of Kashmiris, his implicit praise for Sayyid 
Muhammad Khwarzarni for having gained spiritual bliss in such a region9 
is redolent of his mission to ameliorate the malaise of the decadent 
Brahmanic society through peaceful means. I t  will be seen that Sayyid 
Ali's mission in Kashmir was not simply to inspire the local people to 
a more personal, ecstatic approach to divine love within the ambit of 
Quran and Shari'a, but it was also to make his disciples dedicate 
themselves to socially useful purposes (Chaptcr 111). 

It follows that the chief mission of the Kubrawi Sayyids was not to 
"uproot infidelity" from Kashmir by imposing the Shari6a from above; 
but it was to make the people still undergoing the process of Islamic 
acculturation adapt themselves to. the Shari'a-oriented culture through 
self-realisation and self-intellection. It is not, therefore, difficult to 



understand why the Sufis of the Suharwardi order belonging to thc 
sixteenth century, or for that matter, even the Kubrawis and Naqshbandis 
made genuine attempts at understanding the social roles of the Rishis 
through intellectual understanding or appreciation. And what has to be 
borne in mind is that even as standard-bearers of the Sharila they did 
not fail to make sense of what Islam meant to the Rishis (Chapter VI). 

The Shari'a, viewed from the long-term perspective, denotes a 
vitalising challenge and a vivifying force both with regard to its creative 
originality and ability to communicate in dialogue with othcr cultures. 
Strangely enough, the Shari'a's role in history has not only been 
misunderstood, confused and distorted, but even abused by modem 
scholars, so much so that their misconceptions about it have almost 
turned into indisputable truths." The ingrained habit of thc modem mind 
in equating the Shari'a with either "intolerance" or "orthodoxy" has, 
indeed, serious implications for the development of Muslim societies in 
accordance with its universalistic ethical principles. And the great danger 
in such thinking has not only been the distortion of the Shariaa- 
consciousness by projecting into it inherent prejudices against non- 
Muslims, but also in over-emphasizing, to a fantastic degree, the 
significance of the deep-rooted strength of non-Islamic local (even anti- 
Islamic) beliefs and practices in Muslim societies vis-a-vis the Sharih. 
In such an analysis, the role of the Shari'a in moulding societies in a 
broader framework is relegated to the background; it is the historical 
and sociological significance of synthesis, syncretism and appropriation 
that assumes the force of law in historical studies on Islam. 
Notwithstanding the importance of these concepts in their appropriate 
socio-historical contexts, we have endeavoured to show that societies 
'exposed to the radiant influences of the Sharid have always been charac- 
terized by creative and dynamic tension. And it is this tension that has 
gradually led to the historical evolution of Muslim societies in various 
parts of the world. This is not to suggest that the process of Islamization 
as such is an outgrowth of the triumphant pure Sharida; but it is, in reality, 
a ramification of a process in which individuals or groups adapt 
themselves to the Shari'a-oriented culture by assimilating its values 
through orderly evolution. The predicament or the tension that has always 
characterized individuals or groups in Muslim societies is whether to 
adjust themselves to the cultural boundaries of their geographical 
environment or mould the ethnocentric environment in consonance with 
the spirit of their Tauhidic Weltanschauung. 

The next important source providing us a very useful insight into the 



early history of Islam in Kashmir is a biography of Sayyid Ali written 
by Haidar Badakshi, forty years after thc death of the saint. Not unlike 
Jaffar Badakshi, the later biographer is full of praise for the Sayyid's 
miraculous feats performed during his extensive travels in different 
parts of the Muslim world. In contrast to his predecessor's account, 
howcvcr, Haidar mentions an impormt event pertaining to the Sayyid's 
encounter with a Brahman ascetic (rahib) in the h m t  of Srinagar. No 
other activity of ~ h c  Sayyid is recorded in this work bcyond the general 
statement that hc brought Islam to Kaqhmir. 

In our investigation of Sayyid Ali Hamadani's encounter with the 
Brahman priest we shall ask several questions dcsigncd to shed some 
light on the history of worship, culture, and sensibility of Kashmiris 
and, more particularly, in one of the great centres of their civilization, 
Srinagar, the city of antiquity. Were the activities of Sayyid Ali in 
Kashmu directcd against the Brahman priest of a temple or a monster 
(dev) or a spirit tiin)? Waq the triumph of Islam in Kashmir purely a 
spiritual phenomenon which followed from the conversion of a monster 
and thc miraculous feats of thc Sayyid? To what extcnt do the later 
embroidcries of the hagiographers and chroniclcrs on the historical fact 
regarding the convcrsion of a Brahman ascetic rcflccl the discontcnt of 
the lay strata against the clergy? Why arc the near-contemporary Sanskrit 
chroniclers of Sayyid Ali silent about his rolc? Why are the Sanskrit 
chroniclers also silcnt about the supposed iconoclasm of Sayyid Ali? 

Although answcrs to these questions are not far to scck in this work, 
it needs to be emphasized here that the sight of Muslims of Srinagar 
visiting the temple along with thcu Sultan must have caused a great 
deal of concern to the Sayyid. However, far from getting the temple 
demolished the Sayyid was successful in getting a platform (sulfa) raised 
near the temple. It was here that he gave a public dcrnonstration of his 
simple ritualistic practices along with his disciples thercby attracting 
not only the reigning Sultan but even his Muslim subjects. Thc Pcrsian 
chroniclers' euologization of Sayyid Ali's services to Islam in Kashmir 
needs to be understood in this context. 

Although the advent of Sayyid Ali in Kashmir was an event of far 
reaching significance for the future of Brahmanism in the Valley, yet 
no Sanskrit chronicler of the Sultanate period has referred to him in his 
works. In fact, the choice of what events to record and the significance 
attached to them and what to delete was actually detcrmind by their 
superior notion of caste. While they describe the conversion of Rinchana 
to Islam in terrns of his failure to gct entry into a superior fold of 



Brahmanism, not surprisingly, the conversion of a Brahman ascetic of 
the city at the hands of Sayyid Ali Hamadani was not considcrcd worthy 
of mention, since it hurt heir sense of pride and sclf-confidcnce. In the 
wake of the influx of Muslims from Central Asia and Pcrsia, the 
Brahmans sensed a grave dangcr Lo thcir ca$tc; this is thc rcason why, 
spurred on by the fear of k ing uprooted from thcir own original 
environment, they deviscd a propagandist stratcgy to guarantce thcir 
declining social structure bascd on caste. Thc ideas of thc Sanskrit 
chroniclers were acccptcd hy latlcr-day Brahmans as unquestionc. 
historical facts. Thcir whole history now bcgan to bc built around a 
highly venerated tradition, bascd on the orchcslration of two myths: 

(i) the heroic resistance put up by the Brahmans to Islam vis-a- 
vis the masses who succumbcd to the penclration of alicn ideas 
and practices; 

(ii) iconoclasm of Sultan Sikandar (1 389- 14 13) undcr the influence 
of the Kubrawi Sayyids. 

It should be borne in mind that thc Brahmanic ordcr had failcd to 
create institutions bascd on sound religious philosophy which could 
have served as a bulwark against thc forces of Islamic acculturation. 
Thus the medieval Kashmiri socicty was undergoing a crisis of what 
may be described as 'human sociality' versus Brahmanic parlicularism. 
And while the most important dimcnsion of this change was the 
affirmation of the Brahmanic culturc within its own realm, at the same 
time, La1 Ded's and Shaikh Nuruddin Rishis's assertion of the rights of 
the under-privileged may be seen as a reaction against a monopolistic 
and ethnocentric assertion of one singlc culture. I t  is not to be wondered 
at, therefore, that ~ h c  Brahmans also teslified to thc historical absurdity 
of their claims by maintaining a baffling and intriguing silence about 
these two great Kashmiri mystics in thcir chronicles. 

Ever since h c  establishment of thc Sultanate, thc Kashmiri Brahmans 
were not as conccmcd over the rcvival of ethical and spiritual values of 
Hinduism as thcy were over the loss of certain privileges which they 
had been enjoying on account of thcir proximity to lhc corridors of 
power. Even during the early phase of the Sultanate they exercised 
considerable influence on the Sultans; but it cannot be dcnicd hat Sultan 
Sikandar's reign proved to be the turning-point in thcir history. During 
his reign the Brahmans suffered the trauma of dislocation, forced 
conversion in certain cases, and violence-morc due to the fermenl 
created among the people by the convcrsion of an influential member of 



the Brahman community, Suha Bhatt, the Finance Minister, to Islam than 
the supposed iconoclasm of the Sultan. From a carcful d n g  of the 
Sanskrit sources, it is evident hat their anger was dirccrcd primarily against 
Suha Bhatt who had deserted hem and h e  folk who had destroyed the 
ancient usages of Kashmir (including their loyalty to thc Brahmans) as 
a result of heir association with the yavanas. The latter werc undoubtedly 
the Kubrawi Sayyids, whose leader Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani, a 
young boy of eighteen years, did not, because of his qualities of head 
and hem, fail to elicit the praise of the conservative Brahman chronicler. 
Thus Jonaraja calls him "the bright moon . . . among the stars"'2 
notwithstanding his contempt for h e  Kubrawi Sayyids in bringing about 
the Ccnual Asian and Persian orientation of Kashmiri culture. 

While in the rest of medieval India, Hinduism seems to have met the 
challenge of Islam in the restatement of the bhakti by the Hindu 
reformers, the Kashmiri Brahmans remained intent only on manifesting 
their state of agitated uneasiness and apprehension ovcr the loss of their 
historic privileges and authority. This is illustrated by the fact that even 
after Sultan Zain al-Abidin (1420-70) allowed Kashmiris, alleged to 
have bcen forcibly converted to Islam during his fathcr's ~cign, to return 
to thcir original faith, the Brahmans evinced no 7xal in popularising 
Hinduism in the Valley on sounder ethical principles of human equality 
and brotherhood. They considered it beneath their dignity to respond to 
Lal Dcd's teachings in a positive spirit. Consequenl upon the Brahmanic 
indiffcrence towards the Saivite mystic's genuine protests against their 
ethnocentric beliefs, the common folk, undcr the influence of Nuruddin 
Rishi, hailed La1 Ded as their 'avatara'. 

A close examination of the Sansknt chronicles of thc fifteenth century 
thus calls in question not only the value of eye-witness accounts, but 
also the authenticity of historical records. These conlemporary sources 
cannot be as relied upon as having overriding value, because of their 
authors' predilections in favour of their own closed ethnocentric cultural 
environment. In fact, the denunciations and protcsts of the Brahman 
chroniclers show their concern for preserving the identity of their 
community rather than for recording historical facts objectively. Frequent 
use of such historiographical traditions by even latcr Persian chroniclers 
in order to extol the iconoclasm of Sultan Sikandar should not therefore 
be treated as corroborative evidence, but as a necessary corollary of a 
distorted tradition. 

Historical writings pertaining to the Sultanate period in Kashmir 
thus need to be read with caution since they involvc both learning and 



imagination, knowing what exists and underslanding the complexity of 
the missing materials within which it exists. An examination of the 
Persian chronicles, written in Kashmir during the fifteenth and eighteenth 
centuries, will illustrate the point. 

The earliest extant Persian chronicle perhining to the history of 
Islam in Kashmir is that of Sayyid Ali. He completed his Tarikh-i 
Kashmir somewhere in the 1570s. The chief merit of his work is his 
lrequent reference to two important earlier works, now extinct, namely 
Qazi Ibrahim's Tarikh and Baba Haji Ibrahirn Adhami's treatise entitled 
Maqamat. Among these works, Adhami's work deserves special mention, 
considering the fact that it was written during a crucial phase of the 
history of Islam in Kashmir. Adhami is quoted as a friend of Nuruddin 
Rishi for whom he cherished a deep respect. 

Notwithstanding the defective chronology and topography of Sayyid 
Ali's work, his allusion to an earlier and contemporary source ol the 
Rishi order points to the necessity for establishing its genuineness, and 
assessing its proper significance in a particular socio-historical context. 
The very fact that the Sanskrit chroniclers' hubristic concern for 
preserving the identity of their community has been made the primary 
source of the history of Islam in Kashmir by almost all modem historians 
suggests that the essence of Islamization should, after all, be sought in 
the realm of spiritual anguish and search of the teachers of the folk vis- 
a-vis the caste system. The argument is certainly open to dispute and 
should therefore be debated. Stereotypical thinking, relying mainly on 
the Sanskrit works, produced by a social group conscious of its 
aristocratic status and ethos, is a much grater danger to objectivity than 
either deficiency of evidence or error in detail. And nothing entrenches 
a cliche or even a preconceived notion so deep as the somewhat ingrained 
habits of mind repeating a distorted tradition as an established historical 
fact in one form or another. 

A close scrutiny of Sayyid Ali's Tarikh reveals that the truth can be 
extracted from the evidence by the application of proper principles of 
criticism involving a precise and basic understanding of the fact that no 
evidence occurs in isolation. Every textual evidence has a context, and 
therefore the interaction and interdependence of things calls for 
imaginative reconstruction and interpretation of an historical event out 
of 'a congeries of facts and specific details' in which every scientific 
historian is involved. The asking of relevant questions in order to test 
the authenticity of a source is therelore a primary task of an historian. 
Applying these principles to Sayyid Ali's Tarikh, we have endeavoured 



to reduce the uncertainties about the social dimension of Islamization 
to a minimum. 

Among the local chronicles produced during the seventeenth century 
may be mentioned Baharistan-i shahi13 of Tahir and two separate works 
bearing the same title viz., Tarikh-i Kashmirof Haidar Malrk Chadura 
and Hasan bin Ali Kashmiri. Notwithstanding their imporlance as sources 
of political history, they do not furnish us any detailed information 
regarding the role of the Rishis in the social life of Kashmiris. The 
author of Bharistan-i Shahi refers to Nuruddin Rishi as one of the 
noted contemporaries of Sultan Zain albAbidin. While H a m  occasionally 
alludes to the Rishis, Haidar Malik's brief description of Nuruddin 
Rishi helps us to understand the deep impact of mystical poetry on the 
common folk. 

The indigenous Persian chronicles of Kashmir belonging to the 
eighteenth century are: Tarrkh-i Kashmir, Nawadir al-Akhbar, Tarikh- 
i Axami (also known as Waqi'at-i Kashmir), Riyaz al-Islam, Gauhar-i 
'Alam, Bagh-i Sulaiman, being the works of Pandit Narayan Kaul Ajiz, 
Aba Rafiuddin, Muhammad Azarn Diddarnari, Abdul Wahab Shaiq, 
Muhammad Aslam Mun'ami and S'adullah Shahabadi respectively. 
Among these, works of Muhammad Azam, Shaiq and Shahabadi are 
particularly important because of their richness of detail and information 
regarding the role of the Rishis. One common feature of these works is 
their unbounded praise for the Rishis' social roles. 

Muhammad Aslam Mun'ami's Gauhar-i Alam deserves special 
mention in view of its reference to Nurnama which the author claims 
to have consulted for the completion of his work. Allhough Mun'arni 
does not throw any fresh light on the Rishis, his claim attests to the 
popularity of Nuruddin's poetry even in his own times, which was such 
that Zain al-Abidin's court poet, Mulla Ahmad, rendered it into Persian 
under the title Mirat al-Auliya. True, no other chronicler or hagiographer 
has referred to this work; but the fact that the repeated renewal of the 
social content of Nuruddin's poetry-mystical poetry bringing comfort 
to afflicted souls-was the reason for its abiding influence, can hardly 
be contested. 

Among the Persian chroniclers of the later period whose works 
exclusively deal with the Rishi movement may be menlioned Mulla 
Bahauddin Mattu, Baba Kamal and Baba Khalil. 

Mattu composed his Rishinama in verse in 1832. Based substantially 
on some earlier tadhkiras, especially, Nurnama and Asrar al-A brar of 
Baba Nasib and Baba Daud Mishkati respectively, Mattu's work, 



nevertheless, adds some more information regarding the activities of 
the Rishis not found elsewhere. 

While Baba Kamal completed his Rishinama in 183 1, Baba Khalil 
seems to have written his Rauzat d-Riyazat in the earlier phase of the 
Dogra rule in Kashmir. Baba Kamal frequently refers to his sources 
which include some earlier hagiographies including those of Baba Daud 
Khaki, Haidar Tulmuli and Baba Nasib. Even a cursory glance at his 
work reveals how the author, though himself a Rishi, is keen LO 

emphasize the Islamic dimension of the Rishi movement. Kamal does 
not ignore the local origin of the rnovemenl; and he makes a clear 
distinction between the verses composed by Nuruddin Rishi during his 
early career under the influence of the local environment and those 
which bear the influence of his association with the Kubrawi Sufis. The 
author quotes Nuruddin's verses profusely; and, in fact, the chief merit 
of his work lies in sustained attempts at collecting the verses from the 
scattered sources including the oral repertory to which he had an easy 
access by virtue of his familial links with the shrine of Chrar-i Shariff. 

Baba Khalil's work is a great improvement on Baba Kamal's history, 
of the Rishi movement. He not only corroborates the previous work but 
even supplements it in several respects. Both Baba Kamal and Baba 
Khalil, while recording the verses of La1 Ded and Nuruddin, actually 
reconstitute the nuances in the religious sentiments of the masses and 
thus testify to the process of Islamic acculturation of the village folk 
under the influence of their spiritual masters. The abiding merit of their 
works lies in preserving not only the literary heritage of La1 Ded and 
Nuruddin but also in the reactions of the folk to their teachings. In fact, 
the two Rishinamas of Chrar-i Shariff draw our attention to the need for 
renewed scholarly efforts at studying and assessing the way in which 
the folk themselves created and then disseminated certain forms of 
feeling, thereby producing a veritable system of emotions and reactions 
against the Brahmanic supremacy. 

Hag iographical Sources 

Hagiographical material is found almost everywhere in Muslim societies 
of South Asia. Notwithstanding the contribution of Khaliq Ahmad 
Nizarni in utilising most of the hagiographies for his research on various 
aspects of the social, religious and political life in thc Delhi Sultanate, 
much remains to be done ifi this field. One of the marked characteristics 
of the biographies of saints is the preponderance of the supernatural. It 



must however be pointed out that the legends and miracles do not 
create as great a problem for reconstructing the history of Islam in 
South Asia as the historians' conventional habit of rejecting them outright 
as source material. There is no problem as serious as the ingrained habit 
of making a matter more complex without a genuine attempt at 
investigating it in depth. And what adds increasingly to the complexity 
in understanding the true historical nature of hagiographical works is 
the emphasis in Indian historiography on dividing human affairs into 
two different compartments of faith and 'reality'. Thc major problem of 
modem historical writings on medieval India to our mind is that of 
confining human endeavour within a single framework. Can any problem 
of a plural society like India be undcrstood rationally if it is confined 
within the rationality of a singlc framework? 

Our examination of the hagiographical sources offers ~ o o  wide a 
vista, poses problems which are too vast and above all, points to acts 
of omission and commission on the part of historians in search only of 
pragmatic and materialist conclusions. This does not imply that our 
conclusions are not rooted in the problems of society; as a matter of 
fact, our primary concern has been to recapture and relocate the essence 
of Kashmir's transition to Islam in the general framework of interaction 
that a universalist faith sought at the social Icvel. Thus the fundamental 
paradoxes and contradictions that the hagiographies present acquire a 
useful content only if the legendary material is studied in respect of the 
unity of spiritual and temporal life so essential to the unity of Islamic 
faith and civilisation. 

Viewed against our sensitivity to the conjunctures of the spiritual 
and the temporal in the life of Muslim socicties, it would be worthwhile 
to evaluate the hagiographical literature through the perceptions of the 
hagiographers rather than the perceptional world of our century. In their 
world, things do not seem to have preserved their separateness and their 
identity; they deeply realize in the core of human beings a homogeneity 
between their individual life-process and h e  rest of the cosmic order. 
Thus while turning stones into living beings, clevating dogs to sainthood, 
making springs pray for the pious and look askance at the wicked, with 
wild animals bowing before the Rishis, thc hagiographers nevertheless 
do not indulge in fancies, but point symbolically to the unity of man 
and the world of man as possessing unity in an integrated whole. This 
unity should not be misconstrued as pantheism; nor should such 
descriptions move us in the direction of presenting a theocentric view 
of history. Both history and religion would lose their meaning if either 



of them is divested of its intrinsic relation to the other. Neithcr religion 
nor history can acquire an objective meaning and purpose if they are 
presented respectively as wholly sacred or wholly profane. Does religion 
corrupt historical thinking'? Or have the so-called secular movements in 
history corrupted religion? Our purpose in raising such questions is to 
broaden and deepen our own understanding of the dual and reciprocal 
function of religion and society in not only generating but also easing 
inner conflicts and social tensions of the human soul and mind 
respectively. 

The primary hagiographical works, used and analysed for the present 
study are: Tadfirat al- 'Arifin of Mulla 'Ali Raina, Rishinama, Qaisda- 
i Lamiyya and Dastur al-Salikin of Baba Daud Khaki, ChiIchihat al- 'Arifin 
of Ishaq Qari, Rahat al-Talibin of Hasan Qari, Hidayat al-MukNisin of 
Haidar Tulmuli, Tadhkirat al-Murshidin of Khwaja Miram Bazaz, 
Nurnarna of Baba Nasib, Asrar al-Abrar of Baba Daud Mishkati, Tuhfat 
al-Fuqara of Muhammad Murad Teng, Khawariq d-Salikin ol  Mulla 
Ahmad Sabur and Fathat-i Kubrawiyya of Abdul Wahab Nuri. 

The hagiographies of Mulla Ali Raina, Miram Bazaz and Muhammad 
Murad Teng have not been utlised in modem writings on Sufism in 
Kashmir. While the social significance of the attitudes of the 
hagiographers has been assessed in detail in Chapters VI and VIII, it 
will suffice to mention here that our analysis of the hitherto existing 
material and also of new material primarily stresses the need for widening 
the horizon of the current methods of investigation in the field of Sufism 
in South Asia. 'lhe reader will notice in our explanation that Sufi literature 
does not merely hold a fascination for seekers after the Truth because 
of its appeal to the mind, the senses and the emotions, but in more 
significant terms, it opcns up a broad range of varied but related ideas 
that form a continuous series in the social drama. The hagiographical 
literature, replete with legends, miracles, dreams and spiritual 
experiences, thus helps us to understand Islam not only intuitively, but 
also rationally and historically. 

Accounts of Non-Kashrniris 

By the end of the thirteenth century, it would appear from Marco Polo's 
account, there was a colony of Muslims at Mdchmar in Srinagar. 
However, so insignificant was the population of Muslims in the Valley 
that even after Rinchana's conversion to Islam in 1320, Kashmir was 
considered to be the land of 'idol houses'.14 For Amir Khusrau it was 



perhaps the yogis of the Valley alone who deserved to be mentioned in 
Nuh ~ i ~ h j r . "  His bricf account of the magical powers of thc yogis help 
us in determining the religious atmosphere in the Valley in the thirtmnth 
and early fourtecnlh centuries. 

Mirza Haidru, who wrote his Tarikh-i Rashidi in the salubrious climate 
of Kashmir in 1536, does not fail to mention the characteristics of a 
'cultural area' like the Valley in spite of having been ruled by Muslims 
for over two ccn~urics. And what particularly struck him werc thc Hindu 
temples and ancicnt sitcs,16 thereby belying Jonanja's account of the 
destruction of numberless temples during Sultan Sikandar's reign. 
Although the Mirza furnishes some useful information regarding the 
Nurbakshiyas of Kashmir, i t  is strange that he does not refer to the 
Rishis at all. Thc Rishis carried on their mission through peaccful means 
and kept thernsclves aloof from polilics. Perhaps that is why they did 
not attract the attention of the Mirza. Another possibility could be that 
the Mirza was not able to comprehend the impcrceptiblc change that 
Kashmiri socicty had been undergoing under thc impact ol' thc Rishis. 
What gives sustenance to our view is Abul Fazl's bricf account or the 
Rishis in his Akbarnama. 

While on the one hand Abul Fazl is fully aware of the Rishis' 
punctiliousncss about "the traditional and customary forms of worship"'7 
and praises thcm for their religious tolerance, asceticism, philanthropy, 
vegetariantism and celibacy, on the olher hand he refers to thcm as 
Brahmans, in a cryptic manner, thus suggesting hat syncretism was a 
marked characteristic of the Rishis. On a careful examination of Abul 
Fazl's account and other sources, we have however argucd that even 
after their conversion to Islam the Brahman ascetics were allowed to 
retreat to caves or meditate on mountain-tops and such other awcsome 
sites of nature, in consonance with the wadilions of the Valley of Rishis 
(Rishivatika). While modern scholarship has misunderstood this 
phenomenon as asceticism in h e  true manner or the yogis, 'coupled with 
hatred of worldly life,'18 we see in the ascctic oricnta~ion of Lhc Rishi 
movement a mode of conversion, leading, in thc first instance, to the 
Islamic acculturation of the people rathcr than the assimilation of Islam 
in the local culture. 

It would therefore be historically absurd to think that Islam totally 
destroyed ancient Kashmiri culture. However, it  would be wrong to 
separate the evolving Kashmiri Muslim culture from its founding 
civilisation. One of the touchstones of the Islamic civilisation has bcen 
not so much the phenomenon of the so-called 'conversion' as that of 



'diffusion". That the kshis played a significant role in both the diffusion 
of Islamic civilization and its revitali7ation is further attested to by the 
accounts of Amin Ahmad Razi, Jahangir and Mutamid Khan. 

The Haft Iq/im, completed by Razi in 1594, contains short notices 
of the Rishis' concern for humanity. Jahangir, unlike Abul Fazl, calls 
the Rishis by their name in his Tuzk-i Jahangiri, and both he and 
Mutamid Khan, the author of Iqbalnama-i Jahangiri, mention the Rishis 
in glowing terms. 

Kashmiri Literature and Folklore 

The historical information transmitted by the poetry of Lal Ded and 
Nuruddin is actually rooted in the concerns of the society they lived in; 
yet no serious attempt has been made so far to reconstruct the history 
of Islamization in Kashmir on a careful examination of this category of 
data. The fact is that the poetry of La1 Dcd and Nuruddin belongs to a 
literature marked by its authoritative and creative tradition. The 
sociological imagination not only makes their poetry a plausible 
metaphorical account of a social process but unites it with a larger 
historical reality which we may describe as rural consciousness. It will 
be seen that the folks' response to their poetry contains not only 
"emotion" or " feeling", but also thought permeated with historical 
incidents, memories and associations. It particularly expresses the cul turd 
style of Islamic civililation in a regional setting and the human spirit 
that flourished within it. This is why an attempt has also been' made to 
carefully examine the social ramifications of the literary heritage of La1 
Ded and Nuruddin in Chapters 111, IV and V. 

A list of various Kashmiri manuscript collections and published 
compilations containing the verses of Nuruddin Rishi is given in the 
bibliography. 

Modem Scholarship on Islam in the Field 

Modem literature concerning some aspects of the history of Islam in 
Kashmir is mostly available in Urdu and English, though one cannot 
ignore contributions of modem Persian chroniclers like Pir Hasan Shah 
and Haji Muhiuddin Miskin. Hasan's Asrar al-Akhyar, translated into 
Urdu under the title TadNo'ra-i Auliya-i Kashmir, has been painstakingly 
compiled and, by and large, i t  has been extensively used in modem 
writings on Islam in the Valley. However, one serious drawback of 



Hasan's work and that of Miskin's Tahaif al-Abm fi dhikr-i Auliya-i 
Akhyar is their authors' inability to separate the grain from the chaff. 
Their treatment of the source material is uncritical. In his zeal to show 
Sayyid Ali Hamadani as a great protagonist of Islam in the Valley, 
Hasan even credits him with having demolished the Hindu temples. 
However, the chief merit of Hasan's and Miskin's works is their detailed 
description of the Muslim Rishis in a narrative style. 

A recent publication by a Pakistani scholar (Muhammad Riyaz, Ahwal 
u Alhar wa 'Ash 'ar Mir Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani, Islamabad, Pakistan, 
1985) extensively deals with the works of Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani. Written 
in a lucid style and simple Persian, the work also contains a useful 
discussion on some works attributed to Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani. Riyaz's 
description of Sayyid 'Ali's role does not contain any fresh insight. 

There is a vast bulk of literature available in Urdu on the formative 
period of Islam in Kashmir in the form of books and innumerable 
articles. But the historical value of the literary output in Urdu on such 
a significant theme is rather limited. Very often it is either the Urdu 
writers' personal beliefs or lack of historical perspective and 
methodological training that seriously impairs the historical value of 
their literary output. Although Sayyida Ashraf Zafar has presented a 
lucid and systematic account of Sayyid 'Ali's life, teachings and works 
(Sayyid Mk 'Ali Hamadani, Delhi 1987). her assessment of the Sayyid's 
historical role is far from satisfactory. 

In recent years, the Jammu and Kashmir Academy of Art, Culture 
and Languages has brought out a few publications in Kashmiri and 
Urdu on La1 Ded and Nuruddin Rishi. Unfortunately, some articles 
contributed to one volume also appear in the same form in another, and 
constant overlapping and repetition make for unsatisfactory reading. 
The goal of religious syncretism also finds a strong echo in these official 
publications though there is also a tendency on the part of some Muslim 
apologists to Islarnize the legendary Rishis of pre-Islamic times to a 
fantastic degree. Notwithstanding his  criticism, some articles appearing 
in these publications contain useful insights; and, indeed, it is such 
contributions that have given us the stimulus to explore in depth the 
richness of the Rishis' creative role in the history of expanding Islamic 
civilization. 

Among modern historians the contributions of G.M.D. Sufi (Kashir, 
2 vols., Lahore, 1948-49), Mohibbul Hasan (Kashmir Under the Sultans, 
2nd ed., Srinagar, 1974) and R.K. P m u  (A History of Muslim Rule 
in Kashmir, Delhi 1969) are worthy of mention. While Sufi attempts to 



write the history of Kashmir from the earliest times to Maharaja Pratap 
Singh's reign (1885-1925), his presentation has all the defects of a 
work of a gcneral nature. Despite this fact, Sufi's labours in 
identifying thc Pcrsian manuscript sources pertaining to Kashmir are 
praiseworthy. 

Mohibbul Hasan's Kashmir Under the Sultans is lhe first scholarly 
attempt at producing a better understanding of the social, economic and 
particularly, political conditions of Kashmir under the Sultans. His brief 
analysis of the spread of Islam and its influence on Kashmir is useful. 
Given the wide scope of the book, the author's generali~ation about the 
"influence of Hinduism on  slam"'' calls for a thoughtful examination 
rather than outright rejection. The view that "Popular Islam" in Kashmir 
became "diluted" on account of Sufism's acquiescence in the traditional 
polytheistic practices is true only to a very limited extent. We have, 
however, endeavoured to show that the seemingly syncretic beliefs 
actually providc necessary conditions for the revitalization movements 
to guide the futurc of evolving Muslim societies. 

R.K. P m u ' s  A History of Muslim Rule in Kashmir has been 
subjected to a rational analysis by Mohibbul Hasan. Allhough we have 
subjected Parmu's view regarding forcible conversion to a critical 
examination in Chapter 111, certain basic contradictions in his argument 
need to be probed here. On the one hand, he firmly holds the view that 
"the Hindus accepted Islam simply as security against perpetual 
harassment. The only people who did not were some very strong-minded 
Brahmans," but, on the other, Parmu does not seem to be totally unaware 
of the social nature of conversions of the masses to Islam in the Valley. 
As he remarks: ". . . it has to be admitted that Islam came to Kashmir as 
a great riddance. Gradually it restored thc moral and social stamina of 
the people. They were regenerated by a new social order and religion 
which is simplc, intelligible and practical. Islam smashed the age-old 
divisive and disintegrating social forces. It stabiliscd, unified and 
integrated social forces. The philosophy of Islam, in the Fist instance, 
awakened h e  minds of a few; they were the torch bearers. Particularly, 
the role of the Ri.shis is remarkably unique."20 

It is unfortunate that a sense of being a worthy descendant of the 
"strong-mindcd" Brahmans of the Sultanate period in Kashmir has 
prevented Parmu from putting his own views to Lest. While he extensively 
quotes Jonaraja and Srivara to prove his argument about the Brahmans' 
resistance to Islam, no attempt has been made in his work to study the 
response of the common folk to the egalitarianism of Islam. All said 



and done, P m u ' s  contribution in provoking our thoughts to fill an 
important gap in the history of Kashmir cannot be denied. 

A.Q. Rafiqi's Sufism in Kashmir (Delhi, not dated) is of a different 
category. It is based on a doctoral thesis approved by the Australian 
National University; but in spite of the author's claim to have made "a 
fairly extensive and critical use of all sources available," it is a very 
disappointing work. There are, indeed, serious problems of 
misinterpretation, not only of facts concerning the spread of Islam but 
even of the growth of Sufism in the Valley. Still, as the first work 
focussed on a significant theme, it merits serious attention. 

In the first place, Rafiqi has not consulted an important Persian 
source on the Suharwardi silsilah in Kashmir by Mulla 'Ali Raina. 
Likewise, he has neither cared to go through the letters of Mir Sayyid 
'Ali Hamadani nor examined Aurad-i Fathiyya in its socio-historical 
context of Kashmir to present an integrated picture of the historical role 
of the Kubrawi Sufis in an important region of the Indian subcontinent. 
The author's account of the Suharwardi, Naqshbandi and Qadiri orders 
is sketchy and descriptive. While an important Naqshabandi source, 
Tuhfat al-Fuqara of Muhammad Murad Teng, has been completely 
ignored, no attempt has been made to objectively examine the attitudes 
of the so-called "Orthodox" Sufi orders towards the "eclectic" order of 
the Rishis. In his desire to show the Rishis as "liberal" vis-a-vis the 
"Onhodox" Sufis from Central Asia and Persia, Rafiqi immediately 
jumps to conclusions not borne out by history. Added to this is the poor 
handling of the insufficient data utilised by him, and a sustained attempt 
at presenting superficially plausible but actually fallacious arguments 
supported by wrong reasoning. A few instances will illustrate the point: 

Nuruddin "did not concern himself with propagating the faith of 
Islam"; Sultan Qutbuddin refused to "associate himself' with the 
"missionary activities' of Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani, "much to the Sayyid's 
resentment"; "the interests of the state were confused with the demands 
of orthodox Islam" under the influence of Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani; 
"Nuruddin's sayings do not tell us anything about his life'; Baba Daud 
Khaki was "homfied at Rishi practices and accused them of violating 
the laws of Sharia" (emphasis mine); the "advent of the Muslim saints 
was also indirectly responsible for including the non-Muslims to embrace 
Islam"; "In Srinagar . . . life was definitely and permanently influenced 
by the Orthodox Persian system; "Akbar was not misled by the 
representations of Shaikh Yaqub Sarfi to invade Kashmir;" "no earlier 
Rishi before Rajabuddin is known to have concerned himself with the 



Quran"; had Nuruddin R ishi k e n  "a missionary, he would have joined 
hands with Suha Bhatta, who put some restrictions on him to convert 
the Hindus to Islam"; in Nuruddin's "recorded remarks there is no 
mention of (his missionary) zeal"; Jonaraja's "passing rcfcrence to Shaikh 
Nuruddin's harassment by the orthodox Muslims is very informative." 

Not only the role of thc Kubrawi and Suharwardi Sufis, but also that 
of the Rishis is lost in thc labyrinth of ambiguities, arbitrary, irrational, 
irreconcilable categories and even loose expressions. 

Some writings bearing on Islam in Kashmir which have appeared in 
learned journals and publications in recent years are also worthy of 
examination: 

Aziz Ahmad's "Convcrsions to Islam in thc Vallcy of Kashmir" 
(Cenbal Asiafiguc Journal, vol. xxiii, nos. 1-2, 1979) focusses on "the 
Great Tradition" represented by the Hamadani mosque and Khanqah in 
a vigoruous style. However, the noted scholar nowhcre shows how the 
"Great Tradition" linked itself to the so-called "Little Tradition" of the 
Rishis. Thus Aziz Ahmad dcprecates the role of thc Rishis in the 
Islamization of Kashmir as compared to the Kubrawi Sayyids. And 
while attributing the "rcligious and social transformation' of Kashmir 
in Sultan Slkandar's reign to the influence of Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani's 
political ideas, the author inadvertently lends crcdcncc to thc theory of 
dramatic and forcible mass conversions. One wonders how, in the 
absence of any concretc evidence, thc "militant Bayhaqi Sayyids" secured 
conversion to Islam in the Valley. Likewise, it is strange that Aziz 
Ahmad describes Kashmiri Muslims' 'zealousness' and 'fanaticism' as 
also leading to conversions in the Valley. 

S.A.A. Rizvi's account of thc Sufis of Kashmir (Sufism in India, 2 
vols. New Delhi, 1978-83) is laden with historical inaccuracies. He 
attributes the convcrsion of 'many Kashmiris' in the fourteenth century 
to 'temple demolition' and the use of force by thc followers of Sayyid 
'Ali Hamadani. In his passion to prove the anti-Hindu attitude of the 
Kubrawi Sufis, Rizvi has rccourse to quoting long passages from 
Dhakhirat al- Muluk. The most glaring naivety underlying Rizvi's 
assumptions is his emphasis 'on the uprooting of infidelity from Kashmir' 
as the chief mission of the Kubrawi Sufis. That thc author actually 
accepts the statcmcnt of chroniclcrs on their face valuc is clearly borne 
out by our analysis. 

Although I havc attcmptcd to study thc history of Islam in Kashmir 
from a new angle ("Thc Impact of Islam on Kashmir in the Sultanate 
Period, 1320-1 586". The Indian Economic and Social History Review, 



1986; "Islam in Kashmir: An Analysis of Somc of its Distinctive 
Featurcs", Islam in India, 11, ed., Christian W. Troll, Ncw Delhi, 1985; 
"Kashmiri Response to Islam", I s l amic  Cul ture ,  January 1987), 
nevertheless, a repetition of certain cliches is also noiiceable in my 
preliminary researches. The present study, thercfore, not only seeks to 
amend the views earlier expressed but also aims at exploring and 
elaborating them in greater depth on a critical and empathic understanding 
of the sourcc material. 
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CHAPTER I 

Conceptual Framework of 
Conversion to Islam 

'Conversion' to Islam in the Indian subcontinent, though a subject of 
vital importance, has not yet received the scholarly attention it deserves. 
Among scholars who have rejected the theory of forcible conversion' 
in India may be mentioned Thomas A.rnold.2 Tara  hand.' Muhammad 
~ a b i b ?  A. B. M. ~abibullah,' S. M. ~kram,' I. H. ~ureshi.7 Khaliq 
Ahmad ~izarni,8 Aziz ~ h m a d ?  Abdul ~arirn," Momtazur Rahman 
~arafdar," and Richard Maxwell ~ a t 0 n . l ~  

The aim of Arnold has been to portray Islam as a peaceful missionary 
religion similar to missionary Christianity of the nineteenth century. 
His main conclusion is that a great majority of Indian Muslims are 
descendants of converts in whose conversion force played no part and 
in which only the teaching and persuasion of peaceful missionaries, the 
Sufis, was at work. While Tara Chand describes the process of conversion 
as a peaceful phenomenon in southern India", in the north, he implicitly 
attributes conversion to the social interaction between Islam and 
Hinduism. He writes: "The Islamic outlook upon social life was 
democratic, it set little value upon birth and heredity and its influence 
quickened in Hinduism the feeling of social equality and intended to 
break down social barriers."14 

Although Muhammad Habib treats conversion very indirectly, 
nonetheless, he regards Islam as "the creed that had come into the 
world for the elevation of the lower ~lasses."'~ And it is in this context 
that Habib regards Islam as a revolutionary force vis-a-vis the caste ridden 
social and legal structures of medieval India. His general observation 
that "face to face with social and economic provisions of the Shariat and 
the Hindu Smritis as practical alternatives, the Indian city-worker 
preferred the shariat'I6 provides us the key to an explanation of the 
acceptance of Islam by the Indians. 



True, S.M. Ikram attributes conversion to the Islamic concept of 
equality (Islami masawaf) and social freedom1'; but, notwithstanding 
the role assigned to the Sufis for such conversion, the learned author of 
the most widely read works" slresses that their role in the process of 
conversion was oblique. The Sufis would feel much happier on seeing 
a Muslim btxoming a good Muslim through their efforts rather than on 
seeing a non-Muslim becoming a ~uslim." Ikram's argument rests 
solcly on a statement of Sayyid Muhammad Gesu Daraz that the obslilcles 
to collversion in India were social rather than spiritual.20 However, the 
view that the opposition of the would-be convert's brethern, and the 
unwillingness to break the extended family and caste tics somewhat 
aborted the process of conversion in medieval India does not hold good 
for the Kashmir region. Here, as well shall explain later, Islam offered 
the prospect of relief for those suffering from what A.B. M. Habibullah 
characterises in his general statement on the phenomenon of conversion in 
the thirteenth century northern India as "Brahmanical caste- 
tyranny".21 

Habibullah's remarks offer us useful insights into the subject. For 
him it is not.merely the Sufi's "supposed miraculous powers," and "the 
material prospects" that Islam then "held out" for converts, but, equally 
important, its "social values" that attracted non-Muslims towards it.22 
We shall also test the authenticity of Habibullah's conlention that it was 
"undeniable that the mysticism of the Sufi furnished Islam's philosophical 
point of contact with Hinduism. It is through such contacts, fostered by 
the simplicity and broad humanism of the Sufi that Islam obtained its 
largest number of converts and it  is in this sense that he is considered 
a missionary."23 

But, as Peter Hardy rightly observes, Ishtiaq Husain Qureshi presents 
"the most sophisticated and sustained exposition so far of how peaceful 
cofiversion in India probably came about."24 Qureshi totally rcjccts 
forcible conversion and financial pressure, by way of imposing jizya upon 
non-Muslims, as main propellants, and deprecates such inducements as 
the prospect of official advancement and the retention of landholding 
rights.= Islam as a religion did appeal to pcople in the subcontinent, but 
Qureshi argues, "its adherents often made their way to membcrship of 
the Muslim community by many bypaths and more as the eventual 
outcome of a process, perhaps extending over several generations, which 
began as a loosening, rather than an abandoning, of old religious and 
social ties and an immediate entering into new ones with a known and 
established Muslim community."26 Qureshi thus propounds the thesis 



of a gradual and indirect conversion through an incomplete change of 
belief ind fellowship. 

Qureshi's perceptive remarks, though thcy rcfer lo Sindh and 
~enga1.2~ nonetheless, clearly bring home to us the importance of seeing 
conversion as a gradual process of acculturation and gravitation. And 
although his thesis is reinforced by Richard M. Eaton's study on the 
Sufis of Bijapur, unfortunately, the Orienlalist misconceptions that thc 
latter has allowed to enter his mind have somewhat marred the quality 
of his otherwise excellent work. In particular, Eaton's exaggerated 
emphasis on 'folk  slam'^^ not only tends to dramatize polarity between 
Islam and Sufism, but is also liable 10 create a false impression that the 
followers of the so-callcd "folk Islam" are not moving eventually in the 
direction of the Shari'aaiented Islam. 

In this study we have attempted to show how Kashmir's vansition 
to Islam took place during a long period of nearly five centuries in 
terms of a gradual process of acculturation. However, our work goes 
beyond the limits of studying conversion to Islam as merely a 
gradual process of acculturation; as a matter of fact, we have 
endeavoured to explain this process more in terms of the social tension 
that Islam generated in a caste-ridden society because of its egalitarian 
spirit. And the interaction that Islam sought at the social level wilh 
Hinduism in the Kashmir Valley was not only meaningful and positive 
but also fruitful; as we shall expound later, Islam did not cause abysmal 
destruction to ancient Kashmiri culture, but guided the course of its 
development in such a manner that it eventually emerged out of the 
narrow waters of Brahmanism into the broad sea of Islamic 
humanism. 

We, therefore, give little weight to the hackneyed argument in most 
studies on medieval India, that in the course of its expansion in the 
subcontinent, Islam was conquered by the conquered races. It is true 
that a considerable number of Muslims in the subcontinent still cling to 
some social customs and beliefs obnoxious to Islam; but this fact should 
in no way bring us round to the model of religious syncretism, applied 
by some modem scholars in order to explain the process of conversion 
to Islam in India. 

Asim Roy, for example, concludes: "Islam in Bengal . . . provided 
an uncommon paradigm of one religion's containing two great traditions 
juxtaposed to each other, one exogenous and classical, and the othcr 
endogenous and syncretistic." He describes "the syncretistic model" as 
an "orthogenetic" response "of the Bengalis to the challenge of Islam, 



while the adoption of the classical model represented a 'heterogenetic' 
response to the same."29 

Written under the influence of Gustave Von Grunebaum's seminal 
works?' Roy's thesis maintains that the great tradition or the high 
culture of Islam or, to use his own exprcssion, "Islam in its Pcrso- 
Arabic attire" failed to elicit any meaningful response from the masses 
of Bengali ~uslims." But Roy is deluded by his own reasoning when 
he asserts that the response of Bengalis ranged "betwccn an imihtive 
heterogenetic pattern of total adoption of the foreign model and an 
orthogenetic pattern of utilizing h e  external stimulus to generate a 
momentum of change essentially from within on the basis of indigenous 

Consequently, the spread of Islam in Bengal is merely 
describcd in terms of "syncretistic" and "symbolic forms" ralher than 
on grounds of the meaningful rcsponse hat Islam itself, as a liberating 
force, evoked from the Bengalis. 

In our study the part played by "syncretistic" and "symbolic forms" 
in Kashmir's transition to Islam has not been totally ignored. We have 
not however made a fetish of the misconceived notion hat in every 
Muslim society there has existed a clcavage between thc foreign culture 
and indigenous culture; and that the growth of high culture was aborted 
by the growth of syncretistic elements wilhin a pcople who exploited 
the "external stimulus" to evolve a new pattern of life cssentinlly from 
within on the foundations of the local culture. Many vague notions of 
the Orientalists about Islam and the nature of its expansion in  different 
regional environments have centred round the view that while a mere 
body of Ulama represented the 'normative' Islam, the masses, as a 
whole, followed the Islam of thcir venerated Sufis. The use of such 
expressions is common in the Oricntalist litcrature and the purpose 
behind such orchestration is to show the hostility of h e  religious reform 
movements in Islam to Sufism, rather than to its distortions and 
aberrations. Even a brilliant scholar like Ira Lapidus observes: 

"Muslim communities commonly have two psychological 
orientations. One derives from the scripturalist form of Islam which 
stresses the importance of a complete knowledge of the law and 
the correct performance of ritual and social duties. The other 
orientation derives from what I shall call, for want of a better 
term, popular Sufi Islam. As the way of rcligious salvation, this 
form of Islam minimizes the importance of knowledge and law, 
and stresses attachment to the Saint, who is the personal guide, 



the bearer of miraculous and magical powers (sic), the intercessor 
between ordinary men and ~od.""  

That Lapidus sees Islam through thc perceptions of a Westerner is 
amply borne out by his application of the Weberian theoryM to the 
historical experience of the Muslim pcople. As he approvingly explicates 
Weber: 

". . . the mystical forms of rel~gion yield immediate religious and 
emotional gratification, but the puritanical forms of religion, or 
generally, those forms which stress intellectual and emotional 
discipline, self and communal control of behaviour, inhibit ready 
emotional re~ease."~' 

This is not, however, to ignore the creative tensions that charactcrise 
contemporary Muslim society about what constitutes Islam in its pristine 
form. And in fact, two bclief-systems, with particular social and cultural 
orientations do exist within Islam in Kashmir as elsewhere, but this fact 
should, in no way, prompt us to draw a sharp distinction between the 
"normative" or "official" Islam and the "popular" Islam. Of course, in 
the Islam of the contemporary social scene a superficial observer may 
describe the religion as surviving in two forms-Islam as represented 
by a popular sentiment, in the shrines of the Sufis and Muslim Rishis, 
and Islam as represented by the two seminal organizations, the Ahl-i- 
Hadith and the Jamat-i Islami. But i t  would be nothing short of an 
intellectual disaster to overemphasize the polarity between these 
seemingly different belief systems by cramping them into the pigeon 
holes of modmist scholarship. The empirical fact is that Islam manifests 
its inherent vitality by keeping alive its great tradition of entering into 
an endless dialogue with its adherents on questions not only crucial to 
their personal relationship with the Crcator but also to the society they 
live in. 

This work, is, therefore, an attempt to comprehend Islam against the 
backdrop of the social and cultural context of its adherents rather than 
merely against the background of the Tauhidic universalism. Such an 
endeavour demands considerable skill in translating, paraphrasing, 
commenting and interpreting texts; it also calls for studying the sources, 
not only textual but also human, with receptivity and empathy. Capturing 
the essence of the sources has been the primary aim of this study, and 
with this objective in mind, we have made a dispassionate attempt to 
study and understand the meanings that the people of Kashmir have 
given to their actions in the context of their fundamental religious beliefs. 



In examining the sources on how the teachings of a universal religion 
like Islam were assimilated and, indccd, understood by Kashmiris during 
the long course of nearly five centuries (fourteenth to eighteenth) wc 
have used the popular concepts of the Orienlalist scholarship as poinls 
of entry rather than as elements in a rigid schcme. Notwithslrrnding 
some historical dimensions to the distinctions bclwecn Lhe grcat wadilion 
and the little tradition and so on, thc common denominator in all such 
distinctions remains invinsically Islam itself. I t  is in Lhis sense that we 
have vicwed ideas about Islam and their actual implementation among 
Muslims as components of a total symbol and action system than as a 
set of mutually exclusive doctrines. The study of Kashmir's wansition 
to Islam is thus a study of the actual behaviour of mentalities, of 
responses as much as it is a study of a world religion against the 
background of its ideal forms rooted essentially in the Shari'a. Islam, as 
we shall see, defines itself not merely by its norms, but also by the acls 
of the people who profess it. Islam is not only then a matter of theological 
propositions, but also a historical realization: realizing the Oneness of 
Allah by total surrender, dedication, service and above all, self-sacrifice. 

However, though it may reasonably be argued that Islam is not a 
coherent social, cultural and historical entity, the fact remains that for 
a considerable number of Muslims all over the world thc achievcmcnt 
of that goal is not a romantic concept. Indeed, for centuries, Muslims 
have talked and acted in a manner which testifies to the abiding influence 
of their religious beliefs on their everyday life. I t  is for  his reason that 
this study attempts to probe deeper into the patterns of Islamic 
acculturation and assimilation in the most sensitive bordcr state of the 
Indian Union. And although the importance of the relationship between 
Islam and socicty has bcen discussed at the theoretical level in several 
scholarly works, very little effort has so far been made to objectively 
analyse the true dimensions of the societal responses that Islam evoked 
in its actual historical manifestations. In fact, a serious effort at objective 
understanding of how Islam is a dimension of a distinctive kind of 
social experience remains only a desideratum. Therefore, the present 
work on the interaction between religion and socicty in the geographical, 
linguistic and cultural setting of the Kashmir Valley will, it is hoped, 
be of interest to a wide range of readers, and not merely to specialists. 

On the mere textual reading of literary and historical evidence, mcuicm 
scholars have developed many stereotypes about the spread of Islam in 
Kashmir which have been accepted in many a publication touching 
directly or indirectly on the subject. While in some works the Islamization 



of Kashmir has been attributed to forcible conversions, in much of the 
literature, Sufis from Central Asia and Persia (notably Sayyid 
Sharafuddin, Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani and Sayyid Muhammad Hmadani) 
are credited with having attracted Kashmiris to Islam en masse, either 
through miracles or as a result of their "searing missionary zeal."36 Ow 
study breaks fresh ground in that it does not treat Islam merely as an 
ontological phenomenon or, more precisely, as a distinct category 
independent of the mundane situations of those who assimilated its 
teachings in their life-styles through centuries. The number of such 
people was far grleater than those sections of Kashmiri society which 
embraced Islam voluntarily, and this was due to many factors. While 
we do not entirely rule out political and economic factors behind he 
entry of certain individuals into Islam, at the same time, there is 
considerable evidence in the sources which testifies to the conversion 
of individuals-including even pious Brahman ascetics-to Islam, either 
out of conviction or through moral suasions of the ~ufis." Among them 
mention may be made of the village watchman (pasban), Salat Sanz, 
who embraced Islam at the hands of the Kubrawi Sufi, Sayyid Husain 
Simnani (d. 79211390). Shaikh Salaruddin, as the petty villager came to 
be known after his conversion to Islam, was fortunate enough to give 
birth to a son, whom he named Nund. 

Nund, better known as Nuruddin, seems to have drunk deep at the 
fountains of both the Kubrawi and the local mystic traditions from his 
childhood. It is true that Kashmir had come in contact with Islam long 
before Nuruddin assumed the role of a missionary, but it was mainly 
through his mystical poetry, composed in the local dialect, that a dynamic 
and creative interaction was established between the great tradition of 
Islam, as represented by the Sufis and the 'Ulama and the local little 
tradition of the peasant society. Unlike the saint missionaries from Central 
Asia and Persia, Nuruddin was capable of entering into a meaningful 
dialogue with the local people regarding matters ranging from ontology 
to immediate social concerns. That Islam has always been capable of 
establishing a vital link between its teachings and society is not only 
amply borne out by the creative role of Nuruddin as the maker of 
Kashmiri identity, but simultaneously it is reflected in the social response 
that his popular mystical poetry generated among the masses.)' 

Our study thus draws attention to the naivety underlying the statements 
of some Orientalists that Islam merely appealed to the Indians because 
of their credulous attitude towards its holy personages. The extent to 
which the superstitious character of the Indian people has been 



emphasized by modem scholars is amply attested to by the gcneral 
remark "holy-man Islam" with which even a learned historian of Sufism, 
Spencer Trimingham, characterizes the spread of Islam in the 
s~bcontinent.)~ Notwithstanding the extreme reverence shown by the 
'converts' towards their holy personages, it is not correct to say that the 
'Indian Islam' at the khanqah level is simply a reprehensible innovation 
(bida) or a mass of slrange superstitions. The fact of vital social 
importance is that the khanqah and particularly in our case the tombs 
of the Rishis (u'ywdts or aslhans) reveal the dynamics of the saints' role 
in rural society. 

Unfortunately the social dynamics of the saints' role was lost in the 
latter-day development of the shrines as centres of charlatanism, 
ignorance, superstition and fatalism. Such a development was bound to 
provoke long and bitter controversy over the beliefs of the people who 
held the Sufis in high esteem even to the point of worshipping hem. 
For instance, in Kashmir during the nineteenth century we hcar of 
Ahmad Trali's concern over the cherished belief of the people that it 
was sacrilegious to visit the shrine of Baba Hardi Rishi (d. 986H) just 
after eating meat4' He even attacked the false belief, perpetuated by the 
'converts' themselves, understandably out of extreme reverence for the 
Rishi, that such visits involved people in great trouble. One wonders 
whether the solitary concern of an early crusader against superstitions 
was shared by the 'Ulama, but the fact remains that i t  was not until the 
advent of the Ahl-i Hadith movement towards the close of the last 
century that the controversy raging round the question of the social 
behaviour of the people undergoing the process of Islamic acculturation 
reached its height. 

Although the Ahl-i Hadilh attacked the un-Islamic practices associated 
with the visiting of shrines in Kashmir, yet their movement brought to 
the surface certain vital issues of crucial importance. For hem thc great 
majority of the people in the Valley, though Muslims by faith, needed 
to be converted afresh in view of the dichotomy existing between the 
normative Islam and Islam as practised by Kashmiris, or for that matter 
by various other ethnic groups of the subcontinent. In their crusading 
zeal against the shirk associated with the veneration of saints and shrincs, 
the Ahl-i Hadith, however, failed to understand hat almost all standards 
of thought and conduct of the great mass of the unlettered Muslims had 
been influenced by their ancestral ties with the shrines because of their 
social and economic importance, apart from the aura of holiness crcatcd 
around the premises of the shrines. Thus lacking sociological pcrspcctive, 



the Ahl-i Hadith, in their vehement criticism of the shrines, helped 
peqetuate the myth of the religious reform movements' supposed 
hostility to Sufism. 

To the Ahl-i Hadith people visiting the shrines are doing shirk. While 
this is not the place to venture into what is ultimately a theological 
problem, such a situation is not entirely beyond the realms of sociological 
analysis. For the Ahl-i Hadith, Islamization means strict adherence to 
the Quran and Hadith and total break with what they describe as alien 
elements appended to Islam from Hinduism and Buddhism. Most scholars 
have mistakenly described the persistence of indigenous practices in the 
Islam of India as syncretism. In this regard, what has escaped the notice 
of scholars, notwithstanding the best efforts of some Sufis in reconciling 
Hinduism and Islam in India, is the fact that even during the formative 
stage of Islam in India the Sufis had visualized the danger of their 
religion being swallowed up by the self-confident Hindu culture. Thus 
as a counterpoise they turned their khanqahs into impregnable centres 
of Islamic culture even in their own times: It was for this reason that 
the khanqahs were not regarded as centres of superstition and ignorance 
during the formative stage of Islam in the subcontinent. 

Khanqahs, indeed, played a significant role in the spread of Islamic 
values and Islamic elements in the process of acculturation. But this 
process should not be regarded as 'conversion' or, for that matter, even 
Islamization in its strict religious sense. In its Biblical sense 'conversion' 
means the soul's turning to Christ and union with Him in his death and 
resurrection, which baptism signifies as entering by faith upon a new 
life. In its Quranic sense, however, 'conversion' is a conscious act on 
the part of the subject, not an event passively experienced. 'Conversion' 
to Islam entails intellectual, emotional, and volitional elements, including 
the basic relationship to or affirmation of the faith in the transcendent 
Allah, belief in the finality of the prophethood in Muhammad, devotion 
to the Prophet in personal life, commitment of fellowship to the 
community of believers (muminun), and the ethical transformation of 
life in accordance with the Quran and the Sunna. Viewed against this 
theoretical formulation, mass 'conversions' of groups to Islam, in a 
strict religious sense, seems inconceivable. 

Mass conversions to Islam in Kashmir at a particular stage in its 
history and also syncretism in the Islam of Kashmiris are thus misapplied 
terms. 'Conversion' to Islam, as we shall realise at a later stage, is a 
development or a social process. As a matter of fact, i t  is a never- 
ending process. To describe a great majority of Kashmiri Muslims as 



mushriks in view of their ties to the shrines is not only unwarranted but 
also tantamount to rejecting the historical and sociological process of a 
peoples' assimilation in the wider system of Islam. Ldcewise, to describe 
the efforts of the Ahl-i Hadith in Islamizing Kashmiri Muslims as a 
~omewhat farfetched dream is to ignore the potential significance of the 
Tauhidic consciousness that they have already generated among the 
devotees of the shrines. Thus, as an inevitable consequence of the 
Islamizing process of the Ahl-i Hadith, efforts are afoot in the Kashmir 
Valley to turn some shrines into dynamic centres of m e  Islamic learning. 
Islamization may thus be described as a continuous movement of 
individuals and groups, departing not only from any form of their 
traditional ties to the local religious culture, but also as a gradual process 
towards bringing about a salutary change in the bchavioural pattern in 
accordance with the Quran and the Sunna. 

Viewed against the background of the foregoing discussion, it would 
be wrong to weigh, in quantitative terms, what percentage of non- 
Islamic elements the Kashmiris have carried with them during centuries 
of their transition to Islam. The fact that they had not gone through the 
complete process of 'conversion' in the fifteenth century is reflected not 
only in the verses of Nuruddin, but also in the movement initiated by him 
and the meaningful response that i t  generated even from the adherents 
of various Sufi orders in the Valley. The convic~ion that the process 
should be completed at the personal and the social levels is deep-rooted 
in the very structure of the Quran. Thus the Holy Bcok enjoins the bclievcrs: 

"Let there arise out of you a band of people who invite to goodness, 
and enjoin right conduct and forbid what is wrong; such are the 
ones to achieve happiness.'4' 

It would appear that the polarity between the high or great tradition 
of Islam and the popular Islamic culture or little tradition is no more 
than a red hemng. Islam may not appear to be a concrete concept but 
in more than one important respect the culture that was born in its 
bosom influenced and shaped the course of historical development of 
various Muslim societies. In fact, the cultural dimension of Islam is 



represented by a system of symbols 'existing concurrently in scripture, 
in literature, in art objects, in ceremonies, in festivals, in anniversaries 
of the saints ('urses), in the mentalities of individuals, and above all in 
the never-ceasing discourses in the mosques and the shrines. The 
distinguished American anthropologist, Clifford Geertz, though 
overemphasizing the importance of cultural and symbolic forms in Islam, 
very pertinently remarks that Islam as a culture by virtue of multiple 
expressions links high culture to everyday life, and joining the two, 
allows for variety and individualityP2 Lapidus, while touching upon the 
same theme, rightly observes: "As a culture Islam is not something 
divorced from, above and beyond events. It is precisely a way of 
conceiving, of articulating, the ordinary issues of worldly experience, 
whether in moral, family, economic or political matters.'") 

The present work is thus a preliminary attempt at understanding how 
Islam and historical circumstances have harmoniously blended in the 
lives of Rashmiris. Islam, indeed, was brought to Kashmir by the Sufis 
from Central Asia and Persia in the fourteenth century. But how the 
Kashmiri masses responded to Islam as presented to them in its "Perso- 
Arabic attire" by the Sufis and the 'Ulama is a question of great signi- 
ficance and is examined in the subsequent chapters. As we shall see, the 
response came from Nuruddin, who by assuming the role of a dynamic 
spiritual leader created an inner conflict in the sensitive souls of a 
people living in natural surroundings. Under his influence a large number 
of ad herents of his mystic order, Silsilah-i Rishiyan, proved themselves 
to be the subtle force of change by creating conditions for the total 
assimilation of Kashmiris in Islam. The history of the Rishi movement 
is actually the history of the changing pattern of social behaviour in 
relation to the professed religion; and it is this fascinating story that the 
following chapters have to unfold. 
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CHAPTER I1 

The Historical Background of the 
Rishi Movement 

The Rishi movement caHs for a word of explanation, if not an apologia, 
because of the Hindu origin of the term Rishi, which has created a 
misunderstanding among historians regarding the real historical nature 
of the movement.' True, Rishi merely means a saint or an ascetic in 
Sanskrit literature: but in the context of the history of Kashmir between 
the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, it signifies a movement of 
indigenous mystics within the fold of Islam, erroneously, called an off- 
shoot of the Bhakti m~vement.~ Kashmiri Muslims, who form nearly 
ninety-five per-cent of the total population of the valley: for the most 
part in the rural areas, owe their entry into Islam to Nuruddin and a host 
of his disciples and their followers called Rishis, so much so that they 
take pride in calling their vast mountainous region the Rishwaer-the 
Valley of   is his.' 

The term Rishi is undoubtedly of Sanskrit provenance, meaning "a 
singer of hymns, an inspired poet or sage.lS6 According to orthodox Hindu 
belief, the Rishis "are inspired personages to whom these hymns were, 
revealed, and such an expression as 'the Rishi says' is equivalent to 'so 
it stands in the sacred text'. In common usage among the Hindus, 
however, the Rishi meant "a saint or sanctilied sage ... an ascetic 
anc hori 

Kashmir seems to have been the abode of Rishis long before the 
advent of Islam and for this reason it was known as Rishi ~atika.' A 
strong folk tradition still persists, particularly in a number of villages of 
~ashmir.9 about the existence of Rishis in very ancient times, and that 
some forests in the Valley are even named after themlo gives a certain 
degree of credence to the oral sources of the Rishi traditions. But it 
needs to be pointed out that before the coming of Islam to Kashmir the 



Rishis were not socially active, since they led a secluded life either in 
caves or on the tops of mountains." I t  was not until the emergence of 
Nuruddin as the foundcr of an indigenous order of Muslim mystics 
(Rishi Silsilah) that the social significance of the Rishi tradition came 
to be established for the first time in Kashmir's history. Undcr his 
influence the Rishis emerged as a vital social force, so much so that 
they were found worthy of dcscrip~on by even outside observers of 
Kashmiri social rcality.12 Kashmiri folk songs, which abound in praise 
of the Rishis, also testify to their social role.I3 

It may, however, be asked why Nuruddin called his order by a 
Hindu name and also why his order, in recent years, has been equated 
with "a new Bhakti m~vement,"'~ said to have been started by Lal ~ e d , "  
the Saivite mystic of the fourteenth century. Scholarly approaches to 
this day have mostly cenlrcd round the view that the Rishis wcre 
unconcerned about missionary activities, and that having borrowed 
"elements such as the mortification of the individual soul and hard 
ascetic exercises" from the yogis, thcy had devclopcd a "halred of worldly 
life." They "did not claim any Sufic ancestry and did not hesitate to 
borrow ideas and practices of the Hindu ascetics, especially those of the 
Saivites of Kashmir with their emphasis on individual salvation and 
indifference to the fate of others."16 The crux of the argument is not 
merely the fact that the Rishis developed thcir ideas in Hindu and 
Buddhist surroundings, but the distorted view that their social bchaviour, 
being in direct contrast to the Shari'a-oriented bchaviour of the Sufis 
from Central Asia and Pcrsia, led to the emergence of "two different, 
broad trends" in Sufism in Kashmir. While the orthodox trend was 
generally followed by immigrant Sufis, "the Rishis, mostly native (sic) 
practised a broadly-based system of co-existence. "17 

Such stereotypes about the polarity between the hshis and the ~ u l i s ' ~ "  
also rest on the assumption that the Rishi movement was influenced 
very little by Islam and that it was a reaction against the so-called 
forcible conversions to Islam secured by Suha ~hatta," the zealous 
Brahman convert to Islam, who, as the most influential ministcr of 
Sultan Sikandar, let loose a reign of terror on the ~ i n d u s . ' ~  While the 
Sultan's minister has been described as a champion of Islam, Nuruddin 
Rishi is made to appear as a crusadcr against "orthodoxy."20 But the 
great danger implicit in such a view is that Nuruddin is almost uprooted 
from the Shari'a-oriented environment of the Kubrawi Sufis, by an 
arbitrary postulation of some misconceived parallelism between different 
developments charac terising mcdieval society. 



Notwithstanding the universal nature of Nuruddin's tcaching, it would 
be pertinent to observe [hat for a dccper undcrsfanding of the impact of 
the Rishi movement, its cultural, sociclal and historical aspects constitute 
the primary and formative categories. No definition of the term Rishi 
which fails to stress these aspecls of Nuruddin's movement will sufficc. 
What is important to the historian is how the Rishi tradition arose at a 
period of great social crisis consequent upon the advent of Sufis from 
Central Asia and Persia in Kashmir. And in fact i t  is against the 
background of the establishment of the Muslim Sultanate in 1320, the 
influx of Sufi missionaries and the sense of revolt manifested by Lal 
~ e d ~ '  against the manifold abuses of the caste-ridden Brahmanic social 
order, that the social origins of the Rishi movement need to be traced. 
The Rishi mdition was part and parcel of a new cultural trend; the 
removal of the Rishi tradition from its socio-historical context would be 
a form of amputation. To understand h e  tradition of Muslim Rishis, 
therefore, it is also necessary to know Lhe culture which gave rise to it. 

Baba Daud Mishakati who points to the local origin of the term 
Rishi writes that before Nuruddin thc Rishis were actually ascetics 
among the Brahmans of Kashmir. But Nuruddin, according to the 
Suharwardi mystic, renewed the Rishi tradition by doing away with the 
ways of renunciation of the Hindu asceticsF2 This view is substantiated 
by the fact that even during the life time of Nuruddin and many years 
after his death when the Rishi moverncnt was in full swing there were 
ascetics among the Brahmans of Kashmir who enjoyed considerable 
popularity among the unlettered masses.23 Such men were attracted to 
the fold of Nuruddin since they seem to have perceived little dilfercnce 
between the goals pursued by them and by the Muslim  ish his.^^ Thus 
the Rishi movement, though essentially characterized by elements of 
social protest, also provided the cover under which surviving remnants 
of the conquered Hindu ascetic tradition could continue to exist in 
Islam. It is interesting to note that the asceticism of the Brahman saints 
converted to Islam was particularly suited to provide a framework for 
the survival of such residues and the assimilation and reinterpretation 
of elements as were not totally incompatible with the esoteric dimension 
of 1s1a.m.~~ This fact is particularly rcflectcd in the various interpretations 
of the term Rishi given by hagiographers and Sufis which we shall no% 
try to examine. Mulla 'Ali Raina is the earliest hagiographer to discuss 
at some length the characteristics of the Rishis which he enumerates as 
follows: 



1. The ultimate aim of the Rishis, the zahids and 'abids of Kashmir, 
in worshipping God by way of observing continuous fasts is to 
know the Truth (Haqq). With this goal in mind and through 
observance of various extreme ascetic practices, hey are engagcd 
in an incessant struggle against their carnal self. They eat less, 
talk less and slccp less. Being busy with mystic exercises, they 
do not like to associate themselves with the people. They fight 
against none other than their own self (nafs). They do not pray 
in public nor do they ever feel proud of or boast of the prayers 
they are always secrctly engaged in. Having reached thc slage of 
satisfaction (rida) thcir hcarts are laden with nothing except the 
burning desire to seck the countenance of God. Such lovers 
( 'ashiqan) and gnostics ('arifan) do not like to pcrlorm miracles; 
yet miracles spring from their actions.26 

2. The secrcts of their soul are known to God alone.n 
3. They resort to exucmc frugal eating habits with a view to clean 

the spirit enmeshed in nafs-i ammara.28 
4. They do not mix with h e  wordly people (khalq); mhcr they shun 

their company like wild animals who escape on seeing men. 
Even if necessity dcmands their association with them, they do 
not feel proud of it; but in their hcarls arc repentant for spending 
time in the company of such people.29 

5. No sooner do wordly things reach the Rishis than they distribute 
these among the ncedy and the poor.30 

6. They are so engrossed in their prayers that wordly distractions 
do not disturb t h ~ m , ~ '  

7. A Rishi does not make a mockcry of his sincere prayers.'2 His 
outward actions are in consonance with the spirit of the Shari'a 
while in his inner self he is tariqa-oriented." In his tariqa there 
is no scope for transgressing the limits as laid down by 
~ u h a r n r n a d i ~ a h . ~ ~  Such peoplc, known as 'anfan-i Shari'a, are 
scarce in this 

From Ali Raina's description, it appcars that while the Suhanvardis 
linked the Rishi order with the Prophet Muhammad, at the same time 
they did not fail to appreciate the fact that thc Rishis subordinated all 
activity of the individual Muslim, in its exoteric dimension, to the 
devotion and service of God in strict conformity with the religious law 
(Shari'a). It is not, therefore, surprising that Baba Daud Khaki, a 
renowned Sufi of the Suharwardi order, eulogized the Rishis and the 
founder of their ordcr in these words: 



The Rishis of this region have been mostly Uwaysis. 

Shaikh Nuruddin Rishi, the teacher of all Rishis was greatly devoted 
to God and had a deep communion with Him. 

He Icd a retired and solitary life, besides observing continuing fasw. 
He had renounced taking flesh, onions, milk and honey for many ycars. 
He was inspired and gifted with mirdclcs and had a fine mode of spcech. 
"He resembled the Uways", says an eloquent speaker.36 

From Baba Daud Khaki's account, it appears that the word Rishi in 
the sixtcenth century Kashmiri usage meant such particular ascetics as, 
on account of their extreme devotion to God, abstained from all wordly 
pleasures.37 He quotes Kimiya-i ~'ada?'  to show God's love for such 
persons for whom He opens the doors of wisdom.39 Such men, according 
to Khaki, were the followers of Nuruddin, and did not take meat or 
even grecn vegctab~es!~ They observed fast almost throughout the year 
and spent their time in the pcrformance of dhikr in their abodes in forests, 
where they also practised spiritual exercises. While according to Khaki, 
the Rishis were the followers of Imam Abu ~ a n i f a ~ l  in the path of 
Shari'a, in tariqa or suluk they received guidance from their preceptor 
Nuruddin, who was an ~ w a ~ s i . ~ ~  

Baba Daud Mishkati, a close disciple of Baba Daud Khaki, even 
wrote a treatise in Arabic43 on the denomination of the word Rishi and 
the mystic way of life and mode of worship followed by the adherenls 
of this order. A long passage quoted by Mishkati from his hitherto 
undiscovered source also helps us in understanding the true character of 
the movement started by Nuruddin. He focusses on the Rishis' austerities, 
celibacy, self-deprecation, relative seclusion, altruism, deep meditative 
exercises, supererogatory prayers (nawafil) and above all, non-injury 
even to plants, birds, animals, insects, etc. While some Rishis, according 
to Mishkati, satisfied their hunger with water or wild vegetables of the 
forests, others took to trade and cultivation in order to bring their ascetic 
way of self-discipline and self-denial in consonance with the spirit of 
the Shari 'a.44 

Abdul Wahab Nuri, a Kubrawi hagiographer of the 18th century, 
says that the Rishi in Kashmiri denotes one devoted to asceticism (zuhd) 
and piety (laqwa). The Rishis distinguished themselves for having 
attained purification of the self (tazkiya-i nafs), refinement of heart 
(tasfiya-i qalb) and enlightenment of soul (tajjali-i r~h ) !~  Although not 
unaware of the local roots of the movement founded by Nuruddin, 
Wahab also attempted to give Persian and Arabic orientations to the 



term. For him Sufis who had woundd hcar~s dcscrvcd to bc callcd 
Rishis since it was in such a state of quest (falab) hat  hcy reached the 
desired goal ( m a t l ~ b ) . ~ ~  And whilc explaining the Arabic meaning of 
the word Rishi, Wahab says that i t  signifies n cos~ly and beautiful dress 
(libas-i fdhira jamal). In other words, the exprcssion is used, in the 
context o l  the ~ u r a n . ~ ~  to imply the dress of picty (libas-i faqwa) with 
which the adherents of Nuruddin's silsilah adorned thcmsclve~?~ Thus 
while dcscribing the Prophet Muhammad as the first   is hi^^ Wahab 
docs not simply Islamizc h e  word Rishi but givcs it a much dccpcr 
focus.50 

Besides the Suharwardi and the Kubrawi hagiographcrs referrcd LO 
above, the accounts of Muhammad Azilm ~iddamari?' Bahauddin 
~ a t t u , ' ~  Baba ~ a m a l , ' ~  Baba ~ h a l i l , ~ ~  and many olhcrsSS also describe, 
in more or less the same style, the various dimensions of h e  word 
Rishi. From a careful examination of thcse accounts, it would appcar 
that during h e  pcriod under discussion the term Rishi was used as a 
synonym for such Sufis as wcre wholly dedicalcd to God. There is, 
indeed, a temptation to call such men as ascetics; but, as wc shall scc 
in the subsequent chapters, thcir asceticism was qualified in [hat they 
chose the life of poverty for the moral good of the needy and the poor 
living in their social surroundings. The scholarly version of Islam givcn 
in the Persian language by a Sufi at a gathcring or in his works was 
bcyond the ken of the common man with his average intelligcnce. It 
seems, by all accounts, that the poverty and humility of thc Rishis and 
their prcsence had a magnctic inllucnce, which was Far more important 
than h e  mere knowledge of the 'Ulama or the learncd Sufis. They made 
the presence of the divinity morc pcrccplible and closcr to the poor. No 
less an obscrvcr than Abul F u l  wrilcs of the two thousand- odd Rishis 
of his time in glowing terms: 

". . . the most rcspecmble class in this counuy (Kashmir) is hat  of 
the (Rishis) who, notwithstanding thcir nccd of frccdom from thc bonds 
of tradition and custom, arc thc true worshippcrs of God. They do not 
loose the tongue of calumny against those not of thcir hilh, nor beg nor 
importune. They employ thcmsclves in planting trees, and are generally 
a source of benefit to thc people."56 

Baba ~as ib , "  a scvcntcenth century hagiographer, sums up of thc 
impact of the Rishi movemcnt in a long poem. A fcw lines are worth 
quoting here? 



The candle of religion is lit  by the Rishis; 
They are the pioneers of the path of belief; 
The heart-warming quality of humble souls 
Emanates from the inner purity of the hearts of the Rishis; 
This vale of Kashmir, that you call a paradise; 
Owes a lot of its charm to the traditions sct in vogue by the Rishis. 

It follows that the Rishi movement, though essentially rooted in the 
local tradition, bccarne an important aspect or dimension of the Islamic 
civilization, consequent upon thc adoption of cultural traits or social 
patterns of Muslim immigrants by the Kashmiri rural masses. Given the 
rural character of the movemcnt, it would be worthwhile to approach 
the subject from the standpoint suggcsted by Robert Redfield. A summary 
of his views would sufficc here to m'ake b e  discussion meaningful. 

Redfield's central assumption is that the culture of a peasant society 
is not autonomous, but an aspect or dimension of a civilization of 
which it is a part. Since a peasant socicty is only half a socicty, peasant 
culture is a half-culture. I t  can be ful ly  undcrstood only in rclation to 
the civilization in which i t  is contained. In ordcr to make iniclligible the 
compound naturc of peasant culturc, Redfield introduces two important 
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concep+the Great Tradition and the Little Tradition. In any civili7ation 
there is a Great Tradition of the reflcctivc few, and a Little Tradition 
of the unreflective many. The sociclal dimcnsions of thcsc two waditions 
are the great community and thc litlle community. Thus the Great 
Tradition is h e  culture of thc great community of pricsts, theologians 
and literary men who may not evcn havc sccn a villagc. Thcsc two 
traditions are not mutually exclusivc, but intcrdcpcndcn~, two currcnts 
of thought and action, distinguishable, yct flowing into and out of cach 
other. Thus Redficld asumcs that any pcasant culturc is compounded 
of empirically and conccplually scpwablc Grcat and Litrlc ~raditions.'~ 

Viewed in the context of Rcdficld's definition, the Liillc Tradition 
of Kashmiri peasant society scems to have linkcd itsclf with the Great 
Tradition of Islam through Nuruddin, who, in his numcrous verses, 
secms to have established channels of communication bctween the two 
traditions and set up standards of mutual rcfcrcnce and influcnce. But 
the dichotomy bctween these two traditions should not divert our 
attention from the objective iact that, as a result of its gradual 
assimilation and absorption in the widcr systcm of Islam, the so-callcd 
Little Tradition of the pcasant socicty assumcd the form of popular 
culture. The development of this hislorical phcnomcnon was dctermincd 
by a spontaneous and changing consciousness, exprcsscd, under the 
influence of Islam, in thc people's modc of exiknce, daily life and 
collective behaviour. It would sccm, then, that the exclusive 
distinctiveness of the Great Tradition or High Culture vis-a-vis the Little 
Tradition or Popular Culture is meaninglcss, considcring the fact that, 
under the influence of the Great Tradition, the Litlle Tradition itsclf 
became the vchicle of protest against ccrtain eslablishcd norms which 
were inimical to the ethical and spiritual devclopmcnt of the Kashmiri 

It was in this sense that the Rishi movcmcnt was, in essence, 
a popular expression of mounting disagrecmcnt, disaffection, tcnsion 
and conflict gcneratcd in thc course of time by a particular social order, 
when it was drawn within the orbit of Islamic civilization. For a fuller 
appreciation of the argument, it  would be ncccssary to know how 
Nuruddin himself is at pains to stress thc Islamic dimension of the Rishi 
movement. But before doing so, it scems pcrtinent to set out certain 
perimeters for furthcr discussion. 

First, a study of thc Rishi movement requires a widcr focus than is 
customary for the study of history with its stress on 'purc' or 
'autonomous' facts.61 

Second, a study of the Rishis calls for rcflcction on the sayings and 



stories related by men who wcre eithcr contemporaries or men of integrity 
and character. This is not to suggest that, from the standpoint of history, 
there are no subjcctive elemcnls in thc accounts of hagiographers or 
utterances of thc Sufis. What nccds to bc strcsscd is that to discover the 
objective uuth concealed in their hypcrbolic or symbolic statcmenls we 
must stretch our imagination much bcyond the commonplace canons 
of historiography. 

Third, such a study also involves an understanding in dcpth of the 
social relevance of the traditions sct in voguc by Nuruddin-their 
interpretations in later tirncs, their revision in tcrms of thc interests of 
later generations. Viewed against this background, in the various 
interpretations of thc word Rishi alrcady rererrcd to, we are also able 
to locate the essential waits of the rnovemcnt as a social process. I t  is, 
therefore, also unncccssary to ask which particular verscs of Nuruddin 
are authentic or original, since an elcmcnt of interpretation, entering 
into his words by way of transmission from mouth LO mouth through 
successive generations, makcs his poctry a social heritage. In such a 
debate, then, the historians' conventional rcadincss to accept the antinomy 
between history and poetry and also bctwccn folklore and history appcars 
to be meaningless and irrclcvant. 

It follows that the Rishi rnovemcnt manifests itself as the condition 
of Islam in Kashmir not only at a givcn point in its history, but even 
in changing conditions upto contemporary tirncs. In othcr words, it is 
necessary to spcak about the dynamics of Islam as a conlinuing process, 
an unending march through tirncs towards greater conformity of beliefs, 
attitudes, or modes of conduct that are generally approved in the 
~hari'a.~~ To learn about the historical manifestation of Islam in the 
Kashmir region, we shall have to thoughtfully examine Nuruddin's own 
remarks about the Rishi movcmcnt. 

It must be pointed out that for Nuruddin the term Rishi is a 
perspective, a standpoint, an archetype of certain dominant historical 
personalities and even dominant images to which he wanted his adherents 
to orient themselves. His use of thc tcrm is a way of looking at experience 
as a whole, a way of interpreting certain elemental fcatures of human 
existence. Thus in a number of Nuruddin uses a vocabulary 
and a mystic technique which irnbuc the word Rishi with somcthing of 
universal value. He wants to convey somcthing more valuable than an 
elementary historical definition of the tcrm. Howcvcr, it should bc borne 
in mind that his attcmpt is to lodge the material-taken from history 
and folk traditions-in the human soul, which knows no chronology. It 



is thus frivolous 10 argue whclhcr the 'Icgcndary' Rishis mcnlioncd by 
him in various versesM existed or not; what is of impomncc is to 
remember that he uscs popular figures in h c  folk consciousncss as 
empty vials into which he could pour his own conccptions. Doubtless, 
hen, his eulogization of the 'Icgcndary' Rishis is not an cxact dcscriplion 
of a ccrtain band of Rishis but a profound and illuminating porlrayal of 
some living and comprchcnsiblc pious mcn who practiscd asceticism in 
heir everyday lifc. A carcful analysis of Lhc following verses of Nuruddin 
on the Family uec of thc Rishis is, thcrcforc, csscntial for undcrswnding 
the most profound dimcnsions of the subjcct undcr rcfercnce. 

The first Rishi was the Prophet Muhammad; 
The second in ordcr was Hazrat Uways; 
The third Rishi was Zulka Rishi; 
The fourth in ordcr was Hxrat Pilas; 
The fiflh was Rum Rishi; 
The sixth in ordcr was Hurat Miran; 
The sevcnlh (me) is miscalled a Rishi; 
DO I descrvc to be called a Rishi? What is my n a m ~ ? ~ '  



It will be seen that Nuruddin traces thc family Lree of the Rishis back 
to Muhammad and not to any local saint of pre-Islamic times. From the 
Prophct are descended Uways and the 'Icgcndary'sagcs of Kashmir, 
such as Zulka, Miran, Rum and Pilas. Chronologically, Nuruddin is 
separated from a spiritual master by several ccnturies. But as one of the 
lading scholars of Sufism, Henry Corbin remarks, "the events of the 
soul are themselvcs the qualitative measure of thcir own chwncteristic 
time. A synchronism impossible in historical time is possible in the 
tempus discretum of the world of the soul or of the 'alam al-mithal. And 
this also explains how it is possible, at a distance of several centuries 
to be the direct synchronous disciple of a mastcr who is chronologically 
'in the past'.'d6 Nuruddin thus presents a kinship with those Sufis who 
received guidance in the spiritual path directly from thc Prophet 
Muhammad without having a visible guide (murshid) like Uways. The 
Sufis, known as Uwaysis, owcd their name to the first pious ascetic of 
Islam, Uways al-Qarni of Yemen, a contemporary of the Prophet 
~ u h a m m a d . ~ ~  Viewed against the deepcr implications of the term 
Uwaysi in thc history of ~ufism.6' the hagiographers' attempt at tracing 
the spiritual links of Nuruddin with the Uwaysi Sufis does not seem to 
be unwarran ted.69 

The earthly existence of Zulka, Miran, Rum and Pilas defies historical 
analysis, but it may be argued that unless we situate them in the world 
of analogies ('alam al-mifhal) we will not be able to arrive at even an 
approximation of the truth. The fact is that their repeated mention in 
Nuruddin's verses partakes of a different synchronism, whose peculiar 
qualitative temporality cannot be doubted. However, nothing would be 
more dangerous than to apply "objcctive" historical methods in proving 
the temporal existence of the 'legendary' Rishis. Nuruddin's main aim 
in designating by name the dominant images in the folk consciousness 
seems to have bcen to show the unchanged significance, aulhority and 
universal relevance of the Rishi tradition. Judgcd by the rules of historical 
criticism, his claim may seem highly precarious, but its relevance is to 
another, "transhistoric truth" which, to use the phraseology of Corbin, 
"cannot be regarded as inferior (because it is of a different order) to 
the material historical truth whose claim to truth, with the documentation 
at our disposal, is no less precarious."70 

Although Nuruddin's eulogization of the 'legendary' Rishis may 
seem to be incomprehensible to many a rationalist, it is not totally 
beyond the reach of historical realism or objectivity. True, the Rishis 
mentioned by him do not fall within quantitative physical time, nor can 



their supposed one-time existence be measured according to homogenous, 
uniform units of historical time, but from a strictly historical standpoint, 
three main points emerge from Nuruddin's attempt at invoking their 
spiritual ascendency across generalions of mankind which obviously 
culminates in his person: 

First, in his recreation of the role of Sufi Shaikh and the founder of 
a mystic order, Nuruddin defended the social authenticity of the Rishi 
tradition and its continued capacity to make scnsc of the world in the 
face of the challenges posed to it by h e  Great Tradition of Islam as 
represented by the  l lama.^' In order to save the local tradilion from 
going into oblivion, he sought to revivify it by giving i~ an Islamic 
content. As a result, the essential elements of ancient popular Kashmiri 
religious culture, e.g. meditation in h e  caves, celibacy, vegetarianism, 
etc., were retained by the Hindu ascetics even after their convcrsion to 
Islam. In fact, the inner religious life of a numbcr of Muslim Rishis, as 
it  manifested itself outside the systematic ~achings of the 'Ulama, 
differed according to the degree of the combination of Islamic elcmcnts 
and existing pre-Islamic traditions and practices. Though rarcly capable 
of acting as an effective organized group, the Rishis still bccame a 
framework for associational life within a common social, normative, 
and ritual order, at a time when the vcry bascs of Kashmiri socicty were 
coming under increasingly sevcre stress consequcnt upon the advcnt of 
Sufi missionaries and the 'Ulama from Central Asia and Pcrsia. The 
vital role played by the Rishis in maintaining a balance bctween the 
Shari'a and tariqa on the one hand, and on thc othcr paving the ground 
for the gradual assimilation and absorption of the local ascetic practices 
in the widcr system of Islam undoubtedly gave their movement enormous 
authority and social importance. 

Second, in his poctry, Nuruddin secms to have given a positive 
response to the ossification of the 'Ulama on a spiritual, emotional and 
social level, wanting to impose a pristine model from above without a 
thought for the warm, earthy, mystic religion of thc ~ a l l c ~ . ' ~  He also 
seems to have seen in the dogmatic rigidity of thc 'Ulama an inflexibility 
fatal to the cause of Islam, which was by all accounts still in ils infancy 
during the heyday of his struggle against the caste-ridden Brahmanic 
society. By making Islam respond to the social mores of the Kashmiri 
people Nuruddin enabled it to develop a rcsilicnt tradition of its own, 
which of course one still finds deep-rooted in the ties of the Kashmiri 
peasant society to a great number of the shrines of the Rishis spread in 
every nook and comer of the 



Thud, Nuruddin's vcrscs about thc Rishis of yorc swm to bc dclinitcly 
rooted in a homogenous body of folk consciousness. His mention of the 
'legendary' Rishis docs not ncccssarily point to thcir Muslim origin, 
but in extolling their virtucs, he reintcrprels the old traditions through 
new points of appreciation. Nuruddin's culogimtion also hclps us to 
understand the incxhaustiblc history of thc popular mystic tradition in 
the Valley which, in spitc of having travcllcd through vast tracls of 
time, had still kept itsclf alivc. True, i t  had dcvelopcd ccrtain dislocations 
during its long journey as is cvidc~~t  from Nuruddin's condemnation of 
the false  ish his:^ but undcr his inspiring leadership it did rcstore md 
invigorate itself, though within a broadcr framework of Islamic 
mysticism. 

The foregoing discussion should not prompt us to conclude that the 
Rishi movement was a synthesis of Hindu, Buddhist and Islarnic bcliefs. 
Notwithstanding the part played by thc Hindu-Buddhist environment in 
shaping the pantheistic and mystical views of Nuruddin during thc early 
stages of his mystical carcer, his movement stood in radical contrast to 
the pre-Islamic conccpt of a mystic's rolc in society. Thc Rishis who 
lived in Kashmir long bcfore the advent of Islam lived in obscurity 
as ascetics. Even such yogi philosophcrs of Kashmir Saivism as 
~ a s u ~ u ~ t a , 7 ~  ~omananda:~ and ~ b h i n a v a g u ~ t a ~ ~  did not have an 
apprcciablc influence on thc masscs. As a mattcr of fact, the philosophical 
treatises of the great Saivitc mastcrs of Kashmir werc Par bcyond the 
reach of the common What in fact separated the unlettered folk 
from the great mastcrs of Saivism was thc abstract naturc of their 
philosophical and above all, the Clitist character of the Sanskrit 
language in which the mystcries of the man-God relationship were 
expounded. 

The most important preoccupation of he  ascetics in pre-Islamic times 
was not so much human society as its horizons: birth and death, and the 
vast spiritual cosmos which lay bchind the changing outward impressions 
of this life. They lookcd upon the society of the Rishivatika as though 
from afar, and disdained it. They werc indccd homcless wanderers, 
spiritual strivers, renouncers of the world and all its fruits. Nuruddin 
did inherit a wanderlust from the Buddhist and Hindu ascetics, but what 
is remarkable about him is that even while practising renunciation he 
did not keep hirnsclf aloof from his contempor,vy society. His greatest 
contribution lies in making the popular language a vehicle for preaching 
the faith. His compositions in the popular Kashmiri dialcct. particularly 
addressed to the peas~.ics*~ and artisans, point to the plebeian character 



of his movement. Although La1 Ded was the first to dissect the claim 
of the priestly classes, it was her junior contemporary, Nuruddin, who 
waged a crusade fgainst the Brahmanic pretensions and their claims to 
possess wisdom and virtue.81 It is not. therefore, surprising that the 
conscious feeling that dominates the mind of the authors of Rishinamas 
of Chrar is that Nuruddin's movemcnt opcned the path to God for the 
poor. 

Looking at such information as we possess about the social classes 
affected by the Rishis, we notice thal the peasant classes were uniformly 
involved,82 though with the gradual success of their movcmcnt, petty 
tradesmen, artisans, sweepers, tanncrs, dombs, dambcl-maets and men 
belonging to other down-lroddcn castes were also influenced in due 
course.83 The reason why the peasants in general and men of the other 
professions rejected conventional Hinduism will become clear at a later 
stage; here it will suffice to say that in Nuruddin's rcligious thought 
the term 'Rishi' began to have deepcr social implications than it did 
within the system of Hindu philosophy. When we pass from the realm 
of speculative philosophy to the actual history of the Rishi movemcnt 
during the period covered in this book, we can scc the inhcrent weakness 
of seeing it only as the off-spring of a marriage bctween Hinduism and 
Islam. There were, indeed, both borrowings and innovations. The Rishi 
concept of 'peace wilh all"4 was borrowed from Mahayana Buddhism 
which flourished in the The Muslim Rishis also shared with 
the Hindu-Buddhist ascetics such traits as wanderings in the forests, 
vegetarianism, controlling the breath, ctc. Notwithstanding this, the 
mystical movements in Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism essentially ran 
in different directions and had a varying influence on the historical 
development of their respective societies. 

In their scholarly works, however, modem historians have made an 
admirable attempt in the direction of reducing the differences bctween 
Hindu and Muslim mysticism.86 While such works are of great value in 
their specific context of serving nationalist goals, nonetheless, they tend 
to blur the vision of Indian history which is characterized by diversity 
as well as unity.87 We are conscious of the fact that a fundamental 
differentiation would eliminate all possibility of comparisons; yet we 
believe that notwithstanding certain similarities observed in a comparative 
study of mysticism in Islam and Hinduism, the history of the Rishi 
movement will make no sense if it  is not understood in the context of 
Islam's crusading zeal against the division of humankind on the basis 
of the ties fostered by narrow tribal and racial factors or, by a belief in 



the inherent superiority of one's own group or culture. Seen in this 
perspective, the empirical base of our historical research docs not remain 
local or national, but transcends the l i m i ~  of a region, a nation or a 
period. The academic rigour of our methodological principle demands 
that the very notion of a comparison requires idcntification of both 
similarities and differences. And when we subject the Rishi movement 
to an empirical or scientific analysis or even to ordinary canons of 
intelligibility, it appears as a movement of great historical significance 
born out of universally accepted human purposes in contrast to the 
ethnocentricity of the Brahmanic creed. That it is possible to formulate 
scientific generalizations by observing differences between different 
occurrences of culture-waits and complexes is amply borne out by a 
comparative study of the Rishi movement and its parallel in the plains, 
the Bhakti movement. 

Unlike the Bhakti reformers like Kabir and Nanak, the Rishis did not 
reject h e  basic elements of Islam. They rejected the idol, yet they did 
not scorn the Kaba; they condemned the rituals evolved by the Brahmans, 
yet hey were punctilious about the observance of rituals sanctioned by 
Islam; they loved God to the point of annihilation, yet, even while dead 
to their selves, they led an active social life for the sake of humanity; 
they waged a crusade against the social inequalities of the age, yet they 
endeared themselves to evcn the die-hard, caste-conscious Brahmans 
by the nobility of their culture and soundness of their faith in God's 
mercy for His sincere devotees. 

Among such Hindu concepts as run counter to the belief of the 
Muslim Rishis is the position of Vedas, a conception of commands, 
categorical in nature and external in character without the least suggestion 
of any ~ommander.'~ and the sacrificial aspect of Vedic hymns. Some 
ecstatic utterances of Nuruddin and othcr Rishis may tempt us to draw 
parallels between the Hindu and Muslim mysticism. But on close 
examination, these similarities prove not to be explicable in terms of 
imitation. Notwithstanding the close correspondence in form or external 
appearance, the Upanishadic yearning for self-identification with God is 
fundamentally different from the type of mental structure and origin of 
the quest of God of theists like Nuruddin. The interpreters of the Bhagavad 
Gila, belonging to various schools, with their emphasis on the performance 
of prescribed caste duties, as also "its affirmation of the doctrine of 
kanna, and its anthropomorphic belief in the birth of God as man are all 
opposed to the main trends of sutism in ~slarn.'*'~ An attempt to understand 
the Rishi movement against the devotional aspect of h e  Bhakti movement, 
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will prove futile when we seek to examine the social implications of 
~amanuja's religious attitudes. Thus, according to Ramanuja, Isvara 
grants emancipation from wordly bonds to those who are recipienls of 
the true knowledge from the study of Hindu scriptures ( ~ a s t r a s ) . ~  
Furthermore, his view that Isvara has to be admitted on the authority of 
the sacred Hindu textV9' rather than proved by infcrencey2 or his 
acquiescence "in the Hindu scriptural authority on the division of human 
society into also presents a convast to the basic components of 
Sufism. The notion of karma which is the dominant characteristic of the 
entire Hindu mysticism negates even in its Bhakti aspect in Ramanuja 
and Nimbarka the Rishi or the Sufi world view. 

There is another and more subtle kind of mislcading similarity when 
mystics in two different systems are engaged in similar pursuits: the 
analysis shows their ends to be complctcly antithetical and rcveals that 
these systems have arisen in  rcsponse to absolutely opposite needs. An 
example of this would be the Buddhist or the yogic//LJpanishadic 
meditative practice, which is fundamenlally dirfcrent from those of the 
Rishis. While in the former one begins by sitting cross-legged with a 
straight back in some quiet place, in the other the straightness of the 
back and the folded legs are not required to foster a degree of 
wakefulness. Among the Rishis awakening was a continuous process 
which could be obtained not only through the performance of the 
prescribed prayers, and recilation of dhikrbut also while devoting oneself 
to the service of the people. Thus most Rishis devoted themselves to 
agricultural pursuits and laid out gardens for the general good of society. 
There is, indeed, considerable evidence to show that the Rishis attachcd 
great importance to hard labour and considered it a supreme act of worship. 

Furthermore, spiritual awakeness among the Rishis could not be 
attained through the Buddhist or the yogic practice of concentrating on 
some object, "in some versions at first a physical object but eventually 
in almost every case a mental image, a single sensation or perhaps a 
silently repeated sound. In an Upanishadic version one might perhaps 
have concentrated on the self-dwelling in the heart, 'smaller than a 
mustard seed and golden (C. I11 14). Or in a Buddhist version one 
might conccntrate upon a colour such as blue; or in both a Buddhist 
and yogic meditation on one's breath. The counterpart of this 
concentration is the strenuous exclusion from the attention of other 
sensations and indeed of merely adventitious thoughts. One is thereby 
absorbed in the object of meditation-and indeed some measure of this 
absorption is experienced by any one who concenwatcs on some task.'" 



The ultimate aim of the meditative practice in the Buddhist or the 
yogflpanishadic systems is the absorption of the individual in a personal 
deity or God in a spirit of love. Among the Saivites of Kashmir the soul 
gains knowledge through intense yogic contemplation whereby the vision 
of Parama Siva, the Supreme Lord of the Universe, is realized and the 
individual soul is absorbed in the mystic trance of peace, quiet and joy. 
In Pralyabhijna the soul by its own intuition trained under the inslnrction 
of a teacher (guru) recognizes itself as God and so rests in the myslic 
bliss of onenessp5 with God. Whether in ancient times this path of 
knowledge-led by means of the discipline of yoga to the goal by self- 
illumination and the realization of the oneness of the individual soul 
with the supreme-was open to the lower castes is a question that 
needs to be answered satisfactorily, if  not convincingly.% 

The necessity for understanding the historical character of the Rishi 
movement in a comparative perspective also explains why the Bhakli 
movement failed to fit into the Kashmiri environrncnt despite the repeated 
emphasis of the Bhagavat Purana on b e  devotional aspect of Hindu 
religion. The failure of Hindu mysticism in this respect may be explained 
in terms of the emphasis it laid on the superiority of caste even within 
the devotional structure of the Hindu cosmogony. Thus while in the 
Bhagavat Purana low castes are allowed to chant the name of Krishna, 
they are assigned such a position within the ambit of their caste." True, 
rituals are considered of secondary importance vis-a-vis Bhakti, but, 
again, the worship of idols and symbols which involves the performance 
of rituals is not condemned?' It is also uue that in the Bhagavat h a n a  
the monotheistic concept has been clcarly defined; God is one and 
unqualified (Nirguna). But then God is also personal and incarnate" 
notwithstanding His oneness. This idea of a personal God or God 
incarnate which led to the emergence of the concept of avatara was 
diametrically opposed to Islam, though significantly enough, Nuruddin 
utilized it to the advantage of Islam in ~ashmir.'" By declaring La1 
Ded, a Saivite yogini of the fourteenth century Kashmir as an avatara 
of Kashmiris, Nuruddin immortalized her name as a rebel against the 
Brahmanic supremacy. How far the romanticization of La1 Dcd in 
hagiographies and folk consciousness contributed in dispelling the 
Brahman's false claims of innate spirituality will become clear in the 
subsequent chapters. Here, suffice it to say that superficial comparisons 
with limited horizons as outlined in some modem works can hardly lift 
a veil over the deepening crisis of the power and authority of the 
Brahmanic belief structure as reflected in the response of the Rishis to 
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the infiltration of Islamic teachings. 
The fact is that the Rishis, in spite of their inner preoccupations with 

God, always found themselves in a relative tension with the social 
reality. As we shall see later, the problems of the society were an 
essential part of the Rishis' being; in no sense was the society irrelevant 
for them since it influenced their thinking and was an important element 
in the formation of their thought. The Rishis were not totally unaware 
of the need for struggle in history. They were engaged not merely in 
a continuous struggle against the carnal &sires of their sclves, but more 
imporlantly, in generating awareness of the social usefulness of living 
in God's grace by consecrating thcir lives to His cause. True, the iaternal 
dimension of the Rishis was one of love, but in their external 
manifestation their position was that of responsible members of society 
as true servants of god. 

It would be seen, then, that the similarities between the Rishi and the 
Bhakti movement are deceptive. Despite the analogous tendencies 
exhibited by them in some respects, the fact remains that certain precise 
and original characteristics distinguish the movement of the Muslim 
Rishis in the Kashmir Valley from that of the bhaktas and yogis of the 
Indian plains or, for that mauer, even the Hindu-Buddhist ascetics of 
ancient Kashmir. While in the one the ideas about the man-God 
relationship remained vague and amorphous, disappearing ultimately 
among the medley of heterogenous ideas and feelings or culminating in 
the emergence of religious sects, in the other they blossomed forth and 
were embodied in the systematic exposition of the Tauhidic 
Weltanschauung, not only in Nuruddin's abundant verses, but also in 
devotional songs composed in praise of Allah, Muhammad, Sufis and 
the Rishis, and sung to this day with great fervour in social institutions 
of great significance in the Kashmir Valley, like the shrines and mosques. 
The progress and results of these developments in Kashmir through the 
centuries reveal such pronounced differences of degree that they are 
almost equivalent to a diffcrcnce in kind, and in any case are marked 
by antitheses characteristic of their respective environments. This 
objective historical situation, which unfolds itself in the following 
chapters, gives a unique position of strength to Islam in Kashmir. 
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Socio-Religious Milieu of 
Shaikh Nuruddin Rishi 

Some six centuries preceding the foundation of the Sultanate in Kashmir 
in 1320, a gradual process of peaceful penemtion by Muslim traders 
and adventurers had already begun in the Valley. According to Kalhana, 
"Varjraditya, h e  son and successor of Raja Lalitaditya (A.D. 724-61) 
sold many men to mlecchas, and introduced into the country practices 
which befitted the mlecchas."' Harsha (1089-1 101) is said to have 
recruited Turkish soldiers and even introduced, under Muslim influence, 
some refinements in dress and ornaments2 Again, in the reign of 
B hiksacara (1 120-2 l), Muslim soldiers were employed and deputed to 
attack Sussala in ~ a h o r a . ~  By the end of the thirteenth century, it would 
appear that there was a colony of Muslims in ~ashmir? This is evidenced 
by Marco Polo who writes that the inhabitants of the Valley did not kill 
animals; instead, they sought the services of the 'Saracens' who,lived 
among hem as butchers.' Marco Polo evidenlly refers to the Turks (the 
'Turuskas' of Kalhana): whose services were sought by the Hindu rulers 
of Kashmir not merely as soldiers, but sometimes even as artists? Thus 
Islam did not make its way into Kashrnir by "forcible conquest." but, 
as Skin observes, "by grad& conversion, for which the influx of foreign 
adventurers both from the south and from Central Asia had prepared 
h e  gr~und."~ 

The most prominent among the early Muslim immigrants from 
Central Asia to Kashmir was Sayyid Sharafuddin, a Sufi of the 
Suharwardi order.9 He was a disciple of Shah Ni'matullah ~ars i"  
and is reported to have come to Kashmir in the reign of the King 
Suhadeva (1 301-20)' ' from T.urkistan.12 About his missionary activities 
very little is known beyond the fact that he converted Rinchana to 
1~1am.l~ 



Rinchana was the son of a Ladakhi chief, Lha-Chcn-dcnyos-grub 
(Lhachcn d Ngos-grub), who rulcd Ladakh from 1200 to 1320.14 The 
unfavourable political circumstanccs prevailing in Ladllkh following 
his father's dcath drove him to Kashmir along with his followcrs. The 
political instability in the Vrrllcy, causcd by Zulju's invasion of Kashrnir 
in 1320 and the ravages caused by the Mongol invadcrs for cight months 
affordcd him an opportunity to occupy the throne of Kashmir by the 
end of 1320. Although thc circurnstanccs lading to the risc of the 
Buddhist prince to political power havc bccn discusscd c l s c ~ h c r e , ~ ~  his 
subsequent conversion to Islarn is important from the viewpoint of the 
history of Kashmir. 

Bcsidcs being a soldicr of fortune, Rinchana, likc othcr Buddhisb of 
the medieval pcriod, was fond of taking part in rcligious  discussion^.^^ 
Even as a king he is reputed to have spent slccplcss nights in the quest 
for tru1h.17 It was his 'spiritual cravings' which prompted him to hold 
a religious discussion with Dcvaswami, a Brahman priest, who lived in 
the city of Srinagar. Disgusted with the spiritual pretcnsions and the 
caste-consciousness of thc Brahman, Rinchana rejected ~aivism." Soon 
after, he happened to mcct ~harfuddin'~ who explained to the inquisitive 
seeker after the truth the simplicity of his Paith. Rinchana seems to have 
been impressed by the personality of the Sufi, who embodied bolh 
human and divine love. Thus Rinchana acceptcd Islarn under the 
influence of Sharafuddin. He adoptcd the Muslim nnmc of Sadruddin 
on the advice of the ~ u l i . ~ '  

There is little doubt that Rinchana acccptcd Islam at the bchcst of 
Sharfuddin. Not only are thc Pcrsian sources unanimous in regard to his 
association with the sufi2' but the subsequent facts of his conversion 
also testify to his spiritual affiliation with the saint. The very name 
Sadruddin (The leadcr of religion) givcn by the Suharwardi Sufi to the 
convert suggests that the saint wanted to make him conscious about his 
duties as the first Muslim ruler of Kashmir. The establishment of a 
khanqah by Rinchana-the first of its kind in Srinagar, the nerve-centre 
of the Kashmiri Brahmans-must have contributed to the diffusion of 
Islamic culture. The hospice was maintained through endowments of 
villages, and its income was utilized for the comfort of the travellers 
and the poor. A mosque was also built near the hospice by the Sultan 
where he offcred congregational prayers at appointcd times.22 So close 
were Rinchana and Sharafuddin to each othcr that thc Ladakhi tradition 
preserved in the 'Song of Bodro Masjid' spcaks of the Sufi as a friend 
of the Buddhist prince? The tradcrs from Ladakh to the khanqab of 



~hatafuddin must have preserved the mcmory of friendship between 
the two remarkable pcrsonalitics from Turkistan and Ladakh. 

The conversion of Rinchana should not bc treated as an isolated 
case; nor was i t  mercly a matter of political e x p ~ d i e n c ~ . ~ ~  In mdieval 
times it was the personal dccision of the chiefs that usually dctcrmind 
the collective action of groups or clans. I t  can be safcly inferred that a 
considerable number of the Buddhist followcrs 01 Rinchana who 
accompanied him from Ladakh to Kashmir must also have embraced 
Islam aftcr their chicfs assumption of political power and his subsequent 
convcrsion. Rawanchandra, Rinchana's brothcr-in-law, for instance, 
accepted Islam immcdiatcly after the king's conver~ion.~' I t  was also 
partly due to the support of his devoted Ladakhi followcrs that Rinchana 
was able to rule, though not without trouble, for a bricf pcriod of three 
years, from 1320 to 1 323. 

Aftcr Rinchma's death in 1323, Islam docs not sccm to have rcceived 
official patronage owing lo internecine poli~ical conflicts in Kashmir. In 
1339, Shah ~ i r ? ~  trusted counsellor of Rinchana, asccndcd the throne 
after defeating Kota Rani at ~ndarkoat.~' The fourlder of the ncw ruling 
dynasty and his successors, Jarnshcd (134243) and 'Alauddin (1343- 
54), were more concerned with restoring law and ordcr in Kashmir than 
devoting thcmsclves to the religious aflairs of a small number of thcir 
Muslim subjccts living peacefully in Hindu-Buddhist surroundings. 
Sultan Shihabuddin (1354-73) was so tolerant towards his non-Muslim 
subjects that he turned down the suggestion of his Hindu minister, 
Udayasri, to melt the brass image of Buddha for coining i t  into money. 
The Sultan was so angry with the minister that, according to the Bnhman 
chronicler, Jonaraja, he remarked: "Past gcnerations have set up images 
to obtain fame and even merit, and you propose to dcmolish them. 
Some have obtained renown by setting up images of gods, others by 
worshipping them, some by duly mainmining thcm, and some by 
demolishing thcm. How great is the enormity of such a dced.'" 

Shihabuddin was the first Sullan who opened a number of madrasas 
in Kashmir whcre the Quran, hadifh and fiqh wcre  aught.^^ Pcrhaps the 
Sultan did so bccause of his association with two Sufis of thc Kubrawi 
order, Sayyid Tajuddin and Sayyid Husain Simnani. These Sufis wcre 
deputed by Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani to Kashmir so that they could see for 
themselves thc religious condi~ions prevailing thcrc." The first to enter 
Srinagar was Tajuddin who was given a warm wclcome by thc ~ u ~ l a n . "  

But Sayyid Husain Simnani joined his brothcr in 775 A.H. aftcr sraying 
in ~ n d i a ~ ~  for some time. The Sultan also received Sayyid Husain Simnani 



cordially and helped him through a state grant to maintain a kitchen33 
at ~u1ga .m.~~  Husain Simnani settled in the village pcnnanently and 
through his philanthropic activities was able to attract the residents of 
the area and the nearby villages towards islam." 

Among the non-Muslims who accepted lslam at the hands of Sayyid 
Husain Simnani was the village watchman, Salat Sanz, the father of 
Nuruddin Rishi. Although his conversion has not been mentioned in the 
earlier  source^.'^ fortunately Nuruddin himself refers to it in a verse?' 
He is reputed to have adopted the name of Shaikh Salar after his 
conver~ion.~~ But despite the assumption of a Muslim name by Salat 
Sanz, the tribal name was retaincd in his family. This is evidcnced by 
the name Nanda Sanz, given to his illustrious son by Shaikh Salar 
himself. In his verses Nuruddin invariably refers to himself by the 
family name.39 

It is significant that Nuruddin not only testifies to the social role 
played by Husain Simnani but also that of the latter's cousin ~aidcr." 
who is reputed to have spent most of his time in serving the visitors to 
the khanqah?' One kharwd2 of rice was cooked daily in the kitchen 
maintained by Husain ~imnani.4~ and it was served along with a variety 
of dishes to visitors belonging to different sections of society." All this 
emboldens us to infer that the khanqah must have bccome a magnet, 
attracting the poor sections of the village society. 

Nuruddin was 12 years old at the time of Sayyid Husain Simnani's 
death in A.H. 792/1390?' During his childhood he seems to have kept 
the company of the Kubrawi Sufi owing to the paternal links of the 
family with the saint. Furthermore, the ancestral home of Nuruddin was 
situated within the sphere of Husain Simnani's radiating infl~ence?~ 
Hence it would be wrong to rule out the possible influence of the 
Kubrawi Sufi on Nuruddin's mind even at the formative stage of the 
development of his religious career. 

There is yet another important element among the sources of 
Nuruddin's thought. While the influence of La1 Ded on Nuruddin can 
hardly be denied?' the association of the yogini with Husain simnani4' 
must have induced him to seek inspiration from both. This also explains 
the fact that in the sources both Simnani and La1 Ded are described as 
the earliest preceptors of ~ u r u d d i n . ~ ~  Before we examine the influence 
of La1 Ded on Nuruddin, it would be useful to discuss at some length 
the role of her contemporary, hlir Sayyid Ali ~amadani?' in the history 
of Islam in Kashmir. 

Sayyid 'Ali came to Kashmir in 783/1384 along with a large numbcr 



of his  follower^.^' The reigning Sultan, Qutubuddin (377349) and his 
officials are said to have given a warm welcome to Sayyid 'Ali on his 
arrival in Srinagar. It  was at an inn in the newly foundcd part of the 
city, 'Alauddinpura, that Sayyid 'Ali took up his r~ s idcnce .~~  A raised 
floor (sdfa) was constructed there for the purpose of prayers which 
were also joined by the 

At the advent of Sayyid 'Ali the numbcr of Muslims in Kashmir 
seems to have been insignificant as compared to the great majority of 
Hindus. This is testified to not only by the sourccsY but also by the fact 
that a large numbcr of non-Muslims brmcd the main prop of the 
government.55 Islam, in fact, had not yet gained a firm foothold even 
in the capital city of Kashmir. Thus the small number of Muslims living 
in Srinagar continucd to cling to thcir anceswal customs.s6 For instance, 
in the newly foundcd '~lauddin~ura:~ evidcntly a Muslim locality, thcre 
existcd a temple to which both the Sullan and his Muslim subjects 
flocked every The Sultan even participated in the yagna 
ceremony once so as to avert a famine. On this occasion the Brahmans 
received gifts from the sultan." What is more reprehensible from the 
viewpoint of h e  Shari'a was that the Sultan kept two sislcrs as his wives6' 

Sayyid Ali thus addressed himself to the task of first reforming the 
Sultan, rather than converting his non-Muslim subjects who were 
separated from a scholar like him by the barriers of language. He made 
Qutubuddin conscious of his obligations towards fulfilling the 
requirements of Shari'a in his pcrsonal life; and it was on his advice 
that the Sultan divorced the eldest of his wives. The Sultan was also 
adviscd to discard the Hindu dress and, instead, wear the dress which 
was in vogue in Muslim countries!' Gradually, other Muslim subjects 
of the Sultan also adapted themselves to the Muslim way of life!2 

Sayyid 'Ali's historic role in Kashmir needs to be understood on a 
careful examination of thc source material which, in our view, includes 
not only Persian chronicles, but also the hitherto unutilized and 
invocatory prayers64 compiled by him. Wilhout making use of these 
sources and relying mainly on the textual rcading of thc Persian 
chronicles, modcrn historians have populariscd ccrtain stc~otypcs about 
the great Kubrawi Sufi. Of these the most popular is the view that he 
converted thousands of Kashmiris to  slam.^^ Another view tends to 
create the impression that Sayyid 'Ali's mission was not a success as 
he failed to make the Sultan enforce the Islamic law in his kingdom. 
Thus Rafiqi wants us to believe that Sayyid 'Ali left Kashmir in disgust 
on account of his dissatisfaction "with the Sultan's response to his 



teachings." I t  is amazing to find Rafiqi making out a case against the 
Sayyid for his allcgcd differences with the Sullan on the question of the 
position of non-Muslim subjccts in the state. Since Lhc Sultan was on 
friendly terms with thcm, contends Rafiqi, hcre arose a "conflict" 
between him and the sayyid." 

A closer exarninalion of the views referred to above reveals the 
ovcrsimplilicd naturc of such assumptions. Our study of the sources, 
including those not available to Rafiqi, shows that it would bc a grave 
error to suppose that Sayyid 'Ali's relations with the Sultan wen: strained 
on account of the latter's friendly attitude towards the Hindus. True, in 
the Dhakhinl al-muluk Sayyid 'Ali instructs the Muslim rulers to impose 
various kinds of taxes on non-Muslim subjects, but there is no conclusive 
evidence in the sources to show that he wantcd Sultan Qutubuddin to 
make Kashmir a practical ground for the implementation of the Islamic 
theoretical Notwithstanding Sayyid Ali's emphasis on 
following the Shari'a, he seems to have allowed practical wisdom and 
expediency to guide him in his attitude towards the Sultan's non- 
Muslim subjects in Kashmir rather than the modcl he had chosen in his 
general work for a Muslim Sultan to follow. How a diffcrent social 
milieu shaped the ideas of Sayyid 'Ali on even the religiosity of non- 
Muslims is particularly reflected in a letter he wrote to the Kashmir 
Sultan from pakhli6' in the wake of his departure from the Valley. The 
humility of the Kubnwi Sufi and his rcspcct for a true Brahman devotee of 
God are revealed in the ibllowing v e m  conhed in the leucr under refmnce: 

If the Brahman peeps into my (inner) condition, 
he will turn me out of his sight; 
In that he would not allow a wicked man like me to present 
myself before the 

In another lctter sent to the Sultan from Pakhli, Sayyid 'Ali urged 
him to leave no stone unturncd in popularizing the Shari'a, but only 
within the possible limits?' Notwithstanding his Shari'a-mindcdness, 
these letters nowhere give even hint that Sayyid 'Ali wanted the Sultan 
to be unfriendly towards the great majority of his non-Muslim subjects. 



On the contrary, he advises the Sultan to render equitable justice to the 
privileged (khas) and the common mcn ( 'am). For him all the subjects 
of the Sultan were the children of God; hence i t  was obligatory on him 
to protcct the rights of the weak against the strong?' 

In many ways, Sayyid ~ l i ' s  altitude towards the non-Muslims was 
tolerant, respectful and above all, realistic. But for his tolcrance and 
saintly wisdom, hc would not have been able to attract them towards 
Islam. Thc popular view that Sayyid 'Ali converted the masses to Islam, 
either through miraclcs or by his extensive travcls in the vallcy, is 
subject to the following qualifications: 

1. It  is difficult to determine the datcs of Sayyid 'Ali's stay in 
Kashmir in view of the conflicting evidence furnished by the 
earlier available sources concerning his arrival in thc Valley. 
Thus while the author of Tarikh-i Kashmirgives 786/1384-85 as 
the date of his arrival, at the same time hc refers to a chronogram 
(maqdam shuif b j u )  of Sayyid Muhammad Khawari which gives 
the date of the Sufi's arrival as 78511383434.7~ I t  would be secn 
that in eithcr case Sayyid Ali stayed in the Valley for one year 
or 40 days?3 

2. In a letter to his favouritc disciple, Maulana Muhammad 
Khwarzami, sent to him from Pakhli after rcturning from Kashmir, 
Sayyid 'Ali praised his close companion for having gained 
spiritual bliss in a reign of infidc~s?~ 

3. Nuruddin J'afar Badkshi, a disciple of Sayyid 'Ali, who wrote a 
biography on his spiritual mentor, nowhere refers to thc lattcr's 
activities in ~ashmir?' The intriguing silcnce of this important 
source shows that the miraculous feats of Sayyid 'Ali in Kashmir, 
as described in the later Kashmir sources, are mere latter-day 
concoctions. 

4. Another biographer of Sayyid 'Ali refers to only one encounter 
of the Sayyid with a Brahman ascetic (rahib) in Srinagar whom he 
converted to  slam?^ No oher activity of Sayyid 'Ali is recorded 
beyond the gcneral statement that he brought Islam to ~ashmir? 

It seems that Sayyid 'Ali's stay in Kashmir was brief, not extending 
beyond one year. During this pcriod he remained the royal guest and, 
as such, his activities remained mainly confined to royal circles. He 
imparted lessons to the Sultan on God's commands about the good 
works (ma'nrl) and evil (m~nkar)?~ Besides engging in some missionary 
activities in Alauddinpura and around the capital, he does not seem to 



have established any mass contacts. One wonders how, in view of the 
language barrier, a Sufi scholar like Sayyid 'Ali, would have made the 
esoteric as well as the exoteric version of Islam, as given by him in a 
plethora of works, intclligible to the Kashmiri masses. As a matter of 
fact, the Sayyid is himself reported to have said that it was beyond the 
ken of his contemporaries to understand the esoteric message of Islam 
as contained in his works and that its worth would be recognized only 
a century after his d e a ~ h ? ~  That Sayyid 'Ali's influence, in the first 
instance, remained confined to the royal court is evidenced by the versesw 
composed by Sultan Qutbuddin himself in honour of his spiritual mentor: 

Before the departure of Sayyid 'Ali from Kashmir, the Sultan tried 
to persuade him to extend his stay in the Valley, but the Sayyid refused. 
However, he asked his disciple Maulana Muhammad ~alkhi" to guide 
the Sultan in matters pertaining to the ~hari 'a . '~  Sayyid 'Ali also gifted 
his cap to the Sultan which he always wore under his own cap. In this 
reverential practice Qutbuddin was followed by his successors until the 
death of Sultan Fateh Shah (1486-93) when, according to the latter's 
will, the cap was buried along with his dead body." 

The foregoing discussion, however, should not delude us into 
believing that Sayyid 'Ali's role in the religious history of Kashmir was 
negligible. Islam, in no small measure, owes its success to his remarkable 
role which was distinguished by his tolerance towards the Kashmiris' 
penchant for singing hymns aloud in temples. The sight of a small 
number of people professing faith in Islam and simultaneously going to 
temples must have caused a great deal of concern to Sayyid 'Ali. But 
it goes to his credit that instead of taking a narrow view of the religious 
situation in Kashmir, he showed an actute discernment and a keen 
practical sense in grasping the essential elements of popular Kashmiri 
religious culture and e~hos, and gave creative expression to these in 
enjoining his followers in the Valley to recite Amd-i  Fathiyya aloud 



in a chorus in mosques." Such a simple practice of invoking God's 
help did not call for either animal sacrifice or the beating of h m s .  
That the drummers of temples, in due course, realized the futility of 
flattering the vanity of the Brahman priests is reflected in the anguish 
of the Brahman chroniclers over the local peoples' growing laxity in 
the performance of prescribed ceremonies. Even a conservative chronicler 
like Srivara seems Lo have been so impressed by the novelty of God 
being praised in chorus by the rich and the poor together that he could 
not conceal his fwlings about the loud prayers of the failhful in the 
Jam'a mosque of Srinagar. Thus writes he: "It was here that the yavanas 
(Muslims) chantcd mantras and looked graceful Like the thousand lotuses 
with humming bees".'' 

The fact that Kashmiri Muslims have always regarded Aurad-i 
Fathiyya as a parting gilt of Sayyid 'Ali Harnadani to them is still 
emphasized by the mullahs in the mosques and shrines of the Valley. 
It is in the context of the unique chanting of this invocatory prayer in 
the mosques and shrines of Kashmir even in our own times that we 
consider it necessary to record bclow the mystical experience of a 
Suharwardi Sufi in Kashmir. 

It is said that Sayyid Ahmad Kirmani who came to Kashmir in the 
sixteenth century was distressed, like the leaders of the modem Ahl-i 
Hadith movement, to see the Muslims reciting the aurad loudly in the 
mosques. As he considcred this practice to be against the Shari'a he did 
not approve of it. Thus, after preaching to the people to refrain from 
repeating the aurad in chorus, Ahmad Kirmani decided to leave Kashmir 
for good. However, while forbidding such a practice the Suharwardi 
Sufi had not realized the importance of the creative role played by 
Sayyid 'Ali in making the oneness of God comprehensible to the 
Kashmiris, through the loud recitation of the aurad in a congregation, 
in the formative period of Islam in the Valley. Curiously enough, the 
significance of reciting the aurad aloud in the mosques was revealed to 
him in a state of contemplation (muraqaba) at Iblihag Marg, situated in 
the district of Baramulla. In the meditative experience he saw Sayyid 
'Ali Hamadani in an angry mood. When he enquired from Sayyid8'Ali 
about the cause of his anger, the latter expressed his dissatisfaction over 
the fact of forbidding the Kashmiris to recite the aurad. Sayyid 'Ali told 
him in the spiritual encounter that it was owing to Aurad-i Falhiyya that 
Islam was understood by the common man in Kashmir. No sooner did 
Kirmani return from his mystic experience than he rushcd back to 
Srinagar to relate to the people his spiritual experience. He went from 



street to street and from mosque to mosque urging the people to recite 
the aurad after moming and evening pnycrs.'6 

The modem reasoning mind may not lcnd credcnce to the anecdote 
recorded in the Persian chronicles and hagiographies. On close 
examination, however, one finds a subtle Fdct in the anccdote which is 
also attested to by the religious behaviour of contemporary Kashmiri 
Muslims. The truth is that modem historians, with thcir stereotypes 
about conversions, have yet to realise the importance of aurad litcrature 
in the day-to-day life of Kashmiri Muslims, not to speak of the hold 
excrcised by i t  over the medieval mind." Even now the repetition of 
the aurad in mosques and shrines with foldcd hands in a state of spiritual 
ecstasy is noliceable to a keen observer. Such a practice, which speaks 
eloquently of the assimilation of the local mode of worship in the Islam 
of Kashmiris, is abhorrent to the Ahl-i Hadith. However, a careful 
analysis of Kashmiri Muslims' religious traditions reveals that Islam's 
victory in the Valley was effected more by the Kashmiri's urge to 
experience the Divine in terms of love and not as a mere abstraction. 
In other words, Islam developed a resilient tradition of its own in 
~ a s h m i r , ~ '  first under the guidance of Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani and later, 
as we shall sce in the subscquent chapters, undcr Nuruddin Rishi. 

A brief rcference made earlier to Lal Ded, the Saivite yogini of the 
fourteenth century, now nccds to be elaborated in its proper historical 
context. 

Little is known about Lalla's life, though according to a popular 
tradition, based on Muslim sources, she was a contemporary of Sayyid 
Hussain Simnani and Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani. The tradition of her 
association with both these Sufis is so strong that not only has Lalla 
always been remembered as a Muslim but even as a great apostle of 
Islam by Kashmiri Muslims. Mulla 'Ali Raina, who was the first to 
mention her, says that she was a chosen disciple of Sayyid Husain 
~ i m n a n i . ~ ~  It was at the latter's command that Lalla took spiritual charge 
of Nuruddin just after his birth. 'Ali Raina also refers to Lalla's meetings 
with Sayyid Jalaluddin Makhdum Jahaniyan (1308 -1383)~~~  and Sayyid 
'Ali ~amadani." Raina was also the fust to euologize Lalla as Maryam- 
i Makani and Rabia ~ h a n i . ~ '  Haidar Tulmuli, a contemporary of 'Ali 
Raina, also refers to Lalla's association with Simnani and her guidance 
to ~ u r u d d i n . ~ ~  Although from the viewpoint of history, Tulmuli's eye- 
witness account of Lalla's presence before Shaikh Hamza ~ a k h d u m ~ )  
in spiritual terms deserves little credence, the hagiographer, nonetheless 
testifies to the high esteem in which Lalla was held even in the 



Suhanvardi circles. So dominant was the influence of Lalla on the 
Muslim mind that, in Tulmuli's opinion, save the disciples of Hamza 
Makhdum, none could atlain her spiritual 

Lalla was also described in glowing terms by Sufis like Baba 
Nasibuddin ~ h a z i ~ '  and Baba Daud ~ i s h k a l i . ~  The account of her 
family life, givcn for the first time by Baba Nasib, was later corroborated 
by Baba Daud Miskati, Aba ~ a f i ' u d d i n , ~ '  Muhammad Azam 
~iddamari?' Abdul Wahab ~ u r i , ~ ~  S'adullah shahabadiloo and the 
authors of the Rishinamas of ~hrar. '" A Pandit writer of the early 
nineteenth century who regarded Lalla as a Hindu, nonetheless, based 
his account of the yogini's early life on Muslim sources.102 At the same 
time he attests to the hagiographers' account of Lalla's encounter with 
Sayyid 'Ali ~arnadani'') which, shorn of its supernatural halo, speaks 
of ihc force of the tradition regarding the yogini's associalion with the 
Sufi. 

Although scholarly attempts in this century have centred round 
describing Lalla as an exponent of ~ a i v i s m , ' ~  much of what has been 
written about her ignores the earlier evidence which surrounds her name 
in the hagiographical accounts. Such evidence which gives a clear idea 
of Lalla's personality and testifies to the estimation in which she was 
held by Muslims is worthy of examination, particularly due to the 
significance of the data itself. The question which needs to be fully 
examined is why, besides Mulla Raina-himself a close disciple and 
the brother of Shaikh Hamza Makhdum--other prominent adherents of 
the Suharwardi order granted a pre-eminent position to her. How is it 
that other living Saivite mystics of Lalla's time did not attract the 
attention of the hagiographers? Much of what hagiographers tell us of 
Lalla's association with the Sufis may not be true; yet behind these 
legends there exists a substratum of truth about her friendliness with 
Islam. 

An attempt has been made in recent years to study Lalla against the 
background of the Bhakti movement that characterised northern India 
between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries.106 It is true that seeking 
God within oneself was the common goal of both Lalla and the Bhakti 
saints. However, on such an analogy the basic difference in the approach 
of Lalla and the Bhakti saints towards the problems of their respective 
societies cannot be ignored. Added to this is the fact that the attitude 
of the Bhakti saints towards Islam was fundamentally different from 
that of Lalla. Unlike the Bhakti reformers, like Kabir and Nanak, Lalla 
was not critical of Islamic rituals. For Kabir particularly, Muslim rituals 



like Haj, nnarnaz, fasting and circumcision were irrational and obscured 
the reality of the oneness of God. These 'supcrficialities' were for 
Kabir the cause of Hindu-Muslim conflict. In  his criticism of 
contemporary Muslim society, Kabir even assigned a secondary place 
to the Quran as compared to the direct knowledge or anubhava j~na . '~  

It is also tempting to draw a comparison bctwecn Lalla and the 
Bhakti reformers on the ground that both crusaded against caste, the 
Brahmanic supremacy and idol worship. However, such an analogy 
appears illusory on closer examination of the historical impact of the 
Bhakti reformers and Lalla within their regional environments. Whal 
needs to be emphasized is the reformatory character of the Bhakti 
movement which, in a way, aborted the process of Islamic acculturation 
that had set in among the low-caste Hindus of northern Indian plains 
long before the establishment of the Dclhi Sultanate in 1206. Although 
the Bhakti movement did not emerge as a challenge to Islam, it 
nonetheless may be conceived as an attempt at raising the social status 
of the low-caste Hindus. Such an attempt on the part of the Bhakti 
reformers also included the inculcation of Hindu beliefs and practices 
among the lower sections of society.'08 But unlike the Bhakti reformers, 
Lalla's teachings did not either reform or revitalize the Kashmiri Hindu 
society. Nor did Lalla give a strong impetus to the new religious 
movement in Kashmiri Saivism. As a matter of fact, the popular form 
of Saivism, since the fourteenth century, has centred round the external 
rituals and practices, decried so vehemently by Lalla. Many of her 
ideas, voicing dissent against the existing institutions and values, were 
not echoed by even a single Saivite who can be named during her 
lifetime or after her death. 

Nor did Lalla's mystical poetry, like the sakhi and sabad of Kabir 
and Nanak and caupai and doha of Tulsi, achieve an honour which 
normally would be accorded to such Hindu scriptures as the Vedas and 
Upanishads. The importance of her songs, unlike those of the Bhakti 
reformers, does not lie in inculcating Hindu beliefs and practices among 
the lower sections of society. In fact, Lalla did not give a "systematic 
expose of Saivism on the lines laid down by the theologians who 
preceded her;" on the other hand, her songs illustrate "a picture of the 
actual hopes and fears of the common folk that nominally followed the 
teachings of those wise men whom they had accepted as their guides."1* 

It may be argued that Lalla's verses, in view of their Sanskritised 
form, belie the influence of Islam on her thought. But to talk in such 
terms is tantamount to uprooting Lalla from her environment, which 



was undoubtedly exposed to Islamic influences centuries before the 
establishment of the Muslim Sultanate. One wonders how a wandering 
mystic like Lalla who did not have a closcd mind could have shut hcr 
eyes to the presence of her contemporaries like Sayyid Husain Simnani, 
Sayyid Tajuddin an Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani. Such an environment for a 
woman, ostracised from hcr group by the caste-conscious Brahmans, 
predicated three options: to embrace Islam, LO reform the Hindu society, 
or to revolt against the caste-ridden social order. As to the fust option, 
hagiographers and chroniclcrs do not furnish us with any conclusive 
evidence.'I0 The presumption that she wanted to reform the Hindu 
society flounders on the bedrock of hcr seminal historical role which 
speaks more of hcr association with Islam than with Saivism. There is, 
however, considerable evidence to show that the protesting trend in 
Lalla's verses against the social and spkitual prctensions of the Brahmans 
set in motion new forces rejecting the laucr's cherished idea that social 
status was determined by caste. An important development in this 
direction was the flowering of the idca of the dignity and the fundamental 
equality of man, so trenchantly espoused by hcr younger contemporary, 
Nuruddin Rishi. 

It would, therefore, be unreasonable to suggest that Lalla remained 
immune from Islamic influcnce. From Islam, at lcast, she imbibed a 
critical attitude towards the many abuses of the caste-ridden social order. 
It may be true that Islam did not direclly contribute to her thought, but 
it certainly proved to be an important influence on the manner of her 
expression."' Lalla's verses against Brahmanic supremacy in particular, 
uttered under conditions ripe for resistance as well as for emulative 
movement, seem to have been taken as her 'conversion' to Islam by the 
Hindu masses, who were undergoing a process of Islamic acculturation- 
a fact attested to by strong documentary evidence. So deep-rooted was the 
halo of Lalla's 'conversion' in the folk consciousness that even Nuruddin 
Rishi's verses affming his faith in Islam were attributed to her.lI2 

Although Lalla's mystical verses are marked by the denunciation of 
the exploitation of the masses by the Brahmans, the Sanslcrit chroniclers 
of the Sultanate period have maintained an intriguing silence about her. 
Birbal Kachru, who completed his narrative in the Sikh pcriod (1819- 
46), was the frrst Pandit chronicler to refcr to her.lI3 One clear inference 
to be drawn from the silence of the Ahl-i ~ a l a m ' ' ~ ~  regarding Lalla is 
that she must have been considered a renegade by the high-caste 
Brahmans. This explains why Lalla's greatest eulogists have been Muslim 
hagiographers and Persian chroniclers, so much so that the memory of 



Lalla proved to bc no lcss a force than h e  Sufis and he  Rishis in 
bringing thc bulk of Hindus in Kashmir closer to the monotheistic faith 
of Islm. I t  is doublful that Lalla would have thought of causing sacrilege 
to idols while entering a temple, but the fact that an argument of this 
form could be propounded in a subllc way in the hagiological literature 
points to a substantial change in the inlcllcctual ~ l imatc ."~  For now, 
not only was the Brahmanical view challenged but also those two 
qualities, wisdom and virtue, which were considered to be their 
monopoly."5 In fact, Lalla did not prcach Islam, but her vaakh which 
was not in conflict with the ontological teachings of thc Sufis, served 
the cause of Islam in Kashmir. While Sayyid 'Ali Harnadani's works 
dealt morc exclusively with mysticism propcr and were generally 
intended for use by h c  author's fcllow ~ulis , '  l6  Lalla, on thc other hand, 
propagated thc mystic idea of divine unity in simple language which 
had a deep and dircct appeal to the common man. For her, true devotion 
did not imply various rituals and practices evolved by the Brahman but 
meant seeking God within onesclf, and also in the routine of daily life: 

"Siva abides in all that is, everywhere 
Then do not discriminate betwccn a Hindu and a Musalman. 
If thou art wise, know thyself 
That is true knowledge of the ~ o r d . " " ~  

Lalla's approach to religion, based on mysticism, was fundamentally 
humanistic and individualistic. By rejecting formal and organized religion 
which was based on the supreme authority of the Brahman, she helped 
the common man accept the Sufi ideas of equality and the brotherhood 
of man: 

"I renounced fraud, untruth, deceit, 
I taught my mind to see the one in all my follow-men, 
How could I then discriminate between man and man, 
And not accept the food offered to me by brother man.""" 

The worship of idols was vehemently criticised by Lalla: 

"The idol is but stone, 
The temple is but stone, 
From top to bottom all is stone. 7 9 1  19 

In her criticism of the ritualistic practices of the Brahmans, Lalla 
remarked: 



"He does not need the kusa grass, nor sesame seed, 
Flowers and water He does not need, 
He who, in honest faith, accepts his Guru's word, 
On Siva meditates constrrnlly, 
He, full  of joy, from action freed, will not be born again."I2O 

Again, castigating Lhe Brahman's grccd for making animal sacrifices 
obligalory, Lalla rcmarkcd: 

"It covers your shame, 
Saves you from cold, 
It's food and drink, 
Mere water and grass, 
Who counsellcd you, 0 Brahmin, 
To slaughter a living shccp as a sacrifice, 
Unto a lifeless stone."121 

Lalla was, indced, disgustcd by Lhc hypocrisy of the Brahman and 
thus exposed his pride for claiming himsclf to bc thc learned: 

"The Lhoughtless read the holy books 
As parrots, in heir cage, recite Ram, Ram, 
Their reading is like churning watcr. 
Fruitless effort. ridiculous conceit."'22 

Lalla's spirit of revolt against h e  social inequalities of her age is 
manifest in these verses: 

"When can I break the bonds of shame? 
When I am indifferent to jibes and jeers. 
When can I discard the robe of dignity? 
When desires cease to nag my mind. ,9123 

Some verses of Lalla have been translated literally to describe her 
semi-nude condition.'24 In fact, these verses have been read and 
interpreted out of the social context. The historical tern of reference to 
such a context is the sense of revolt generated in her mind by the 
iniquitious social order and, above all, by her spiritual preceptor, Sayyid 
Husain Simnani: 

"The Guru gave me only one word; 
Enter into thyself from the outer world; 
The guru's precept came to me as God's word; 
That's why I started dancing nude. 9 , 1 2 5  



There is a strong folk tradition about Lalla's nude wanderings until 
her meeting with Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani. When asked why she violated 
the established norms of decency and culture, she is reported to have 
remarked that thcre was no 'man' about, but one day on seeing Sayyid 
'Ali Hamadani in the distance she cried out "I have seen a man', and 
in order to cover herself fled. Secing a baker's shop nearby she jumped 
into the burning oven. The baker closed the lid out of sheer frustration 
fearing punishment for murder. But he was wonderstruck when he 
suddenly found Lalla coming out of the oven clad in celestial clothes 
of emerald green, greeting warmly the distinguished saint from Hamadan, 
who had followed her to the baker's shop.126 

There is little doubt that Lalla's ascetic self-discipline must have 
inspired not only Nuruddin in the days of his youth, but also some 
women who became the latter's d i ~ c i ~ l c s . ' ~ ~  True, she was critical of 
penance and fasting,'27a but her exhortations for choosing the life of 
poverty had certainly its dcsired effect on the group of people who 
called themselves Rishis: 

"In life I sought neither wealth nor power; 
Nor ran after the pleasures of sense; 
Moderate in food and drink, I lived a controlled life; 
And loved my God. 9,128 

Unlike the Brahmans of Kashmir, Lalla did not like meat. We have 
already referred to her denunciation of sacrificing a sheep before the 
idol. The example of her vegetarianism must have also influenced the 
Rishis: , 

"Whether th ty  killed a large sheep or a small one, 
Lalla had her round stone (as her usual fare). 3,129 

As a true precursor of the Rishis, Lalla was a wandering ascetic 
engrossed in God-consciousness, yearning to see God everywhere (Shiv 
fshorun thali thale).'" The prevalent caste taboos about food and a 
drink did not impress her (anas khyanas kyah chum dvesh):"' nor was 
she bothered about the performance of the ceremonial rites13" which to 
this day have remained part and parcel of an average Kashmiri Pandit. 

The Rishi tradition, thus, arose at a period of great social crisis; in 
fact the tradition came to be modelled after a cultural pattern which was 
in direct conflict with the decadent Brahmanic order, its agents and its 
doctrines. It would, therefore, be a form of amputation to study the 
Rishi tradition outside the context of the new cultural trend. 



Fig. l(a) 

Fig. I(b) Within dotted border and flowery background, the coin issued 
by the Afghan Governor, Atta Muhammad Khan, in honour 
of Shaikh Nuruddin Rishi. The translation of the couplet 
inscribed on the coin is: 
"The coin became bright through Nuruddin 
It became current through the roverd chief of tho pious.' 



Fig. 2(a) Pilgrims at the shrine of Nuruddin in Chrar-i-Shariff looking 
reverentially at the relics of the Rishia being exhibited on the 
eve of his anniversary. See Figs. 2(b c) also. 



Fig. 2(c) 

Fig. 3 Baba Bamuddin's shrine at Bamzu. 



Fig. 4 Folk dancers at the shrir'le of Baba Nasibuddin Ghazi. 

Fig. 5 Pilgrims with their offerings at the shrine of Baba Rishi. 



It is also necessary to expound h e  importance of the historical role 
of Lalla in the context of her elevation to avalarhood by no less a person 
than the founder of the Rishi order. As Nuruddin remarks in one of his 
popular verses: 

That Lalla of Padmanpore 
Who had drunk to her fill the ncctar 
She was an avatar of ours 
0 God, grant me the same spiritual power.'32 

Undoubtedly, Lalla gave a unique orientation to the evolution of a 
new cultural pattern in Kash~nir. The influence of her vaakh was deep 
on Nuruddin during the formative stage of his mystical career; likewise 
the impact of her revolt against social and religious discrimination was 
tremendous on the folk for whom, even from h e  point of view of 
Hindu scriptures, she was the saviour in 'the hour of calamity and 
enslavement.' Lalla actually shot into prominence in an age of social 
ferment when Hinduism in Kashmir, as a result of its declining 
strength,'" was exposed to the radiant influence of Islam through the 
egalitarian spirit of h e  Sufis. That Lalla hcrself presents a dismal picture 
of the collapse of d h m a  is amply borne out by the foregoing discussion. 
That Lalla, as an ardent lover of Siva, succeeded in reviving Saivism 
is an argument belied by the very silence of our Saivite chroniclers and 
poets of her near-contemporary and later times What is, however, of 
significance to remember from the viewpoint of social history is the 
historical dimension of her elevation to avatar by a devout Muslim like 
Nuruddin. 

According to the Hindu scriptures, avatars are born for the purpose 
of re-establishing dhanna, but as Bhagavat hrrana repeatedly stresses 
they also emerge on the social scene "for teaching the mortals the 
wisdoms of the ages. They have taught and given right perspectives and 
direction to human beings. They have set through their lives an example 
of right conduct and instilled hope and courage."'" It is obvious, then. 
why Nuruddin described Lalla as an avatar, since Lalla, in a true spirit 
of an avatar, assumed the role befitting the situational demands, and 
reshaped anomalies and derangements into a progressive adjustment 
and harmony. Briefly speaking, Lalla wanted that man should become 
(a more of a man" and swim across darkness into light. 

The impact of Lalla's eulogization as an avatar of Kashmiris must 
have also contributed a great dcal to her romanticization, so much SO 

that a Suharwardi Sufi of the seventeenth century, himself influenced 
by the Rishi movement, extolled her in the following terms: 



"Passion for God set fue to dl she had, 
And from her heart rose clouds of smoke, 
Having had a draught of ahd-e-ala~t,'~' 
Intoxicated and drunk with joy was she, 
One cup of this God-intoxicating drink, 
Shattcrs reason into bits, 
A little drowsiness from it is headier than 
Intoxication from a hundred jars of wine. ,,135a 

Significantly, Lalla was well aware of the success of her role in 
contemporary society : 

1, 136 "Whatever I uttered with my tongue, became a manlra . 
Again: 
"I burnt the foulness of my soul; 
I slew my heart, its passions all; 
I spread my garments, hcm and sat; 
Just there, on bendcd knees, 
In utter surrender unto Him; 
My fame as Lalla spread afar."'" 

The aural value of Lalla's verses and their profound impact on 
Kashmiri society is not simply illustrated by Nuruddin's and the 
hagiographers' eulogization of her role, but also by the fact that her 
teachings were translated into action by the socially oppressed people 
rather than by the Brahmans. The very interpolations in Lalla's verses 
suggests that each word that she uttered bccame a precept, a maxim of 
conduct for her Muslim followers with their roots in the local culture. 
Although most modern writers have been at pains to emphasize 
interpolations in both Lalla's and Nuruddin's mystical poetry,138 
unfortunately, they have failed to grasp the similarity of the context in 
which these verses were produced. In fact, the language which Nuruddin 
spoke was not an individual inheritance but a social acquisition from 
the environment in which he grew up. The poetry of Lalla's and Nuruddin 
came to be the daily bread of 'many Kashmiris of the period, who 
formed their Weltanschauung in accordance with the picture presented 
to them by their two spiritual teachers. The importance of mystical 
poetry and literature to an average Kashmiri is evident evcn today to an 
observer of contemporary society in the 

Some Important questions arc bound to arise when we consider the 
evidence regarding the elevation of Lalla to Rabia Thani, Arifa, Maryam- 



i Makani, Majnun-i Aqila, etc., in the mystic literature. Did she accept 
Islam? What was Lalla's position in her contemporary society? 

It should be borne in mind that Lalla was disowned, not only in her 
own times, but for the greater part of Knshmiri history, by the Hindu 
Clite on account of her hostility to the Brahman creed. The admirable 
attempts of some Pandit scholars'40 in recent times to resuscitate LaIIa 
are, therefore, paradoxical. True, Lalla's poetry nowhere gives any proof 
of her having embraced Islam, but the evidence of some later sources 
regarding her close association wilh Sayyid Husain ~imnani '~ '  should 
not be dismissed as a figment of the imagination of medieval writers. 
This evidence suggests that Lalla did not live in a historical vacuum, 
isolated from the lower strata of society of the time and, more 
importantly, from the succeeding generations of her people. It is 
reasonable to assume that the focal p i n t  of her supposed meeting with 
the Sufis and the living tradition of calling hcr Lal Ded, Lal Mouj 
(Lalla, the Mother) by Kashmiri Muslims, particularly, by the rural 
folk, must contain a kernel of truth about her association with Islam. In 
any case, such evidence indicates the important place occupied by Lalla 
in the lives of the various strata of the Kashmiri people as well as her 
role in the formation of a regional culture. Such a culture drew its 
essential vitality from a conflict, a division, a turmoil and suugglc 
created in the individual psyche by the challenges posed to the social 
order by Lalla and the Sufi rnis~ionaries.'~~ 

It would appear from the foregoing discussion that the social 
conditions in Kashmir offered a fertile ground for the zealous Sufi 
missionaries like Mir Muhammad Hamadani, the son of Mir Sayyid 
'Ali Hamadani, and a number of his disciples, to preach the doctrines 
of Islam. Thus the subsequent role of Muhammad Harnadani needs to 
be studied not merely in the context of his missionary zeal to win 
converts but, more importantly, in the context of his deep concern for 
the enforcement of the Islamic law in a land where the norms of the 
Shari'a were violated by the new 'converts'; in fact, his aim was not 
only to 'convert' afresh, but to consolidate the foothold already gained 
by Sayyid Husain Simnani and Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani. 

Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani arrived in Kashmir in 796/1393 at 
the age of t ~ e n t ~ - t w o . ' ~ ~  His visit was understandably inspired by the 
will of his father who is reputed to have written two documents for his 
son.'" According to the testament of his father, Sayyid Muhammad 
Hamadani embarked on his travels aftcr completing his education. In 
fact, Sayyid 'Ali regarded travel as the best ed~ca t ion . '~~  



Muhammad Hamadani was given a royal reception on his arrival in 
~ a s h m i r . ' ~ ~  It is said that he was accompanied by three hundred scholars 
and saints, some of whom settled permanently in the Valley owing to 
the patronage extended to them by the reigning ~u1tan.l" Jonaraja writes: 
"The king had a fondness for the Yavanas (Muslims) . . . Many Yavanas 
left other sovereigns and took shelter under this king who was renowned 
for charity. As the bright moon is among the stats as was Muhammad 
of Mera country (Mir Muhammad Hamadani) among the Yavanas; and 
although he was a boy he became their chief by learning."'48 

Sultan Sikandar constructed a khanqah for Muhammad Hamadani in 
Srinagar on the site where his father had sojourned during his visit to 
the Valley. The khanqah was maintained out of the revenues of two 
parganas granted by the Sultan to Muhammad Hamadani. In addition, 
through a state grant, the revenues of a separate p a r g m  were exclusively 
put at the disposal of the Sayyid for his personal use.149 

The initial gain secured by Muhammad Hamadani was the conversion 
of Suha Bhatta, the Sultan's chief minister and commander-in-chief, 
whom he named Sairuddin. The latter gave his daughter in marriage to 
Sayyid Muhammad after the death of his first wife, Bibi Taj Khatun, 
the daughter of Sayyid Husain ~ a i h a ~ i . " ~  

The conversion of Suha Bhatta to Islam must have come as a bolt 
from the blue to the Brahmans of Srinagar who undoubtedly felt an 
imminent threat to their pre-eminent position. It is not unlikely that the 
conversion of an influential minister also induced his fellow countrymen 
to accept Islam. This explains the fact that Jonaraja gives a hyperbolic 
account of the measures taken by the Sultan, on the advice of Suha 
Bhatta, to force the Hindus to accept Islam. While the destruction 
caused to some temples and images during Sikandar's reign"' cannot 
be denied-more as a result of the abetment on the part of the zealous, 
high-ranking convert to Islam-at the same time, contemporary evidence 
regarding the construction of a Siva temple with a golden linga by the 
Sultan's Hindu wife, Shoba Devi, should not be lost sight of.lS2 

It would, therefore, be absurd to accept at its face value Jonaraja's 
statement about the alleged wholesale destruction of temples in the 
villages and towns as a result of Sikandar's anti-Hindu policy. Far from 
giving an objective account of the religious ferment caused by the bold 
protest of Lalla and the activities of the Kubrawi Sufis, Jonaraja takes 
pride in highlighting only the reaction of his own community against 
the onslaughts of such forces as, in his view, sounded the doom of 
ancient Kashmiri culture. In order to prove the superiority of his own 



social group, the chronicler does not fail to extol his caste to the skies 
for rejecting Islam. He also talks about the sacrifices of the Brahmans, 
understandably, in terms of their migration to the Indian plains and the 
payment of jizya. According to Jonaraja, it was the Brahmans alone 
who put up a somewhat heroic resistance, while the rest of the population 
by their pusillanimity gave a long rope to the immigrant Muslims to 
pollute the 'kingdom of Kashmir'. However, by lamenting in the same 
breath the powerlessness of the Brahmans and the avatars and the 
inefficacy of their mantras in such a situation, the chronicler reduces 
the credibility of his own statement about the sufferings and sacrifices 
of his communiiy. The avatars who had hitherto demonstrated their 
strength are now relegated to the background mainly because of the 
"sins" of Kashmiris. It is not, therefore, surprising that out of sheer 
arrogance Jonaraja even makes the avalars feel concerned over the terrible 
fate of Kashmiris in general and that of his community in parlicular.153 

A careful analysis of Jonaraja's lamentations in depicting the sad 
plight of the Brahmans also shows his concern for the preservation of 
his community's identity, which was threatened more by the growing 
process of Islamic acculturation than by Sultan Sikandar's alleged 
vandalism. It is small wonder that the acceptance of the values of an 
alien culture by the non-privileged sections of Kashmiri society was 
denounced as an unpardonable "sin" by the caste-conscious Brahman 
chronicler out of his religious ethnocentrism. We, however, see in the 
misconceived "sins of Kashmiris" of Jonaraja's time elements of social 
protest against the Brahmanic supremacy. It must be pointed out that 
there did not take place a total destruction of the ancient usages of 
Kashmir as a result of the alleged iconoclasm of Sultan Sikandar and 
the influx of Muhammad Hamadani's disciples into Kashmir. It needs 
to be stressed again that some temples seem to have been razed to the 
ground by zealous 'converts' themselves; and it is not unlikely that 
Lalla's popular verses regarding the denunciation of idol-worship and 
temple sanctity also bestirred them into action against some centres of 
social e~ploitation.'~" 

Notwithstanding the popular movement against the Brahmans for 
turning temples and idols into agencies of exploitation in the name of 
faith, the Kashmiris did not totally reject their ancestral belief in the 
efficacy of temples and shrines (asthapans). That is the reason why in 
the newly constructed mosques and shrines (ziyarats or aFlhans) certain 
features of the Hindu and the Buddhist monastic life were retained to 
a marked degree. Even now one notices bells fastened to the gates of 



some ziyarats in the Valley, belonging to the mcdieval period.lss The 
preservation of the relics of the Sufis, particularly, those of the Rishis, 
in their tombs and their public exhibition on special occasions speak of 
the assimilation of the local Hindu-Buddhist practices in the Islam of 
~a shmi r . "~  It is also not be wondcrcd at, thercfore, that a mere sight 
of the relics at congregations specially on the eve of 'Urs, causes the 
devotees to recite litanies and munajat in chorus. A special characteristic 
of the Kashmiri Muslims' social bchaviour at such gatherings is the 
focus on the object of veneration with foldcd hands, which undoubtedly 
suggests local influence on their mode of prayer. From the architectural 
point of view too, the medieval ziyarats are representative of a curious 
blending of Hindu, Buddhist and Islamic art styles. 

It should also be borne in mind that Jonaraja has not merely magnified 
the iconoclastic activities of the converted Brahman minister of Sullan 
Sikandar, but even concocted the story of the Brahman resistance to the 
activities of the Sufi missionaries. That the purpose behind this 
orchestration seems to have been to perpctuate the myth of forcible 
conversion is amply borne out by the tacit approval given by modem 
scho~ars '~  and to Jonmja's tendentious writings. However, 
it is a pity that Jonaraja either seems to have been unable to comprehend 
or deliberately ignored the basic fact that the decadent Brahmanic order 
had failed to create sufficiently strong institutions, based on a sound 
religious philosophy, which could have worked as an effective bulwark 
against the forces of Islamic acculturation. From Lalla's verses and 
other sources, it becomes clear that the common man groaned under the 
weight of various social evils promoted by the corrupt priests. Even the 
Brahman ascetics, rahibs of the Pcrsian chroniclers and hagiographers, 
used to resort to sorcery in order to overawe their innocent followers.'" 
In such a social environment the miracles woven around the personalities 
of the Sufis by their disciples must have also contributcd their share to 
the weakening of the authority of the ~rahmans.'~' No less a part was 
played by the credulous devotees of the shrines themselves in miracle- 
mongering, so that according to the current popular belief among 
Kashmiri Muslims, Islam spread in the Valley mainly owing to the 
supernatural feats of the Sufis and the Rishis against the Brahman rahibs 
and various deities. 

There is yet another side to the picture. The Persian chroniclers, in 
their zeal to present both Muhammad Hamadani and Sultan Sikandar as 
champions of Islam in the Valley, generally state that infidelity was 
uprooted from the Valley because of their influence. This view has 



recenuy bcen uncritically accepted by some modem scholars who 
describe them as adherents of "Islamic or tho do^^."'^' R.K. P a m u  even 
goes to the extent of saying that Muhammad Hamadani employed "all 
those militant methods which are  associated with the title ghazl" for the 
spread of 1slam.16' O n  a carerul analysis, however, even Muhammad 
Hamadani, like his illuslrious father, seems to have been realistic in his 
approach towards the religious susceptibilities of the local pcople. This 
is amply borne out by his attitude towards Nuruddin Rishi who was 
criticised by Muhammad Hamadani's close disciples, the Sayyids, for 
following the Hindu way of life.'63 It is significant that the leader of the 
Sayyids gave due recognition to Nuruddin's spiritual status by describing 
the Rishi as a pcrlect Wali, thereby declaring his humility before his 
Shari'a-minded followers. Although Nuruddin enrolled himself a s  the 
zahiri disciple of Muhammad Hamadani, what is of importance to 
remembcr is that he was entrusted the task of popularising the Rishi 
order in the Valley by the Sayyid h i m ~ e l f . ' ~  

Nuruddin was thus a spiritual heir not only to Lalla, but to the 
Kubrawi order as well. In Pxt ,  his verses in praise of Sayyid Husain 
~ imnani '~ '  and Sayyid Muhammad ~amadani ' "  testily to the influence 
of the Kubrawi order on the development of his unique personality in 
the galaxy of the Sufis. Although Muhammad Hamadani spent seventeen 
years in the Valley, he seems to have expressed the desire to meet 
Nuruddin towards the end of his sojourn in Kashmir, and that too, only 
after hearing about the popularity of the Rishi among the commoners. 
It is significant that his decision to pay a personal visit to the Rishi was 
not liked by some of his Sayyid followers mainly due to two reasons. 
First, as already stated, the asceticism of Nuruddin was repugnant to 
their Shari'a-oriented life style,167 and second, contrary lo the Sunna 
h e  Sayyids were highly conscious of their pedigrees.'" However, when 
Muhammad Hamadani set off to meet Nuruddin, the latter came out of 
his abode to greet the distinguished guest.'69 The popular verse in which 
Nuruddin seems to have hailed Muhammad Hamadani's visitl7' is  
important for two reasons from the strictly historical point of view. 
First, it corresponds with the date of Muhammad Hamadani's arrival in 
Kashmir in terms of  abjad; second, in describing the Sayyid a s  the 
spiritual preceptor of the Kashmiris Nuruddin bears witness to the fruits 
of his experience a s  an ascetic and mystic, the experience of  one who 
had trodden the mystic way and knew what it was to have attained the 
goal. Nuruddin's denunciation of extreme asceticism at the later stage 
of his life and his exhortations to his followers to follow the Sha*'a and 



the Sunna ought to be studied against the background of Muhammad 
Hamadani's influence on him. In fact, Nuruddin maintained close 
contacts with the Kubrawi Sufis, who by all accounts were leaders of 
the spiritual life even after the departure of Muhammad Hamadani 
from Kashmir. Among these must be mentioned Shaikh Bahauddin 
Ganj Baksh, Shaikh Sultan and Haji Ibrahim Adham. 

Shaikh Bahauddin Ganj Baksh was a disciple of Khwaja Ishaq 
Khatlani, one of the most distinguished disciples of Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani. 
Although he lived in seclusion, he was able to attract even Sultan Zain 
al-'Abidin to his abode under Zaina Kadal. According to Baba 'Ulhman 
and Uchap Ganai, Ganj Baksh was held in high esteem by ~uruddin. '~' 

Shaikh Sultan had obtained sanad to guide his people in the mystic 
path from Khawaja Ishaq Khatlani and Shaikh Nuruddin Badakshi. It 
was at Drugjan in Srinagar that he built a khanqah for the benefit of the 
people. Towards the end of his life, he settled in Pakhli at the request 
of its ruler, Sultan Muhammad ~ h a n . ' ~ ~  

Haji Ibrahim Adham was a disciple of the Kubrawi Sufi, Shaikh 
Ahmad. The original home of Ibrahim Adham was Balkh. His extensive 
travels in the Muslim world finally brought him to Srinagar during the 
reign of Sultan Sikandar. Although himself a Sufi, he was a great admirer 
of Nuruddin Rishi with whom he entered into a dialogue on spiritual 
matters.17) It is unfortunate that his compilation, Maqamaf, the earliest 
source on Sufism in Kashmir, is not extant. Sayyid 'Ali often alludes 
to Adhami's work in his description of Nuruddin's role in the history 
of Sufism in Kashmir. Significantly, the author of Maqamaf is popularly 
known as Baba Adhami, understandably for his association with the 
founder of the Rishi order. 

In spite of his illiteracy, Nuruddin Rishi had a wide range of sources 
to draw upon. There was enough spiritual inspiration in the Valley for 
an earnest seeker after the truth like him to have an opportunity for 
gaining knowledge of a faith which had posed an imminent threat to the 
belief structure of his own social environment. His verses bear eloquent 
testimony to the discussions with those who differed from him as well 
as those whose views were similar to his. It was not by meditation and 
penance in the cave and the forests alone, but also through extensive 
discussions during the long course of his travels in different parts of the 
valley1" with the Hindu the ~ r a h r n a n s , ' ~ ~  the theologians!" 
the commoners,178 including even peasant girls,179 and, above all, Sufis 
like Muhammad Hamadani, Shaikh Sultan, Sultan Ganj Baksh and a 
Sufi scholar like Haji Adhami that Nuruddin was able to quench his 



thirst for a knowledge which would lead to he  solution of the difficulties 
and problems of his faith. Small wonder, then, that Nuruddin, in spite of 
his humble origin earned titles such as the leader of h e  world, (S- 
d-'Alam) and Ihe upholder of t,he banner of Kashmir ('Alamh-i Kashmjd. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Shaikh Nuruddin's Religious Career 
and its Social Impact 

There is a direct and fundamental relationship between the evolution of 
Shaikh Nuruddin's religious carecr and the gradual dcvelopment of 
what may be called the Kashmiri Muslim socicty. The facl is that 
during the Shaikh's period the Muslim population of the Vallcy was a 
minority1 or perhaps a very small majority of the entire population of 
the Kashmir region. From a careful analysis of his verses, it  would 
appear that the society of the Kashmir Valley was no1 purely Islamic 
in form, nor did it have a radical transformation overnight on its contact 
with the Great Tradition of Islam. Indeed the Shaikh's verses represent 
not only certain basic facts about the gradual uansition of Kashmir to 
Islam, but also something of the crisis through which he was himself 
passing and its impact on the social norms and meaning of Islam in the 
regional context So central is'the new sense of crisis and self-awareness 
evident in his verses that his poetry assumes the pervasiveness of a vital 
tradition. 

Religion for the Shaikh was a matter of experience; it was 'real' 
rather than merely 'notional'. In Kantian terns his knowledge bcgm 
with experience that arose out of experience. An understanding of Islam's 
historical manifestation in Kashmir, therefore, requires a prior 
understanding of the man who influenced the Kashmiri mind more 
~rofoundly than any other religious leader.2 It is not merely the mystic 
Nuruddin whom we seek to discover in this chapter but also the maker 
of Kashmiri Muslim identity, and the eloquent protagonist of Islamic 
human values whose balanced religious enthusiasm, tolerance and, above 
all, Tauhidic universalism continue to dominate the attitudes and beliefs 
of Contemporary Kashmir. The history of Islam in Kashmir is, in fact, 
bound up integrally with the mystical, moral and aesthetic sensibilities 



and even philosophic insights of Nuruddin; i t  gocs without saying that 
he influenced the course of Islamic development in the Valley by 
coordinating i t  and giving i t  direction ihrough language and 
communication. 

It must be explained that ours is a study to discover not only the 
Shaikh of history but also that of legend and faith. An objective 
understanding of the Shaikh, therefore, demands a careful and minute 
examination of the traditions stemming from his historical role. These 
traditions, both oral and written, tcstify to the great extent of religious 
consciousness generated among the common folk through their 
transmission by repetition. 

Traditions which are the collective representation of past events 
remarks the celebrated anthropologist, E.E. Evans-Pritchard, form part 
of the study of the society to which they belong? Every tradition is a 
historical fact. Whether or not the tradition is true, the repeated 
transmission of the tradition is itself a 'tremendous fact' and worthy of 
serious examination. At least, traditions reveal the mind and 
imagination of the transmitter, about the society he lived in, about the 
cultural realities to which the 'legend' was considered to be relevant 
and which were reflected in the details of the 'legend'. The historical 
hermeneutic has seldom liberated the sources from its straitjacket with 
its emphasis on the so-called "original source". True, one cannot rely 
on legends alone as a source of history, but the historians' somewhat 
ingrained habit of rejecting legendary evidence without using it  
judiciously seldom render historical narrative objective. We can hardly 
make sense of the life of the rural people in prc-modern times by an 
outright rejection of legends and folklore which are the lungs of rural 
culture? 

The folk traditions about Nuruddin's mystical life need to be studied 
in the light of the significant contribution his poetical verses have, 
through centuries, made in influencing the tone and attitudes of a people 
living in the particular geographical environment of the Kashmir Valley. 
As we shall see, his poetry not only became the cultural heritage of a 
linguistic group, but besides being the direct outcome of the growth of 
Islamic civilisation in the Kashmir Valley, it also became identified 
with its expanding frontier. In assessing the value of his verses as 
source material, we must, however, remember that their psychological 
function and aesthetic qualities have not distorted the historical facts 
contained in them. The kind of historical informaticn transmitted by his 
poetry was actually germane to the concerns of the society he lived in. 





light the shifts and changcs which are natural to the cvolution of the 
career of a mystic such as Nuruddin. 

Some unfortunate circumstances seem to have mouldcd Nuruddin's 
outlook towards worldly affairs during the earlier phase of his religious 
career. He became an orphan at an early age; besides, the dcath of Lal 
Dcd and Sayyid Husain Simnani dcprived the young Nuruddin of their 
spiritual care. The Sanz family seems to have lived in abject poverty 
after the death of Shaikh Salar, as is evidenced by the thefts committed 
by Nuruddin's brothers in order to survive. Nuruddin is also reported 
to have been asked by his two brothers, Shcsh and Kundar, to help in 
a burglary but he did not come up to their expectations since he showed 
an abhorrence for the life of a thief. When he entered a village hut in 
order to commit a theft he "came out empty handed" and ran away after 
throwing his own blanket over h e  poverty-stricken inmates of the house. 
On another occasion he was asked by his brothers to take care of a cow 
they had stolen. While driving the cow he heard a dog bark, wow, wow. 
Suddenly Nuruddin was overcome with a sense of guilt. Wow means 
'sow' in Kashmir. Thinking that the dog was rcminding him that what 
he sowed in this world would be reaped by him in the Hereafter, he let 
loose the cow;1° 

The dog is calling from the courtyard, 
My brothers pay heed to (what he says) 
He who sows here shall reap there 
The dog is urging sow, or sow. 

Emphasizing the same point the Shaikh remarks in the poem: 

When an assessment is made of your good deeds and sins; 
Brothers, the thought of the Day of Judgement should be uppermost 
in your minds. 
See, whcther your nobler actions can overweigh your sins; 
The dog is urging, sow or sow.12 

Another interesting anecdote regarding the Shaikh's early life is 
narrated by him in a verse. He was sent to learn the craft of weaving 
by his mother, but he could not become an apprentice since the tools 
of the weaver inspired his muse:I3 

One instrument holds my rapt attention. 
The other teaches me renounce the world; 
The paddle points down to the grave; 
This is the craft to which my parcnts have apprenticed me.14 
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A conversation between the Shaikh and the wcaver rccordcd in the 
hagiological literature is worthy of notice. Thc Shaikh is reported to 
have bccn dissatisfied with the commonplace answer of the weaver 
when asked to explain the movement of the shuttle "through the rangle 
of Lhrcads." In the weaver's explanation that the clolh was wovcn because 
of the to and fro rnovemcnt of the thread through the shuttle, the Shaikh 
found an inncr meaning. His explanation was that thc movement of the 
shuttle was symbolic of two doors of the world, thc one through which 
we enter (birth) and the other through which we leave (dcath). The 
shuttle thus rcsemblcs man who carrying the thread of his dcstiny, 
tosses to and fro in this world, and depms whcn the thread is exhausted.'' 

The other-worldliness of the Shaikh did not permit him to l e m  the 
weaver's craft. This is why he dcprccatcd the importance of living in 
the world. 

"Why did I not listen to Death, thc friend, 
Who can propitiate him, the great Destroyer? 
Few are my pieties but pilcd up the sins; 
Little have I gained by my birth in the world.16 

The Shaikh retired to a cave at ~ a i m u h , ' ~  the place of his birth. He 
gave various excuses to his mother when she insisted on his returning 
home. He talks about the insolent riches of the world, human desires, 
anger and ego, which preoccupy the human mind. He draws lurid pictures 
of the Day of Judgement and hell to impress upon his mother the 
futility of paddling one's own canoe in the material world: 

This life is a hollow bubble; 
We arc just a drop in its vast ocean, 
An ass like me is unable to bear its brunt, 
Having desertcd home, why should I care to live?" 

Numddin himself expounds as to why he took to the jungle early in 
life, in the true spirit of the rishis: 

In the pursuit of mundane affairs my desires became limitless; 
So I rctired to the jungle, early in life, 
May the Lord saturate the Rishi's mind with longing for Thee; 
For I remember with gratitude how kind Thou 

Nuruddin's decision to lead an ascetic's life which marks the 
beginning of the second stage in his religious career, seems lo have 
been voluntary. I t  was influenced by his craving for seeking the 



The path of renunciation followed by the rishis preceding him and their 
extreme ascetic habits must have also playcd an imporlant part in shaping 
his outlook on wordly life.21 It is unlikcly that the pcnancc in the cave 
was underbken at the command of any saint. 

The company of saints I did not kccp, 
Till right momcnt and youth slippcd by, 
Wrongly did I attach (mysclo lo thc world; 
Have thy  play and lct's go ho1nc.2~ 

It is certain that the Shaikh chose thc 'lcgcndary' rishis as the earliest 
models of holiness. This is borne out by Ihc unqualified praise for them 
in his poetry: 

Zulka Rishi of ~ a n d a k v a n ~ ~  
Who subsistcd on (wild) fruit of shrubs, 
Was a true lover to attain salvation, 
May God grant me the same spiritual power.24 

What inspires the Shaikh about the lives of the rishis is not only their 
penance, meditation, abestemious habits, but above all, thcir devotion 
to God and burning love for the Crcator: 

Miran Rishi of ~ e s h i v a n ~ '  
Who lived for a thousand lunar months 
In a state of union with God did he leave for his hcavenly 
abode. 
May God grant me the same spiritual power.26 

Other rishis of yore to whom the Shaikh looks for inspiration are 
Rum T is hi^^ and Pilas ~ishi.2' 

The rishis are, undoubtedly, Nuruddin's refuge at the earlicr stage of 
his mystical carecr. He frequenlly rcfcrs to thc tcrm rishi whose mcaning 
was familiar to the common folk; but it meant to him not merely an 
ascetic of this world, as in common parlance, but the good. The company 
of such men was sought by him, since he thought i t  was like heaven. 
The term was used by him for all believers with some quality more 
rarefied, designating a special state of grace. All his references to the 
local Hindu saints in the days of his youth indicate a gencnlly understood 
social environment; it is not the rishis as such that are essential for 
Nuruddin, but the presence of the Creator that they make possible for 
the earnest seeker even in an oppressive Brahmanic society. The ultimate 
object of Nuruddin is, therefore, to follow the rishis of yore, and he 
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expresses a longing 10 risc to the hcights of their spiritual glory by 
means of fervent pnycrs. 

Nuruddin's exallation of lhc 'Icgcndq rishis' is ncithcr a scntimcnhl 
expression nor a romantic idealization; it is a gcnuinc and h a l t h y  
appreciation, in the abscncc of any contemporary documcnhry evidence 
on h e  rishis of oldcn days, and a concclivc lo such purcly rational 
perceptions as deny their cxisicnce. Such phcnomcna also nccd to be 
studied as objcctivc facts and bchaviour pattcms. What is worth 
investigating is how a large numbcr of Muslim Rishis modcllcd thcir 
lives upon those of 'Icgcndary' Hindu and Buddhist Rishis. This 
development, it may be argucd, occurrcd only in a particular social 
context, as part of a culture, in a milicu. As a matlcr or fact, the impact 
of thc historical role of thc so-callcd 'legendary' rishis on thc rural 
consciousness has yct to be asscsscd by historians. Thc Shaikh's longing 
for an ordcred rhythm in the lire of thc Rishis is the kind of longing 
which enables us to use thc mystic matrix as a simulacrum of the social 
and moral attitudes of thc Rishis. 

Having thus secludcd himsclf in the cave in the manncr of thc rishis, 
the Shaikh combined the daunting scrics of recitations of God's name 
with extrcmes of asceticism, sclf-mortification, long fasts, and sexual 
abstinence. In ordcr to discipline his soul, he followed cxtrcmc ascetic 
practices to free himself from his scnsual self. The Shaikh subsislcd on 
wild vegetables and did not touch m ~ a t . ~ ~  He considcrcd ~ o ~ a l l r a k ' ~  
and chicory to be the favourite dish of the choscn of Hc wore 
ragged garments but uscd thc kangd2  to protect himself against the 
rigours of cold." 

The ethics of asccticism finds a systematic exposition in  the 
conversations which the Shaikh had with his molhcr and wife in the 
cave. The doctrine of negation of the wordly life is cmphasizcd when 
his mother urges him to rcturn home: 

Mothcr do not pester me; 
Nund has alrcady buried himself, 
Mothcr the world is mortal; 
Thcrcfore, I have retired to the cave? 

Reacting to his mother's insistence on his taking enough food, the 
Shaikh remarks: 

HOW can (good) food satiate (my spiritual thirst), mother? 
Give it to a dog or a ~ rahman~ '  



Can't I crush my ego? 
Having renounced home, why should I cue  to live.36 

And when Zai Ded implores hcr husband to give up the path of 
renunciation, the Shaikh says: 

Zai, have love for the next world; 
Groping in the dark will lead you nowhcrc." 

It must also be explained that most of the vcrscs composcd by thc 
Shaikh in the cave bear an indcliblc mark of Saivitc philosophy. 
According to Sivadaila or the Trika philosophy of Kashmir, the ahan ,  
meaning the true and innermost self, is prcscnt cvcrywhcrc and is in 
every being. It "is a changeless rcality of thc nature of a purely 
experiencing principle, as distinguished from whatcvcr may assume the 
form of either the experience or the means of c~~cr icnce. ' "~ There is 
no room for a second Reality in the philosophy of thc Trinity (Siva-Sakti- 
Anu). As B .  N. Parimoo observes, "The cxpcricncing principles, the 
means of experience and the object of expcrience, are in essence modes 
of one and the same Truth. The experiencer, the medium of expcrience 
and the object of experience are different aspccts of the same all- 
pervading Siva in as much as it is He who assumes the forms 
simultaneously of the Expcriencer and ~x~ericnccd. '"~ 

Thus, while withdrawing his mind from all objective activities, the 
Shaikh turned towards the subject, that is, the real sclf, and gradually 
got wholly absorbcd into it. 

Having forsaken all I sought You, 
While searching You the prime of my youth passed away, 
When I found You within my own sclf. 
I remained in safety because of Your luminati~ns.~~ 

Ascetic training is thus the prerequisite for the achieverncnt of any 
higher mystical sbte. The following verse is also typical of the Saivite 
way of renunciation: 

He is near me I am near Him, 
I found solace in His nearness, 
In vain did I seek Him elsewhere, 
Lo : I found the Beloved within my own consciousnes~.~~ 

The unitive experience leading to intuitive realization of the real self 
is called Parama-Siva or consciousness in Saiva philosophy. The 
phenomenal universe which exists in Parama-Siva in the form of pure 



consciousness, "is nothing but an objcctivc manifesution of His divine 
powers.'42 Thus, the Shaikh, uftcr cs~blishing a personal relation 
bctwccn himsclf and incarnalc god lhrough ascetic training remarks: 

Thc univcrsc is Ihc objective manifcsbtion of the csscncc of Siva, 
If  you rcalise it through annihilation of sclf, you will gct merged 
i n ~  Him, 
What will you rind aftcr dcuth, if  you do no1 rccognize Him in 
this world? 
Scarch Him in yoursclf and give me kccn 

Although clcmcnls in thc Shaikh's vcrscs arc compatible with the 
Saivite aspiration aftcr self-idcntification wilh God, ihc influence of 
ontological monism of Sufism on his inquisitive mind cannot be rulcd 
out. The Shaikh docs not draw formal and vcrbal parallels bctwccn 
Hindu and Muslim idcas of unitive expcriencc but hc claborates lully 
the spirit that animates the mystical movcmcnis in Hinduism and Islam. 

"What qualities hast lhou found in thc world? 
To allow thy body a ircc, loose ropc? 
The Musalman and Hindu sail in the samc boat. 
Have b y  play and lct's us go h ~ m e . ' ~  

And while transcending the barricrs of thcological ethnocentrism the 
Shaikh rcmarks: 

Among the brolhers of h e  same parents. 
Why did you create a barricr? 
Muslims and Hindus arc one. 
When will God be kind to His scrvant~?~ 

The Shaikh warns that Lhc worldly plcasurcs should not dctract our 
attention from God, "who is our home." Life can become meaningful 
only when "We are able to 'ascend back' into His prcscncc.'*6 He brings 
to light the picrcing longing of his soul sccking dircct intervcntion of 
divine action to sanctify thc human crcature through a love that 
transfigures, not only the soul, but also h e  body lhrough conslant prayer. 

Thou existcd and Thou (alone) will exist. 
Continue to rcmembcr Thou, none, but Thou. 
Thou alone will assuage the anguish (of thy soul). 
0 my soul, rccognize thysclfP7 

In the following vcrses in particular the Shaikh exhibits a trenchant 



religious impulse, inspired by Hindu as well as Muslim sources, and 
fervently prays for the vision of the wanscendcnt yet immancnt God: 

~irguna:' manifest thyself unto me. 
Thy name (alone) have I bccn chanting; 
Lord help me reach the acme of my spirilual desires, 
I do remcmbcr gratcfully how kind Thou art. 
Thou removed all veils bctwecn thyself and the Prophet. 
And Thou revealed Quran unto him. 
Lord the one (Prophet) who rcmaincd stcadfast in Thy way. 
I do remember gratcfully; how kind Thou art.4Y 

It follows that in the prime of his youth the socio-cultural tradition 
reprcscnted by Nuruddin was purely mystical ralhcr than of this world. 
His conception of the universe and things around him was such as 
could have led to a separation of himsclf from these phenomena. The 
self-image of man, according to such a view, was that of a quasi-divine 
being whose only aim was to attain a mystical union wilh God. How 
the norms of the material worlds which lcad to the realization of 
substantive modes of relationship betwecn man and his environment 
and bctwecn man and man emergcd in the Shaikh's thought is an 
important question requiring examination. 

In fact, the crystallization of such a process began whcn Nuruddin 
came in contact with Sayyid Muhammad Hamadrmi, who is reputed to 
have played an important role in the spread of Islamic teachings in 
Kashmir along with a number of his disciples. That the Sayyid bccame 
the spiritual preceptor of the Shaikh whcn the latter was in his early 
thirties is attested to not only by documentary ev idcnc~?~  but also by 
a new trend in his thought which we shall discuss at some length in the 
next chapter. Here it will suffice to say that from now on, the mystic 
Nuruddin addressed himself to the task of reforming society by becoming 
a conscious missionary. He toured different parts of the Valley in the 
hope of teaching Islam to the unlettered folk. Although it  is difficult to 
say whether the Shaikh fully succeeded in imparting the tenets of Islam 
to the commoners in his lifetime, it can hardly be denied that for 
generations after his death his teachings remained the Wclranschauung 
of the common folk. And it is chiefly for this reason that he is 
remembered to this day, not only as a Sufi but also as the greatest local 
teacher of Islam in Kashmir. So indelible has bccn h e  influence of the 
Shaikh on Kashmiri society that the pcople have prcscrvcd to this day 
not only the memory of his visits in every nook and corner of the 



Valley, but have turned the habitats of the Shaikh in several villages 
into places of vcncrations. It is also significant that many a proverb 
reflecting thc attitude of the Shaikh towards the responses of the rural 
folk to his teachings are said to have gained currency in the aftermath 
of his visits. Thc fact is that b c  Kashmiri peasants' life has bccn closely 
interwoven wiih thc Shaikh's teachings and their impact on the 
development of a new cultural wcnd. 

In vicw of thc role of a conscious Muslim missionary assumed by 
the mystic Nuruddin, i t  is not difficult to undcrsund why his speech did 
not remain Sanskritized during the last phasc of his religious career. In 
fact it was his association with the Kubrawi Sufis that Icd to a great 
change in his thought. To suppose, thcrcfore, that the Sanskritised verses 
alone are the authcntic vcrscs of the Shaikh is tantamount to confining 
the influences on his dynamic personality to an infiniicsimal number of 
Brahman ascetics, which cerminly was not the case. The preponderance 
of Arabic and Persian words in his verses was inevilable both from 
historical and etymological points of view conscqucnt to his close 
association with the Sufis of the Kubrawi ordcr, and that too, whcn 
Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani had dclcgated to him the authority of 
guiding his countryrncn on the right path. This also explains the fact 
that the Shaikh's pocuy rcvcals a language that flows cffofllessly; a 
succinct demonstration that he had instilled into his mind and heart the 
mystic doctrines he had learnt through his association with the Kubrawi 
Sufis, and having bccn imbued complctcly with those docuines, translaled 
his thoughts into his mothcr tonguc, of which he was a unique master. 
In the period bcforc the Shaikh, we know of no instancc of Kashmiri 
 omp positions such as the Shaikh's, and in the period following his 
death, thcre has hardly bcen any nolable composcr of such mystical 
verse. 

The Arabic and Pcrsian words uscd by the Shaikh scem to have 
become an integral part of the Kashmiri language even during his 
lifetime. But for kis, he would not have bccome the best and greatest 
representative of Kashmiri Sufism. His selection of key words from 
tasawwut intcndcd for the common folk, presupposcs full  knowledge 
of the Quran, full comprehension of its meaning structure and ful l  
~articipation in its linguistic consciousness. This explains why he was 
able to impan a clear exposition of the Quranic verses. That he also 
plunged into the depths of the Quran's emotional currents, was at home 
with its reasoning and felt his way into its symbols explain why he 
earned the tille of Shaikh a l - ' ~ l a r n . ~ '  



An important question which also nccds some explanation is how 
Nuruddin's oral vcrscs were uansmittcd. In fact such mass seem have 
been transmittcd and prcscmed first by the hundrcds of his followers 
and then, by the pcrvasivc didactic clerncnt characterizing most of his 
verses composcd af~cr the absorption of his Kashmiri identity into Islam. 
For fervcnt Muslims (theoretically every Muslim is a potential 
missionary), they wcre a vchiclc for the propagation of Islamic values. 
It is significant that thcre are still somc unlcttcrcd folk in the villages 
who remembcr by heart the verses of thcir Shaikh. 

The vcrses of Nuruddin had an intrinsic atwdction cven to a non- 
zealot listcncr likc thc avcragc Kashmiri pcasant. Most of thc vcrses of 
the Shaikh, depicting the miseries of the oppresscd sections of society 
in simple terms, must have Icd to thcir prcscrvation and dissemination 
among thc cpmmon mcn. Significanlly, our study of various manuscripts 
reveals that the vcrsions arc not so divergent as would Icad us to doubt 
their authenticity. There is, undoubtedly, sufficient writtcn information 
about these vcrscs to enable thc historian to cstimatc their value as 
historical evidcnce, which of course, is also corroboratcd by the oral 
traditions prcscrvcd in the collective consciousness of the common 
people. Nuruddin's verscs are not simply anonymous oral traditions 
sharing the common characteristic of bcing transmittcd spontaneously 
from one pcrson to another; but rathcr they were transmittcd from the 
residents of one locality to anolhcr. There is hardly a vcrse of Nuruddin 
which has not a social, cul~unl, and more importantly, topographical context. 

Anothcr point to be borne in mind is that his poctry belongs to a 
literature markcd for its authoritative and creative tradition. It is indeed 
rooted in a homogenous body of common expcrience that cuts across 
academic compartmcnts of knowlcdge. The sociological imagination 
not only makes it  a plausible metaphorical account of social proccss but 
unites i t  with a largcr historical reality which we may describe as rural 
consciousness. As we shall see in thc next chapter, the relation between 
rural history and the Shaikh's verses is not only thematic or referential 
but also genctic and organic. The Shaikh's poctry, in the ultimate 
analysis, is social history as poctry. 

In the transmission of the Shaikh's verses were involved not only the 
Rishis, but significantly. at a later stage, thc theologians and imams of 
the mosques as Interpolations, wcre thus bound to occur in his 
popular vcrscs. But we should not dcvaluc the significance of such 
verses on that account. Interpolations, as a distinguished French 
anthropologist rcmarks, "always tcnd to provide some explanation of 
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the phenomena described and amount to being an interpretation of h e  
original In othcr words, interpolation in thc Shaikh's verses 
is ilsclf a piece of documentary evidence about the historical developmcnl 
of Kashmiri society and culture. Every interpolation as such is an example 
of how a tradition was not only carricd on but even made to scrve the 
theological and polemical needs of a later generation. Of course, some 
of the Shaikh's verses seem to have becn crodcd as a rcsult of 
interpolations and accretions en route but it is not difficult to scparate 
such vcrscs, considering that thc mcthod of exprcssion is quite unlike 
that of the Shaikh and was only cmploycd in la~cr days. Clearly this 
kind of idiom was employcd because some words had become 
unintelligible to the informants who rccited thc verses. With the spread 
of Islamic teachings, archaic words contained in Nuruddin's verses 
began to be rcplaced by Pcrsian and Arabic words. This is not to suggest 
that lhese verses are necessarily diffcrcnt from thc original compositions; 
on the contrary, the changes in thc idiom mcrcly suggcst the growth of 
Kashrniri language into litcrature on rcaching thc age of awareness. As 
such, Kashmiri owes a great deal to Nuruddin since it was through his 
compositions that i t  articulatcd the expanding complex of impulses and 
responses, and orchestrated h e  music of consciousness. Kashmiri, in 
the ultimate analysis, is the verbal corrclative of pcoplc's genius; it 
symbolises, to use the expression of Wittgenstcin, a way of life. 

It follows that Nuruddin's poetry expresses b e  cultural style of the 
Islamic civilization in a regional setting and the quality of human spirit 
that flourishes within it. Our study shows that it would be a grave error 
to discmbody and to divorce language and rcligion from the historical 
context in which cultural forms make thcmsclves manifcst. It  further 
attests to the indelible influcnce of language and religion upon the 
identity of cultural groups. So dccp-rootcd has becn the impact of 
Nuruddin's mystical ideas on thc formation of Kashmui language that 
litteratcurs of the contemporary social sccne in Kashmir continuc Lo 

resist attempts at obliterating their religious and cultural idcntity. The 
mundane situations and Islam thus seem to coalcsce rather than conflict, 
in the ongoing social drama in Kashmir. 
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CHAPTER V 

Religious Thought of 
Shaikh Nuruddin 

"Religious thought among the Indian Muslims never became a 
philosophy of religion," rightly observes Muhammad Mujeeb, "il was 
the search for the true spirit of the Shari'ah, and basically an intellectual 
and emotional vindication and alfirmation of accepted belief."' Although 
the 'Ulama had clearly defined functions and social roles as the literate 
guardians of the Shari'a, they were generally criticised in explicit terms 
by the Sufis for their inability to invigorate religious life by a harmonious 
coordination of belief and practice. True, the 'Ulama had come to be 
accepted as descendants of the Prophet's family; but even having sccured 
a dominant position for themselves with such descent as a banner of 
legitimacy, they could not come upto the expectations of the Sufis. For 
the 'Ulama the Shari'a conlained juridical and political obligations 
(muamalat) in addition to the duties LO be performed by Muslims in 
relation to God and fellow beings. The Sufis, who did not disagree with 
the 'Ulama on this account, nevertheless, stole a march over the latter 
as true exemplars of Islamic belief and conduct-and this they did by 
making personal fulfilment of religious duties the sole aim of their life. 
Religious thought of the Sufis and the 'Mama emanated from the same 
source; yet it was not the 'Ulama but the Sufis who made their mark 
in history as the stable embodiments of the Shari'a in terms of their 
strict adherence to it in everyday life. 

Nuruddin, like many Sufis of Islam was severe in his condemnation 
of the 'Ulama of contemporary society; but this fact should not lead one 
to conclude that he was against the elaborate structure of consensus, 
custom and law that the dis~inguished 'Ulama of the four schools of 
Islamic thought had constructed. There is no evidence to warrant the 
assertion that the 'Ulama, mistakenly supposed to be the standard-bearers 



of "orthodoxy", were attacked by him on that ground. Signilicanlly, 
they wcre made thc butt of ridicule for thcir deviations from practising 
the true spirit of thc Shari'a in daily lifc. I t  was, in Pact, thc 'Ulamas' 
failure to bring cxotcric (zahir) and esotcric (batin) aspccls of rcligious 
life into a hmonious, balanced rclationship that determind Nuruddin's 
attitude towards thcm. Thcir malicious mind: m o g a n c e ~  hypocrisy4 
and pursuit of material gains5 at the cost of spiritual bcncfits wcre so 
horrifying to him that he evcn urgcd his followcrs to scck thc rcfuge of 
Allah at thc mcrc sight of an 'alim6 In his view thcre was no more 
horrifying and uttcrly convincing rcprcscntation of dcadly evil than the 
'Ulama with factious spirit emanating from thcir false learning and 
pride? Addressing such 'Ulama in the severest tcrms, Nuruddin warned 
that none of thcm would obtain salvation on thc Day of ~udgcrnent.~ 
The knowlcdgc of such 'Ul'ma was not bascd on the truc spirit of the 
~ h a r i ' a ; ~  in his view it amounted to nothing short of a rcligious 
catastrophe. Thus, whilc rcbuking an 'dim for his Fdsc pridc in Icming, 
Nuruddin rcmarkcd: 

The true spirit of A!-~arnudp Qul-hu- Wa'illladb and Atlahiyat? 
If practiscd in everyday life, is cquivalcnt to lcarning thc Quran; 
Scc, is not it futile to lcarn likc the Satan; 
Who was doomed dcspitc his lcarning.10 

Given the ossification of the 'Ulama at both the social and spiritual 
levels, the significance of Nuruddin's verses as an important vehicle in 
the spread of Islamic teachings can hardly be dcnicd. He visited the 
greater part of the Kashmir ~ a l l c ~ , "  and that a numbcr of villages still 
preserve the tradition of his visit or sojourn in one form or another 
testifies to his missionary role. It was, indeed, easier for the cornnlon 
man to understand the true spirit of h e  Sha.ri'a-submission, dependence 
on God, obedience, contemplation, rcpcntance, endeavour, dedication, 
altriusm and a fulfilment of the dutics of fcllowship-through Nuruddin's 
popular verses than through the scholarly works of the Sufi 
missi~narics.'~ It seems that thc povcrty and humility of Nuruddin and 
a number of the adherents of his ordcr and, by all accounts, their very 
presence had a magnetic influencc,13 which was fiu more important than 
the mere knowlcdge of the 'Ulama or even thc lcarncd Sufis. The mission 
of Nuruddin was essentially to make Islam comprehcnsiblc to the non- 
literate, who were moslly agriculturisls. Consequently, Kashmiri peasant 
society, Lhough already drawn within thc orbit of Islamic civilization, 
linked itself with the high culture of Islam through Nuruddin's teachings, 



who undoubtedly established channels of communication bctween the 
two traditions and set up standards of mutual reference and 
influence. 

What radically distinguishes Nuruddin from his contemporary Sufis 
was his ability to rcason out things with his fellowmen in a courageous 
and straightforward manner. What he felt intuitively was made public 
through intelligent expression in an arguable form. True, at lhe earlier 
stage of his mystical career he encouraged pietistic quietism, mystic 
contcrnplation and ecstasy for the return to God, but on returning from 
the repose of unitivc experience he entered the swcep of history wilh 
a view to controlling its focccs. Following the Prophetic tradition, he 
returned to the world from h e  cave wiih renewed vigour and faiih: 

Thou hast caused me to move in the right direction, 
In the jungle did I seek Thy shcltcr. 
I shall bow bcfore Thee five timcs a day; 
I do gratefully remcmbcr how kind Thou art.14 

Unlike the Hindu ascetics, Nuruddin did not ignorc socicty altogcthcr. 
The former, while sccking union wiih God, placed themselves outside 
the historical process, which rests upon social cooperation and mutual 
understanding between mcn. Even dtcr thcir rcturn from periods of 
withdrawal and contemplation the Hindu mystics remained highly 
individualistic in their approach to r c ~ i ~ i o n . ' ~  And while leading sccluded 
lives they seldom fclt the need to direct or guide the society of which 
they were a part. Nuruddin, on the other hand, made his intuitive faculty 
serve contemporary socicty by the argument of word and deed. In his 
verses there is an elcment of a dynamic inncr worldly asceticism seeking 
to achieve mastery not only over his individual self but also over the 
world around him: 

0 Supreme God, Thou art to be hcld in highest esteem. 
Since it was in secking Thou that I was freed from the delusion 
of self. 
Be kind enough to make me a powcrful instrument of Thy innate 
devotion; 
I do gratefully remember how kind Thou a.rt.16 

The verses of Nuruddin give evidence of his belief in both Lhe 
transcendence and the immanence of God. Hcrc it is necessary to 
remember that although hc looks on the divine reality beyond concept 
and image, noncthcless he expresses himself in the language of love not 



unlike those of Sufi mastcrs like Mansur al-Hallaj and Jdauddin Rumi. 
Significantly, he invariably uses the local (crm ~ h u ~ i , ' ~  the dcrivalive 
of Bhagwan, for Allah. In so doing, hc attcmpls to makc the Quran 
acccssiblc to the commoners in thcir own mcdium. However, for 
undcrsunding the message of the Quran hc urges mcn to create a desire 
in their heart and mind. In his opinion the divine reality is, fist of all, 
the limilless objcct of dcsire: 

The Prophet's longing (for Thcc) was satiated. 
Whcn Thou vouchsafed Quran unlo him. 
Lord: the one (thc Prophct) who rcmaincd stcadfast in Thy way. 
I do gratefully remember how kind Thou art." 

Again: 

Who will kindle in this life; 
The lamp of knowledge and rcligion; 
Who will renounce fraud and adopt true knowledge; 
The essence of all knowlcdp is alil. lam and mim.19 

The particular Icttcrs, alic lam and mim are prefixed to h e  six 
chapters (suras) of the ~ u n n . ~ '  A grcat dcd has bcdn written about 
these, but most writers recognise them as mystic symbols. While for 
some each letter represents an attribute of God, the most popular 
interpretation is that "these letters are the initial, the final and 
the middle (or again the initial) letter of thrce names: Allah, Jibril and 
Muhammad-the source of revelation, the heavenly mcsscnger who 
brought it and the human messenger through whom i t  was translated 
into speech.'" 

Nuruddin thus attempted to bring home the principle of close 
correspondence between the esoteric and exoteric elements of religious 
life. In his view the surest means of approach to Allah is the recitation 
of the Quran which unites the crcated with the This unity has 
to be understood in both emotional and intellectual tcrms. In fact, in his 
thought a certain equilibrium of the emotional and intellectual attiwdcs 
is noticeable. For Nuruddin, love is born spontaneously when the divine 
reality is felt or contemplated while rcading the Quran. In a true Quranic 
spirit he considcrs the lhoughtlcss reading of the Holy Book to be an 
exercise in futility. Allhough he regards inculcation of divinc love in fie 
heart as a key to h e  understanding of the Quran, it also involves in his 
view a metaphysical view of things, the Qurmic fdfak~r,2~ a relationship 
in which the divine Dresence manifests itself as grace to the individual. 



While rcciting (the Quran) I proclaimed His Majcsty. 
In contcmp1;lting Him I became speechless. 
In thc depths of my hcart and mind. 
Was rcvealcd the meaning of His presence." 

Contemplation on the vcrses of the Quran is the recurring theme in 
Nuruddin's message to his fo~lowers;~~' it  takcs unqueslioncd precedence 
over all forms of spiritual life, pulicularly cmolional love. Doubtless 
the heart will become illuminated, lovc will become perfwt, and actions 
will become purposeful only through the radiance of knowlcdge gained 
in ~ontern~lation.'~ Love and the actions of thc adhcrcnts of his ordcr 
were thus an intcgral part of thcir Shaikh's knowlcdge of Quranic 
universalism. As wc shall scc later, love and social actions of the Rishis 
actually sprang from thcir identification of knowlcdge with its objcct, 
the divine reality. 

Although Nuruddin lovcd Allah to the point of annihilating himself, 
his longing, unlikc Hallaj, did not put him into a hypnotic trance. In 
these verses he speaks of sccking to be drowncd in Lhe verses of the 
Quran in the true manner of Hallaj: 

The reading of the Quran should have broken the fleshly talisman 
of your life. 
In reading the Quran Mansur annihilated himself, 
Of what avail is your purposeless existence even after reading the 
~ u r a n ~ ~ ?  

It should not be supposed hat  Nuruddin dcrnanded of a Muslim the 
denial of Mansur a l - ~ a l l a j , ~ ~  but an alert, rationally controlled patterning 
of life according to the Shari'a. Not unlike some great Sufis of Islam 
he offered a fascinating explanation of ana al-Haqq. Significantly, he 
seems to have understood Mansur from h e  standpoint of the Wahdal 
al-Shuh~d.~% his perception of the dcath of Mansur we see a sublime 
%Unple of Allah's transccndcnce. For him Mansur was a true lover of 
Allah; the one who had understood fully the inner meaning of the 
Quran. Not only did Mansur, in his view, follow the lcaer and spirit of 
the Quran, but he evcn sacrificed his life in proclaiming the truth of the 
Quran. True, he did not approve of the way in which Mansur revealed 
the inner secret, but even then not unlike ~ h i b l i ~ ~ '  he calimed to be a 
follower of Mansur's line: 

Who has separated me from Mansur? 
He and myself pursued the same goal; 



He slipped in saying "I" 
But blessed was he when "I" became grace.29 

Dwelling upon the theme of ana af-Haqq, Jalaluddin Rumi had almost 
offered a similar explanation: 

"To say "I" in due time is Divine grace; 
To say "I" in undue time is a curse. 
The "I" of Mansur became grace; 
That of Pharaoh became a curse."30 

That Nuruddin ranks among one of the few leading Sufis of Islam 
in understanding the mystic idcas of Hallaj is shown by the fact hat, 
not unlike 'Abdul Qadir Gilani (d. 1166). he believed that it was the 
intoxication of Mansur's heart, ana al-Haqq and the way he revealed 
the great mysteries of divine love and union, that brought him death?' 

Mansur revealed the inner secret, 
He should not have made it public, 
He ought to have borne the brunt of love, 
Despite the pangs of his 

Again: 

When the Beloved manifested Himself, 
Unto Mansur was His vision vouchsafed, 
For He made him drunk with His love, 
Lo : His death was a price for His 

In touching upon the theme of ana al-Haqq Nuruddin seems to have 
been concerned over maintaining a balance between the Shari'a and 
fariqa," the interrelated truths deep-rooted in the very structure of the 
Quran itself. For him tariqa was the path and the Shari'a h e  guide;]5 
the latter was also a warning against the pitfalls in the path. Mansur 
followed both, but while in union with the ultimate reality, he lost 
himself in the ocean of His love and grace;36 instead of living in it he 
perferred to die rather than live in His presence. So overcome was 
Mansur with the experience of living in His Presence that he could not 
but openly proclaim the hidden truh of God's mercy bestowed on him. 
Nuruddin's message to the devotees, therefore, was only to feel comfort 
in Allah's presence without effacing the human The meaning 
of the unity of inner experience was to be felt and understood in 
consonance wilh the ~har i ' a .~ '  A seeker after the Truth was not merely 
a lover but also a man of conspicuous social activity. To live within h e  



grace of the Infinite was, in his view, bound to create in a seeker an 
intuitive and spiritual awareness of the ~ e a l i t ~ . ~ ~  That this awareness of 
the Reality grew in proportion to the spiritual growth and receptivity of 
a seeker is abundantly expounded by Nuruddin in his verses. 

No less noteworthy are Nuruddin's wisdom as a spiritual guide, his 
emotional balance, and sensitivity as seen in his verses. In most of his 
verses he emphasises a virtual distinction of 'knower' from 
That he assigns each thing its proper measure is particularly brought 
out in the following verses? in which his journey of the soul to God 
culminates in  the experience of tauhid 

I owned the Kalima 
"There is no deity but ~ l l a h ' ~ '  
And consumed myself in the fue that it generates; 
Realising the mirage of existential unity, 
I found the ~tcrnal .4~ 
So I transcended space?3 

The Shaikh, indeed is not satisfied with the mere recitation of the 
kalima for the profession of faith in Islam. According to him, its real 
force lies in the conscious acceptance of tauhid and its stipulations and 
complete conformity to it in practical life: 

The meaning of kalima is the source of all knowledge; 
The good actions spring from self-restraint (in accordance with 
its spirit). 
The source of void44 is known to Him alone; 
His Infiniteness knows no bounds?' 

The real meaning of tauhid becomes clear when a man fully dalizes 
that in the whole of universe there is absolutely no being worthy of 
adoration beside Allah. Emphasizing the importance of the sincere act 
of professing faith in His oneness for a meaningful and purposeful 
existence, the Shaikh also frequently has recourse to the concept of pun 
and papdsa for the dissemination of Islam among the common folk: 

And when the Lord will ignite the fire of Hell; 
On that day will be weighed (your) virtuous acts (pun) 
But if you finally grasp the meaning of kalima. 
So will you attain salvation here and the l ere after?" 

The Shaikh also impressed upon the people that the more they learnt 
about the deeper content of the kalima, the more they would become 



conscious of the sin of worshipping a multiplicity of deities. It  was in 
this context that while criticising the animistic bcliefs of his compalriots, 
even though undergoing the process of Islamic acculturation, the Shaikh 
remarked: 

0 Pandit, the brother : 0 Pandits : 
How long will you remain wedded to the worship of stones and 
springs?46 
Your thoughtless search did not bear any fruit; 
Submit yourselves to the Lord and His messenger; 
Aren't you solicitous of (spiritual and worldly) s~ccess?~  

The recital of the kalima also demands firm Faith in the finality of 
the Prophethood of Muhammad. In the Shaikh's view the message of 
Muhammad was not meant for any particular people, place or period. 
His message was universal in that he completed the mission of the 
prophets sent before for the guidance of mankind. In most of his verses, 
he respects the "orthodox" argument that Muhammad was "a blessing 
for all (the people) of the ~ o r l d ' " ~  by virtue of his humane approach 
to the mundane issues of a universal nature.4h Following in the footsteps 
of Muhammad was, therefore, in his view an easy way of reaching the 
truth.49 

According to the Quran the Prophet was possessed not only of the 
kitab, the written 'book, but also of the hikma, the by which 
ultimate principles can be applied to the details and episodes of ordinary 
life. Consequently, both the sayings (hadith) and actions (Sunna) of the 
Prophet, which were in strict conformity with divine revelations, 
constituted the Shari'a. Far from being a formal code, the Shari'a was 
a synonym for obligations of the human being towards the Creator and 
His creatures. Nuruddin, therefore, urgcd men to act within the scope 
of what he called Shar'a-i ~uhammad." 

"Little will he weary who does pious deeds, 
Observing the religious law at each step; 
Humble he remains despite his substance; 
And sits very low on the wheel of life."'* 

In an attempt to make the Shari'a-structured social relationship 
intelligible to the unlettered folk, Nuruddin integrated the early success 
of Islam with the unbounded faith and undaunted spirit of the four 
illustrious companions of the Prophet. For him they were not merely 
sublime examples of living faith, but in his verses, they are presented 



a mly dynamic individuals. Each of thcm evokes the prajse of Nuruddin 
for his human qualities: Abu B;lkr for his lovable nature and friendship, 
Ulhman who while compiling the Quran enabled men to distinguish 
between right and wrong (fwqan), Umar for his courageous spirit in 
subduing the snares of the ego and Ali for his generosity and compassion 
in treating the hungry as his guests.53 

Little wondcr, MOE, hat the Shaikh rcpeabdly exhorts mcn to cultivale 
the virtues of the four companions of the ~ r o ~ h c t . ~ ~ '  At one place he 
even yearns to pass over the bridge across the infcrnal fire (pul-i s i r a ~ ) ~ ~ ~  
with the four pious Caliphs. Elsewhere they are extolled in these tcrms: 

Salute to the four companions; 
Who bowed before Thee; 
They are the mainstay of the four worlds 
I do gratefully remember how kind Thou art.s3c 

The four worlds (Chour Alam) referred to in the verse are nasut, 
malakuf, jabarut and lahut. The first is the world of humanity, perceived 
through the physical senses. This is the mundane or phcnomenal world, 
described by Ghazzali as 'Alam al-mulk-wa-shahada. Even within the 
sphere of his existence (nasut) a human bcing is capable of rising to the 
heights of angels not only through spiritual faculties, but also through 
the development of such ethical qualities in his personality as are called 
angelic, in -common parlance. Malakut does not merely signify the 
invisible spiritual or angelic world, as commonly understood, but a 
human ability to perceive through action and insight what is beyond the 
reach of average men engrossed in mundane affairs. The third gradation 
of existence is that in which a human being is further capable of 
perceiving the Majesty of Allah through contemplating His Names and 
Attributes. This sphere is, indced, 'the world of power' or 'the celestial 
world' in which a Sufi feels comfort in living under the pervasive 
influence of the power of the Almighty. But the last sphere of existence. 
"the world of the Godhead", is beyond perception. It is the indescribable 
world of unity, though erroneously defined as a stage in which human 
identity absorbs in 'timeless unicity'. The fact, however, is that human 
nature (nasul) is not identical or interchangeable with the divine (labut). 
The only union that one can think of between the Creator and the 
created can be best described within the framework of the Shari'a; and 
in this sense nasut, malakuf, jabarut and labut merely represent the mystic 
idea of four spheres of existence (maratib-i wujud) rather than any 
definite stages in ~ u f i s m . ~ ~ *  Even the great Sufis of Islam who had 



reachcd the understanding of lahut never claimed divinity for thcmsclves, 
And although Allah vouchsafed them mcrcly a slight understanding of 
the 'Alam al-Ghaib, h e  (uncrcatcd) world of thc mystcry, hey continued 
to derive greatest solace in remaining His humble scrvants ('ubud). 
Nuruddin who had fully rcaliscd this mystic ~ r u h  (Haqiqa) within the 
ambit of the Tauhid-Shari'a slructurcd rclationship therefore repeatedly 
refers to the way and the practice of the four companions. Thc purpose 
was to re-affirm the mystic truth that Allah's commands to scrvanls 
were never annulled; in reality, the words: "And servc thy Lord til l  the 
inevitable (i.e., death) come unto t h ~ c " ~ ~ ~  point to the same hct. Thus 
it  is not difficult to undcrsmd thc sense in which Nuruddin dcscribcd 
the pious Caliphs not only as the living cmbodirncnts of the Shari'a, but, 
also, as the earlicst followers in thc t'uiqa of Muhammad who bridged 
the four sphcrcs of existcnce. 

It follows that the mission of Nuruddin was to prcscrve bolh the 
spiritual and social scnse of the divine revelation. Like Sufis of the 
main ordcrs he was cbncemcd with thc equation tauhid-Shari'a-haqiqa 
but he distinguished himself among his contcrnporaries and the 
succeeding generations boh as a mystic and a social being. His role 
was undoubtedly markcd off from most Sufis by his social concerns, 
over and above his spiritual pre-occupations. In fact, his whole concept 
of man's social role is based on the Shari'a; for him it exists to regulate 
mankind and enjoins obcdience to what is ordaincd. Man can unite 
himself with Allah by serving His creatures; the Shari'a exists for the 
service of mankind. I t  is the firm bclicf of the Shaikh that unerring faih 
in and strict adhcrcnce to the Shari'a alone can Icad to the cxpcrience 
of the truth (Haqiqa) and that all the three constitute the world's 
foundation and its subsistcnce. Evcn in being profoundly conscious of 
the nothingness of human existcnce he urges the human being to 
eliminate the elcment of non-bcing by consecrating himself to His cause. 
Thus union with Allah is possible along the lines of Islamic insight: 

You will rcach the 'mp by the load of your (nobler) actions." 
So shall the grace of the 0mnipotentS6 embrace you.'7 

From an examination of the Shaikh's innumerable vcrses, it is crystal 
clear that he was the greatest Kashmiri exponent of Allah's Oneness. 
Whenever he talks of tauhid his frame of rcfcrence is the Quran. 
Conscious of the futility of speculations about this essential question, 
he repeatedly emphasizes the significance of ritual prayer, an obligatory 
act, through which an earnest seeker after the truth finds his desire 



msforrned into conformity with the will of Allah. The more man 
Him, the more he is able to learn about the virtues of 

obsequiousness to the Lord. And during the hours of seclusion, instead 
of losing one's self in the ocean of Allah, a seeker becomes aware of 
the true nature of his relations with Him. But even in moments of 
mystic ecstasy the Shaikh stresses both the spiritual and social sense of 
the praise (alhamud) to Allah and the greetings (attabiyal) to Him, the 
Prophet and His righteous servants, recited during the course of ritual 
prayers. Such a seeker, in his estimation, not unlike the teachings of the 
Naqshbandis, returns to the world a changed person with a mission to 
ameliorate it according to Allah's will. 

He will reach the goal;58 
Who has committed to heart, 
Alhamud, Qulhu-Allah, Atlahiyal 
Realise Your essence, my soul.59 

The concept of tauhid thus not only affirms that Allah created man 
in the best of forms for obeying His commands, but it also lays upon 
him certain obligations. Tauhid, in fact, encompasses the whole universe. 
As Ismail Raji al-Faruqi observes, "All mankind is object of man's 
moral action, all earth and sky are his theater, his material. He is 
responsible for all that takes place in the universe, in every one of its 
remotest comers. For man's taklif or obligation is universal, cosmic. It 
comes to an end only on the Day of ~ u d ~ e m e n t ' ~  

There is ample evidence to show that Nuruddin's thoughts throbbed 
with tauhidic humanism and universalism. This is illustrated not only by 
the fact that in his verses the content of the Quran is couchcd in metaphors 
drawn from the social environment, but also by the imagery of flowers 
and foliage,61 of mountains and landscape." of birds62. and animalsPb 
of fish6) and fowlPM of seasons and weather.'5 of rivers and springs.' In 
fact, he regarded the act of observing natural phenomena as essential for 
understanding the purpose of creation. Though constituted of matter, 
nature was neither evil nor hostile to man or God. In a way he considered 
the natural and the material to be divinely constitutcd, because they are 
God's creation.67 But it may be pointed out that for him nature was only 
worthy of contemplation rather than adoration. This view was inuinsically 
based on the Quran which enjoins men to make full use of their senses 
and utilise the energies latent in nature for their benefit. The Quran 
directs men to awaken their dormant faculties by observation of the 
natural phenomena, for they are signs or "portents" of ~ o d . ~ '  



For Nuruddin, therefore, each and every detail of the world was 
suffused with meaning, having what Cassirer refers to as "symbolic 
pregnance.'69 He saw the world as a text, a system of symbols for ever 
unfolding. The exegesis of this text was itself a mode of worship. But 
profound meditation on the nature of reality (metaphysics and 
cosmology) in the context of Quranic exhortations was also a mode of 
intellectual knowledge or genesis (ma 'arifah) for him; it was a special 
mode of access to ontological truth and in particular a "taste" of Unity. 
This kind of knowledge enabled him to reach the transcendent which 
is beyond discursive reason ( 'aql). In agreement with the Qwanic concept 
of personal integration and harmony bctwecn the individual and the 
cosmos he was able to give a lucid explanation of the Quranic verses 
and their implications for life (ethics in'the broadest sense). Thus while 
exhorting his followers to devote themselves to understanding the 
meaning of Surat al-IWllas, he actually directcd thcm to mould the quality 
of personal life in accordance wilh the letter and spirit of the Quran. In 
the language of religious ethics as developed by him, Ikhlas did not 
merely mean an effort on the part of the believer to come nearer to God 
through its mere recitation in every prayer (namaz), but a sustained effort 
at keebing the ideal of serving God's creatures above all other thoughts. 
Ikhlas demanded selflessness with regard to both word and deed. The 
culmination of one's Ikhlas was the disappearance of the thought of 
divine reward in this or the next world?' 

Nuruddin's teachings are, undoubtedly, grounded in the Quranic ethics 
of humanism and reciprocal love. The ethics of non-violence that he 
advocates is of an activistic and positive nature; it aims at rendering 
positive good to human beings in the hour of their adversity. Unlike Lhe 
Hindu ascetics, he did not merely associate the norm of non-violence 
with ascetic selfdenial. Influenced as he was by the virtue of moderation 
as extolled in the Quran, he did not carry his asceticism to the extent 
to which we find it in Jainism, Buddhism and Hinduism. True, in his 
emphasis on non-injury to all living creatures his ideas bear close 
resemblance to Hindu and Buddhist ascetic philosophy. But it would be 
pertinent to point out that although the ethic of universal love is ordained 
in the Quran, it could not develop into the ethic of non-killing and non- 
injury to all living creatures. The fact is that the ethical system of Islam 
remained mostly oriented towards h e  non-cosmic love of nature and 
the anthropocentric ethics both at the political and sociological levels, 
as a result of theological empha~is on theocentric ethnocenlrism. In 
Nuruddin's thought, however, it was the cosmic love of nature which 



constituted the pivotal point, crucial to Lhe understanding of the elhics 
of ~uranic universalism. It was also in this context that he attempted 
to explain during his conversations wih peasant girls the importance of 
thoughtful living. In taunting the girls for cutting the peen grass as 
fodder for their cows, Nuruddin did not express his disapproval of h e  
act, but actually wanted to explain to his would-be disciples the social 
injustice in allegorical terms: 

"Life it has, so why should it be cut 
Never shouldst thou feed life on life; 
However, who can undo the writ of Fate? 
All that I wanted to find was the pious m~tive."~' 

One of the girls was quick to reply that the cow fulfilled the needs 
of human beings. She said: 

"May be milk and ghee will cool someone's f i e  fathcr; 
So did I come with a sickle in my waist"72 

Nuruddin was so pleased with the Hindu girl's reply hat  he called 
her a hidden jewel (rafna He also admitted her among his 
disciples, at her own request74 

Evidently, love for Nuruddin did not merely signify a mystical union 
with God, but an active and sympathetic attitude towards all living 
creatures. True, he was no exception to some form of religious 
ethnocentrism, but, in his view, this particularism did not sanction 
discrimination, considering the Quranic emphasis on Islam as a religion 
of love. His faith in the acceplance of equality of all creatures in the 
kingdom of ~ o d ~ '  is actually an attempt at expounding the Islamic 
ethics as contained in the ~ u r a n . ~ ~  Taking into consideration his 
emphasis-- in the context of Quran-on help to the poor and the needy, 
mercy and kindness towards and condemnation of lust (lobh)?* 
pride (ahankar~~~ and anger (krodh)? it can be safely said that the 
value system of non-violence as contained in Nuruddin's thought 
illustrates not only his adherence to the Quranic emphasis on mercy, 
but it also shows the richness and positive commitment of the Rishis to 
the traditions of non-violence. 

The characteristics laid down for a true believer of God have been 
described at length by Nuruddin, the chief among the virtues being 
righteousness and love in dealings with fellow beings. 

According to him, the hallmarks of a true Muslim are virtues Such 
as forgiveness, kindness, tolerance, mercy, generosity, com~assion, 



patience, humility8' and above all, the earnest desire to earn an honsl  
living.'* He condemns such negative norms of behaviour as anger, 
jealousy, intolerance. and vindictiveness." Although the retributive form 
of justice is sanctioned in the Quran, Nuruddin does not advocate it. On 
the contrary, he lays stress on the wider Quranic context which enjoins 
the Muslim to give up the right of retribution for such an act raises his 
status both in the eyes of God and man." That he gives mercy and 
kindncss the place of supremacy in the ethical system of the Quran can 
hardly be overst.r~ssed.~~ 

It  would thus be seen that Nuruddin disliked tyranny and violence 
to fellow human beings for one's own gain. True, he regardcd the gap 
bctwcen the rich and the poor as ordained in the existing social system: 
but i t  will not be too much to say that in Nuruddin's thought the 
concept of justicc is treatcd as the sine qua non of a stable social order. 
For him kindness is a form of non-violence at the pcrsonal level of 
which justice is thc expression at the social level." Thus, in contrast to 
the ascetic value-orientation of the Hindu tradition, Nuruddin gave a 
humanistic and life-affirming contcnt to the concept of non-violence. 
The long poem in which he extols the virtues of a true Muslim reflects 
his sincere dcsire to mcdiate Islam to the common folk through the 
agency of their own medium. In order to understand fully how Nuruddin 
made this mediating capacity manifest among the unlettered, it would 
not be out of place of reproduce a few extracts from his poem: 

One who does not neglect one's daily duties, 
Who longs to live by the sweat of one's brow, 
Who controls the bestial anger of one's mind, 
Who shows fortitude in provocation, 
May truly be called a ~ u s l i m . ~ '  

He will be among the pcople of paradise 
Who shares meals with the hungry, 
(who) is obsessed with the idea of removing hunger, 
Who humbly bows (in prayers) in a11 sincerity, 
Who scorns anger, grccd, illusion, arrogance and self-conceit, 
May truly be callcd a ~ u s l i m . ~ ~  

One who beautifully expounds (the truth) for others, 
Who makes his inner soul affirm the trulh, 
Who does not covet another's property, 
Whose soul does not run amuck at the mere sight of wealth, 
Follows the right path steadfastly in accordance with the Shark 
May truly be called a ~ u s l i m . ~  



Travelling around to learn from experience, 
Consecrating life to the search for Truth, 
Tightens be  belly to learn (the virtues of) patience, 
Gives up his cgo; 
Contemplates Him in seclusion, 
May truly be callcd a ~us1irn.q' 

We shall now turn to Nuruddin's evaluation of the social and 
economic institutions of his time against the background of the Quranic 
injunctions. 

The most important issue that troubled Nuruddin was the institution 
of priesthood that created a division between the Brahman clergy and 
the laity mainly on the basis of caste. The doclrine of caste struck at the 
root of human equality and was responsible for various tyrannies. But 
Nuruddin made a clean sweep of such a doctrine and threw open the 
door to spiritual opportunity for one and all by expounding the Quranic 
concept of the dignity of man in a number of verses. Man's pedigree 
was not to be esteemed since it gencrated pride not worthy of a true 
servant of God. Nobility of birth did not guarantee nobility of mind; on 
the contrary, it goaded the wretched and even fools to covet honour* 
not by their own virtue but only because of the merits of thcir ancestors. 
Nuruddin's contribution to the evolution of the concept of the dignity 
of man in a caste-ridden society can be better appreciatcd against the 
Quranic verses proclaiming all men descended from one and the same 
pair?3 

It is of no consequence of what parents a man is born since the 
origin of all mankind is the same. Hcre man is asked to be ambitious 
of true honour and of the real glory and perfection of his common 
origin: 

Adam is the progenitor of the human race, 
The Mother Eve has the same primordiality, 
(So) from where have the 'low-castes' descended? 
How can a 'high born' dcride his own a n c e s ~ ? ~  

The contempt in which the common man was held by the Brahmans 
must have touched the sensitive soul of Nuruddin. In order to tame the 
ferocity of their pride hr. challenged the concept of purity of the 
Brahman's birth in terms of the tauhidic humanism and univcrsdism. 
It was a Muslim's commitment to an ethic of action which was valued 
by Nuruddin vis-a-vis the unethical egocentrism of the Brahman: 



One who harps proudly upon one's caste, 
Is bereft of rcason and wisdom, 
Here the good alone cm claim noblc dcscent; 
In the Hcrcafter 'caste' will be cxtinct, 
Were you to imbibc the essence of Islam, 
Then no onc would be purer than you?5 

Furthermore, 'cxcellcnce in the dccd' (falah), or 'felicity through 
works', in terms of which thc Quran dcscribcs the purpose of creation 
as a whole, finds a powcrful echo in thc following verscs of Nuruddin: 

Thc distinguished ancestry will not cnnoblc and unite (people);% 
The nobility of birth is not dccrccd. 
(Beware), lcst h e  thought of noblc ancestry should stupefy you; 
Conform to rightcousncss: nay, noble dcsccnt is a sham.97 

The call and mission of Nuruddin was thus addressed to reason, 
seeking to convince pcople of the primacy of action over birth and his 
message was by no means beyond the comprehension of evcn the 
unlcttcred masses. Even his concept of dca1.h was born out of the ethical 
teachings of the Quran. His verses concerning the end of human life 
should not be dcscribcd as an emotional expression of the fear of death; 
rathcr, they seem to have functioncd as an effective medium of satire and 
social commentary on inequality, injustice and reprcssion in the masterly 
use of metaphor and allcgory. Some of these verses are worth quoting: 

"[By] displaying the caste in the world, 
What will thou gain? 
Into dust will turn the boncs, 
When the earth envelopes thc body: 
To uttcr disgrace will he come 
Who. forgetting himself, jccrs at 

From the viewpoint of social history, Nuruddin's description of the 
social ineq~ali t ies~~ existing in the contcmporary socicty is important. 
Apart from the caste system, his criticism of the rich is also rooted in 
the social ethics of the ~uran.'" Not only do his verses graphically 
depict the hoarding of grain in the rich fami~ies'~' but in thcse is also 
reflected the plight of small children in a pcrmancnt state of hunger.'02 
He regarded hunger as the most degrading of adversities.lo3 According 
to him true blessedness consists in satisfying the subsistence needs of 
the poor.'" Thc exploitation and sufferings of the weak at the hands of 
the strong is evidcnced by his v c r s e ~ . ' ~ ~  He refcrs to rich men who 



owned big housesIM jewels, horses and elephants.lm While they enjoyed 
musical concerts in their homes, the Shaikh, however, is pained to note 
hat some poor persons were condemned to be cruelly treated at their 
gates.'08 - 

Nuruddin's crilicism of the enterlainments enjoyed by the rich sprang 
from his concern over their negligence of social responsibilities. The 
Quran which values the personal character of responsibility nevertheless 
emphasizes the social implications of moral actions for thc future of 
mankind.'" Viewed from the standpoint of the Quran, Nuruddin's 
disapproval of the amusements of the rich was not wholly unjustified, 
for these actually dissipated every serious thought from their minds. 

One amuses oneself by organising a musical concert, 
Although aware, yet pretends innocence (about human sufferings), 
(While) the other is being scourged, 
(Has) God Himself willed it so?"' 

It follows that in the Shaikh's view the rich who lived only to entertain 
themselves could seldom show sympathy to man in distress. He did not 
even approve of musical concerts organi7x:d by the rich in honour of a 
saint.'" He was very critical of such darwishcs as asserted the prerogative 
of virtue on such occasions. 

It is then evident ha t  Nuruddin was greatly moved by the abject 
poverty of his countrymen. Remarkably, however, he did not regard 
poverty as an absolute category, but rather as a stage in man's spiritual 
and social development. It was in essence a statc of life in the transitory 
world for the cultivation of virtues of contcntrnent, patience, fortitude, 
prudence and resignation.'" 

Undoubtedly, he made a clear distinction bctween pauperism and 
poverty; the former was despicable since i t  made people dependent on 
others for their existence, and not on their own exertions."' Not unlike 
Dryden, he thought that "he  daring of the soul" procwdcd from such 
virtues of poverty as are least understood. In fact, povcny was esteemed 
by Nuruddin not only by virtue of its bcing the pride of the prophe~,114 
but also because of its being a spur rather than a clog. It was dispceful 
only when it stifled the noblest thoughts in a poor man. It would not 
be unrealistic to assume that Nuruddin's aim in painling social 
exploitation was to make the rich feel ashamed of their conduct in 
acquiring wealth by unlawful means. !I5 

Although there is no evidence to suggest that Nuruddin wanted the 
Poor to rise against the rich, his exaltation of the poor man's pride 



points to social tensions affecting even a mystic' life. He was mindful 
of the indignities to which human bcings were subjected on account of 
their wretched conditions; he attempted to change thcir dcspair inlo 
resolution. Doubtless in the given social system the bcst way for a 
mystic was to make poverty look respcctablc, comparcd with thc miseries 
that awaited Lhc covetous rich, not only in thc Hcrcaf~cr but cven in his 
world. 

But it would be wrong to infer froin the foregoing account that 
Nuruddin taught the poor and the discontented to rcmain satisfied with 
their lot. In fact, he desired thcm to live honourably, virtuously and 
above all spiritually in the dcpths of the poverty of the prophcts: 

Poverty is a shicld against Hcll, 
Poverty is the virtue of Prophets, 
Poverty is the wealh of this and the next world, 
Poverty is sweet and fragrant, 
One who is steadfast in thc path of poverty, 
So will be honoured here and the  erea after."^ 

The inference is that Nuruddin did not like the life of pomp and 
show and, therefore, urged his followers to live in an entire abnegation 
of all worldly enjoyments. He taught his disciples w i h  a wealthy 
background that faqror sclf-imposed povcrty was endurance in the world 
of want and distress. 

He will feel his inner self awakened, 
Who will curb anger, spite and enmity, 
He will be honoured among men, 
Who will imbibe the Prophet's simplicity.117 

Little wonder that among the Rishis, jihad against the bascr self of 
man became internalised, the function of a supreme effort, apparently 
having no relation to this world, but directed intrinsically to the world 
to come. Life for Nuruddin was not a sport; it was a though~ful and 
purposeful living in the true manner of the prophcts. It was movement, 
activity, striving and struggling against the odds of a probationary period. 
Spiritual virtue was thus necessarily a social virtue in a direct sense. 
And, indeed, by wearing poor and bttercd garmen~s,118 he did not show 
contempt for the world, but rather affrrmcd his inncr attitude towards 
the wants of the needy. His humility lay not in his extinction of the self 
but more impormtly in the vindication of glory which lies in the hard 
labour of the toiling m & ~ s e s . ~ ~ ~  I t  is not thcrcfore difficult to understand 



why among the Muslim Rishis the importance attached to manual labour 
was ~ n ~ w i l l c l e d ' ~ ~  while to the Hindu ascetics i t  was taboo. While for 
he former asceticism was only a means to an end, for the latter it was 
the end itself. 

Nuruddin's verses in praise of manual labour should be studied against 
he Brahmanic tradition which looked down on all forms of manual 
work as servile, in conuast to purely intellectual aclivities.l2' It would 
not be an exaggeration to say that thc diffusion of the basic Islamic 
precepts about the dignity of labour among Kashmiri artisans was the 
product of his teachings. In some of his verses these precepts are 
reinforced by parallels and metaphors drawn bctween [hem and the 
implements of the For him, labour had its place in the world. 
He insisted on the proper carrying out of one's occupation. He himself 
continued in his His example to his followers, therefore, was 
clear: work has a positive value in maintaining a reasonable material 
condition of the believer. However, he considered labour to be worthless 
if it was performed in society chiefly to sustain physical existence. 
Subsistence and physical well-bcing have their imporunce; in one sense 
he regarded them as the necessary goals of human effort, since without 
them the purpose of creation would be dcfcated. Yet, even though 
necessary, they are still the lcast of man's goals. Thus he made a clear 
distinction between the struggle for existence of both man and animal. 
Man's distinctive dignity lies in his capacity to think for his own good 
and that of mankind.124 

It is significant to note that Nuruddin linked the dignity of manual 
labour with the holiness of learning. He held that manual labour of the 
agriculturists was man's divinely appointed task in this world and, in 
his verses, emphasized the importance of cultivation of bolh the soil 
and the mind. As to the more specific question about the spiritual value 
of working the land, he admired the idyllic quality of rural life as 
against the corruption and artificiality of urban civilization. In his popular 
Poem G ~ n ~ a l n a m a ' ~ ~  he comes near to describing the toilers of the soil 
as "be chosen people of God" since in his view their activities are not 
only necessary for a sound social order but also confain c e h n  spiritual 
hlhs for the thoughtful. The cardinal point emerging in his exhortations 
to the peasant is that his life symbolises the only honest way, wherein 
he reaps the fruit of the seed sown in the ground from God as a reward 
for his virtuous industry. Vice can hardly find time to contaminate the 
innocent life of the peasant since the virtues of honesty, f e ~  of God. 
humility, paticnce, indusuiousness and self-reliance cultivated in his 



mind through the labour of love and hope bring God pcrpctually before 
his view, thcrcby invigorating his mind and heart with the most exalted 
notions of supreme power, and the most endcaring vicw of [he divine 
benignity. 

Thcre can be no gainsaying the fact that thc rudiments of Muslim 
rituals were lcarnt by the unlettered folk through the mystical verses 
contained in Gongalnma. In the following verses imagcs takcn from the 
peasants' life are dcscribcd in such a manncr hat various aspects of heir 
work while tilling the soil arc clcvatcd to symbols of spiritual activities: 

"The plough share is thy bath and ablutions; 
perform them well: 
The yoke is thy conscicnce: abandon the thoughts of family or 
tribe; 
Tilling the land is reading the Quran: read it correctly; 
One who celebrates the Gongal, will surely celcbrdte the krav."la 

The different evaluations placed on pride and humility in the Quran 
are many. Prayer (salat) at appointcd times is emphasized not only in 
;errns of ils ritual character, but more importanlly, for its ethical value. 
Man's social activity often brings him into conflict with mcmbers of 
the society of which he is a part. Thcrc is hardly a human being whose 
ego is not touched by some offence. Quite often, the hurt ego finds 
expression in such negative forms of social bchaviour as anger, revenge, 
rancour, pride and conflict. Man is bus prone to sink to the lowest 
depths of pride, arrogance and greed. It is for curbing these feelings in 
human beings apart from other reasons that prostration before God was 
made obligatory at least five times a day in the Quran. Thus while 
addressing the village folk, Nuruddin reitcrates the ethical importance 
of salat and other rituals in the following verses: 

"In all humility bend thou in prayers; 
Weed out the field (mind) and throw them away, 
Do perform well: Roza, Namaz, Haj and Zakalh 
One who cclcbrates the Gongal will surely celebrate the knv."ln 

And while emphasizing the importance of fasting (saum) for 
inculcating the virtues of tolerance and resignation, Nuruddin remarks: 

"Yoke to the plough the bullock of thy ego; 
Goad him on with the birch of rasting; 
Thus will he start tugging at the plough; 
One who celebrates the Gongal, will surely celcbrate the knv."128 



11 is important to note here that a link between the practices of Sufis 
and the common folk was supplied by Nuruddin's verscs. Significantly, 
he even employed indigenous themes and imagery for the popularisation 
of such highly valucd Sufi practices as makhfi chahar  arb'*^ and habs- 
i darn.l3' 

"Mcmorising holy verscs and mcdilation on God are grainy years. 
Honest devotion is "the Mukhfi Chahar Zarb", 
Listen, Supcrior to all is the control of mind: 
One who celebrates the Gongal, will surcly celebrate the krav."I3l 

It is an establishcd fact that the folk verses composed by Nuruddin 
were indeed sung by the toiling mmcs, and but for their oral transmission 
the Rishinamas of Chrar and innumerable other compilations of the 
Shaikh's verses would not have been possible. The "Gongalnama" must 
have won popularity since it appealed especially to the village men and 
women who for centuries did the tilling, ploughing, sowing and 
harvesting. It also had a popular appeal not only because it extollcd the 
activities performed by the peasants but also because its content was 
permeated with imagery cspccially meaningful to their sensitive souls. 
The dominant theme of the poem is that spring is the time to build up 
ones habits, hopes and faiths. But the strength and safcty of the peasantry 
consists not only in hope and faith but also in enterprise and energy. 
The spring season was, indeed, a continual source of intoxication for the 
Shaikh;la he often rcfcrs to the sad spectacle of his own youth, idling away 
the spring time of his existence in jungles and cavcs.lf3 In his imagery 
of the spring season, therefore, the purpose was to give an elan to the 
peasants by the ethical affirmativeness of the Islamic precepts. 

Come out of your ignorance, the son of Adam: 
Whatever you have sown here will bear fruit in the Hereafter; 
Your sins and noble needs will be weighed there, 
(So) one who realises early will (surcl y) strive 
(in His way).'" 

There is a popular belief among many a devotee of the Rophet 
Muhammad that he is a living intercessor for them at the throne of 
Allah, but the Ahl-i Hadith, deriving their authority from the Quran and 
the Sunna, contend that the Prophet would intercede only on the Day 
of Judgement by the permission (izn) of Allah, and that the question of 
intercession for sins does not arise at all until that day.13' Although 
Nmddin's verses echo the general bclief about the Prophet's right to 



seek the mercy of Allah for the sinners on the last day, noncthclcss, he 
emphasises that the intercession will be espcci~lly for mcritorious acts 
of the believers in the mundane world rather Lhan for the sins committed 
by them. At one place he evcn implores Muslims not to cause 
embarrassment to thcir bclovcd Prophct bcfore Allah on thc Day of 
Judgement for the sins committed by lhcm in this world.'36 Thus, as an 
exemplar of inward picty and good conduct, Nuruddin kindld an 
invigorating spirit among the people for combining social action with 
the highest spiritual goal, i.e., doing good in this world in the hope of 
being bcstowd thc shaf'ah of Muhammad for rightcousncss rathcr than 
licentiousness. 

The Prophct will plcad in your bchnlf, 
Entrust your case to him; 
(For) Nund Rishi fully knows the worth of thc cultivalors' labour. 
One who realises early will (surcly) strive 
(in His way).'37 

Thus Nuruddin's view was that if the world is to bear its fruit, it 
must be cultivatcd. I t  would not bc incorrect to say that in the 
Gongalnama, to use the litcrary exprcssion of Ismail Raji al-Fmqi, the 
Shaikh "recryslallized thc ancicnt Mcsoptamian principle of agricultural 
service to God as thc gcncral transformation of thc earth into the orchard 
wherein man is to his nourishment and plcasure."'38 Although conscious 
of the transience of the world, he attcmptcd to make people equally 
aware of its splendour and glory. So strong is his rejection of world- 
denial, in conformity with the ethical limits sct by the Shari'a for its 
realization, that it would not be superflous to reproduce below a few 
more verses to reject the misconccivcd notion that self-solace was the 
only goal of the foundcr of Ihc Rishi ordcr of the Muslim mystics in the 

Perform your duties from ~ c f h ' ~ O  
Bearing in mind (the sequcl to) the Autumn, 
~ a g h . ' ~ l  is the period of fecundity; be thoughtful, 
One who realises early, will (surcly) strive (in His way).'42 

Realize early that spring bubblcs over, 
'Make hay while the sun shines' 
(Beware) of falling bchind, spring is a 'trap" (for the thoughtless); 
One who realises early, will (surcly) strive (in His way).'" 



The value of crops will be determined on ripening; 
And each product will be named according to its quality; 
The fate of the depraved will be sealed; 
One who realises early will (surely) strive (in His way).'" 

Life has come to its ultimate end stcathily; 
Realise, 0 thoughtless, the (sad) end of your lifc; 
While exploiting (others) scc, .you (actually) robbed yourself, 
One who rcalises early, will (surcly) s ~ i v c  (in His 

Do'nt be enchanted by palatial houses'46 
You will be answerable there (for robbing othcrs)14' 
Is an ignoramous ready enough to heed the warning? 
(But) one who realises early, will (surely) strive (in His way).14* 

The religious thought which the verscs of Nuruddin unfold has both 
the precision of a treatise and the coherence of a systcm. Although 
doctrinal and philosophical to a certain extcnt, it docs not concern itself 
with abstract speculations. More precisely, he set forth in simple and 
uncomplicated language such principles and maxims as bear directly on 
the religious life and are the fruit of a dearly-bought experience. As we 
read, we seem to hear the voice of the teacher addressing his disciples 
and expounding for their benefit the truths that he has learnt through 
introspcction. Thus, after spcnding twclve years in the cave, the Shaikh 
realized that physical seclusion associated with asccticism, however 
useful it may be in the inculcation of self-discipline, does not make up 
its essence. Rather, i t  lies in emulating the example of the Prophet 
Muhammad: 

There are jackals and monkeys in the forests; 
The caves are infested with rats; 
Those who offer prayers five times a day to wash off the dirt of 
their heart; 
Those who lead a family life, they are privileged'49 
A dutiful householder will be crowned (with success on the Day 
of Judgement); 
The messenger of Allah (Muhammad) led a marital life and won 
the Divine grace.'50 

Social obligations towards children, the wife and other members 
of a family thus appear in the Shaikh's thought as the most imponant 
manifestations of the religious duties enshrined in the Shari'a of 
Muhammad. His denunciation of his own wanderings in the jungles 



during his early days points to the cardinal feature of his thought that 
basic social obligations are not to be neglcctcd even after a complcle 
surrcndcr to divine obligations. While addrcssing his disciple, Nasr 
Baba, the Shaikh recollects an earlier time of spiritual ebb and flow, 
whcn his love was not perfcct, and how hc sought lo assuage his anguish 
by retiring to the cavc: 

Nasr Baba, i t  did not bchovc me to rctire to the jungle, 
I thought i t  was a supreme act of worship: 
Lo: it was an ignominy; 
But the truth was revealed only after in~tros~cct ion.~~ '  

It is obvious that in the Shaikh's view, the csscnce of the Shari'a lies 
not only in transmitting acts of worship to thc faithful but also in self- 
examination. Action was thus a leit-motif in thc tcachings of the Shaikh. 
The value of work resides in using it as a means to hclp othcrs and to 
sustain a way of life that furnishes one with [he essentials of existence, 
no more and no less. For ultimately work is dcvotcd to God and founded 
on love, and without that devotion and that foundation i t  is neither 
meaningful nor intelligible. The concept of world thus finally appears 
as an integral part of the divine synthesis in Nuruddin's thought. Its true 
significance resides only in so far as it rclatcs to the next world. The 
social actions of individuals in his  world are only a preparation for 
what is to come. The world is neither intrinsically evil nor an abode of 
darkness; its main function is to serve as a prolcgomenon to the world 
to come. The cleaning of the heart of vices and passions through the 
recitation of dhikr is not enough; what is required is cleaning it  of 
excessive love of the world which clogs the average mind. 

Nuruddin was not opposcd to the world and its social system but 
rathcr movcd within the social ordcr so qualitatively informing his 
personal rclations with mcn as to cntcr into the contentmcnt of God. 
True, he was indifferent to political institutions, but even so his greatest 
achievement lay in ennobling the conduct of the reigning Sultan, Zain 
al-'Abidin, who richly deserved the title of the 'Great King9 or Badshah. 
The policy of religious tolerance for which Zain al-Abidin is famous in 
history undoubtedly bcars the stamp of Nuruddin's influence on the 
Sultan's mind. It is rcmarkablc that whcn Badshah first sought the 
guidance of the Shaikh, he wa,s advised to make sustained efforts for 
administering justice in his kingdom.ls2 



Conclusion 

11 goes without saying that Shaikh Nuruddin playcd a central rolc within 
he framework of a cognitive moral and social order. He redcfincd and 
reordcrcd the life-world of the followcrs of the Rishi order, requiring of 
hem not only dcvolion to God but patterns of social bchaviour in 
congruity with the norms of the Shari'a. Thc key principles central to 
his order were: trusting in Allah in what is opcn or rcvcalcd; following 
the essence of the Shari'a of Muhammad in word and dccd; giving a 
wide berth to vain and rich peoples' company; being content with Allah 
in living in the depths of poverty of the prophcts sent for the guidance 
of mankind; spcnding money earned by hard labour for thc rclicf of the 
poor and the distressed; and thus returning to Him in happiness. Little 
wonder, therefore, that the Shaikh's teachings crcatcd an intense solidarity 
of communion among the host of his followcrs. As Trocllsch writes in 
the context of the social role of the Christian churches, the absolute 
individualism coming from the rcligious idea of a pure-hcancd love of 
God, leads only to an equally absolute fellowship among those united 
in ~od. '"  Although by definition the Kashmiri masses were excluded 
from the highest reaches of the mystical path that was accessiblc only 
to the spiritual elite, yet they joined togcther in emulating the example 
of the founder of the Rishi ordcr, forming a socicty in which the value 
system dcrived sustenance entircly from the Shaikh's intcrprctation of 
existence in conformity with the uue spirit of the Shari'a. This fellowship 
the foundations of whose inter-relations was love and fraternity, sought 
as a collectivity to expericnce an awareness of the crcaLcd in the Shari'a- 
structured relationship. It attemptcd by the corporate repclition of the 
names of God, and in the concenuatcd emotion of the ritual, to escape 
from the finite world of ugly want, and to participate, to whatevcr 
degree, in the Infinite. Thus what the worldly 'Ulama failcd to provide 
as a result of the crisis in their bclicf and practice, the richly personal 
and social ethics of Nuruddin and his followcrs offcrcd in abundance. 
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to thc indclible influence excrciscd by thcir exemplary bchaviour on 
the commoners. 
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24a. "Listen to the verses (shruks) of h e  Holy Quran", exhorts the Shaikh. 
See Kulliyat, p. 42; also p. 54. The term shruk is the derivative of the 
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51. Kulliyal. pp. 46, 78-79, 90. 
52. Parimoo, Unity in Diversity, p?. 202-203. 
53. Kulliyal, p. 36. 

53a. Ibid., pp. 30, 57. 
53b. Ibid., pp. 118; see also, p. 97. 

The world siral occurs in the Quran thirty-eight times. Although i t  
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Allah is one who is most pious, most mindful of his duty'. Ibid., 491 
13. The Prophet Muhammad's well-known address on the eve of h e  
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verses of the Shaikh, Ibid., pp. 156-57. 
84. The Quran, s. 23, v. 96; s. 41, v. 34; s. 42, v. 37, 40.43, s. 45, v. 14. 
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Tuhfat al-Fuqara, ff. 43ab; Mishkati, op. cit., lola ,  110b, 104a, l l l a ,  
118ab. 
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122. Kulliyat, p. 131. 
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124. Mishkati, op. cit., If. 81b. 83ab. 
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127. Ibid.. pp. 193-94. 
128. Ibid., p. 192. 
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142b. 
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h e  seeker to keep the tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth, his 
lips and teeth f i l y  shut, and hold his breath (dhib-i Haqq par zev 
diUl lalas). See Parimoo, op. cit., p. 129. The Naqshbandi Sufis f m l y  
believcd in this practice. 

131. Parirnoo, op. ciL 
132. See also Kulliyat 
133. lbid., p. 174. 
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that of Parimoo. 
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Hamid al-Majid, 1305 A.H. p. 50), the Quran, noneheless, also grants 
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136. Guldasta-i Kalam-i Shaikh al-'Alam, p. 201. 
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of the Rophet 'is for the increase of merit, and not for the prevention 
of punishment.' Hughes, Dictionary of Islam, p. 2 15. 
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144. Ibid., p. 162; Afaqi, ~ p .  cii., p. 1 13; Ashraf, op. cit., p. 143; Parimoo, 

op. cit., p. 196. 
145. Kulliyac p. 162. 
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148. Kulliya~ p. 163. 
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CHAPTER VI 

The Attitudes of the Sufi Orders 
Towards the Rishi Movement 

So important was the Rishi movement in the traditional Kashmiri society 
that an attempt should be made here to bring out aspects of its social 
and religious significance as reflected in the responses of the 
hagiographers. Most of them, though also venerated as Sufis of the 
Suharwardi order in the valley,' were greatly influenced by the 
popularity of the Rishis and the hold exercised by them in their regional 
environment. Consequently, through their writings, the dynamic tension 
between Islam and the regional culture found expression in the 
remarkable assimilation of a variety of elements of the popular culture 
in Islam. Since the aim of the hagiographers was to help Kashmiris 
assimilate Islam into their lives, this important goal was gradually 
accomplished without distorting -its essential precepts. In fact, the 
assimilation of Islam was no easy task, which explains why the 
hagiographers, while not considering the environment to be antagonistic 
to their faith, gradually paved the way for drawing the common fdk 
into the legal and social orbit of Islam. The hagiographers also 
represented the literate aspect of Islam, as living reminders that the 
Rishis had blended into the new human environment, local forms and 
beliefs+xtreme ascetic discipline, celibacy, and vegetarianism-but 
by juxtaposition rather than fusion, the old and the new existing in 
parallel to each other. In this chapter, therefore, we shall particularly 
focus on the works of the Suharwardis, though an attempt will also be 
made to examine the attitudes of the Kubrawis and the Naqshbandis in 
order to gauge the influence the Rishis had on the evolution of Kashmiri 
Muslim society. 



Suharwardi Attitude Towards the Rishis 

Until the reign of Sultan Zain al-'Abidin no Sufi of the Suharwardi 
order save Sayyid Sharafuddin made his presence fclt in the 
During the fifteenth and the first half of sixicenth century, Sayyid 
Muhammad ~sfhani? Sayyid Ahmad ~ i r m a n i ~  and Jamaluddin ~ukhari' 
came to Kashmir. All of them uaced their spiriiual lineage to Sayyid 
Jalaluddin Bukhari (1 308-84) of Uch h popularly known as Makhdum 
Jdhaniyan-i Jahan ~ a s h t . ~  In contrast to the active participation of the 
Suharwardis of Uchh and Multan in the politics of northern 1ndia; the 
immigrant Sufis of this ordcr in Kashmir livcd in relative seclusion. 
Sayyid Muhammad retircd to the village of ~ h o n ~ u r '  in order to avoid 
conract with the people who came in numbers to seek his blessings in 
Srinagar. For his extrcme ascctic practices he e m e d  the title of lanbaz? 
While we have already rcferred to the acquiescence of Sayyid Ahmad 
Kirmani in the local ethos, his disciple Baba Masud, preferred asceticism 
to worldly life. Before coming into contact with Sayyid Ahmad, Baba 
Masud was known for his riches.'' 

Sayyid Jamaluddin, who stayed in Kashmir for only six months, also 
laid emphasis on asceticism. He advised his disciples to shun 'Ulama- 
i Zahin' for their want of esoteric knowledge.' ' It  was also by stressing 
the virtues of reciting dhiQ2 that he was able to attract a considcrablc 
number of local people towards his order among whom was Shaikh 
Hamza ~ a k h d u m , ' ~  through whose influence the Suharwardi order 
gained considerable popularity in the Valley. 

Hamza Makhdum was originally rooted in the Kubrawi tradition. He 
received his early education from Shaikh Fath ullah,14 the son of Shaikh 
Ismail ~ubrawi." He was also conversant with some works of Sayyid 
'Ali ~amadani . '~  In the me ;pirit of the local Kubrawi and Suharwardi 
traditions, Hamza Makhdum emphasized the importance of h e  conti- 
nuous recitation of dhikrso much so that he regardcd it as a remedy for 
the troubles of the heart." Being a son of the soil, Hamza Makhdum 
was able to establish a meaningful contact with the people through a 
number of visits to the w a l  areas.'' Not only did he influence the Rishi 
movement by enrolling some Rishis as his disciples,'9 but at the same 
time, by undertaking a pilgrimage to the tomb of ~uruddin~' he extendcd 
the sphere of influence of the Rishis even to the ~uharwardi circles. 
Small wonder, therefore, that his prominent disciples recorded the 
activities of the Rishis with reverence in their hagiographies. Amo% 
these must be mentioned Baba 'Ali Raina, Baba Daud Khaki, Khwaja 



Ishaq Qari, Khawaja Hasan Qari and Baba Hilidar Tulmuli. In 
works, the disciple of Baba Daud Khaki, Buba Nuibuddin Ghazi, and 
the latter's disciple, Baba Daud Mishkati, discuss at great length the 
role of the Rishis. But bcl'ore we cvaluate the importance of their works 
for understanding the Suharwardi attitude towards the Rishis, it would 
be necessary to examine in this contcxt thc attitude of the immediate 
disciples of Harnza Makdum. 

Baba 'Ali Raina furnishes some important evidcnce about the estcem 
in which the Rishis were held by his brother and murshid, Hamza 
Makhdum. Before his enrolment in the Suharwardi ordcr, Ali Raina 
was advised by Harnza Makhdum to visit h e  tomb of Nuruddin   is hi.^' 
While staying there for a night, 'Ali Raina had the spiritual experience 
of seeing Nuruddin in a dream, who drew the pilgrim's attention to the 
abject poverty of the custodians of his tomb. Overwhelmed by the 
mystical experience and by h e  Shaikh's concern for the poor, Ali Raina 
distributed some coins as bakshish among the mujawirs. Thus the practice 
of doling out coins to the mujawirs of the shrine of Nuruddin was 
legitimized by no less a penon than the Surharwllrdi Sufi himsclf? 

Al~hough 'Ali Raina was greatly impressed by the merit and popularity 
of the mystical poetry of Nuruddin, he did not record any verse of the 
Shaikh in his tadhkira. Nor did he attempt to describe the activities of 
Nuruddin and his khalifas at any length. However, his eulogization of 
~ u r u d d i n ~ ~  enables us to understand the influence that the Rishi 
movement had come to wield on the thought processes of even the 
noted Suhmardis. 'Ali Raina particularly extolled to the skies the 
spirituality of Hardi  ish hi:^ the most celebrated Rishi of his time, whose 
possession of supra-normal powers captivatcd all other well known 
disciples of Hamza Makkdum. So deep was the impact of Hardi Rishi's 
personality on the mind of the Suharwardi that 'Ali Raina is even eager 
to convince his readers about the authenticity of the miracles attributed 
to the Rishi to which he says he was himself an eye w i ~ n e s s . ~  

Even as an infant, Hardi Rishi is said to have refused to take milk 
during the ember days (Ramadan) at the appointed time of the 
So enamoured was 'Ali Raina of the Rishi that he not only calls him 
a born fiiend of Allah (Wali-i rnadarzad) but even dexterously uses the 
Quranic versesn to impress upon his readers the truth of his argument 
and conviction. Thus he remarks: 

And if all trees in the earth were pens, and the sea, with all seas 
to help it were ink, the words of Hardi Rishi could not be 
exha~sted.~'' 
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The world in which the Sufis and their hagiographers lived may not 
be fathomed by a reasoning mind of our age. But lor underslanding the 
phenomenon of the religious life of the Sufis, it is necessary for us to 
project ourselves into their For them the supernatural is an 
ever-present reality. It is in this context that we consider it or some 
value to carry ourselves into realms which, though trans-historical, reveal 
states of mind that conditioned the life of pcoplc in the medieval period. 
In [his respect we do not consider the anecdote analyzed bclow to be 
without social significance. 

According to 'Ali Raina, Hardi Rishi received esoteric guidance 
from both Uways-i Qarni and the Prophet ~ h i z r . ~ '  But i t  was the 
command (amr) of the Prophet Muhammad which was the decisive 
point in Hardi Rishi's initiation in the Suhvwardi order.30 Significantly, 
however, Hamza Makhdum is reporled to have condescended to come 
to the Rishi's house in order to enrol him as his disciple.3' As Hardi 
Rishi came to know through secret knowlcdge about the visit of the 
most venerated Suharwardi Sufi of Kashmir he made arrangements for 
serving a feast to the distinguished guest. Despite the known aversion 
of Hardi Rishi to causing harm to living creatures, an animal was 
slaughtered to celebrate the occasion. The Rishi was asked by Harnza 
Makhdum to partake of the non-vegemian food, which he tasted, for 
the only time in his in order to conform his behaviour to the 
Sunna. But what is of equal importance to remembcr from our viewpoint 
is that Hamza Makhdum himself, in deference to the Rishi's attitude 
towards living creatures, allowed him to practice thereby 
dispelling the false notion that the vegetarianism of the Rishis was 
distasteful to the Suharwardis in view of its local origin. 

Our examination of the account of Khawaja Miram Bazaz, a less 
known disciple of Harnza Makhdum, will show how emotions can shape 
the contours of thought. The structure of the human psyche, if analysed 
dispassionately, can lift the veil from the reality of the spiritual life, 
which is man's response to his supernatural surroundings, and reveal 
the material conditions of the saints' existence, and the quality of their 
life. 

According to Miram Bazaz, Hardi Rishi refused to taste meat when 
Hamza Makhdum asked him to share food with him. What prevented 
the Rishi from touching meat were the exhortations of Khiu ,  Christ. 
Moses, Idris and Ilyas who were spiritually present on the occasion. 
Asked as to why he was hesitant to taste meat. Hardi Rishi told h e  host 
about his spiritual experience. Thereupon, the Suhanuardi Sufi imp~ssed 



upon the Rishi that it was the command of the Prophct Muhammad that 
he should share food with him. And, in ordcr to dispcl the Rishins 
doubt, Hamza Makhdum invoked the help of the Prophct Muhammad 
whose spiritual presence finally causcd the Rishi to share the non- 
vegetarian meal with the Suharwardi ~ u f i . ~  

Mir Bazaz's account, of course, is r iddld with supernatural even&; 
but behind these habits of mind common to all hagiographers, we see 
a patent objective reality, though turned into a supramundane event by 
the structure of human emotions in order to impress upon readers the 
spirituality of Hamza Makhdum. On a careful examination of Miram 
Bazaz's account, in conjunction with other contemporary sources,3' it 
would appear that the Suharwardi Sufi's main concern was to show that 
the Rishi did not unswervingly follow a course opposed to the Sunna. 
This is why he did not make a fetish of the Sunna once Hardi Rishi 
willingly shared non-vegetarian food with Hamza Makhdum. Moreover, 
the purpose bchind Hamza Makhdum's meaningful mccting with Hardi 
Rishi was not only to confirm the supremacy of the Sunna in Sufism 
but it was also to legitimise the social bchaviour of the Rishis, which 
though in consonance with local conditions, did not amount to a flagrant 
violation of thc Sunna. But for this reason, Hamza Makhdum would not 
have allowed Hardi Rishi to follow the path of the Rishis even after 
initiating him in the Suharwardi ordcr. Not only did Miram Bazaz 
testify to this fact16 but what gives further support to our view is that 
Hamza Makhdum himself contributed a great deal to giving a wider 
social focus and authenticity to the Rishi movement by gifting his cap 
(kdab) and turban ('amama) to Hardi  ish hi.^^ The empathic attitude of 
the celebrated Suharwardi saint towards Hardi Rishi, in fact, gave a 
fillip to both the Rishis and the Suharwardis for pcrfecting the process 
of Islamic acculturation of the masses within the bounds of the spiritual 
and legal structure of Islam. 

Hasan ~ari; '  Haidar Tulmuli and Ishaq Qari have also spoken highly 
of Hardi Rishi. Haidar Tulmuli particularly corroborates 'Ali Raina 
regarding the exalted status of Hardi Rishi among the auliya. In spite 
of being a disciple of Harnza Makhdum, Haidar Tulmuli calls Hardi 
Rishi the King of saints (Sultan a l - ~ u l i y a ) . ~ ~  Even the experienced Sufis 
are said to have taken lessons from Hardi Rishi in suluk. We are told 
that many people from 'Hindustan' and some more distant lands flocked 
10 Hardi Rishi and sought his discipleship.40 Haidar Tulmuli rcfers to 
the four darwishes of Hind who joined the Rishi order on seeing Hardi 
~ i s h i . ~ l  



In fact, the accounts of Suharwardis are full  of Hardi Rishi's 
miraculous exploits. Ishaq Qari even credits Hardi Rishi with having 
saved one of his murids from the punishments of the grave for having 
died a debtor. The Rishi is said to have turned a hcap of dung into 
money in order to liquidate the debt which his deceased disciple owed 
to Even God is said to have been in correspondence with 
Hardi Rishi. According to an eye-witness account, furnished by Ishaq 
Qari, once he saw a visitor with a letter in his hand entering the house 
of Hudi Rishi. Ishaq Qari, who himself opened the letter, tells us that 
i t  was sent from Heaven, and contained a message of forgiveness 
(magfirat) for Hardi Rishi's disciples and zahids." A number of people 
are said to have attained to the status of ~ u t b ~ ~  and ~ h a u l h ~ '  at the mere 
look of Hardi   is hi.^^ 

Although the credibility of the miracles47 attributed to Hardi Rishi 
is open to serious questions even from the viewpoint of the Shariaa, it 
would be nothing short of a blundcr to treat these accounts with disdain, 
considering the relative neutrality of their compilers as adherents of the 
Suharwardi order. At least, these accounts speak of the towering 
personality of Hardi Rishi who was able to captivate even the closest 
disciples of Harnza Makhdum. 

One is particularly struck by Baba Daud Khaki's unbounded praise 
for Hardi Rishi in his Qasida-i Lamiyya and, in its extended form the 
Rishinama. Khaki was undoubtedly the most distinguished disciple of 
Hamza Makdum under whose care he devoted himself to practising 
lasawuuf He sewed his preceptor with great humility and, consequently, 
was appointed his khalifa by Hamza Makhdum even during his life 
time.48 

The important feature of Khaki's worksd9 is his praise for most (aksar) 
Rishis of Kashmir. His eulogization is however qualilied; in it a conscious 
attempt has been made to portray the Rishis as followers of the Ahl-i 
Sunnat wa Jm'a.50 While Khaki describes the contemplative life of 
Hardi Rishi as based on pas-i a n f d '  the practice of remembering God 
through khilwat dar anjuman and hosh dar dam, at the same time he 
praises the Rishi for b e  Kubrawi practice of reciting Aurad-i Fathiyya 
regularly.52 Khaki does not mince his words in relating the purpose 
behind his unlimited praise for Hardi Rishi in following the Naqshbandi 
and the Kubrawi practices; as he points out, it was to impress upon his 
readen the unwavering faith of the Rishis in 'aqida-i Sunniya. Funher- 
more, his object was also to testify to the abundant love that the Rishis 
had for the Prophet Muhammad, his companions and the Ahl-i b a i ~ ' ~  



Khaki's eulogy of the Rishis also dispels the misconceived notion 
that the Suharwardis were hostile towards the  hia as." Remarkably, 
influenced by the Rishis, Khaki seems to have bccn kcen to bridge the 
differences bctwcen the Shias and the Sunnis, though from his own 
standpoint. In this regard, a careful rcading of his Dastur al-Salikin in 
conjunction with other works authorcd by him, viz., Qasida-i Lamiyya, 
Rishinama and Qasida-i Gusl-i Yusuf Shah; reveals a salutary change 
in his tone and attitude towards the Shias; and this was due to his 
association with the Rishis, particularly, Hardi Rishi. There is little 
doubt that Hardi Rishi was largely responsible for mellowing Khaki's 
attitude towards the Shias. This fact is particularly reflected in Khaki's 
account of Hardi Rishi's vicws about the Shias. Hardi Rishi is reported 
to have said, while rcfcrring to the Shias, that the Rishis did not feel 
jealousy towards any human being. I t  was not worthy of the pious to 
nurse malice against any person, he observed. And while urging his 
followers not to dissipate their time in mutual bickering, he also advised 
them to make the bcst use of time in seeking the countenance of ~od."  
But for fully appreciating thc influence of Rishis even on a prominent 
Suharwardi Sufi like Khaki i t  is important to undcrstand h e  content of 
a dream related to Khaki by Hardi Rishi himself. Our attempt should 
not be rnisconstrucd as entering into the realm of the supernatural; in 
reality, it is centred round the study of an entirely different dimension 
of the spiritual life, unlikely to be appreciated by such readers of this 
book as are living in an entircly dirkrent atmosphere from that of the 
Sufis. In questioning the authenticity of the vision expcricnced by Hardi 
Rishi we would be liable to distort our historical prespective, and betray 
a lack of spiritual awarcncss. Even from the empirical point of view, 
understanding the structure and meaning of mystical experiences for 
various Sufi orders calls for a total view of the subject with which we 
are concerned, in order to render our analysis objc~tive.'~ 

Once Hardi Rishi saw Caliph Ali in a vision. Answering the Rishi's 
question about the fate of the Shias, Ali is said to have expressed his 
displeasure over their harbouring spite against other companions of the 
Prophet ~uharnmad. '~ Significantly in contrast to Dastur al-Salikin, 
Khaki's criticism of the Shias in the Rishinama seems to be based more 
on reason, than on the much talked about hatred of the Suharwardis for 
the Shias. Although he sticks to the use of the appellation rawafd' for 
the Shias, Hardi Rishi is quoted as calling thcm respectfully followers 
of Ali. What is of significance to notc is Khaki's purpose behind 
recording the dram which, according to him, was to impress upon 



Muslims to desist from f'ursing ill-will against one another. Perhaps 
Khaki realiscd that the Shia-Sunni conflict had undcrmincd the strength 
of Kashrniri society; this explains why he was particularly keen on 
making Muslims feel repentant ovcr thcir past sins.'' It  is also against 
[his background that Khaki's remark in praise of patriotism assumes 
relevance: Hub-i watan az iman 

Thus the tolerance of the Rishis sccms to have softened, if not 
completely changed, the attitude of the Suharwardis towards the Shias. 
I f  on the one hand, Khaki shows his conccm ovcr the bcsetting rancour 
of his Shia contemporaries against the Ahl-I Sunnat wa Jama', on the 
other, he givcs proof of his earnestness in sccking a change in their 
altitude in the bcst interests of crcating stable social and religious 
conditions. Furthermore. Khaki was also concerned ovcr the sectarian 
conflicts bat ragcd round Kashmir in the sixlccn ccntury. His mysterious 
account of 'Ali's "displcasure" with his followers for reviling the three 
other companions of the Prophct and the Ahl-i Sunna wa Jama' may 
appear fanciful; nevertheless, we should not altogelhcr ignore the social 
significance of the subtle manncr in which Khaki sought to rcconcile 
the two main groups among Muslims. 

That the Suharwardis imbibcd the spirit of rcligious tolerance 
from their association with the Rishis is also reflcctcd in Khaki's 
eulogization of Sultan Yusuf Shah Chak. In his Risala-i Gusl-i Yusuf 
Shahi, he showers praise on the Shia rulcr of Kashmir for his equitable 
justice, nobility of culture, promotion of learning and policy of 
non-interference in the rcligious lirc of his ~ubjccts.~'  Not only 
Yusuf Shah but also his fathcr, Sultan 'Ali Shah, are praised by 
Khaki for their respect for the pious ( ~ a l i h a n ) . ~ ~  From Khaki's account 
it is also evidcnt that the Rishis cxcrcised considcrable influence 
even on the religious attitudes of thc Sultans. Wc are also told that 
both 'Ali Shah and Yusuf Shah paid pcrsonal visits to Hardi Rishi 
and sought his blcssings. 

The attitude of the Suharwardis towards thc asceticism of the 
Rishis also deserves careful examination. Not only do they approve of 
their extreme ascetic habits such as rctiring to sccluded places and 
abstention from marriage and consuming mat, onion, lcck (gandma) and 
garlic? but they even offer an explanation for thcse convictions of the 
Rishis. In this context the purport of Khaki's argumenb is expounded 
below: 

1. The Rishis are always absorbed in meditation. Since garlic, onion 
and leek cause bad breath, the Rishis have to avoid such food as 



may disturb their concentration on the rcrnembrance of the names 
of God (Asma-i ~ a ~ q ) ) . ~ ~  

2. Abstention from meat brings the pious closcr to God through the 
dcvelopmcnt of certain spiritual 

3. The more onc is in possession of the bounties of God, the more 
accountable docs one bccome to thc Creator in the performance 
of social obligations. Meat is essentially a costly food in convast 
to the simple vegetarian dict of the poor. With the usc of costly 
food one's responsibilitics towards human bcings are bound to 
increase; thus the Rishis gave up meat lest a terrible fate should 
await thcm in thc Hcrcafter for thcir failure to fulfi l  social 
obligations.66 

4. The Rishis did not violate the Sh'uia on account of thcir abstention 
from meat; actually, they did not declare taking of meat as 
unlawful, but simply avoided it for good reasons, both in spiritual 
and psychological terms. The giving up of meat was furlhcr 
justified if its use made one lustful and stone-hearted." Khaki 
refers to Kimiya-i Sa 'daf,68 Khazinat al;lala1P9 and Targib al- 
salaf7' to substantiate his point. Even Makhdum-i iahaniyan is 
quotcd as advising some of his unmarried friends w a n - ;  
mujarrad) to abandon meat and instead eat bitter things for 
crushing thcir lust?' 

5. The reasoning powers do not get impaired .through the 
abandonment of meat. On the contrary, according to khaki, 
abstention from mcat improvcs one's i n t c l l c ~ t . ~ ~  

6. The asceticism (zuhd) of the Caliph Ali is also cited in favour of 
the Rishis' abstention from mcat. It is amazing to find a Sufi 
scholar of Khaki's calibre putting forth a strange argument hat 
so pronounced was the zuhd of Ali that he would not eat m a t  
except the liver and bile of only such animals as were slaughtered 
on the eve of Id a l - ~ d h a . ~ ~  

7. Various kinds of sacrifices are performed by human beings?4 of 
these, making best use of one's material possessions for the public 
good is of suprcme value. Caliph Uthman's personal sacrifice in 
terms of parting with wealth and propcrty for the general good 
of the people is referred to in this regard?' This kind of sacrifice 
is not obligatory on the poor pcople like the   is his?^ Khaki sees 
no reason behind the unintclligcnt (kam-fahman) criticism of he 
Rishis' failure to sacrifice an animal on the eve of the Id d - ~ d h a ?  
As against external sacrifices, he emphasizes the importance of 
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the sacrifice of nafs-i batini in relation to rnarfazan goshgir wa 
wasifan faqir?8 This kind of sacrifice requires h e  killing of one's 
carnal self (nafs-i a r n r n ~ a ) ? ~  The men of God like Shaikh 
Nuruddin Rishi and some of his followers arc credited with having 
superbly performed the sacrifice of subduing thcir nafs-i 
arnrn~a. '~ 

Viewed against the background of Khaki's defence of 
asceticism, it is no1 difficult to understand why Hamza Makhdum 
himself practised celibacy and evcn approvcd of the virtucs of 
vegetarianism and seclusion for enabling his disciples to free 
themselves from the snares of the sclf. Intcrcstingly, when Shahi 
Rishi became a disciple of Hamza Makhdum, he abandoned the 
practice of vegetarianism and instead started consuming non- 
vegctarian meals in great quantity. But the Suharwardi Sufi did 
not like gluttony on the part of his Rishi disciple; so he dirccted 
him not only to give up meat and fatty dishes, but also to resort 
to seclusion8' in h e  true manner of the   is his.'^ The fact is that 
Hamza Makhdum accepted the relatively disciplined asceticism 
of the Rishis which avoidcd the exlremes of scnsud indulgence 
and sel f-moti fication. 

It is also remarkable that Khaki defended Lhe Rishi practice of 
vegetarianism and thcir failure to pcrform ritual sacrifice from the 
standpoint of avoiding injury to h e  ar~imals.'~ Verses from ~hahnama.' 
Miflah al-~annah" and Hafiz shirazi'ss6 works are quoted to give validity 
to the argumcnt that h e  cultivation of the virtuc of non-injury to the 
animals was a prerequisite for atmining God's favour. Evcn ~ h c  killing 
of an ant was rcprehensiblen according to Ihc author of Shabnama, sir.ce 
it too was struggling to exist in his Khaki rcmarks that only 
the killing of such a soul is pcrmissiblc in h e  Sunna as is likcly 10 cause 
harm to human b ~ i n ~ s . ' ~  Undoubtedly Khaki tcstifics lo Lhc dccp imprint 
of the Rishis' exemplary tolcrance on his mind. 

Another important dcvclopment which took place in the religious 
attitudes of the Suharwardis in thc natural cnvironmcnt of the Kashmir 
Valley was thcir growing belief in a closcr affinity bctwecn the physical 
universe and the human condition. They intcrprcted the somewhat 
animistic bclicfs of the Rishis as an organic or intcgral whole, endowed 
with a central meaning or ethos. Under thc influcncc of the Rishis 
Khaki investcd the springs wiLh supcmatural powers. Thus, according 
10 him. the prescnce of the unbclievcr was likcly to cause offence and 
inconvenience to the springs and conscqucnlly they would occasionally 



put such visitors to trouble. However, thc visit to the spring of a pious 
man for performing ablutions was intcrprctcd as ccmcnting thc spiritual 
bonds bctwecn the two. We are told that the springs always looked 
forward to the visits of the pious for thcir own bcncrit and would cven 
pray for them.9o Khaki also gives asscnt to the folk bclicfs of LC Rishis 
that the springs could assume thc form of human bcings and snakcs?' 
Hardi Rishi is quoted as saying that springs have their own spirits and 
that they would even visit him for secking guidance. Khaki even testifies 
to the physical participation of one such spirit in the rcligious assemblies 
held at Hardi Rishi's home during the course of the rccilill of Aurad- 
i ~athiyya?~ 

Although Khaki does not refer to any rcligious source to support the 
Rishi viewpoint on h c  anthropomorphic a~tributes of the springs, he 
clearly lends credcnce to the ancicnt Hindu bclicfs in thcir sacrcdness. 
Such bcliefs, he himself observes, wcrc currcnt among the high (khawas) 
and the commoners ( ' a ~ a m ) . ~ ~  Thus it would not be wrong to conclude 
that under the influence of the Rishis as well as through his belicf in 
the sacrcdness of springs Khaki projcctcd his own inner piety as a norm 
of universal applicability. 

In fact, so strong was thc impact of thc Rishis on the Suharwardis 
that they were largely responsible for creating the cult of pir-parasl in 
the Khaki, for instance, was so impressed by the spirituality 
of Hardi Rishi that he even likcned him to the prophets. For Khaki a 
man without a pir was likely to fall under the influence of the devil?' 

So enamoured were the Suharwardis of the spirituality of the ~ i s k s  
that they even justified pilgrimages to thcir tombs from the standpoint 
of  slam.^ Khaki quotes Hardi Rishi to give weight to the Suharwardi 
viewpoint on this issue.g? Notwithstanding the spiritual solemnity with 
which the Suharwardis undertook visits to the tomb of Nuruddin Rishi, 
it cannot be denied that such visits encouraged the practice of tomb 
worship in the Valley, common even in our own days, which even 
prompted the celebrated poet philosopher. Sir Muhammad lqbalrs to 
remark: 



It would appear from the foregoing discussion that the Suharwardis 
too became the cultural mediators of local Islamic tmdiGon, so much so 
[hat Khaki in spite of his being an illuslrious Wlalifa of Ham-/a Makhdum, 
took pride in offering allegiance (bail) to Hardi Rishi. He describes Hardi 
Rishi as Pir-i ~ u h a b a p ;  he evcn spcaks of his iniliation in the Rishi 
order as a blessing (labarmk).'* 

A significant conclusion cmerging from Khaki's eulogimtion of the 
Rishis is that the Suharwardi ordcr i ~ e l f ,  in due course, was assimilated 
and absorbed in the Rishi order. Khaki's own son, Shaikh Muhammad 
Sayeed, bccarne the khalifa of Hhrdi Rishi and was buried at the latter's 
shrine in deference to public opinion on account of his popularity among 
the people of ~slamabad.'~' Khaki's distinguished successor, Baba 
Nasibuddin Ghazi, and the lattcr's khaljfa, Baba Daud Mishkati, were, 
indeed, true representatives of the pcriod during which the Suharwardi 
and the Rishi traditions were gradually transformed by a process of 
mutual adjustment. It would, therefore, be useful to study how they 
sought to find a unity in the seemingly distinct wnds as represented by 
[he Suharwardis and the Rishis. 

Baba Nasib, like his spiritual preceptor Khaki, was greatly influenced 
by the Rishi movement. Like Khaki, who mostly subsisled on wild 
vegetables, Nasib adopted vegetarianism and celibacy.'02 However. 
lhroughout his life, he remaincd socially active, moving from one village 
to anothcrlo3 in ordcr to consolidate b e  foothold gained by Nuruddin 
among the folk. He went as far as Ladakh and Karna in the norlh-west 
and the Pirpanjal pass in the south. During his tnvels he also met the 
Rishis, and it was under their influence that he dedicated himself to the 
cause of the poor. The social work performed by him and his devoted 
followen, numbering three to four hundred throughout the length and 
breadth of the Valley, ultimately earned him the title of father of the 
W r .  Abul ~ u ~ a r a . ' ~  It is significant to note hcre that it was through 
Baba Nasib's interpretation of Nuruddin's sayings that the teachings of 
Islam spread down the social ladder. He is still remcmbercd among the 
common folk for utilising the services of the bhands for the wider 
dissemination of Islamic teachings. The traditional performances of the 
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Thus, in the Lrue manner of Ihc Rishis, Baba Nzsib himself wore 
ordinary clothes and evcn expressed his displeasure over his ~rustcd 
disciple's act of carrying more than thc required clothcs wilh him during 
one of his ~avcls .  Nasib did not even touch the money which was 
offered to him by the people; instead, it was expended for charitilble 
purposes including repairs of mosqucs, public baths and toilcts. Once 
a person carnc to prcscn t some cash as n u r  to Baba Nasi b, but so avcrse 
was he lo the idca of moncy Tor his personal comfort that hc got annoyed 
with the visitor whcn in the coursc of shaking hands a coin touchcd his 
sleeves. He askcd Daud Mishkati to bring somc water and washcd his 
hands, arms and slceves. Sensing that his prcccptor considered moncy 
to be impure, Mishkati, in a m e  juridical manncr, questioncd the bclicf 
of Baba Nasib, who quickly rctortcd: "For this darwish moncy is totally 
contaminated."' ' ' 

We should not, however, rnisconstruc Baba Nasib's contcmpt for 
moncy as asceticism in its ordinary sensc. The dccpcr social philosophy 
behind his disdain for money was that moncy was not h e  ultimate aim, 
but an instrument for higher ends. One who was in possession of money 
was required to make the bcst use of it so that good could be done to 
humanity. Undcr the influence of Nuruddin's tcachings Baba Nasib 
urged the people to dcspise richcs lcst thcse should desuoy their 
possessors. The verses of Nuruddin, mostly those sayings where he 
enjoins thc believers to undertake public charities for the gratuitous 
relief of the disucsscd, find a prominent place in his ~ u r n a m a . ' ~ ~  Loving 
kindness towards thc poor, inspircd no doubt by Nuruddin's verses, was 
the chief preoccupation of Baba Nasib. I t  was indeed his concern over 
the exploitation of thc poor and thc resullant concentration of money in 
fewer hands that dctcrmined his attitudc towards the rich. 

The influence of Nuruddin's poctry on the mind of Babs Nasib was 
such that he would often faint undcr the intoxicating spell of the verscs,'I3 
pregnant with the words of Slran"a, tariqa, ma'rila and haqiqa.ll4 Since 
the verses of Nuruddin were also full  of wit and wisdom, Baba Nasib 
quotes a hadith to support his contention that poetry is pcrmissible in 
I~~arn . "~  Nasib seems to have been promptcd to write in defence of 
Poetry by thc critical attitude of some 'UIama towards h e  mystical verses 
of Nuruddin. The cenml argument put forward by him was that for a 
beginner (mubtadr) in the path (suluk) indulgence in poeuy is harmful 
since it is likely to dcwct his attention from true religion. POCW for 
Nasib was, indeed, what i t  was to Wordsworlh: "Poetry is most just to 
its divine origin, when it administers the comforts and breathcs the 



thoughts of religion." The fact is that Baba Nasib regarded the poetry 
of a perfect Sufi like Nuruddin as not mcrely the utterance of deep and 
heart-felt truths but even an act of worship.'I6 

It is not surprising, therefore, that to Baba Nasib goes the credit for 
being the fust to render some of Nuruddin's verses into Persian. His 
purpose was to provide guidance to saliks and reveal to them the kind 
of beauty and truth which God had revealed to an illuminated soul like 
Nuruddin. Baba Nasib was also the fust Kashmiri to compose a rnanqabat 
in the local dialect, which testifies to the veneration in which Nuruddin 
was held by the distinguished khalifa of the noted Suharwardi Sufi of 
Kashm ir: 

Shaikh Nuruddin of Kaimuh 
The Prophet fillcd his breasts with his light (Nur-i Muhammadi). 
The Prophet will himself condescend to offer prayers at his grave; 
Such news has reached as far as ~ e d i n a . " ~  

A careful reading of Baba Nasib's Nurnama leaves us in no doubt 
about his earnest attempt to bring home to his readers that Nuruddin 
Rishi's words and deeds were rooted in the Sunna and the Sharia. Such 
an attempt should not be described as a deliberate distortion of the facts 
of history or the historical pcrspective. In reality, he makes his account 
of historical facts concerning the life of Nuruddin conform to the ideals 
of Sunna and the Shari'a, turning them into examples to be followed by 
saliks for whom the Nurnama was written.* For understanding how an 
element of interpretation enters into every fact concerning the asceticism 
of Nuruddin and his followers, it is also important to know how Nasib 
himself argues the case in favour of the Rishis. 

It is said that Nuruddin was once asked as to why he had violated 
the injunctions of the Quran by renouncing conjugal life. The Shaikh 
replied that whatever was ordained in the Quran and whatever the Prophet 
had said regarding the sanctity of marriage was incumbent on believers. 
But it is also true that the Almighty had created men mainly for the 
purpose of His worship. Thus it was expected of them to worship in 
seclusion for gaining the Lord's favour. Nuruddin considered the 
celebration of the marriage contract (nikah) to be obligatory (wajib); yet, 
according to Nasib, the Shaikh talks about the three categories of men. 
That is, marriage was sunna for those who could trcat their wives equally; 
but men in possession of money and riches were lustful and prone to 
commit sin. So. for the second category, it was necessary to marry in 
order to save themselves from indulging in sin. However, men who 



lacked Ihe capacity to fulfil the obligations of the conjugal life were 
sure to indulge in sin by making a mockery of such a sacred contract; 
for them, therefore, it was disapproved (makru).118 

Even viewed strictly from the standpoint of Islamic ethics, Baba 
NasibBs defence of the celibacy of the Rishis admits of a satisfactory 
apologia. He nowhere insists on the practice of celibacy except for h e  
Rishis who could not, on account of their weakness and disability 
consequent upon rigorous ascetic praclices, fulfi l  the obligations of 
married life. According to Baba Nasib, nikah alone was not the sunna, 
there were many other sayings and deeds of the Prophet equally 
incumbent on believers. One who did not conform totally to the sunna 
was an apostate, continued Nasib, but one who gave up an act of the 
Prophet with the noble intention of solcy devoting oneself m God was 
not guilty of committing a serious sin. Even the Prophct, remarks he, 
had approved of such an act'19 It is also in this context that Nasib 
refers to the celibacy of Christ, Mary, Yahya (John the Baptist), Uways- 
i Qarni and Bibi Rabia. Thus while addressing the saliks, Nasib remarks: 
"0 danvish, to keep away from women and children is the duty of 
men."lM Like his preceptor, Baba Nasib wrote also in defence of 
~egetarianism,'~' but at the same time he strongly expressed his 
disapproval of the extreme aceticism of some Rishis. He even quotes 
Nuruddin's verses in his criticism of such Rishis as had retired to the 
j~ng1e. l~~ He wanted thcm to e m  an honest living by the sweat of their 
brow. It is certain that the idea of leading a life of renunciation still 
found currency among certain mcn during his time; hence through 
undertaking various tours, he emphasized the significance of combining 
asceticism with social action. Hard labour in agricultural pursuits, 
combined with the concern for the poor and the needy was, in Baba 
Nasib's estimation, the prime virtue of true Rishis. 

It would not be unreasonable to suggest that under the influence of 
Baba Nasib the Rishi movement entercd a crucial phase in its history. 
Although Nasib never claimed to be a Rishi, in actual practice he scems 
to have chosen Nuruddin zs a model of personal picty and conduct. It 
is of significance to note that not unlike Nuruddin he toured different 
Parts of the Valley with the main purpose of creating Shari'a- 
c~nsciousness~~~ among people who, in spite of their professed faith in 
Islam, were wedded to h e  mditional religious culture. The undertaking 
of the repairs of the mosques and the bathrooms124 and laying the 
foundation for mosques in several were important steps in 
the direction of creating an Islamic ambience in a true sense. 



Notwithstanding the vegetarianism and celibacy practised by some 
of the disciples of Baba Nasib, they played an cffwtive role even as 
ascetics in the dissemination of Islamic teachings among the villagers.lZ 
Not only did most of them act as imams of mosqucs, but some of them 
even carried out proselytizing activitics.ln Even while living in a cave, 
Baba Salih, a disciple of Baba Nasib, considcrcd it an act of piety 
earn his livclihood by copying thc Qunn. The popularity of Baba Salih 
attracted the Mughal prince, Dua Shikouh to his cave.lz8 Some of 
Nasib's disciples, like Haji Baba, Shaikh Nasir ~ e n g a l i ' ~ ~  Baba 
~bdu l l ah"~  and Muhammad Amin sofi13' wcnt from village to village 
enjoining pcople to follow the Shari'a. Among these, Baba Abdullah's 
activities deserve special notice. He is said to have attracted a number 
of people towards  slam.'^" In fact, most of his time was spcnt among 
the illiterate villagers teaching thcm lhe fundamentals of Islam. Like 
Baba Nasib he toured the rural areas along with a host of his followers 
who, besides constructing mosques, public baths and toilets in the 
villages, also laid out gardens for the public. Baba Abdullah himself 
designed a garden in which he plantcd apricot t r ~ e s . ' ~ ~  Shaikh Haji 
Hasan, a disciple of Baba Nasib, practised celibacy and dedicated his 
life for the uplift of the poor.133 

The most outstanding disciple of Baba Nasib was Baba Daud. It was 
on account of committing to memory a well-known book on Hadilh that 
he was given the title of ~ j s h k a t i . ' ~  Allhough Daud Mishkati was well- 
versed in fiqh, had&, Msirand allied fields, he did not dcem it unworthy 
of an 'alim to h;mble his pride by secking the company of the Rishis. 
As a mattcr of fact, he accompanicd his spiritual preceptor to the abodes 
of the   is his.'^' It was undcr the influence of the Rishi movcment that 
even as an a'lim he did not fail to explain the dceper meaning of 
Nuruddin's verses and sought to define the role of an 'alim and an ' ~ f  
as reflected therein. Nuruddin not only wanted an 'alim to recognise his 
inner self, but also expected him to risc above the customary narrow 
grooves of his society. Mishkati was also conscious of the fact that 
Nuruddin had struck a balance by confining the role of an 'arif within 
the bounds of the Shari'a.136 

But the most marked feature of Mishkati's hagiography, like that of 
his forerunners in the field, was a genuine attempt at understanding the 
social roles of the Rishis through intcllectual understanding or 
appreciation. This type of understanding was not mcrely sympathetically 
attuned to particular emotional responses; in fact, it was real in more 
ban one important sense. The real undcrstanding came about only when, 



as a standard-bearer of the Shari'a, Mishkati shared the beliefs of the 
Rishis and identified himsclf with hem. And even from the standpoint 
of he Shan"a, Mishkati, like Baba Daud Khaki and Baba Nasib, did not 
fail to appreciate precisely what Islam meant to the Rishis. 

The Kubrawi Response to the Rishi Movement 

The influence of h c  Rishi movement on the Kubrawis of Kashmir can 
be gleaned from three sources: Tarikh-i Kashmir, of Sayyid 'Ali, a 
descendant of Say y id ~ajuddin; '~ '  Khat-i ~rshad,' a document 
containing Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani's guidance for the founder of 
the Rishi order; and the Fafhat-i Kubra wiyya of Abdul Wahab Nuri. 
Besides these main sources, the annual practice of the citizens of Srinagar 
of going in a grand procession to the shrine of Nuruddin under the 
leadership of the priests of the Khanqah-i Mu'alla, until very recent 
times,'3g also deserves some notice in view of its significance in a 
traditional society. 

Although Sayyid 'Ali's work is a political chronicle, in actual fact 
it is rich in information in regard to the activities of the Sufis. The chief 
merit of the work, from our point of view, is that it not merely refers 
to the association of the Kubrawi Sufis wilh Nuruddin, but it also takes 
us into the deep recesses of the heart of a Kubrawi exposed to the 
radiant influence of the social philosophy of the Rishis. The deep 
influence of Nuruddin's mystical poetry on Sayyid 'Ali's writings is 
borne out by his unbounded praise for its ability to ennoble and uplift 
the human Not only does he testify to the social significance of 
Nuruddin's tomb as a centre of pilgrimage for all sections of the Kashmiri 

but he even quotes approvingly the following verses of 
Khwaja Habibullah Naushahri, probably the first of their kind in Persian, 
in praise of ~ u r u d d i n : ' ~ ~  



A close examination of Sayyid 'Ali's glorification of Nuruddin brings 
to light certain facts of history which have s o  far remained hidden for 
want of analysis. 

The  chronicler's admiration for Lhe Rishi's devotion to God, besides 
testifying to the estimation in which Nuruddin was hcld in the Kubrawi 
circles just within a century aftcr his death, points to the gradual 
absorption of the Kubrawis in the local Islamic identity. Not only in 
devotion but also in respect of esotcric knowledge, Sayyid Ali did not 
find any parallel to Nuruddin in Kashmir. This shows that Nuruddin 
had begun to wield grcatcr influence among the Kashmiris than even 
Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani and Sayyid Muhammad Harnadani. And this 
explains the fact why he also came to be popularly known as Shaikh al- 
' ~ 1 a . m ' ~ ~  in contrast to the title Shah-i Hamadan, bestowed by Kashmiris 
on  Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani. 

But more revelatory in the vcrses of Khawaja Habibullah Naushahri, 
himself a Kubrawi, is his criticism of the group of the Sayyids who, out 
of sheer vanity, claimed to be the dcsccndan~s of the Prophet. So proud 
were they of their descent that they are said to have passed derogatory 
remarks about Nuruddin. T h e  main reason for such unbecoming 
behaviour was their concern over the Rishi's extreme ascetic habits 
under the influence of Hindusim. It is however significant h a t  the false 
pride of the Sayyids about their noble pedigree and thcir mistaken 
notions about Nuruddin's asceticism evoked criticism from even the 
Kubrawis themselves, who stressed h a t  true nobility was dcrived not 
from birth but from devotion to God. Whosoever is proud of being a 
descendant of the Prophet's family, bclieves Sayyid 'Ali, will have to 
repent on the Day of Judgement. The  main argument put foward to 
counter the claim of the Sayyids is that man is essentially made of clay; 
hence it does not behove a human to be proud of his origin. "b-ue, 
Sayyid Ali was conscious of the fact that none except the descendants 
of the Prophet (Al-i Muhammad) should be proud of their pedigree 



(nasb), but at the same time, it was his fm belief that among the sons 
of Adam, it is primarily Ahmad alone, who by virtue of his humility, 
deservedly earned the title of the Pride of Creation. Thus the Kubrawis 
even condemn such persons to hcll as challenge the holiness of Numddin 
on grounds of his birth.'" In other words, they considered it unworby 
of the Sayyids to claim a high social position only because of their 
noble progenitor, and not to dcscrve it by living worthily, with the 
virtue of humility so dear to the Prophet Muhammad. 

The attitude of the Kubrawis towards the Rishi movement is also 
exemplified in the discussion at a mceting Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani 
had with ~uruddin. '~'  The circumstances leading to the meeting are 
laden with social meaning. After having stayed in Srinagar for a number 
of years with his companions as the guest of the Sultan, Sayyid 
Muhammad Hamadani heard about the popularity of Nuruddin among 
the rural folk. Thereupon he expressed his desire to see the Kashmiri 
saint, though his companions, the Sayyids, were unwilling to associate 
with someone they considered to be an illitcrate man (nadan marad), 
practising austerities in the manner of the Hindu sain~.'" But the Sayyids 
had to eat humble pie when thcir lcadcr sct off co'pay a personal visit 
to Nuruddin. The meeting bctween the Sayyids and the Kashmiri saint 
took place at Zalsu, about six miles on the road leading to the tomb of 
Nuruddin at Charar. From Sayyid 'Ali's description of the miracles 
performed at the meeting and the dialogue bctween the Kashmiri saint 
and the Kubrawi Sufi, some important conclusions emerge. His account 
is corroborated and supplemented by later sources which give added 
weight to these conclusions. First, the followers of Sayyid Muhammad 
Hamadani were convinced about the exalted status of the Rishi among 
the most perfect of the sainrs.14' Second, the vcry presence of Nuruddin's 
two women disciples at b e  meeting n k e l y  Bchat ~ i b i ' ~ '  and Dchat 

was a pointer to h e  Sayyids that the isolation of women and 
segregating them from all social intercourse was not warranted by Islam. 
The purpose might also have been to show to the distinguished guests 
that there were also women elevated to the status of sainthood in the 
Rishi order in accordance with the teachings of Islam. Lastly, by offering 
formal allegiance to Sayyid Muhammad Hmadani, in spite of his high 
spiritual status,150 Nuruddin not mercly vindicated the honour of the 
Prophet's worthy descendant in the characteristic humility of a t n~e  
Sufi, but he even acknowledged thc dcbt of the Kashmiris lo him and 
his father for their services to Islam in Kashmir as upholders of the 
Shari 'a. 



Not only the Persian chronicles, hagiographies, verses of Nuruddin, 
but also the Khat-i Lrshad, an exlant document prescrvcd in the K h ~ q f i -  
i Mu'alla, testify to the Kashmiri saint's final absorption in the Islamic 
identity. However, it should not be supposed that by acknowledging 
Sayyid Muhammad Harnadani as his preceptor Nuruddin lost his identity 
as a leader of the Rishis. As a matter of Fxt, his enrolment in the 
Kubrawi order took place just before Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani 
decided to leave Kashmir after staying there for seventeen years,'s' 
marking the successful fruition of the spadework done by the Kubrawis 
as religious teachers. What is of significance to remember is that in his 
Khat-i lrshad Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani used the term Rishi while 
referring to Nuruddin as a perfect which also points to the 
Kubrawi Sufi's confidence in the Kashmiri saint in carrying on the 
mission of his predecessors. And by authorising Nuruddin to enrol 
disciples, the gifted son of Sayyid Ali Hamadani dispelled the false 
notion of his Sayyid companions that they alone, by virtue of their 
noble descent, were capable of providing religious leadership to 
Kashmiris. In fact, by investing a humble Kashmiri with the authority 
of guiding the people,'" Muhammad Hamadani emphasized the 
importance of the basic Islamic teachings of primacy of human actions 
over any hereditary factor in determining an individual's social status. 
It is also worth noting that while Muhammad Hamadani entrusted the 
reigning Sultan to the guidance of his Sayyid companions,'" considering 
the problem of language, the common man was left to the care of 
Nuruddin. This was because Nuruddin alone, with his local disciples, 
could prove an effective channel of communication bctween the Great 
Tradition of Islam and the Little Tradition of the peasant society. And 
this is particularly borne out by Nuruddin's innumerable verses in which 
he enjoins Kashmiris undergoing a process of Islamic acculturation 
follow the ~hari'a."' 

It is also notable that Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani allowed Nuruddin 
to perform chi la^,^^' thereby adapting to an Islamic framework1" the 
Rishi's practice of meditating in the caves or in seclusion. Consequently 
the bonds of the Kubrawis and the Rishis were cemented in such a 
manner that in due course the Kubrawi order itself got absorbed in the 
Rishi order. In fact, no less a person than 'Abdul Wahab Nuri, the 
author of Fathat-i Kubrawiyya (the Triumphs of the Kubrawis) bears 
elaborate testmony to the influence exercised by the Rishi movement 
on the Kubrawis. Although Wahab's encomium on Nuruddin's miracles 
and poetry, saturated with didactic songs of wahdat and m'arjfa, 15s is 



mainly based on the accounts of Nasib and Mishhti, he approvingly 
quotes the earlier hagiographers to prove the high position of Nuruddin 
in the hierarchy of the Sufis. Not only does Wahab applaud the social 
role of Nuruddin in guiding men to the right path'59 and protecting the 
interests of the weak against the strong,'60 but he even refers to the 
dreams of Baba Daud ~ h a k i ' ~ '  and Maulana Jamaluddin in order to 
testily to the suprcmacy of Nuruddin among the a ~ 1 i ~ a . l ~ ~  

Wahab reveals his Shari'a-mindedness when he shows his concern 
over the habit of certain Rishis who broke their fast with stones, earth 
and ashes. Such a practice, though looked at with disfavour by him from 
the viewpoint of the ~ h a r i ' a . ' ~ ~  did not prompt him to dub the Rishis as 
un-Islamic. Thus while writing about Baba Barnuddin, he remarks that, 
notwithstanding his habit of eating crushed stones, the Rishi lived as a 
~ u s 1 i m . l ~  Wahab even gave an 'orthodox' approval to Nuruddin's 
claim that the Prophet was the founder of the Rishi order; his main 
justification being that one who fought one's carnal desires was, according 
to the sayings of the Prophet, a faithful and virtuous ~ u s 1 i m . l ~ ~  

The foregoing discussion suggests that Wahab was in no small 
measure responsible for drawing the Kubrawis closer to the Rishis. 
Later, the custodians of the Kubrawi Khanqah at Srinagar kept alive 
he historic memory of their links with Nuruddin through the ingenious 
practice of holding a procession in order to avert an apprehended 
calamity. It seems that the Kubrawis perverted to local use the simple 
injunction of the Prophet for offering salat a l - i s t i~qa '~~  during an 
imminent natural calamity, when they held public rogations and made 
a pilgrimage at the head of a procession to the shrine of Nuruddin. The 
procession would usually start from Khanqah-i Mu'alla and joined by 
men and even children on thc way to Chrar, reach the tomb of the saint. 

An interview conducted by the author with some old men in the city 
including the Imam of the Khanqah-i Mu'alla reveals that only the 
Prayers of istigfar were recited loudly by the pilgrims in the procession. 
A keen observer of Kashmiri society, in the closing years of the last 
Century, Walter Lawrence, recorded his impressions about the reverence 
which the shrine of Nuruddin commanded among the Kashmiris. As he 
remarks: "Musalmans from all parts of the Valley flock to Chrar Shariff 
and when scarcity is imminent, where calamities such as earthquake, 
cholera and drought occur, thousands gather there and sit silent on the 
hills around, confessing their sins and begging for pardon. This 
impressive ceremony is known as ~afl."'" 



The Naqshbandi Attitude Towards the Rishis 

Although the Naqshbandi order was introduced in Kashmir during the 
reign of Sultan Sikandar, it did not make any hcadway in the Valley 
until the advent of Khwaja Mahmud towards the close of the sixteenth 
century.'" 

The attitude of the Naqshbandis towards the Rishis is primarily 
reflected in Tuhfat al-Fuqara of Muhammad Murad Teng. A staunch 
follower of the Naqshbandi order,'69 Teng nevcrthelcss does not fail to 
record the merits of the Rishis in his hagiography. He scems to have 
been a close friend of Nur ~ a b a , ' ~ '  a disciple of Shaikh Daud alias, 
Batrnaloo sahib.I7' It was from Nur Baba that he learnt about the spiritual 
powers of the Batmaloo and his philanthropic activi~ies. '~~ Teng is full 
of praise for other contemporary Rishis of his time like Naji Baba 17' 
and La1 ~ a b a . ' ~ ~  Not only do the piety and abstcmious habits of the 
Rishis seem to have captivated Teng but their sociability and popularity 
too prompted him to write about them. According to Teng, La1 Baba 
used to have frequent meetings with his father."' Teng also praises a 
contemporary Rishi, Mir Muhammad ~ u l t a n ' ~ ~  for his simplicity, piety 
and service to the destitute and the needy.'77 

The Sufis of the Naqshbandi ordcr do not seem to have lcft as great 
a mark on the Kashmiris as did the Rishis. In fact, the popularity of the 
latter among the masses even attracted the Naqshbandis to them. Thus 
the popularity of Ummi Rupi Rishi drew Teng D him.17' Although 
Teng's conversation with the saint shows the concern of a Naqshbandi 
over the vegetarianism practised by the Rishis, he does not give the 
slightest indication of any disapproval of the practice. On the other 
hand, he makes no secret of the impact left by Ummi Rishi's respectful 
and friendly attitude to him. We are told that special non-vegetarian 
food was served to Teng by Ummi Rishi himself when he called at the 
Rishi's house. It was also on this occasion that the Naqshbandi saint 
entered into a dialogue with the Rishi on the latter's initiation in suluk 
and other matters. While answering a question as to why he had given 
up meat, Ummi Rupi Rishi, without entcring into any argument, remarked 
that he was following the instructions of his pic Baba Hardi  ish hi."^ 

It would be seen that the Naqshbandis of Kashmir, like 
Suharwardis, were influenced by the Rishi movement. True, they were 
able to enrol some Rishis as their disciples,'80 but they could not prevent 
such disciples from observing certain norms which were necessary for 
the cultivation of personal piety. Thus Mahdi Rishi Kakapuri, even 
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becoming the khalifa of Mir Muhammad Baqir Naqshbandi, subsisted 
on a vegetarian diet and continued to practise severe austeritie~.'~' 

Conclusion 

From the foregoing account, it is clear that the beliefs of the Rishis 
were not incompatible with Islam. While analysing the objective 
description of the way of life of the Rishis, as given by the hagiographers 
wilhin he  integrated framework of the spiritual and legal hcritage of 
Islam, we have not allowed a misconception to enter our minds that the 
Rishi movement was somewhat outside the pale of the so-called 
"or~hodox" Islam. Liturgical development among the Rishis was within 
the mainstream of Islam; in fact, the recital of dhikr was immensely 
valued as early as the foundation of the order by Shaikh Nuruddin 
along the lines of the Kubrawi, Suharwardi and Naqshbandi traditions. 
Thus the Rishis proved to be the cultural mediators of the Islamic 
tradition. They not only pulled down language barriers but also made 
the Islamic tradition more comprehensible to the common folk in 
meaningful rather than in outwardly syncretistic forms. It is true that 
the Rishis retained elements from the traditional Hindu-Buddhist religious 
culture, but it would be wrong to conclude on that reasoning that this 
development led to the growth of syncretistic religious sociology among 
Kashmiris. As a matter of fact, the evolution of the Shari'a bound 
structure of thought and the concomitant enfeeblement of such elements 
as celibacy, vegetarianism, extreme ascetic practices, and seclusion in 
caves is to be viewed as a natural sequel to the 'cult of saints'. The 
various nuances of this development can be fully understood against the 
background of the Quranic concept of civilisation, which values, wilhin 
the bounds of its encompassing Shari'a, man's ongoing effort to establish 
an equilibrium between his need to give new forms of meaning to his 
experience and his desire to cling to the forms in which conventional 
wisdom lies. The fact is that the Rishis, while apparently accommodating 
local Hindu-Buddhist practices to the Islamic framework, gradually paved 
the way for the assimilation of the people in the Islamic identity. In the 
changed environment, the traditional religious scheme of thought was 
gradually abandoned, and no longer remained the basic frame of reference 
of the people, as they were swept by the wave of Islamic acculturation. 
It is indeed hard to escape the conclusion that the Rishis wen largely 
responsible for influencing the environmental, institutional and linguistic 
forms which ultimately created conditions for the never-ending process 
of Islamization in both religious and social terms. 
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CHAPTER VII 

The Rishis and Conversion to Islam 

The spread of Islam in the cultural context and historical circumstances 
of the Kashmir Valley--considerably different from those of sixth 
century Arabia-is a fascinating as well as intriguing topic. Earlier 
sludies containing some information regarding conversion to Islam in 
Kashmir have laid great strcss on the proselytizing 'role of Sufis from 
Central Asia and Persia. In particular, the role attributed LO Sayyid 
Sharafuddin, Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani, Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani and 
a band of his followers is too well known to need repetition here.' 
While we do not deny the role of these Sufis in the spread of Islamic 
teachings in the Valley, it would be wrong to attribute the so-called 
'mass conversions' of Kashmir to their miraculous exploits. Of course 
their activities led to certain individual conversions which must have 
been followed by group conversions. However, such a process of 
conversion took a long time to progress and mature, extending 
over centuries, largely owing to the persistence of the pre-Islamic 
customs and beliefs. 'Islamization' was thus a slow and a long 
process, involving initially the converts passive adherence to Islam, 
but ultimately a continuous progress towards bringing one's beliefs, 
attitudes or modes of conduct into harmony with the Shari'a This 
process is evident not only today but, as discussed before, is also 
reflected in the religious career of Nuruddin, whose attempt at the 
reconciliation of Hindu and Muslim practices actually paved the way 
for the gradual assimilation of the commoners in the Islamic identity. 

Syncretism appears c be the key term in the study of early history 
of Islamization in Kashmir-a region which experienced a peaceful 
Penetration of Islam long before the establishment of the Sullanate in 
1320. As we shall see, Islamization in Kashmir was not a process of 
dramatic mass conversions secured by the Sufis through miracles, but 
what might be described as a gradual ~ansmulation of the society. in 
which a considerable part of the population became Muslim, or was 



assumed to be Muslim, on its contact with the immigrant Muslim settlers, 
including the Sufis. A keen observer of Kashmiri society like Nuruddin 
was not oblivious of the changing pattcm of the society he lived in. 
Having himself wandered in jungles and spent a good deal of time in 
meditation in a cave, Nuruddin ul~imatcly realized, through his conlac1 
with the Kubnwi Sufis, the futilily of following the path of rcnunciation. 
Thus in a number of verses he condemned ascelicism and urgd his 
followers to follow the Quran and the Sunna. But i t  remains a fact that 
in spite of Nuruddin's emphasis on strict adherence to the Shari'a, his 
early ascelic life and a numbcr of his verses extolling renunciation had 
a popular appeal and, as a matter of reality, drew even the Hindu 
ascetics towards the Rishi movement. Nuruddin himself allowed his 
favourite disciples to retire to the caves and mountains in view of lhc 
popularity of the ascetics among the Kashmiri folk. Thus, if on the one 
hand he condemned renunciation, on the other it was used as a mode 
of conversion to attract the local people towards Islam. 

Islam in fact became the religion of the great majority of rural Kashmir 
between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries largely because, through 
the Rishis, it allowed the main configuration of pre-existing Kashmiri 
popular religion to adapt itself to the wider Islamic framework. The 
survival of pre-Islamic names: particularly among the Rishis themselves, 
implies that Kashmiris experienced a gradual cultural and religious 
change. What makes this process of gradual change intelligible to us is 
also the fact that over the centuries the infiltration of Muslim ideas has 
had the effect of wearing down the temples: their properties dwindled 
and the spiritual and moral standards of their clergy declined. The 
corrupt practices of the cast-conscious Brahman priests must also have 
alienated the ~ a s h m i r i s . ~  Nuruddin's condemnation of the caste system 
suggests that the members of low-castes must have been tempted to 
accept Islam in order to free themselves from the bondage of the 
~rahman? Although their social position or family status did not improve 
or change radically after their entry into the Islamic fold, they could at 
least have the satisfaction of calling themselves members of the Islamic 
community. This sentiment is specially reflected in the Rishinama of 
Chrar in which a conscious attempt has been made to present Islam as 
an egalitarian religion vis-a-vis the religious ethnocentrism of the 
Brahmanic faith.' 

Islamization in Kashmir is thus not merely a religious question, but 
more importantly a subject of vital social importance. And in order to 
learn about it as a continuously evolving process of meaningful 



inleraction between religion and society, we shall study Islamization at 
three levels: individual conversion, group conversion and acculturation. 
While the first category involves people embracing Islam volunlarily or 
as a matler of conviction or under the influence of Sufis and Rishis, the 
second category of 'converts' largely refers to people or groups of 
people who accepted Islam nominally in the wake of their ~ribal leader's 
conversion. Political and cconomic motives must also have made their 
nominal commitment to Islam possible. Under the third category, 
however, fall a large majority of commoners who experienced the gradual 
impact of Islamic acculturation on their social life through their contact 
with the peripatetic Rishis. Although the evolution of such a process 
had started much earlier through the creation of an Islamic ambience in 
the form of a few khanqahs and mosques, it gained momentum as a 
result of Nuruddin's visits to a number of villages in Kashmir which 
still preserve the tradition of his visits or sojourn in one form or the 
other. 

What is striking about the pre-eminent position of Nuruddin in the 
history of Islam in Kashmir is the conversion of even prominent Hindu 
ascetics under his influence. Such conversions must have involved group 
conversions or initial adhesion to Islam. It is in the context of such 
situations that Nuruddin's verses in condemnation of polytheistic 
practices of the converts must have inspired6 Nuruddin's contribution 
to the gradual evolution of Kashmiri Muslim society had two dimensions: 
on the one hand he attempted to free Islam of its accretions; on the 
other his social behaviour-yhich was more in consonance with local 
practices than those of scholars, jurists or Sufi missionaries-influenced 
a considerable number of people to abstain from marriage and meat 
eating and subsist on dry bread or wild vegetables from the forest. The 
extreme asceticism, self-mortification, long fasts, sexual abstinence and 
seclusion, which marked the early life of Nuruddin, and indeed, the 
lives of his followers, must have weakened the conlrast in the common 
mind between Islam and Hinduism or Buddhism thereby paying the 
way for the acceptance of the values of an alien system. This process 
of Islamic acculturation of the mass of Kashmiri people is made 
abundantly clear by cermin important cases of individual conversions. 
Such conversions must have left a deep imprint on the illiterate folk 
living in a social milieu characterized by the potent belief in the 
spirituality of saints. It would, therefore, be necessary to examine the 
tuture of certain cases of individual conversions in view of their 
significance in the medieval society. 



Bhum Sadh's Conversion to Islam 

During his travels in Anantnag, along with his disciple Baba Tajuddin, 
the Shaikh heard a group of people praising thc miraculous feats of a 
prominent Brahman ascetic. Bhum Sadh, as he was known, was rcpuled 
to be accustomed to taking his daily bath, simultaneously at five places, 
namely, ~handan~ar .7  ~hurah~ar .8  ~ h h a t r a ~ a r ?  ~ u l l a r n a ~ , ' ~  and 
~hadan~ar . "  The ascetic had also gained celebrity for his seclusion in 
a cave at ~ a m z u ' ~  where he was absorbed in the adoration of hundreds 
of idols. The Shaikh, therefore, felt a keen desire to see the ascetic, not 
far from where he was travelling.13 

On reaching Bamzu Nuruddin was involved in a lengthy discussion 
with the ascetic on several issues of religious and social importance, 
viz., the oneness of God, idol-worship, ritualistic practices evolved by 
the 'greedy' Brahmans, and above all, their social position as againsl 
that of the low-castes.14 So vigorously did thc Brahman ascetic dcfend 
his point of view to the last that no argument of the S haikh could carry 
weight with him." It was only when the ascetic asked the Shaikh to 
prove the authenticity of his statement that God was One that, through 
a miracle, the Rishi made the idols speak. Hearing his objects of 
veneration proclaiming the truth of the Oneness of God, Bhum Sadh 
willingly accepted Islam and entered the discipleship of the ~haikh." 
The prominent convert to Islam was named Bamuddin. 

The long conversation between the Sharkh and Bhum Sadh is recorded 
in verses attributed to both the saints. True, Baba Nasib's description 
of some of these verses is not without some value for understanding the 
social tensions inherent in Nuruddin's dialogue with the ascetic, but, 
significantly, in the later Rishinamas, innumerable verses concerning 
the discussion at Bamzu have been recorded assiduously. In the 
Rishinamas of Chrar, particularly, one cannot fail to detect interpolations 
in the verses attributed to Nuruddin. Such interpolations suggest a 
continual social discontent among the common folk against Brahmanic 
supremacy. They are also crucial to our understanding of the role of the 
converts themselves in perpetuating the memory of the greatness of 
Nuruddin, singling him out as the hope of the down-trodden and, 
therefore, a perpetual object of veneration. The popular perception of 
Nuruddin was not only that of a saint but also of a champion of the 
commoners, including even menials like sweepers and tanners, who 
prolninently figured in the discussions with Bhum sadh.17 Thus not only 
the supposed supernatural spell cast by Nuruddin over Bhum Sadh but, 



more importantly, his denunciation of the caste system must have 
~rompted the so-called low castes and the weaker sections of Kashmiri 
society to break off their ties with a caste-ridden social structure.18 I[ 
is not unlikely that many lower-caste Hindus were attracted to Islam, 
though in stages, as the dialogue bctween Nuruddin and Bhum Sadh 
rapidly gained currency among the rural folk. As the process of Islamic 
acculturation advanced through the repetition of these dialogues at social 
gatherings like village festivals, the so-called low-born like the village 
dancers and acrobats (bhands, dambael maetc; or faqirs), played a 
significant role as transmitters of the values of the Rishis in the traditional 
rural society. Even now they make their presence felt at the shrines of 
the Rishis on anniversaries. Not long ago, these dancers would even 
visit peoples homes to remind them through their acrobatic performances 
about the historical role of the Rishis as upholders of human equality 
and brotherhood. 

An important aspect of Bamuddin's twelve-year existence as a Muslim 
saint until his death was the reputation he earned as one who consumed 
crushed stones and water only, as his normal diet.19 During this period 
he did not have a servant, nor did he maintain a proper kitchen. Such 
claims are bound to be treated with scepticism by the modern reasoning 
mind, but we find in them a certain degree of truth considering the 
complexities and mysteries associated with the mundane existence of 
some mystics.20 Reason, indeed, can hardly explain how some mystics 
could have lived a long and healthy life on a diet of crushed stones. 

While it is outside the domain of scientific history to emphasize such 
extraordinary feats, nonetheless, the persistence of such traditions even 
to our own day does not permit us to totally reject the evidence furnished 
by the hagiographers and chroniclers about the extreme nature of 
Bamuddin's asceticism. Such evidence testifies to the positive role that 
Nuruddin played as a seminal missionary rather than as a radical reformer 
making an open assault on existing practices. In allowing a die-hard 
Brahman ascetic like Bhum Sadh to resort to extreme practices near his 
kaditional place of worship, in a locality sacred to the ~rahmans?' 
Nuruddin seems to have kept alive among the common people the fane 
of Bamuddin more as an ascetic than as a zealous convert to Islam. 

It is not to be wondered at, therefore, that the Rishi movement led 
to a gradual transformation of Kashmiri society, particularly in matters 
of beliefs. While in the pre-Muslim society, popular beliefs centred 
round the magical powers of Brahman ascetics, in the changed 
circumstances it became transformed or absorbed into an unswerving 



allegiance of the commoners to the Muslim Rishis. I t  would be wrong, 
however, to assume that the Muslim ascetics acquired an aura of holiness 
in the Hindu environment mainly because of the persistence of the local 
saint culture. Although the extremc asceticism of the Rishis attracted 
the commoners to them, it must be borne in mind that their personal 
piety and humaneness played no less a part in drawing people closer to 
them. In the dialogue attributed to Nuruddin and Bhum Sadh, while the 
Muslim saint emerges as an embodiment of human virtue, piety and 
compassion, the Brahman ascetic is made a butt of ridicule for 
propitiating the gods through ritual performances for which the common 
folk had to pay.22 Even if we doubt, without much reason, Le authenticity 
of the verses attributed to Nuruddin criticising the extravagant rituals of 
the Brahmans, the inescapable conclusion must be that LC fact of the 
conversion of a renowned Brahman ascetic .was turned by Nuruddin's 
followers into something relevant to the collective concerns of a people 
at the cross-roads, paving the way for their gradual adaptation to the 
Islamic pattern of social life. 

Impact of Bhum Sadh's Conversion 

Although the extant earlier sources do not directly refer to the impact 
of Bhum Sadh's conversion on the local people, the authors of later 
Rishinamas of Chrar furnish us with useful details in this regard. As a 
matter of fact, they were in a position of authority to record oral 
information transmitting from one generation to another about the 
reaction of various strata of Kashmiri society to Nuruddin's missionary 
role. However, in undertaking such an academic exercise the later Rishis 
seem to have taken great pains in recording even the minutest details 
preserved in the oral repertory. It is for this reason that we consider 
Baba Karnal and Baba Khalil's description of Tuli Raina's encounter 
with Nuruddin to be worthy of some analysis. 

About 1 2 0  Hindus under the leadership of Tuli Raina are reported 
to have met Nuruddin in exasperation in the wake of Bhum Sadh's 
conversion to Islam. The Shaikh was asked several questions of a 
metaphysical nature about the creation of the universe and is reported 
to have countered the beliefs of the Brahmans in this respect. However, 
it was only after a thorough discussion on divergent beliefs on various 
issues that Tuli Raina entered the fold of Islam along with his followers.23 

Our examination, of the reported dialogue between the Shaikh 
and Tuli Raina, besides testifying to the vitality of the oral tradition, 
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also attests to the persistence of pre-Muslim beliefs among the common 
folk, in spite of their adherence to Islam. However, in this context, the 
honesty of purpose of the Rishis is clearly reflected in their candid 
spirit of narrating the folk beliefs about creation that persisted among 
the converts. Not the lcast, the recorded conversation between the Shaikh 
and the tribal leader also helps us to understand how the memory of the 
conversion process, not recorded by the chroniclers, was not only 
preserved but even orchestrated by the common folk themselves. 
Although in transcribing such a process in black and white, the latter- 
day literary Rishi tradilion was prone to adopt exaggerated overtones, 
the oral information collected through this source reveals how with the 
gradual spread of Islam the Kashmiri society articulated its own 
perception of the process of Islamization. 

Conversion of Zia Singh 

Zia Singh's ancestral home was in ~ i s h t w a ? ~  where his father, a 
descendant of the rulers of that country, was put to death by his enemies. 
At a very young age Zia Singh fell ill. The critical-condition of the 
young boy caused a great deal of anxiety to his mother. It was at this 
juncture that Nuruddin is reported to have made his appearance in 
mysterious circumstances. At the saint's command, the worried mother 
pledged to visit Kashmir on her son's recovery and also agreed to 
embrace 1s1a.m.~~~ Although ~ i a  Singh recovered due to the benedictions 
of the saint, his mother did not keep her word. After some time the 
young boy was again taken ill, but when his mother was reminded by 
the Shaikh in a vision of her failure to fulfil the solemn pledge, she set 
off for Kashmir along with her son.25 

Although most sources describe the conversion of Zia Singh to Islam 
against the background of the solemn promise taken from his mother by 
Nur~ddin ,~~  Khwaja Azam Diddamari attributes his acceptance of Islam 
at the hands of the saint to divine command." Another source however 
states that since Zia Singh was looking for a pir he became a Muslim 
on seeing ~uruddin?' 

Sayyid 'Ali's earliest account about the circumstances leading to Zia 
Singh's conversion, however, needs to be noted together with that of 
Baba Nasib, Daud Mishkati and others. True, Nuruddin's mystical 
appearance in Kishtwar may appear fantastic to the modem mind; but 
in the history of Sufism, such experiences have been the rule rather 
than the exception. Even in modem times we hear of some individuals 



having embraced Islam through the suasions of the Sufis in visions or 
dreams.29 To reject such evidence merely on the grounds of 'reason' or 
one's own inability to fathom the mysteries of the Sufi's existence is 
therefore nothing shon of sophistry. For an objective understanding of 
the religious transmutation of certain individuals we must be prepared 
to develop a vicarious experience of the world of the Sufis. 

Zia Singh, who after his conversion to Islam came to be known as 
Zainuddin, undoubtedly held an eminent position among the disciples 
of Nuruddin. Significantly, he chose a cave on the top of the mountain, 
at ' ~ i s h m u ~ a m , ~ ~  for purposes of worship. His piety and austerities 
impressed even his master, who extolled the saintliness of the disciple 
in the following verse: 

My Zaina is the fountain-head of nectar; 
Such is his devotion to God that he surpasses his preceptor.31 

Although the many miracles attributed to Zainuddin testify to his 
distinguished position,32 the veneration of the boatmen for the saint to 
this day, suggests that the Rishi's sphere of influence must have been 
widespread. So great seems to have been his influence on folk 
consciousness that even a rationalist like Abul Fazl lent a credulous ear 
to the stories current about the saint and wrote: "For twelve years he 
(Zainuddin) occupied this cell (at 'Aishmuqam) and towards the end (of 
his life) he closed its mouth with a huge stone and never went forth 
again and no one has even found trace of him."33 

Such stories, together with the many miracles ascribed to Zainuddin 
also point to the enormous extent of the Islamic acculturation of 
commoners under the influence of the Rishis. Even a modem writer 
was struck by the links fostered between the commoner and the tomb 
of Zainuddin. "This shrine" writes Lawrence, "is much respected by the 
boatmen of Kashmir, who take their children (there) and cut off their 
first lock of hair. If this was done elsewhere the child would die or 
become blind."34 

Conversion of Ladi Raina 

Ladi Raina was the chief of ~ a r u - ~ d a v i n ~ ~  and before his conversion 
to Islam had enjoyed the company of ~usl i rns . '~  It was during one of 
his visits to Srinagar that the idea of seeing Nuruddin struck him." The 
dialogue38 between the saint and Ladi Raina is worthy of note: 
Nuruddin - What brings you here? 
Ladi Raina - Your love and the longing to see you. 
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Nuruddin - Nothing is more false than a friendship without 
union of minds. 

Ladi Raina - What is the true characteristic of a friend? 
Nuruddin - Obedience to God's commands? 
Ladi Raina - What does He command? 
Nuruddin - Surrender unto Him and be His servant alone. 
Ladi Raina - Since I serve my own Lord there is no need for me 

to serve your Lord. 
Nuruddin - How do you reconcile your polytheistic practices 

with the belief that the Lord of the universe alone 
is your Sustainer? 

Ladi Raina was impressed by the argument and then and there joined 
the brotherhood of the Rishis. Not only did he relinquish his post, he 
even distributed his wealth and property among the poor in deference 
to the wishes of ~ u r u d d i n . ~ ~  It is interesting to note that during the 
course of his spiritual training Ladi Raina was again drawn into a 
discussion by his preceptor:40 

Nuruddin 

Ladi Raina 
Nuruddin 
Ladi Raina 
Nuruddin 
Ladi Raina 
Nuruddin 
Ladi Raina 
Nuruddin 

- What was your main achievement before joining 
the Rishi order? 

- It was wealth. 
- Was your father wealthy too? 
- Yes. 
- To whom did he bequeath his wealth? 
- To me. 
- Why didn't he take it with him? 
- It was not of value (after death). 
- He (your father) was not sagacious enough to 

capitalize on his worldly fortune after his death. A 
sage is in constant search of something of an 
abiding value. 

It follows that the main purpose of the Shaikh was to bring home to 
the new convert, renamed Latifuddin, that worldly wealth was the devil's 
bait to a traveller on his way of God. For an erstwhile chief now turned 
into a Rishi it was no longer a distinction to be rich. since according 
to his master's teaching wealth engendered selfishness, nurtured 
arrogance and above all damaged the nobler feelings and aspirations of 
the heart?l Baba Latifuddin's fame as a true Rishi, subsisting merely 
on wild vegetables, spread among the commoners. They are reported to 
have sought his blessings at uttaf12 where he was sent by Nuruddin for 



popularising the Rishi order. But the heavy rush of the commoners 
the saint's dwelling-place ultimately forced him to move to a forest 
named ~ o s h k d ~  where the saint was buried. Poshkar is now a village? 
where anniversary of Latifuddin is celcbrated with traditional gaiety by 
the village people. 

The Shaikh and the Brahmans 

The vast and as yet unexplored documentation regarding the reaction of 
the Brahmans to Shaikh Nuruddin's popularity among the commoners 
deserves careful examination. Conversations of the Brahmans with the 
Shaikh bear testimony to the utmost contempt with which the lower 
sections of Kashmiri society were treatcd by the higher castes. Here we 
shall attempt to study not only the hostile reactions of the Brahmans, 
but also the leavening influence of the Shaikh's poetry in ennobling 
their minds. In fact, the importance of the genus of material examined 
below lies in the conversion of certain Brahmans more by personal 
precept, example and convincing arguments of the Shaikh rather than 
by charisma. 

Once a Brahman visited Nuruddin and started rebuking him by asking 
how a thief and an ignoramus could claim to be an 'abid and zahid by 
retiring to a comer. The Brahman also questioned his faith, arguing that 
a low-caste llke him could not recognize God by professing to be a 
Muslim. Nuruddin, however, told the Brahman that it was through mental 
introspection of the natural environment that he was able to recognize 
the Ultimate Reality. I t  was while realising that the sky, earth, sun 
moon, water, fire, air and food cannot have their own origin, maintained 
Nuruddin, that the reality of God's existence slowly dawned upon him. 
But the Brahman did not appreciate the reply couched in allegorical 
terms. He started taunting him again, now with a different argument. To 
the Brahman's reproach that it was unbecoming of a self-styled Rishi 
like Nuruddin to take milk:' the latter's response was that even the 
Rishis of yore had tasted milk as it was the bliss (ni'amat) of  GO^?^ 

Baba Nasib docs not tell us whethcr the Brahman's conversation 
with Nuruddin bore any fruit, although a later source is categorical 
about his c o n ~ e r s i o n . ~ ~  Whatever may be the uuth, the discussion 
between the two, recorded in the hagiographical literature, is of 
considerable value from the viewpoint of the social dimension of 
conversions to Islam. In the first place, the Brahman's argument that a 
man with a low origin could not recognize God reveals the particular 



paradox and tension that the Kashmiri society experienced as a result 
of Nuruddin's advocacy of virtues such as self-imposed poverty, 
identification with the poor and the down-trodden, and above all 
opposition to the caste system. Secondly, while explaining the absmct 
and deep spiritual meaning of God's reality through concrele and matenal 
forms, Nuruddin seems to have generated a new sense of awareness 
among the folk that it was not difficult, even for the under-priviledged, 
to throw off their traditional bonds with their priests by regarding nature 
as their guide. Nuruddin's teachings did not, however, imply that people 
should resign themselves with implicit obedience to the sacred commands 
of nature. In fact, he wanted his followers to study nature more so that, 
to use Milton's phraseology, "In coniemplation of created things, by 
steps we may ascend to ~ o d . ' " ~  

There is much evidence that Nuruddin felt deeply concerned over 
the caste distinctions that separated man from man. In his own humble 
way he seems LO have made a bold attempt at eliminating such barriers 
by reference to mystical explanations of natural phenomena. The 
following account illustrates his approach and is worth objective analysis. 

A group of Brahmans, understandably alarmed by Nuruddin's 
popularity among the commoners, subjected him to ridicule on the 
ground of his birth. But the Rishi sought to humble their pride through 
the analogy of a particular kind of grass abhorrent to animals like cows, 
horses, sheep and donkeys. Although the grass was worthless in the 
eyes of animals, the gardener tied a bouquet of flowers with the same 
grass to decorate the king's palaces. What enhanced the value of the 
grass was not only the gardener's practice, but, more importantly, the 
social usefulness of an apparently lowly thingP9 

The grass of a lower stock, 
Not swallowed by devouring animals, 
See: it reaches (even) the head of the king, 
How can animals recognize its true worth.50 

It also follows from Nuruddin's mystical interpretation of even 
insignificant material objects that he wanted his followers to adopt a 
meliorist or pragmatic attitude towards the problems of society. For 
him it was not man's noble birth, but ultimately his aclions that were 
of supreme importance in determining his social status.51 How this 
Persuasive mystico-social philosophy of Nuruddin influenced even men 
of piety among the Brahman families is also worth considering. In this 
respect, the role played by some Kashmiri Brahmans in popularising 



Nuruddin's mystical poetry can hardly by ignored since they considered 
the act of copying his verses in the Sharda script to be a source of great 
personal It is not unlikely that their families felt a gradud 
religious transmutation in due course. In order to understand how this 
process started it is necessary to mention in particular the seminal role 
of Kati Pandit. 

A Brahman well-versed in the Shaslras and having kept the company 
of various Hindu saints, Kati Pandit seems to have been cast in the 
typical mould of seekers after the truth. It was his fondness for 
Nuruddin's mystical poetry which drove him to the saint.53 So struck 
was the inquisitive Brahman by the austerities of Nuruddin that he 
proclaimed in exultation the pre-eminence of the Rishi among all the 
saints he had seen. But reacting to the words of praise pouring forth 
from the mouth of the Brahman, Nuruddin remarked that he was 
conscious merely of his sins from his very birth." Kati Pandit was so 
impressed by Nuruddin's sense of guilt and feeling of sin that he joined 
his discipleship. He was named Qutubuddin and, after his death, in 
view of his closeness to Nuruddin, was buried near his tomb.55 

There is no doubt that the austerities and humility of Nuruddin 
prompted Kati Pandit to join the brotherhood of the Rishis. But in the 
course of the dialogue between Nuruddin and Kati Pandit, a cardinal 
virtue of the saint's personality seems also to have captivated the 
Brahman. This was the Brahman's ability to perceive in Nuruddin's 
humility a sorrow converted into action, a movement towards a new 
and better life. How this movement gained momentum in due course is 
amply borne out not only by Kati Pandit's practice of committing to 
writing Nuruddin's verses f ~ r  posterity, but by the continuance of this 
tradition even among certain families of Brahmans. The persistence of 
this tradition as late as the seventeenth century also accounts for the 
gradual adaptation of such families to  slam.'^ It is significant that there 
are still certain Muslim families in the Valley in which the memory of 
their particular ancestor's voluntary conversion to Islam is still alive. 
And, indeed, it is they who have preserved the manuscripts of the 
verses of Nuruddin to this day.57 

Nuruddin's criticism of the Brahmanic ritualistic practices is also 
wonh examining to understand the impact which his compositions left 
on the common man. Such criticism seems to have been prompted more 
by his concern for the poor groaning under the weight of rituals rather 
than by his hostility to Hinduism. Evidence is not wanting to show how 
in his verses Nuruddin, while addressing the Hindus, tried to impress 



upon them the futility of propitiating Siva through the mere reciM of 
his name or performance of rituals associated with his worship.58 Here 
we consider it necessary to relate an account of his encounter with a 
group of Brahmans engaged in performing the ritual of ~hrad. '~  

Once while going to the river bank for performing his ablutions 
Nuruddin saw some Brahmans throwing water with their hands to their 
left and right. On being asked to explain the purpose of this act, the 
Brahmans told the saint that these exercises were undertaken mainly for 
satiating the thirst and hunger of the departed souls. Nuruddin tried to 
convince the Brahmans that it was useless to perform such a practice 
in view of their indifferent attitude towards the problems of human 
beings living in abject poverty. He urged them to make every possible 
effort to seek the countenance of God by feeding the poor. And it was 
by such acts alone, emphasized the saint, that one could render some 
good to the deceased souls. The Brahmans were moved by the 
exhortations of Nuruddin and consequently , embraced islam 

Thus there is much evidence attesting to the influence exercised by 
Nuruddin over his contemporaries. But the gradual transmutation brought 
about by his compositions even in the lives of the Brahman ascetics is 
particularly worthy of notice. Such individuals apparently lived as 
Hindus, although, in their heart of hearts they seem to have accepted 
Islam. In the pargana of kamraj,61 for instance, there lived a Brahman 
ascetic who spent most of his time in meditation near a spring at 
~ndarhama.~~ Once while passing by the spring Nuruddin entered into 
an argument with the ascetic. Reacting to the ascetic's prating about the 
virtue of bathing seven times before prayers, Nuruddin remarked: 

"If seven times bathing were to bear any fruit, 
The fish and crocodile alike would behave. 
If God were gladdened when we famish with fasts; 
Never would the destitute put rice in the 

Although the Brahman ascetic kept in close touch with Nuruddin, he 
never gave the impression of having felt any religious mutation on 
account of his association with the Rishi. However, as he lay dying, the 
ascetic instructed his followers to perform the death rites according to 
the Muslim rather than the Hindu custom. Consequently, remarks Baba 
Nasib, the Brahman ascetic's devotees were left wilh no alternative but 

turn away from their religion in aversiona and to adjust to the Muslim 
Pattern of social life. It is against the background of such unique cases 
of Conversion that in later days the Rishis nurtured the concept of the 



life of a Brahman believer, to the extent that he was considered to be 
closer to God than a so-called ~ u s l i m . ~ '  A saying attributed to Nuruddi" 
suggests that the converts themselves sought to reintegrate the men of 
piety among the Hindus into the fold of ~ s l a r n . ~  

There is, then, little doubt about thc contribution of Nuruddin in 
attracting non-Muslims to Islam. Even during the lifetime of the Shaikh 
his disciples embarked upon the task of proselytization. Sozan, a Muslim 
ascetic and originally a weaver by profession, gave up performing 
penances in the hollow of a tree when Nuruddin expressed disapprobation 
at his extreme asceticism. He was advised to be of some service to the 
people of Ran  hav van." a village inhabited by the Hindus. Sub- 
sequently, the inhabitants of the village accepted Islam as a result of the 
persuasions of ~ozan:~' In Rupvan, 69 Nuruddin enrolled a large number 
of disciples.70 Earlier, during his travels in various villages of Kashmir, 
Nuruddin was able to enrol disciples even among the Hindu women, 
whose asceticism particularly attracted other female adherents. They 
were, no less than men, prepared to guide people, though in relative 
solitude and seclusion. It was on account of Nuniddin's teachings that 
the religious life of the Kashmiri women came to be held in high 
esteem, so that they were regarded as no less holy than men following 
the Sufi path. Among the prominent Hindu women converted by 
Nuruddin to Islam particular mention must be made of Behat ~ibi," 
Dehat ~ i b i : ~  Shyam ~ e d . 7 ~  and Shanga ~ i b i . 7 ~  Of these, the elevation 
of the last to sainthhood was of great social significance, considering 
her low origin as a pr~stitute.~' 

It was thus not only the supreme excellence of Nuruddin among the 
contemporary mystics, but more importantly, his humanity that was 
seen as the significant feature of his religious career by Brahmans as 
well as by illiterate folk. His inn~merable verses provide us with an 
understanding of various aspects of conversion. They seem especially 
to have acted as a source of spiritual comfort for the labouring classes. 
As pointed out earlier, Nuruddin pointed to a deep spiritual meaning in 
every detail of social life to impress upon the common man the value 
of the dignity of labour in the sight of God. He was thus able to draw 
the commoners towards Islam through the popularity of his songs. 

Although conscious of the local people's belief in the holiness of 
ascetics, Nuruddin left no stone unturned in exposing the hypocrisy and 
the greed of the false ascetics of his time?6 At the same time, however, 
he seems to have laid great stress on combining asceticism with social 
endeavour. This explains the fact that he especially entrusted the task 



of guiding people to the right path to his three prominent disciples of 
Hindu origin. And what inspired the innumerable devotees of these 
Rishis was Numddin's ability to create among them, through their own 
medium, a philosophical attitude towards the problems of life. Thus it 
is not surprising that even the disciples of the immediate khdifa of 
Numddin were able to draw the Brahman ascetics into their fold through 
intelligent discussions. Here it is worthwhile to allude to two such cases 
of conversion. 

Before becoming a Rishi Shukuruddin, the celebrated disciple of 
Zainuddin, is said to have been a rich man. He gave up his material 
possessions to follow the path of the Rishis when the truth of reality 
dawned upon him.77 It was through his personal example that 
Shukuruddin was able to draw Dariya  ish hi." Regi  ish hi^^ and Bibi 
sangago to his fold." Dariya Rishi. or Dhar Sadhu was formerly a revered 
Brahman ascetic. Although engrossed in the worship of idols in a temple 
near the spring, the Brahman was apparently fascinated by the asceticism 
of Shukuruddin and sought an interview with the Rishi which, at frrst, 
was not granted. The Rishi's refusal led to a discussion with his disciples. 
Describing Shukuruddin's attitude towards him as unwarranted, the 
Brahman impressed upon the saint's disciples that there was little 
difference between him and the Rishis. His main argument was that he 
too like the Rishis had dedicated himself to God after renouncing worldly 
possessions. Furthermore, the Brahman ascetic convincingly argued that 
it did not behove believers in one God to be uncharitable towards 
another. It was only after the arguments of Dhar Sadhu were conveyed 
to Shukuruddin that he directed his disciples to show the visitor in. 
During his discussions with the ascetic the Rishi was able to convince 
him of the futility of venerating idols, leading ultimately to his initiation 
in the Rishi order.82 

A careful examination of the circumstances leading to Dhar Sadhu's 
Conversion reminds one how important asceticism was in the religious 
life of Kashmiris in the medieval period. The very fact that even the 
wealthy Hindus, long before their entry into the Rishi order, had decided 
to renounce the world shows that it was not difficult for such men Lo 
join the brotherhood of the Rishis after coming into contact with them. 
In fact, it is primarily the ascetic orientation of the Hindu converts to 
Islam which explains why certain features of the old Hindu tradition 
were retained in the changed religious environment. 

Another anecdote relates to the conversion of the Brahman priests of 
a temple in the village of u t d 3  at the hands of Lu& Mal, himself a 



convert, who is reputed to have selected the hollow of a china tree as 
his abode for a considerable time. He had as many as 3060 disciplessh 
whose lands he helped to bring under cu~tivation.~ Although his spiritual 
powers are said to have caused many springs to gush forth:' his attitude 
towards his own brother, Lankar Mal, deserves special mention, in view 
of the ethical influence exercised by the Rishis on contemporary society. 

Lankar Mal was said to have amassed a huge fortune through his 
oppressive acts. He had also gained notoriety for his licentiousness. 
Once the thought of paying a visit to his saintly brother occurred to him 
and in order to create a favourable impression on the saint he dressed 
himself like a danvish. On seeing h$ brother masquerading as a saint 
Luda Ma1 was so displeased that he refused to talk to him. Insulted at 
the indifference of the Rishi, Lankar Mal burst into anger but the disciples 
of Luda Mal calmed him down and advised him to discard the dress of 
the danvish. And, indeed, Lankar Mal received an affectionate welcome 
only after changing his dress. While replying to the saint's question 
about the purpose of his visit, Lankar Mal expressed his desire to offer 
tauba. Significantly, however, mere confession of sins did not earn 
Lankar Ma1 a discipleship in the Rishi order; instead, the saint impressed 
upon his brother that the best way to atone for his sins was to restore 
to the lawful owners what he had taken from them or restore its money 
equivalent. It was only after atoning for his sins in a practical manner 
that Lankar Ma1 was enrolled in the Rishi order. The real test for 
Lankar Ma1 in following the path of the Rishis, however, began when 
he was instructed by his master to perform extreme penance for his pat 
sins by subsisting on ginger Blone for forty days in seclusion." So 
impressed was the wife of Lankar Mal, Bibi Ganga, by the austerities 
of her husband that she too joined the brotherhood of the Rishis and 
earned a name among the common folk for her indomitable will in 
overcoming desires of the flesh8' The extreme self-denial of Lankar 
Ma1 is even said to have led a Brahman ascetic to embrace Islam at his 
instance.88 

The story of the conversion of Lankar Ma1 bears testimony to the 
deep influence of the idea of making amends expounded by Nuruddin 
and later by his followers even on men whose behaviour did not conform 
to the accepted patterns of conduct, consistent with principles of personal 
and social ethics. At the same time, it also shows that the Rishis attached 
a great deal of importance to the cultivation of inward piety in contrast 
to maintaining a semblance of reverence for God by wearing the garments 
of the Sufis. But what is of immense significance is that at every 



opportunity, the Rishis advocated the cause of the exploited and 
~ppressed sections of the society. The very fact that the disciples of the 
saint accompanied Lankar Ma1 to ensure restitution on his part89 testifies 
lo the efforts of the Rishis to set right an unjust situation, if not to create 
a just social order in the modem sense. In fact, the asceticism of the 
Rishis needs to be understood not merely in terms of their aversion for 
the material comforls of life, but more as a protest against the tyrannies 
of an iniquitious social order. Even the long fasts observed by h e  
Rishis seem to express their concern for the sufferings of the poor. The 
social philosophy behind observing such fasts would be clear only if we 
try to understand the circumstances leading even men of affluence to 
choose a life of poverty like the Rishis. The behavioural pattern of a 
number of wealthy meng0 studied by us, shows the development of a 
humane trait. Their action in choosing a life of self-imposed poverty 
sprang fundamentally from two considerations; first, a sense of guilt for 
being the instruments of social exploitation and, second, a concern not 
only for one's fate on the Day of Judgement, but also for the sufferings 
of the poor. In more than one important sense, the Rishis launched what 
may be termed a silent protest for the vindication of the rights of the 
poor. 

Little wonder therefore, that the Rishis elicited admiration for their 
social role even from the Shari'a-minded hagiographers. Among them, 
Muhammad Murad Teng, a sufi of the Naqshbandi order?' deserves 
special mention. In his valuable work Teng not only testifies to the 
conversions of the Hindus under the influence of the Rishis as described 
in the other sources, but he even furnishes an eye-witness account of 
how the efforts of Rishis in bringing about a gradual transmutation in 
the lives of the Hindus continued unabated till the 18th century. For 
instance, a Hindu, who .visited Shaikh Dau'd, popularly known as 
Batmaloo had expressed his intention of becoming a Muslim 
during the saint's lifetime. But it was only after the death of the saint 
that he affirmed his faith in Islam. He became a disciple of Nur 
Muhammad Parwana, one of the closest companions of the Batmaloo, 
and after his conversion, assumed the name of Shaikh Abdul ~ h u k u r ? ~  
Teng also refers to the conversion of another disciple of the Batmaloo 
who came to be known as Shaikh Wanta ~ u r i . ~  What impressed Teng 
lhu t  the Shaikh after his enrolment in the Rishi order was his asceticism 
even while leading a married life." Teng also refers to the conversion 
of Shaikh 'Abdul Rahim at the hands of Naji Baba, who to0 led a 
family life." But the Naqshbandi hagiographer particularly extols the 



role of Baba 'Abdullah, a disciple of Naji Baba, for constructing mosques, 
bridges and baths. The extent to which Baba 'Abdullah was able to 
make his presence felt even among non-Muslims is shown by the 
conversion of the inhabitants of the village of Lari Bar at his hands? 

General Remarks 

From the foregoing discussion it is evident that the Rishis enjoyed a 
distinguished position in the traditional Kashmiri society. The individual 
and certain cases of group conversions examined by us must have 
accelerated the process of Islamic acculturation of the commoners. 'lhis 
is also testified to by many a miracle attributed by the commoners to 
the Rishis. However, the popular belief of the commoners in the Rishis' 
spiritual powers or efficacy in holiness should not be misconstrued as 
an important factor in their gradual conversion to Islam. The accounts 
of the miraculous triumphs of the Rishis over the Hindu saints need to 
be understood in their social context and within a framework which 
explains conversion in terms of improving social relationship." 
Notwithstanding the part played by the charismatic element of the saint's 
personality, the dynamic role of Nuruddin and his followers in making 
Islam comprehensible to the commoners through precept and example 
cannot be over-emphasized. Their criticism of the caste-system and the 
Brahmanic rituals and customs contributed a great deal to the loosening 
of the old social and religious ties. Judged from the converts' perception 
of the process of Islamization, as reflected in the oral literature, 
conversion to Islam meant a relative advance in their social status. 
Significantly, Nuruddin himself regarded Sayyid Husain simnanisw~al 
~ed , ' "  Sayyid 'Ali ~amadani '~ '  and Sayyid Muhammad ~arnadani''~ 
as deliverers. A careful reading of the Shaikh's verses enables us to 
appreciate how, through his creative effort, he was able to promote a 
fresh understanding of Islamic teachings in a different cultural milieu. 
The sentiments of respect and admiration for Islam and faith in its 
ultimate destiny are not only reflected in the innumerable verses of the 
Shaikh, but equally, in a number of euologistic verses, composed by the 
converts in honour of their 'national saint'lo3 It would not therefore be 
unreasonable to assume that the Islamic acculturation of the commoners 
ultimately meant a transition from a traditionally defined caste-ridden 
society to the community of the Prophet Muhammad ( Umma). That is 
to say, having undergone a process of Islamic acculturation, the converts 
saw their identity in terms of the new religious community, of which 



hey had become members, consciously or unconciously. It led to h e  
development of a Kashmiri Muslim society in the medieval period in 
which social identity was normally defined in Islamic terms as opposed 
to caste. 

It follows that during the period under review the most significant 
social change that took place was the gradual development of Islam as 
the focus of social identity among the commoners. How they were able 
to free themselves from the degrading oppression of their caste-conscious 
superiors and raise themselves and their descendants in the social scale 
is further borne out by their embroideries on Nuruddin's verses, 
transmitting from generation to generation as words of the exemplar of 
ideal Muslim behaviour. In fact, it was through a variety of didactic 
songs of Nuruddin that the commoners gradually adapted themselves to 
the Islamic way of life. It is relevant to examine here why the title 
'Shaikh' was adopted by various communities exposed to the influence 
of the  ish his." This title was actually used for Sufi masters of some 
social standing, but a convert who followed the example of his master 
also came to be known as a Shaikh, as for example, Shaikh Salaruddin, 
Shaikh Bamuddin, Shaikh Zainuddin, Shaikh Latifuddin, Shaikh Wanta 
Puri and so on. However, for the majority of people groaning under the 
weight of Brahmanic tyranny, the arrogation of the title, Shaikh, was 
not merely an important badge of identity but also a sign of religious 
solidarity. In order to distinguish themselves from their ancestors' 
position in the pre-Muslim society, the lower sections of the Hindu 
society, including even the scavengers, adopted the title of Shaikh, to 
the bewilderment of the Brahman. The title contains many nuances 
Peculiar to a socially oppressed peoples' conception of themselves and 
of pre-Muslim society.105 

The relative change in status of the converts in the social identification 
is funher testified to by the performances of the folk dancers on the eve 
of the anniversaries of the Rishis. Their performances have a symbolic 
significance for assessing the role of the Rishis in drawing the peasmu 
and farmers to their fold. But, more importantly, the conspicuous 
Presence of the folk dancers on the eve of anniversaries and the villagers' 
age-long interest in them imply that it was a social rather than inere 
religious conversion that created the pressures for change which. in 
turn, also affected the course of Islamic religious development in the 
Valley. The issues raised by the folk dancers through their acts concern 
the relation of the individual believer to God, and equally important* 
contact between the ordinary believer and the saint, who is in direct 



contact with God. It was through such contacts that the use of the 
Kashmiri language as a religious vehicle was fostered and Islam opened 
up to people who were not educated in classical Arabic and Persian. 
The overall impact of the Rishi movement was that through the 
performances given by bhands, dambel maets, etc. Islam was brought 
to the masses in a meaningful way. Since at that time the only education 
for the illiterate folk was that which was transmitted orally, there arose 
groups of acrobats and singers who assumed the role of teachers. Thus 
it is not difficult to understand why the festive occasions at the shnnes 
of the Rishi saints are days of rejoicing and thanksgiving. They 
commemorate the formative stage of conversion when the commoners 
entered the fold that proclaimed the equality of all men. 

Although the above discussion suggests the existence in medieval 
Kashmir of a world of syncretism of beliefs and conduct, the ground 
paved by it for gradual conversion of the people to Islam should not be 
lost sight of. This is also reflected in the changing pattern of naming the 
people undergoing the process of Islamic acculturation. True, many 
converts retained the tribal i s b a  or occupational affiliation as a last 
name, but what is of interest is the immense popularity of names with 
strong religious connotation, e.g., ' Abul Rahman, Ghulam Ahmad, 
Ghulam Muhammad, Ghulam Hasan and so on. The assertion of ones 
identity by defining a relationship to Allah and the Prophet Muhammad 
through the assumption of distinctive Muslim names signified an 
important development in the conversion process. It is true that in spite 
of this development, the domb, dambel maets, hanjis, etc. continued to 
be discriminated against in marriage, but in contrast to their ancestors' 
position in the Hindu social structure they were not socially ostracised 
or reviled. It was this group however, that initially by its very existence, 
posed questions about the social character of Islam. Not only did 
Nuruddin's interest centre around social questions of critical importance, 
but even centuries after his death his followers continued the search for 
a just social order and eventually in their search they gave shape to 
such a structure.lM 

The emergence of Islam as a social religion among the rural masses 
was bound to give birth to institutions that eventually assumed Pre- 
eminence in the developing Islamic society. What actually brought about 
the need to develop such institutions was the process of acculturation 
itself which influenced their growth, partly through conflict, but mainly 
through a peaceful and orderly evolution. Indeed, the emergence of 
social institutions like the aslhans of the Rishis in every nook and corner 
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the Valley, covered a far broader horizon than the asthapms of the 
Hindus. In fact the unlettered folk began to see their community as 
socially distinct, complete with its own religious infrastructure in the 
f ~ r m  of mosques adajacent to the shrine. It is in the times of h e  later 
Rishis like Baba Nasib and some of his followers that we are able to 
understand how the converts spontaneously but cautiously acted upon 
this perception of being members of an Islamic community. Gradually 
the need for participating in congregational prayers, particularly on 
Fridays, began to be felt keenly by the converts-a practice which 
decisively separated the Muslim community from the Brahmanic. It 
was at the congregational prayers, through the loud recitation of Aurad- 
i Falhiyya, durud, nats, etc. that the universality of their religion was 
proclaimed by the converts in radical contrast to their ancestors' 
deification of the priest or an ascetic in the pre-Islamic cosmological 
structure. So deep was the influence of the all-encompassing power of 
he Most Beneficent and the Merciful Allah on the people hat the 
practice of glorifying His Majesty and His last messenger aloud continues 
in the mosques and shrines of Kashmir to this day. 

From a careful examination of the source material, including 
innumerable songs composed by the common folk in praise of the 
Prophet Muhammad, Nuruddin and a number of his followers, it would 
also appear that the Kashmiris themselves perceived their conversion 
more in terms of a social process than a sudden or a dramatic change 
felt by them in their lives. Of course, conversion of certain individuals 
in the latter sense did take place owing to their intimate contacts with 
the Sufis, but it would be unwise to propound a general theory of 
spectacular mass conversions on the basis of such exceptional cases. 
What seems more reasonable to suppose is that it was only in the wake 
of the construction of mosques that the preliterate people of an agrarian 
society were absorbed into the religious ideology of the expanding 
Islamic frontier. However, it needs to be emphasized that even in the 
mosques the tadhkiras of the Rishis and other Sufis remained the mdum 
of instruction in the values of Kashmiri Muslim society. The reason 
why Kashmir has always had a weak foundation in theology may, 
among other factors, be explained in terms of the popularity of the 
mystic poetry of Nuruddin among the rural masses. 

The Rishis thus had the role of exemplars thrust upon them. The 
convert population looked up to them as their role models as well as the 
custodians of their tombs and of their communal identity. What is of 
funher significance is that the people, out of reverence for their s a i n ~ ,  



looked to these custodians as surrogate priests. Ultimately the product 
of this evolution was the accumulation of power and authority in h e  
hands of an unappointed clergy, which was used mostly for peuy, 
mundane interests. It is not to be wondered at, therefore, that the various 
dimensions and implications of the process of Islamization actually 
came to the fore in the paradox of the reform process started by h e  
Ahl-i Hadith towards the close of the last century. For the latter the 
converts needed to be converted afresh in view of their adherence to 
and devotional focus on the shrines. Thus, in the recent past, the 
widespread network of mosques in the Valley with its emphasis on 
tauhidic universalism-mainly as a result of the activities of the Ahl- 
i Hadith-and the added emphasis upon preserving the unique character 
of the shrines as symbols of Kashmiri Muslim identity, may be seen as 
efforts at perfecting the process of conversion in the region. 

To conclude, from the standpoint of history, the complete absorption 
of the masses in Islam can by no means be measured, though attempts 
to do so continue unabated. Looking at it even from the Quranic point 
of view, complete surrender to Allah, or faith in Islam, implies a 
meaningful interaction between religion and society, which in the ultimate 
analysis appears to us as an unending process in which one steers 
oneself out of the narrow waters of ethnocentrism into the broad sea of 
humanism and universalism. 
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the outrage of the Brahman. The extent to which the social matrix has 
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CHAPTER VIII 

The Societal Dimensions of Miracles 
and Legends 

Miracles usually refer to such individual events in the physical world 
as apparently contravene all known human or natural norms and are 
ascribed to a divine or supernatural cause. Although miracles are 
generally considered to have no "historic foundation," yet the 
eulogization of the supernatural gifts or qualities of the saints in medieval 
chronicles and hagiographies prompts us to conduct an enquiry into this 
least studied aspects of the human environment. The repeated emphasis 
on the occurrence of miracles has, through centuries, led to the formation 
of a particular structure of belief within whose boundaries the individual 
and collective behaviour of a group of people are confined. A distinctive 
characteristic of such minds is their emotional attitude towards Islam 
and its saints. Any attempt by the modem rational mind at deprecating 
the value of miracles is generally disdained by Muslims; as a matter of 
fact, such an exercise is often described as an attack on Islam and a 
sacrilege to its heroes. It is, therefore, against the background of the 
deep-rooted impact of the miracles on the Muslim mind that we shall 
seek to establish a purely historical view of the supposedly supernatural 
phenomena. 

Two questions of a fundamental nature suggest themselves at once 
for analysis and observation: first, what exaclly is the meaning of miracles 
in the religious history of Islam; and second did Islam owe its triumph 
in Kashmir to the miraculous feats of the ~ufis. '  

It is nowhere mentioned in the Quran that Islam owed its success to 
the miracles wrought by the Prophet Muhammad. In fact the Prophet 
never claimed the power of working miracles, nor did he intentionally 
work wonders to prove his prophethood. However, what has led a vast 
majority of the Muslim population to attribute miracles to the Prophet 



is his supernal personality to which the Quran itself hints at more than 
one place. Thus the cleaviqg of the moonV2 h e  divine aid given to [he 
Muslims at the battle of ~ a d r , ~  Muhammad's ascension to heaven 
(mi'raj14 and above all, the revelation of the divine message (Quran) to 
the unlettered (urnmi) Prophet are quoted as examples of powers far 
beyond the reach of human excellence. Bcsides, several traditions 
recordcd in the authoritative works refer to miracles worked by the 
Prophet in the company of his 

In order to distinguish the miracles6 of Muhammad and those of the 
prophets before him, Muslim theology categorised the miracles worked 
by prophets as mu'jizat, while those of the saints were called karamat. 
The deeply pious al-Ghazzali, who represents the climax of Ash'aritc 
theology, superbly defended the ability of the saints to work miracles 
in elaborating the views of his teacher Imam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni 
on this subject. Subsequently, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi "developed a whole 
arsenal of arguments," based on some Quranic verses, "in which he 
found support for belief in the miraculous powers of saints.'" Even he 
celebrated historian Ibn Khaldun did not lag behind theologians in 
devising arguments to persuade readers of the reality of karamal.' 

Literally, katamat means "beneficence," but as a term it refers to [he 
"wonders wrought by saints for the good of the people as well as in 
proof of their own saintship.'@ In order to explain the inner meaning of 
the term, it needs to be emphasized that karamat is not wholly a 
supernatural feat performed by the saint, but springs from human action 
through divine grace. Miracles attributed to saints need not be understood 
as supernatural phenomena, but ought to be studied within their temporal 
and situational framework. They then appear as a phenomenon in 
religious and social history, in view of their influence on the life of the 
Muslims. In two senses miracles come within the realm of historical 
literature: first, because they occur within the bounds of history, and 
second, because they arise directly or indirectly out of history. In other 
words, miracles arise out of human experience, and indeed, the mind 
cannot soar into the realm of fantasy unless it has at its source SOme 
human experience. It is in this respect that we have attempted to make 
historical sense of the miracles which abound in the hagiographical accounts. 

But it must be explained that it is not always sufficient to interpret 
hagiological literature by historical analysis. One recumng theme in 
this type of literature is that of the spirituality of the Sufi. Miracles, 
dreams and various religious experiences of the Sufi are recorded by 
eye-wittlesses. There seems to be a great deal of exaggeration in the 



nmdtion of such experiences, but historians ought to, as a part of their 
investigations, give thoughtful consideration to "appearances," some of 
which are worthy of examination in view of their normative power. 
Such "appearances," as Henry Corbin remarks, are the 
"phenomenological truth."1° The "truth" revealed to a Sufi in a dream, 
a vision, muraqaba,l2 etc., thus imposes an extra task on the historian 
to study the existential experience of the Sufi. This existential experience 
of the sufi13 is significant because of its power and influence on the 
collective consciousness of the people or the period we call medieval. 

It is outside the domain of history to determine which of the miracles 
that are said to have occurred is m e  or false. However, considering the 
potent belief of the people in the miracles of saints, it  would be hazardous 
to dismiss the occurrence of miracles purely on the basis of rcason, for in 
so doing we am prone to commit a violence upon the forces of a strong 
tGdditi0n. Even from the standpoint of the French AnnaJes school, which 
stands for understanding a whole society in every detail and in all its 
interrelations and ztivities,l4 it would be ahistorical to superimpose the 
intelligence of our logical analysis on the pervasive folk consciousness. As 
a matter of fact, at a particular period in history, miracle-mongering itself 
seems to have created and interpreted contemporary reality. The objective 
fact is that miracles intervened at a critical juncture in a society's history 
and, consequently, they were handed down to posterity as events. Medieval 
hagiographers and chroniclers were profoundly conscious of the ability 
of the saints to work miracles. They played an important role in making 
the tradition of belief in miracles useful for the discussion of 
contemporary issues. In the course of transmission, traditional belief in 
miracles became a dynamic and not a static process. In such a process 
the events described, the significance attributed to them or the 
interconnection established between them by the observer was not 
without value. Here a clear distinction ought to be made between the 
facts observed and the interpretation put upon them, which was also a 
social fact, though of another kind. This kind of interpretation provides 
evidence of how the initial informant about the miracle--and perhaps 
his contemporaries as well-interpreted or reacted to certain events. 
The useful purpose which a judicious use of miracles can thus serve for 
the historian is that they enable him to form a picture of contemporary 
reactions of different sections of society to the social role of the Sufis. 
Our aim is neither to establish nor cast doubts on the authenticity of 

the miracles attributed to Nuruddin and some of the illustrious adherents 
of his order; it is to fathom the meaning or truth of an objective fact, 



lost in the labyrinth of supra-mundane events. In so doing our purpose 
is not only to correct a myopic oversight concerning the nature of 
miracles, but it is also to bring to light certain social facts which have 
until now remained hidden because of the historian's preoccupation 
with thc 'actual', 'pure' or 'temporal' facts. Wc shall however restrict 
our study to the analysis of only such miracles of the Rishis as seem 
to have cndowed the issues of the medicval age with a new meaning, 

Srorics depicting Nuruddin's spirituality and most of his authoritative 
vcrscs, whcn examined carcl'ully, seem to be s~ikingly interrelated. 
Although the possibility of such stories having been spun out of 
Nurutldin's sayings cannot be cntircly ruled out, nonehcless, it is most 
unlikcly that a saying or a miracle with no roots in thc values of 
contemporary society and in the folk understanding of the universality 
or his mcssage would be attributed to him. In this context, the anecdote 
regarding the entry of a rich man's son into the rishi order is revealing. 

Nasruddin, suffering from dyspepsia, was brought by his wealthy 
pnrcnts bcrore Nuruddin, since 'a body of abdds' had suggested to the 
young boy in a dream that the saint alone could cure his prolonged 
disease. On being asked by the saint what his name was, the young boy 
replied: "I am Nasr and my surname is Raothar." To his the Rishi 
remarkcd: "Do you live up to the reputation of your high-sounding 
title?" Nasruddin replied: "Should I have your Fivour, I would." 
Thereupon, Nuruddin directed one of his disciples to serve a plate of 
ricc to the ailing boy which he ate to thc full. No sooncr had h e  young 
visitor finished his meal than he found a spiritual mutation in himself 
and bidding good-bye to his parents, remarkcd: "I have found my 
doctor."15 Bewildered at the sudden change in thcir son's behaviour, 
the perturbed parents told Nasruddin that their life would be dreary 
without him. But he replied, "To make it (life) happy, be with  GO^."'^ 
Nasruddin thus renounced the world and till the death of his spiritual 
preceptor remained his close companion. 

The circumstances leading to the renunciation of Nasruddin need to 
be read togcther with a popular dialogue he is reputed to have had with 
his spiritual preceptor. The dialogue between Nuruddin and his wealthy 
disciple rcvcals the mores of fifteenth ccntury Kashmiri society and the 
conflict inhcrent in social disparities. When the disciple wished to return 
to the worldly life even while undergoing a period of spiritual training 
thc mastcr rcsponded thus: 

"0 Nasr destroy thy sleep; 
For whom will the Lord turn sand into coins of gold? 



Most pcople are hungry for food, 
Only h e  good realize the state of suffering. 
God ordained it  so that some should ~ake to penance, 
Who can scratch out thc writ of ~ a l c ? . "  

Nasruddin could not understand thc profundities of his preceptor's 
remark that suffering was h e  surest m m s  of making one true to oneself. 
Failing to realise that affliction was a divine diet for lhe Rishis, the 
young disciple began to talk about thc humiliations to which the poor 
were subjected to by the rich as wcll as thcir kith and kin. But while 
worldly possessions continued to haunl the mind of Nasruddin, the 
tcachcr left no stone unturned in dispelling the doubts of his student. He 
even reproved thc inatkntive s t~dcnl . '~  

"0 Nasr, what shall I tcll thce and what woulds~ thou hear: 
Awake, thou sleepy one, and listcn: 
When thou goest from here, thou wouldst hear it before thou 
comest; 
If thou dost not hear it here, thou 
wouldst (surely) hear it there."I9 

Again: 

"A ram cannot bear thc burden of a plough, 
Nor can a falcon hunt like a hawk; 
Water can't curdle by putting it in thc sun, 
Nor will a 1001 listen to words of wisdom."20 

Being reproached for his neglect, Nasruddin ultimately realised the 
depths of the words of his preceptor. Bcsccching the teacher's help, he 
said: 

"0 my Guru like a shady willow-grove art thou, 
Do show me the way to ferry across (the ocean of ~ife)."~' 

Nuruddin responded thus: 

"He can ward off his own sins 
Who listens to what Nunda-Sanz says; 
Thou hast to ferry across abandoning 
The duality of the doer and the deed.'"2 

He also enjoined upon him to follow the ~ h i u i ' a 2 ~  through cultivation 
of virtues such as piety, humility and modcrdtion. Pointing to ~asruddin's 
excessive eating habits, he remarked: 



"Eat only as much as keeps thee fit; 
Gluttony is sure to make thee sick; 
The human body, full of defilements, is as delicate as a flower; 
Look not upon it as a royal-deodar tree."" 

Nuruddin's words had the desired effect on Nasurddin who, in order 
to curb the demands of his nafs, made the practice of fasting a regular 
habit, so much so that he distinguished himself as a Rishi of enviable 
qualities. The hagiographical literature is replete with incrcdible stories 
of his breaking fast with ashes mixed with water.25 Later, on the advice 
of his preceptor, he seems to have subsisted on a moderate diet though 
the earliest recorded mention in a chronicle refers to a hundred grains 
of rice as his normal consumption.26 

A close examination of such a tradition, arising obviously from the 
miracles attributed to Nuruddin, points to the fact of a certain colleclive 
understanding. Such facts do not stand outside time and history. Their 
actuality lies in the depths of the psyche of men living in the flux of 
history, whose dominant chardcteristic was to create, in hyperbolic terms, 
a classical model of human personality, i.e. a model of man's realization 
of himself as an individual and at the same time, as a member of his 
society. One should take the extravagant statements of the hagiographers 
regarding Nasruddin's unbelievable feats not literally but figuratively, 
as part of a complex psycho-historical process. Understanding it requires 
a close examination of medieval culture and ways of thinking which 
goes beyond the narrow methods of "traditional" cultural history. 

The range of miracles credited to the Rishis is, of course, wider than 
discussed here. However, it needs to be explained that the growth and 
viability of the Rishi order were ensured not merely by the transmission 
of reports of miracles, but more importantly because of their relationship 
with the wider social situation. This process particularly involved an 
emphasis on the continuing relevance of the ethic and ideology of the 
group to what Karl Mannheim has called, the collective purpose of the 
time." 

Another miracle attributed to Nuruddin concerns a rich man who 
requested the saint to taste a sumptuous meal that he had specially 
prepared for him. Although the Rishi declined, the visitor persisted. 
Enraged, the Rishi cast his eyes on the food which turned into filth 
(najasaf). The rich man was taken aback, but then, Nuruddin explained 
to him that it was not proper for a Rishi to touch anything that was 
acquired by unlawful means. On seeing the karamat, the rich man 
repented of his conduct in forefeiting the rights of others, and after 



offering tauha joined the discipleship of ~ u r u d d i n . ~ ~  
The story citcd above is an example of how an unadorned fact about 

Nuruddin's social teachings29 blossomed into an elaborate legend or 
miracle within a short span of about 150 years after his death. Giving 
expression to a consecrated, sublimated image of a society steeped in 
the teachings of ~LS  spiritual leader, the hagiographers depicted Nuruddin 
as one of thc forcmost exemplars of human virtues, noted for his love 
of God, hatrcd of cruel men, kindness lo'the poor and, above all, a 
scrupulous abstcntion from consuming anything that might be even 
remotely unlawful. 

It would bc clear then, that the 'legendary' evidence will always be 
in dangcr of losing its social content, if i t  is not read between the lines. 
In this context, one may examine the story of a courtesan's entry into 
thc Rishi order. 

Once thc Sullan of Kashmir went to see a pious Brahman saint who 
livcd at ~shbar.~' The Brahman refused to meet the distinguished visitor, 
whereupon the insulted Sultan sent Yawan ~ a c h ? '  a courtesan of a 
rcnowned bcauty, to humble thc pride of the Brahman. The Brahman 
was at first unwilling to grant an interview 10 the courtesan; she pretended 
to bccome his disciple, and he ultimately fell a victim to her charms. 
The seduction of the venerated saint made his devotees the butt of 
ridicule. So, in order to avenge the wrong, they sought the services of 
[he same courtcsan to tarnish the image of Nuruddin. When Yawan 
Mach approached the Rishi, she was asked to go back. When she 
persisted, thc infuriated Nuruddin, with a mere glance, turned her into 
an old woman of ninety.32 

Leaving aside the question as to whether a Shari'a-conscious ruler 
like Sultan Sikandar or his son the celebrated Budshah would have 
resorted to such foul means, the story illustrates the fact that Islam 
brought trcmendous social and ethical tensions within a society 
characterized by established notions of piety of the Brahman class. As 
a matter of fact the origin of the story seems to have been almost 
Contemporaneous with Nuruddin's reforming missionary activities. 

This is rcflectcd in the admonitions of the saint to the courtesan in 
the following verses: 

"Born wert thou last to thy mother, 
That too by the grace of God: 
With a cleansed body didst thou move about. 
Thou shalt realise thy good, despite thy maddening 



"To the backwood thou camest like a brute: 
Much good will this bring unto thce: 
Like a rope of grass hast thou become now. 
Thou shall realise thy good, dcspite thy maddcning 

"Who were the wicked men to advise thee thus? 
Leaders of the theatre ought they to be 
Sunk deep (in sin), like a stone, hast thou 
Thou shall realix (thy good) despite thy maddening 

"So long as thou wert fit for society, 
Not a penny didst thou earn for Hereafter; 
Weighed on thc fire-wood balance wilt thy skelcton be now." 
Thou shall realize (thy good) despitc thy maddening 

"Thou dost not cherish the preceptor's word, 
Why art thou transgressing so wilfully'? 
Pious deeds shalt thou do, when old 
Thou shall realize (thy good) despite thy maddcning youth."" 

"They will bring thee wceping and crying, 
Since to the woods hast thou come longingly; 
How will thy lovers recognize thee then? 
Thou shalt realize (thy good) despite thy maddening youth."38 

"Walking with airs and graces of youth, 
Thou camest here that I may desire too, 
Alas: thou has robbed the Sadhu at Ishabar, 
Realize thy good, thou drunk with youth.'J9 

"Thou didst not mind whether it was day or night, 
And the news reachcd us before thou camest. 
So thou has robbed thyself. 
Realize thy good thou drunk with youth.'*0 

"What a pious saint has thou robbed. 
On examination, thou shalt sound like bell-metal, There, 
Now thou pursuest me, 0 wicked woman: 
Thou shalt realize (thy good), despite thy maddening youth."' 

"How many bridges of good deeds hast thou demolished? 
And disturbed the minds of Rishis? 
Thou shalt lose thy youth now, 
And shalt realize (thy good), despite thy maddening 



"Whose daughter thou art, 
Have we come to know beforehand; 
Why shouldst thou rob me, the poor me? 
Realize thy good, thou maddened with 

"Of thy condition, I am quite ignorant, 
And reprove thee with all good will. 
0 God, save me in this Kali- ~ u g a . ~ ~  
Realize thy good, thou maddened with youth.'45 

A qucstion to which we might usefully apply ourselves is to what 
extcnl are these verses authentic? 

Thc verses are characterizd by a preponderdnce of Sanskrit words in 
thcir c~rnposition!~ Among many such words, mention may particularly 
be made of ambi (amba, mother), Hara (Shiva, God), kay (body), dayak 
(communicating, counseller) nayak (nayaka, a guide, Icader), rangan 
(ranga, lhcatre stage), Sadha (Sadhu, sainr ), vilsiy ( vichya, exam ination), 
duhit (daughter), sva-yelshiy (sva-iccha) with good intentions. Sva is a 
prefix meaning good. I t  is the opposite of 'kva': bad), Bugi (Bhagwan, 
God), kalaki (kalika, Kaliyuga), gor (guru, teacher), and krcyi (pious 
deeds). Significanlly, these verses suggest no such embroideries as are 
commonplace in some didactic utterances of Nuruddin. That these verses 
seem to have retained thcir original sense is clear from the use of 
exceedingly small numbcr of Persian and Arabic words such as qvadrabay 
(qudrat, the grace of God) and halas (hal, condition). 

Baba Nasib's pioneering collection of a small number of Nuruddin's 
select verses also includes those conccming the saint's expostulatory 
address to the courtcsad7 However, while examining the interpretations 
put on these verses by Baba Nasib we must distinguish between two 
levels of discourse: the events described, and the significance attributed 
to them or the interconnection established between them by the observer. 
His interpretation is also a historical event, but of another kind. It is 
significant that the simple fact of the conversion of a courtesan into a 
disciple of Nuruddin is described as nothing short of a miracle. Also, 
the repentance of the courtesan and her consequent elevation to sainthood 
in the hagiographical literature48 suggest the overwhelming importance 
that was attached by the convert population themselves to Nuruddin as 
a mystic imbued with the mission of raising the social status of even the 
most despised sections of medieval Kashmiri society. 

There is ample evidence in the sources to show that Nuruddin's 
reformatory role was not looked upon with favour by the Brahmans. 



We are told that during the illness of Zain al-Abidin the Brahman 
astrologers tried to convince the Sultan that his ailment was due to the 
presence of a man in the kingdom who practised deception disguised as 
a Rishi. The caste-conscious Brahmans even deluded h e  Sulm into 
believing that he would recover from his illness once he issued orders 
for the execution of the culprit masquerading as an ascetic. The Sulm 
sent for Nuruddin. However, the saint came to know, through secret 
knowlcdge, of the conspiracy hatchcd against him by the Brahman 
advisers of the Sultan and presented himself voluntarily bcfore thc foot- 
soldiers sent to apprehend him. No sooner did Nuruddin reach the royal 
palace than the Sultan's condition bcgan to improve. While the Sultan 
attributed his recovery to the saint's grace, the Brahmans did their besl 
to persuade him to take action against the impostor 'Nand Rishi.' The 
salvation of the Sultan's ill-fated subjects, the Brahmans argued, lay in 
the death of the pretender. The Sultan however scorned the suggestion 
of the astrologers and remarked: "The world will fcel wounded at hea 
at an offence caused to a single d a r ~ i s h . ' ~ ~  

Nearly all the stories of miracles and legends of traditional Kashmiri 
society centre round questions of social significance rather than purely 
religious matters. It is also significant that in none do we find any 
communal bias, taking either a narrow view of Islam or looking at 
Hindusim with jaundiced eyes. It is certain that conversion of the lower 
sections of Kashmiri society to Islam was accomplished by way of 
discussion of issues concerning the common man. In fact, there is a 
strong undercurrent of hostility in the legends to the Brahmanic idea 
that a low-born person could not attain the status of a saint or a religious 
leader. We also see in the hagiological literature a tendency to represent 
Nuruddin as a champion of the sentiments and aspirations of the 
commoners. This is also evident in the embellishments put by the 
hagiographers on the conversion of Bhum Sadh to  slam.^' 

It is also worthwhile to examine a wide range of miracles attributed 
to Nuruddin during his meeting with a group of Sayyids led by Mi1 
Muhammad Hamadani. Such miracles cannot be summarily rejected, 
considering that the evidence was furnished by a chronicler who had 
access to contemporary sources of Nuruddin. What is of further 
significance is that the chronicler was a Sayyid himself; yet he did not 
hesitate to produce a plethora of evidence to prove the spiritual excellence 
of Nuruddin vis-a-vis the Sayyids who had expressed serious doubts 
about his saintly position. Their main charge against Nuruddin was his 
illiteracy; and this they considered to be at the root of his renunciation 



in the manner of the Hindu ascetics. Although the leader of the Sayyids, 
Mir Muhammad, was convinced about the spirituality of the Rishi, yet 
in ordcr to dispel the doubts of his disciples he deemed i t  proper to ask 
a few questions to the Kashmiri saint. Asked to write the Quranic verse, 
ihe Rishi responded by taking the coal from the kangri putting i t  in his 
mouth and then throwing it on the wall of h e  room. The Sayyids were 
struck with wonder to see the verses miraculously appear on the wall.s' 
At another meeting with Nuruddin one of the Sayyids stood up to give 
thc call for prayers (airan). But thc Rishi stopped the mu'azzin from 
reciting man; his contention was that the mu'azzin's action was not well 
timed and did not meet the demands of the time of prayer fixed at the 
arsh. Mir Muhammad then askcd Nuruddin several queslions about the 
esoteric knowledge with which he was gifted. Answering every question 
satisfactorily the Rishi waq finally able to create a favourable impression 
on the Sayyids about his spirituality.s2 

The real purport of the miracles can also be understood in terms of 
the immense popularity that Nuruddin seems to have enjoyed for over 
a century after his death. Notwiths~anding the supernatural elements in 
the miracles, it would be gricvous error to separate these from the 
social structure and its dynamics. These miracles constitute a collective 
phenomenon which tell us much about the psychological background of 
the period: the interpenetration of the tangible and the supernatural 
worlds dispelling the false notions of high birth or ,long pedigree. 

Many miracles are ascribed to the disciples of Nuruddin and the 
Rishis of succeeding generations. Although some of these are laden 
with social content, generally, they seem to have been designed by the 
common people to place the Rishis at the pinnacle of sanctity. Thus 
Zainuddin is credited with having made a stream gush forth;" on another 
occasion, his anger is supposed to have caused a canal to dry up. But 
he restored the water in the canal when the people living near 
AishmuqamS begged him to do so." Stifuddin is said to have given 
up eating green herbs after his disciple Pirbaz told him that the green 
herbs started bleeding and talking to him about his cruelty in uprooting 
h 3 r 1 . ~ ~  Thus, the message conveyed is suggestive of the Rishi's 
Commitment to the philosophy of non-violence. ~a~amuddin," a noble 
of the Sultan, is said to have become a Rishi after observing the behaviour 
of ants during one of his hunting expeditions. The ants' practice of 
storing grain brought home to him the urgency of making preparations 
for the  erea after." 



Bamuddin is reputed to have turned wine into milk when asked by 
Shaukat Mir and Fakhruddin M L ? ~  to play the role of the cup-bearer. 
Impressed by the spirituality of the saint, the meny makers gave up the 
life of ease and took to the life of the  ish his.^' Hardi Rishi is also credited 
with having humanized the behaviour of the people in accordance wilh 
the ethical standards of the age. However, the hagiographers' accounts6' 
regarding his powers in elevating even dogs to the status of Q u t b ~ , 6 ~  
~ b d a l 8 )  and ~ h a u t h ~  have only a symbolic meaning. The allegory is 
not about animals taking part in the human drama, but refers lo the 
animal-like behaviour of certain individuals whose habits were reformed 
under the influence of the Rishi. 

Above all, miracles attributed to the Rishis reflect the historical 
changes in the behaviour of a people at the crossroads. Miracles can be 
seen as stages of aspects in the discovery and development of man's 
basic qualities-moral, spiritual, and above all, social. Our study points 
to the eminently anthropocentric character of the paltern of historical 
development which consists both in the emergence of man as the cenlral 
figure in the picture of the universe, and in the gradual enrichment of 
his multidimensional personality. The fact is that in the history of Sufism 
miracles. dreams,  vision^^^ etc., have played an important part in 
constituting a means of communication between society and faith. Even 
in the contemporary social scene, the miraculous appearances of the 
saints in visions or dreams speak of the complexity and mystery of 
human existence-a phenomenon requiring a far deeper understanding 
than mere psychological skill or even empathy on the part of the historian 
of Sufism. 
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CHAPTER IX 

Epilogue 

Edward Said remarks: 'To some writers of history Islam is a politics 
and a religion, to others i t  is a style of being; to others i t  is 
'distinguishable from Muslim society'; to still others it is a mysteriously 
known essence, to all the authors Islam is a remote, tensionless thing, 
wilhout much to teach us about the complexities of today's Muslims. 
Hanging over the whole disjointed enterprise which is The Cambridge 
History o f  Islam is the old orientalist truism that Islam is about texts, 
not about people."' 

Taking a cue from Said's objective criticism of the Orientalist 
scholarship, we have attempted to understand Islam through an 
historically oriented cultural anthropology, not merely as a culture and 
civilisation in the manner of ~rientalists.~ Islam in this study has been 
interpreted both as a religion and a social reality. As a living religion, 
it  is an aggregate of different people with a variety of interpretations 
concerning the course of Islamic development, rather than just the 
fundamentals of faith which demand unswerving belief in Allah, the 
Quran and the finality of the prophethood of Muhammad. As a social 
reality, Islam includes various Muslim ethnic groups or communities 
which, in spite of the persistence of local traditions in heir cultural 
settings, maintain the universalism of Islam against internal and external 
challenges. Thus our study shows that whatever people have believed 
to be Islam is Islam, and what Orientalists generally describe as 
'syncretism',3 formal adhesion: and so on does not have any specid 
significance, considering that neither Islam nor the people who have 
professed it through centuries of Islamic acculturation were (or are) static. 

The history of Islam is actually a history of Islamization; and the 
Process of Islamization at the social level is a process of Islamic 
acculturation in which individuals and groups gradually break their ties 
with traditional religion or culture and eventually follow a path that 



ends with thcir adherence to the Shari'a-hound structurc of Islam. The 
syncretism of Islamic beliefs and local prdcticcs is actually Lhc beginning 
of a movcmcnt for the realisation of Lhc ultimate, if not immediate, 
objectives of Islam at both the individual and social levels. Syncretism 
or, for that matter, evcn synthcsis is not the culmination of the 
Islamization process. It is thc ncvcr-ccasing hatllc against reprehensible 
innovations (hid'a), accrctions, or a mass of suangc supcrstitions and 
contradictions which distinguishes thc Muslim society from other 
societies. Islam is thus a huge historical movcmcnt rather ~ h a n  a mere 
ontological phcnomcnon indepcndcnt ol' lifc silualions. 

Unfortunately very little effort has so I'ar bccn made to objectively 
analyse thc m c  nature or the various dimensions of the societal responses 
that Islam cvokcd in its actual historical manifestations. However, while 
studying the Rishi movement in krms of pcoplc's response to the 
penetration of Islamic beliefs and practices in the Hindu-Buddhist 
environment, we have attempted to cxplain how Islam has been a 
distinctive kind of social experience in thc geographical, linguistic and 
cultural setting of the Kashmir vallcy. 

An important question to which this study has addressed itself is 
whethcr thc Rishi movement was an intcgral component of the process 
of Islamilation that started in Kashmir in thc wake of thc introduction 
of Sufi orders from Central Asia and Pcrsia in thc fourteenth century. 
True, the social behaviour of thc Rishis bore the stamp of the local 
culture; but it would not be correct to say that Islam got diluted in 
Kashmir as a result of the Muslim Rishis' strict adhercnce to 
vegetarianism, celibacy, extreme asccticism, and above all non-violence. 
A superficial examination of some similarities in the social behaviour 
of Muslim and Hindu mystics tends to crcate an erroneous impression 
that syncretism was the dominant characteristic of the Rishi order. Bruce 
Lawrence, for instance, describes thc Rishi Movement as "marginally 
Muslim" and compares it with thc Bhakti ~ovement.' However, Our 

study shows that the similarities bctwcen the Rishi and the Bhakti 
movemenu are often deceptive and that thc "Rishi dcvotional language" 
unlike that of Bhakti did not lead to thc emcrgcnce of religious sects in 
Kashmir. On the other hand Nuruddin's pervasive mystical poetry was 
one of the finest and systematic expositions of the ~auhidic 
Weltanschauungat the level of regional manifestation. What is, therefore, 
remarkable about Nuruddin's role as a Sufi reformer is that, in spite of 
being an apostle of Hindu-Muslim unity, hc did not fail to visualise the 
risk of Islam being swamped by thc ancicnt religion of Kashmiris, and 



took special care to urge them to mould heir personal lifc in accordance 
with the Shari'a. The fact is that Nuruddin's poetry served as a spiritual 
guide to the personal ethics of the Shari'a for Kashmiris. 

Nuruddin's rejection of renunciation in the characteristic style of a 
Sufi reformer was aimed at imparting a dynamism lo his order which 
was closest to the tradition going back to the sober Junayd-i Baghdadi 
(d. 910) and the later exponcnt of Wahdal al-Shuhud, Ala al-Dawla 
Simnani (d. 1335). Nuruddin himself acknowledges his debt to the 
Kubrawi Sufis whose ordcr gives priority to the "way of Junayd" as the 
centre of the novice's education. It was also in this context that, in spite 
of his being against renunciation, Nuruddin allowed his prominent 
disciples to resort to seclusion and asceticism. And by so doing he used 
the local beliefs in ascetics and the sacredncss associated with nature, 
i.e., the mountains and forests as modes of conversion, attracting the 
unlettered folk towards Islam. Another method of seeking the assimilation 
of the commoners in Islam was through the profuse use of vocabulary 
not only from the Quran, but from the traditional sources of the Hindus- 
the Vedas and the Upanishads. In his songs the Shaikh introduced many 
words in current use. Howevcr, he contrived to use them in such a way 
as to recast their meanings with the aim of anchoring Kashmiri society 
in the wider system of Islam. 

No wonder, therefore, that the Rishi Movement did not become a 
cult like the Bhakti. True, through the Brahman asccucs' conversion 
Islam in Kasmir incorporatcd and welded togethcr different spiritual 
insights; yet in this proccss of assimilation they were transformcd and 
given a uniquely Islamic orientation. And although the Rishis were 
gifted with inward illumination, they never attempted to reduce intense 
personal experiences to the level of abstract thought whcre misunder- 
standings and misinterpretations become inevitable. The Kubrawis, the 
Suharwardis and the Naqshbands were so impressed by the Shari'rt 
oriented asceticism of the Rishis that they perceived their movement to 
be a powerful instrument for generating a momentum of change, 
essentially from within, on the basis of Islamic teachings. The synthesis 
of the Rishi and the exogenous Islamic mystic traditions thus crcated 
conditions for thc gradual cclipse of the local Hindu-Buddhist practices 
in Kashmir; by the end of the eighteenth century, we hear very little 
about the Rishis practising celibacy, abstinence from meat or even 
seclusion in caves, forests or on tops of the mountains. 

This study ought to dispel any doubts that modem scholars may 
have about the role of Islam as an ideology of libcralion vis-a-vis the 



Brahmancial tyranny.%uhammad Habib was thc first historian to offer 
us an insight into thc causes of the disintegration of the Rajput society 
in medicval India in the wake of the sprcad of the egalitarian message 
of 1slam.' Whilc the bold assumptions of lhc doyen of Indian historians 
have rarely bccn a ~ t c d , ' ~  Islamization in Inda has generally bcen linkcd 
with the proselytizing" and sometimes the political role of Sufi 
missi~narics.'~ 

In this study, however, we have questioned h e  rolc of Sufis from 
Central Asia and Persia as being powerful channels of conversion, 
considering thc language bmier which scpara~ed thcm from the masses. 
This is not to suggest that the Sufis did not influence society; as a 
matter of fact, as true representatives of Islamic cthical idcals, thcy 
gradually crcatcd a ferment in the socicty which was exposed to their 
radiant influcncc. I t  is against this background that we have studied the 
emergence of h c  mystic order of Muslim Rishis in Kashmir as the 
culmination of the mounting disaffection, tension and conflict generated 
in the course of time in a particular section of the people on their 
contact with Islam. The Rishi movement was thus not merely a 
movement of ascetics, but in rcality, a manifestation of social protest 
against thc caste taboos that cut at the vcry root of human dignity. 
Nuruddin's cxaltation of manual labour, against the Brahmanic tradition 
of looking down on all forms of it had considcrablc influence. Among 
the Muslim Rishis the significance attached to manual labow was without 
parallel, whcreas the Hindu ascetics considcrcd it to bc improper. The 
Brahmans' rcaction to Nuruddin's liberating role reveals the paradox 
and tension that Kashmiri society experienced consequent to the Rishis' 
advocacy of virtues such as self-imposed poverty, thcir identification 
with the poor and above all their opposition to the caste system. Never 
lacking in social consciousness,13 the unlettered masses did not take 
long to throw off heir traditional bonds with the Brahman priests and 
to proclaim the Rishis as dcliverers in their folk songs still sung with 
great felvour in the fields. 

This study also examines why, under h e  influence of he  Rishi 
movement, men of affluence and power willingly distributed their 
possessions among the needy and the poor after adopting the life of 
self-imposcd povcrty (faqr). In h e  conversions of Baba Latifuddin, Baba 
Payamuddin, Baba Shukruddin and Lankar Mal, for instance, we have 
attempted to show that self-imposed poverty was chosen by such wedthy 
men with a view to helping themselves to follow the Prophet's way 
towards identification with the poor. Although the continual fasts 



observed by the Rishis were motivated by spiritual desires, they also 
speak of their concern for the poor. That the Rishis launched a silent 
protest against the worldliness and inveterate materialism of both the 
Muslim rulers and the ' I l lma  is clearly shown by their aversion to the 
society of the affluent. So dear were the social and ethical ideals of 
Islam to the Rishis that they did not fail to vindicate the poor man's ego 
even before the rulers. Thus when Sultan Ali Shah visited Baba 
Bamuddin, he was cold shouldered and no sooner had the distinguished 
visitor left the Rishi's habitat than he advised his disciples to wash the 
mat on which the Sultan had seated himself.14 Baba Zainuddin did not 
even care to talk to Sultan Zain .al-Abidin when the latter visited him.15 

In this study miracles attributed to the Rishis have been interpreted 
in a rational way so that it has not been difficult to find the human 
element in the supra-mundane affairs after separating the chaff from the 
grain. Our examination of miracles and legends points to [he social 
nature of the process of conversion to Islam in Kashmir. Even miracles 
attest to the fact that conversion of the lower strata of Kashmiri society 
to Islam was achieved by way of discussion of issues which concerned 
the common man. The dominant characterislic of the hagiographies is 
to represent Nuruddin as a champion of the sentiments and aspirations 
of the commoners; and in fact, the Brahmanic myth that a low-born 
person could not attain sainthood or become a religious leader was 
exploded. In this context not only are the dialogues attributed to Nuruddin 
in his conversations with die-hard Brahmans revealing, but what is 
more remarkable is the great significance that was attached by the 
common folk to Nuruddin as a mystic imbued with the mission of 
elevating even the most degraded sections of Kashmiri society. Our 
analysis of legendary material thus points to the eminently 
anthropocentric character of historical development which consists in 
the emergence of man as the central figure in the picture of the universe. 

Religious thought among the Rishis never developed a philosophy 
of religion; it was in essence a confirmation of the true spirit of the 
Shari'a by a harmonious blending of belief and practice. It is tempting 
to describe the Rishis as anti- 'Ulama, but it would be a grave error to 
suppose that their movement was directed against the so-called "official" 
religion. The fact is that Nuruddin was more concerned to present the 
Shati'a as a moral code to the unlettered folk. This is amply borne out 
by his intuitive realisation that it was possible to accommodate certain 
elements of the W ~ I I I I ,  earthy, mystic religion of the Valley to the 
Shari'a without really distorting b e  latter. His disgust with the ' U h a  



was due to their deviation in a practice from the inner spiril of [he 
Shari'a. In his role as the founder of a new mystic order, Nuruddin, 
while giving social authcnticity to local traditions, made them respond 
to Islam in a creative spirit, so that the orienlation of pre-Islamic Lnditions 
and practices in his order changed with the flowering of the resilient 
Islamic tradition of the Muslim Rishis. 

It is worlh asking whether the Rishi movement had anything in 
common with the Mrthdawi movemcnt17 and the Shattari order of the 
Sufis which flourished in some parts of India in the sixteenth century. 

Not unlike the Mahdawis, the Rishis showed an utter disregard for 
property and a life of ease and luxury, and were against exploitation of 
the weak by the slrong. What is more, both Rishis and Mahadawis 
sought the confidence of the poor and some of them with all humility 
begged the forgiveness of those whom they had offended and insulted. 
While some Mahdawis disposed of the land received by them from the 
slate for subsistence, most Rishis, formerly living in affluence, voluntarily 
bore poverty and starvation. Such was the influence of Rishis and 
Mahdawis that some sensitive souls deserted their households and joined 
the brotherhood in a passive vindication and affirmation of the rights of 
the poverty-stricken people. 

But notwithstanding the social content in the role of the Mahdawis, 
their movement was for all practical purposes confined to a small section 
of society, and the mass of Indian Muslims did not come under their 
influence. That the Mahdawis, in spite of their concern for restoring the 
pristine purity of the Shai 'a, were viewed with suspicion among Muslims 
is shown by their refusal to disown Sayyid Muhammad of Jaunpur as 
the promised Mahdi. No wonder the veneration of the followers of 
Sayyid Muhammad almost turned into disbelief, so much so that even 
~haikh Ahmad sirhindiI8 charged them with heresy. The Mahdawi 
movement thus turned into a sect while the Rishi movement proved to 
be the first potent and incisive expiession of Muslim religious thought 
in India and a dynamic moral and social force.19 In fact, the only Sufi 
order in India to doggedly oppose Brahmanism on the basis of the 
ethical and social ideals of the Quran and the Sunna was that of the 
Rishi. 

I t  is interesting to note that the Sufi order of the shattar?Oa bears close 
resemblance to the Rishis in certain respects. Like some Rishis, the 
Shattaris lived in fosests on a frugal diet of fruit and herbs, and subjected 
themselves to hard physical and spiritual excrcises. The ten rules 
mentioned by Rizvi for the achievement of the Shattari goal viz., 



repentance. renunciation, lrust in God, patience, satisfaction, dhikr and 
concentrated atlcnlion on God also guided the Rishis in thcir pursuit of 
the mystical truth. 

However, thc syncretical clcmcnt was clearly discernible not only in 
the social bchaviour of thc Shattaris but evcn in their liiurgical 
f~rrnulrn.~' Somc Shattari Sufis even "recommended the sitting posture 
of jogis, and outlined scvcral magical and mystical practices for 
achievement of  supernaiurlrl powers."22 The most illustrious 
representative of thc Shatlari ordcr was the ascetic Muhanmad Ghauth 
who was hcld in high estccm by Akbar in his youth. But unlike Nuruddm, 
Ghauth did not attempt lo convcrt Hindu mystics whom he held in 
veneration and even composed Bahr al-hayat, the first treatisc wriucn 
by a Muslim in India on the practice of yoga. Thus in contrast to the 
indelible influence of thc Rishis on the Islamization of Kashmir, the 
influence of the Shattaris on the population of rural Bihar and the 
interior of Gujrat notwithstanding their dcntification with yogic prdctices, 
was infinite~imal.~~ Khaliq Ahmcd Nizami seems to be nearer the truth 
when he says that "the Shattari silsilah was a spent bullet in the 
sevenmnth century"% probably owing to the popularity of the Mujaddidi 
school which was very critical of the "pantheistic philosophy" and 
syncretistic ideas of the Shattaris. The Rishis, on the other hand, elicited 
the praise of the adherents of h e  Mujaddidi school in Kashmir like 
Muhammad Murad Teng, Khawaja Muhammad Amm Diddamari and 
Bahauddin ~ a t t u . ~ ~  The latter cven composed Rishinama in which he 
versified the conuibution of thc Rishis to Islam in Kashmir. 

Like the Chistis, the Rishis did not associate themselves with the 
government. Nor did they accept honours and wealth from the rulers or 
build their fortunes like thc Suharwardi Sufis of Multan and U C C ~ . ~ ~  

However, like the Suharwardis, the Rishis seem to have rejected the 
public recital of music which prevailed among the Chistis in the form 
of sama. True, both the Rishis and thc Chistis were influenced by the 
local religious environment; but the distinctive characteristic of the Rishi 
order was that while taking over indigenous practices from the y o g i s  
extreme ascetic discipline, celibacy and vegetarianism-under their 
inspiring leadership, Islam did not simply tolerate what was local in 
origin, but sought to make the local traditions subservient to the Shari'a. 
A fundamental characteristic that distinguishes the shrines of the Rishis 
in Kashmir from those of the Chistis in India is that while the fomer are 
marked by pristine simplicity, the latter in their syncretistic form are 
scenes of religious inleraclion and confusion. The devotees at the shrines 



in the plains gcncrally light candles around the Sufis tomb, offer flowers 
at thc hurial sitc of thc Sufis and listen with devotional rapture to 
qawwali (often with musical instrumenls) in praise of the Sufi. Such 
practiccs, uncommon in Kashmir, bear a stnking parallel to those of 
Hindu pilgrims at thcir shrines. But like their counterparts in he plains, 
some dcvotccs of the shrines in Kashmir do observe circumambulation 
of thc s i~c  and the touching of the grave and relics of the departed saint. 

Nuruddin's rolc in the formation of a Kashmiri Islamic tradition bears 
somc rcscmblancc to that of Ahmad Ibn Ibrahim Ibn Ali (d. 1 166) of Yasi, 
later callcrl ~urkis1a.n.~ Boh in Turkistan and Kashmir Islam largely [ilkred 
down to h c  common folk through the poetic genius of their spirilual 
Icaders. Thc silsilah of the Rishis like that of the Yasaviyya was a "tariqa 
of wandcrcrs." In fact, a pilgrimage to the tombs of the Yasaviyya Shaikhs 
in Central Asia and to hose of the Rishs in Kashmir became a permanent 
feature of Islam in these regions. Both in Turkistan and Kashmir local 
customs incorporated into ritual and practice gave an ethnic colouring to 
Islam. Kashmiri likc Turkish was used in worship outside ritual prayer in 
the mosqucs and shrines. The Rishi tradition like the Yasivi tradition had 
many ramifications-religious, social and cultural. The two traditions 
played almost similar rolcs in the Islamization of the unlettered folk, in the 
adaptation of the social environment to Islam, and of course, in linguistic 
reconciliation through the popular poems of Nuruddin and Ahmad. 

One may ask why the Rishis were generally styled as babas in 
Kashmir . In Sanskrit the term is a synonym of an ascetic (sanyasi), but 
in Persian chronicles and hagiographies of the Valley the specific use 
of baba for thc Muslim Rishis had definitely the connotation of the 
wandcring Turkish danvish, the babas of Central Asia. While the Turkish 
babas of h c  Ghazi states of Anatolia in the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries "accompanied, followed, and fortified the  warrior^,'"^ in the 
Hindu-Buddhist environment of peaceful existence, tolerance, and 
spiritual enquiry, the vagrant babas of Kashmir replaced the worldly 
'Ulma a$ the commenders of Islam, to both the learned Brahman and 
the unlettered folk. It is significant that although the Rishis were generally 
unlettcrcd yet hey produced a peoples movement which was able to 
penetrate and transform the consciousness of even the learned ~uharwardi 
and Naqshbandi Sufis, whose traditions blended in time in loyalty to 
the common ideal and purpose of making all mystic traditions submit 
to the dircction and conformity of the Quran and the Sunna. 

The lack of literacy among the Rishis meant that their movement did 
not develop along h c  lines of the officially-sponsored khanqahs in the 



Arab world." Lacking official patronage the Rishi order did not develop 
aristocralic kndcncies, nor did it become a 'wealthy corporation' at my 
stage in its history. In a sense, the habitals of the hshis may be compared 
with the zawiyaslM they were small, modest establishments, centred 
around the Shaikh who was a 'shepherd of souls' rather Lhm an officially 
appointed administrator as in the khanqah of Arab lands. Small wonder 
[hat these one-time places of retreat of the Rishis became self- 
perpetuating centres of their order in due course. Having acquired the 
character of ziyarats after the Rishis' death, these places became focal 
points of Islam in the Valley-not merely centres of spirituality, religious 
fervour, ascetic exercises and Sufi training, but more importantly, 
agencies for the dirfusion of Islamic teaching among the rural population. 
Consequently, it was through the ziyarals of the Rishis that Islam gained 
a firm footing in the Valley. That it had come to stay was clearly shown 
by the network of mosques and madrasas which sprang up everywhere 
round the tombs of the Rishis. 

Although most ziyarat establishments were conspicuous for their 
poverty, some of the abodes of the Rishis seem to have become self- 
sufficient institutions even during their lifetime. The habitas of Baba 
Hardi Rishi, Baba Daud (Batmaloo Saheb), Baba Gangi hshi3' and many 
others were self-sustaining institutions, thanks more to their active social 
roles than gifts and donations offered by the devotees for the maintenance 
of the public charity kitchens (langar). There is no evidencc to show 
that the revenues of the ziyarats were expended by the immediate 
successors of the Rishis in rich living. However, in later times, the 
charge of the ziyarats assumed hereditary  characteristic^'^ with one or 
more social or occupational groups and gradually the ziyarats turned into 
breeding grounds for superstition and social exploitaion. Such a 
development not only sounded the death-knell of the Rishi movement, 
but at the same time it dealt a serious blow to their social role of 
rendering relief to the weaker sections of Kashmiri society. Since for 
barely four centuries the Rishis were much more than simply benefactors 
of the poor, it would be appropriate to evaluate the level of their social 
achievements in terms of the demands of the particular social, physical, 
environmental and in fact, political conditions of Kashmir during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

Most Rishis considered service to humanity and even animals to be 
a way of reaching the truth. This is borne out both by their sny ing~ '~  
and practice. Shaikh Daud, a petty salt dealer, on becoming a Rishi 
engaged himself in ploughing and earned the title of the Nourisher (the 



Batmoul) for his regular practice of fmding the poor out of b e  produce 
of the land brought under cultivation by him.j3 Nuri Rishi, a disciple 
of Baba Latifuddin, earned his living through cultivation and utilized 
his income not only for satisfying the wants of the needy, but even for 
consmcting khanqahs and bridges." The Rishi's philanthropic activities 
even drew the pious Suharwardi Sufis to his abode, and thcy were so 
charmed by his social role that they paid rich tributes to him in their 
hagiographies." Baba Hardi Rishi was so particular about taking hala13' 
food that, in spite of his exalted status among the Rishis of the sixteenth 
century and also the reverence he commanded in the Suharwardi circles, 
he did not hesitate to cultivate the land hirn~elf?~ Ladi Katur, a disciple 
of Baba Latifuddin, maintained the langar for the comfort of the poor 
for twclve years.37 Other disciples of Latifuddin, such as38 Lacham 
~ishi~ 'and Nauroz  ish hi:' also dedicated themselves to the service of 
the poor. Baba Luda Mal, a companion of Baba Zainuddin, in spite of 
secluding himself in the hollow of a chinar tree, was able to bring home 
to his disciples the importance of manual labour. It was due to his 
inspiring leadership that hundreds of his disciples devoted themselves 
to agricultural pursuits for the public good.41 Baba Hardi Rishi, a disciple 
of Baba Rajabuddin, and a successor of Baba Nauroz, himself worked 
hard in the fields and impressed upon his disciples the need to engage 
themselves in cultivation and learn some crafts to support themselves. 
The impact of his teachings and personal example was that as the 
custodian of the ziyarat of his preceptor for seven years he was able to 
turn the shrine into a self-supporting institution for the Risbis and the 
poor.42 

So great was the influence of the Rishis' social role on the 
consciousness of the people that even women joined their ranks with a 
view to building up a healthy society on the ethical principles of the 
Quran. That the spirituality of Islam commits both men and women to 
an ethic of social action, is shown by the voluntary and affirmative 
behaviour of women in the Valley for bringing economic benefits to the 
community. A pious woman once donated a big piece of fertile land as 
haqq-i m a p 3  to Baba Nanda Rishi, a disciple of Baba Nauroz, 
enable the Rishis to be self-supp~rting.~~ Another noble lady of the kshi 
order who consecrated herself to the service of humanity and religion 
was Ganga Bibi. Even while observing continual fasts she founded 
mosques and constructed bridges with her hard-earned money.45 

It is certain that as early as in Nuruddin's time, the Rishis' habitats 
had turned into close-knit communities of people sharing common ideals 



not only for their spiritual good, but more importantly, for the benefit 
of the poverty-slricken masses. Thus we hear of Baba Nasruddin, a 
favourite disciple of Nuruddin, maintaining a kitchen for the comfort of 
the inmates and the needy.' Nasruddin was able to bring about a great 
transformation in the life of Jogi Raina, a noble of the Sultan, noted for 
his riches, who renounced the world and succeeded to the office of the 
head of Rishis at Chrar after Nasruddin's dcath. It was due to the efforts 
of Jogi Raina that some Rishis, who had taken to begging-strongly 
disapproved by Nuruddiwhose instead to cultivate land for the 
common good. Jogi Raina himself took great pleasure in tilling the soil 
by hard labour so as to render help to the indigent.47 

Baba Gangi Rishi was born with a silver spoon in his mouth; but he 
turned to asceticism in the prime of his youth.48 He spent the rest of his 
life in relative seclusion and directed the qualities of his head and heart 
to the service of the commoners. Once while ploughing he found a 
large sum of money which he spent on the poor. His kindness to animals 
was well-known. He is also said to have planted a number of fruit trees 
in various villages and would repair bridges and mosques with his own 
hands.49 

So great was the emphasis of the Rishis on combining asceticism 
with agricultural labour for the benefit of society that they even put 
novices on trial by directing them to do hard labour in order to atone 
for their past sins. Baba Nek Rishi, for example, asked Nauroz Rishi, 
a notorious person before becoming a Rishi, to engage himself in manual 
labour continuously for three days in order to repay a man the money 
he had deprived him of. The wicked person was granted discipleship in 
the Rishi order only after he gave exemplary proof of his resolve to 
follow the right path.50 

Asceticism was thus for the Rishis the giving up of desires." 
particularly selfish desires, for the common good. In order to achieve 
this objective they actively participated in the affairs of their society. 
Occasionally they were so determined to mould their society that they 
would adopt stern action in preference to passive resistance. Thus Ummi 
Rupi Rishi of Kocha Mula of pargana Ular took strong exception to the 
encroachment of public land by certain vested interests. He is reputed 
to have restored a graveyard to its original position when an attempt 
was made to bring it under cultivation for the personal benefit of a 
certain indi~idual.'~ We have already seen how Luda Ma1 made his 
brother pay for his acts of tyranny." 

In the concluding pages we may also try to elucidate the philosophical 



and religious content of the bchaviour of some Rishis, and situate them 
within a general conception of mysticism. Such behavioural patterns 
should not be read out of context, nor should we regard these as 
syncretism. Furthermore, it would be dangerous to assert-on the basis 
of the symbolic behaviour of the Rishis-that their movemcnt did no1 
fully fit in with the "Islamic prophetical structure." Like other Sufi 
movements in Islam, m i s ~ e n l y  supposed to exist parallel to it, the 
Rishi movement did not present a striking contrast to "[he prophetic 
religion.'*a Thus on closely examining the evidence regarding Baba 
Zainuddin's symbolic act of reciting fatiha at the grave of a frog whom 
he had buried aftcr having accidentally trampled it to dcath under his 
feet:' it will become clcar that the Rishis realized, in thc core of their 
being, a homogeneity between their own individual life-process and the 
rest of the cosmic ordcr. For that matter even Baba Nasibuddin's 
symbolic act of prayer for thc departed souls of non-Muslim believers 
points to the same fact.56 This sense of homogeneity, we arc tempted 
to believe, sprang from a deep-rooted realization of thc oneness with 
the whole universe. Thc Rishis seem to have nursed in thcir minds a 
strong feeling that their human individuality was just a par1 of an all- 
absorbing entity, of which the whole universe was a manifestation in 
time and space. Both man and the world of man were comprehended 
by them as possessing unity in an integrated whole. The sense of 
homogeneity produccd by thc realization of unity was not without its 
roots in the ethical structure of the ~ u r a n . ' ~  

The Rishis' concept of non-violence had a life-affirming and 
universalistic value, rather than only other-worldly connotations. Islam, 
as understood by thcm, sought to subject the felicity of life on this 
planet to the norms of morality and of responsibility. Man therefore had 
to regulate the pattern of human life in such a way as confirmed the 
truth of the Islamic dictum: "Religion is indeed man's treatment of his 
 fellow^."^ Thus the Rishis' aversion to causing injury to animate beings, 
including even plants, insects and animals; their concern for conserving 
forests? dissuading hunters from hunting hangul, the prized possession 
of the Valley's forests6': personal care of pets, tamed animals6' and 
birds:'. planting trees throughout thc length and breadth of ~ashmir,6~ 
and above all, their insistence on bringing more and more land under 
cultivatior+all point to the fact that the true religion for the Rishis was 
to conduct and ordcr life on earth in a way intended by its Creator. 'The 
Rishis' spirituality was thus a dimension of earthly life; they realized 
and enjoyed it in full by living morally in God's Presence. i.e., by their 



responsibility to nature, to themselves and to society. The 
about some Rishis ' proverbial friendships with wild animals63 

may not appear tme, yet they bear testimony to the slature of Rishis as 
custodians of the Valley's forest culture and protectors of their country's 
natural beauty and wealth. Even while escaping temporarily from the 
bustle of life into the solitude of forests, or in certain cases permanently, 
[he Rishis were not unmindful of the cares of worldly life. There was 
a dynamic interaction between their asceticism and the environment; in 
fact, their social impact, apart from meditative practices and strict ascetic 
discipline, was the measure of their spiritual manhood. 

The Kashmir Valley thus constitutes a special area in the history of 
Islam. It may be true that the Muslim Rishis of Kashmir contributed 
little to the docrrines and methods of lasawwd, but what is of significance 
from the viewpoint of history is that their movement, as a social 
phenomenon, not only dealt a vital blow to Brahmanism, but 
simultaneously, created an atmosphere of ~olerance, faith, friendliness 
and fellow feeling for members of society. The strength of the Rishi 
movement lies not only in using the Sufi concept of self-realization for 
ennobling and humanizing social behaviour, it also lies in galvanizing 
human action for the betterment of society. The movement also gave 
birth to institutions that were peculiarly Islamic, viz. ziyarats and 
mosques; and the gradual process of assimilation of the rural masses in 
Islam through these institutions suggests that conversions to Islam in 
the Valley were secured through a peaceful and orderly evolution. The 
social nature of the conversion process, notwithstanding certain individual 
cases of conversion in the strict religious sense, fostered fraternal forms 
of social organization. This is attested to not only by the joint efforts 
of the Rishis in bringing large areas of land under cultivation to meet 
the ordinary requirements of the hungry and the needy, but also by the 
degree of social respectability the unlettered folk gained by becoming 
members of the Islamic community. This they did through their 
participation in congregational ritual prayers, ceremonies associated with 
the Urs celebrations and above all by singing together poems composed 
in the local dialect in praise of the Rishis and the universality of the 
Prophet Muhammad's message. 

The ziyarats of Rishis continue to remind the faithful of both spiritual 
realities and social obligations. Despite the criticism of local practices 
by the Ahl-i Hadith, a vast majority of villagers celebrate the 
anniversaries of their saints in the traditional manner. They continue to 
practise vegetarianism on festive occasions when they invite relatives 



and friends to taste the modest vegetarian food as a mark of respefl a 
the disciplined soul of the Rishis. In cerrain areas austerity is practised 
in the true manner of their patron saints;" relics of the Rishis such 
their dress, wooden clogs, cups, turbans, staff, etc., are exhibited on 
festive occasions when devotees invoke the intercession of the Rishis 
in the presence of these relics. 

All said and done, it would not be proper to be unduly critical of the 
cultural side of Islam in the Valley; the objective reality is that while 
the tombs of the Rishis are cultural symbols of Islam in Kashmir, he 
mosques adjacent to their premises are true symbols of a universal faith 
in the strictest religious sense. The dualism between high culture and 
the popular culture can be seen as a misleading formulation ordained by 
Western scholarship, once we are able to take an empathic view of the 
visitations of the faithful on Fridays and festival days. Such visits, 
which continue to be the highlights of the religious life of the masses, 
give them an opportunity to display their communal solidarity by 
participation in ritual prayersb5 At the saints' tombs, even women, 
notwithstanding their practice of making offerings, petitionings, or even 
communion with the spirits of the tombs, continue to offer congregational 
prayers, thereby disproving the Orientalist notion that there exists a 
dualism between male and female religion. The local Islamic tradition 
of singing hymns aloud in praise of Allah, the Prophet Muhammad and 
local saints in the mosques and shrines of the Valley is anathema to the 
Ahl-i Hadith; but notwithstanding the reformist role66 of the lauer in 
the religious history of modem Kashmir, the essential fact which needs 
to be grasped and treated with sensitivity, is that the Kashmiri reciting 
of dhikr, aurad, durud, manqabat and n'at aloud was a well-thought-oul 
way through which the unlettered folk learnt the fundamentals of faith 
during long centuries of Islamic acculturation. 

It follows that Islam and society are not distinct identities, but closely 
interrelated variables in creative tensions with each other. In this 
significant dialectical relationship, Muslim societies have generally ken 
characterized by the ongoing process of Islamization of their little 
traditions. And indeed, in the context of the present study, the process 
of Islamization repeatedly makes itself intelligible as a unifying 
socioreligious and moral force radiating significance to life and thought 
in Muslim societies. 



REFERENCES AND NOTES 

1. Edward Said, Chienlalism, p. 305 
2. See Grunebaum, "An Analysis of Islamic Civilization and Cultural 

~nthropology". Chapter 111 of the author's Modem Islam: 7he Search 
for Cultural Identity. 1962. also Chapter I. "Introduction" md Urn. 

3. Orientalists are prone to exaggerate the importance of "syncretic 
devotionalism," of the commoners vis-a-vis the misconceived and 
misapplied notion of the "orthodoxy" of the 'Ularna. See for example, 
Eaton, Sufis of Bijapur, idem, "Sufi Folk Literature and the Expansion 
of Indian Islam", History of Religion, No. 14: 2 Nov., 1974, pp. 117- 
27; also Asim Roy, 7be Islamic Syncredistic Tradition in Bengal, 
Rinceton, 1983. 

4. See Chapter I, "Introduction" and 28n. 
5. Bruce Lawrence, "Lectures on Sufism", Studies in Islam, Vol. XVm. 

Nos. 3 4 ,  JulyPctober, 198 1, p. 139. 
6. Nuruddin, like Junayd, described the drunkeness of a Sufi as a passing 

phase. The evolution of his mystical career confirms the view of Junayd 
that "the perfected saint would go beyond it to a state of sobriety in 
which his awareness of God would make him a more complete human 
being in complete self-possession." It may not, therefore. sound strange 
that Junayd's pupil, al-Hallaj. was executed for describing the mystical 
experience under the spell of intoxication. 

7. Born in 1261 in the Khurasanian village of Sirnnan into a family with 
a civil service tradition, he turned a Sufi during the period of his service 
of the Buddhist lkhan Agrghun (reg. A. D. 1284-91). After being 
initiated into the Kubrawi silsiJah, he raised his voice against the existing 
comption (bid'a) in Sufi thought. In particular, he attempted to dispel 
doubts about the supposed theosophical theories of Ibn al-Arabi, 
emphasizing that the world is a reflection, not an emanation, of Reality. 
He stood for shc t  conformity to the S h ~ ' a  as the very basis for progress 
along the Sufi path of seeking the countenance of God. He did not 
merely advocate a literal interpretation of the Quran, but popularised 
d h i h  practices in consonance with its essential spirit. 

8. Richard E a t a  rejects the "religion of social liberation" theory on three 
flimsy grounds: first, "Are we to assume that before their contact with 
Muslims the untouchables of India possessed, as though they were 
familiar with the writing of Rousseau or Jefferson. some innate notion 
of the fundamental equality of all men denied them by an oppressive 
Brahmanical tyranny?" second, "Muslim intellectuals did not stress the 
Islamic ideal of social equality as opposed to Hindu caste," and third, 
"the converted Hindu communities failed." to improve their status in 
the social hierarchy and that, on the contrary, they singly carried over 
into Muslim society the same practice of birth-ascribed rank that they 
had had in Hindu Society." See Eaton, "Approaches to the Study of 



Conversion" Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies, p. 110. 
our frndings have subjected Eaton's view to some serious qualifications, 
here it will suffice to say that the politics of the Muslim elite, coupled 
with the widcrspread illiteracy and economic backwardness of the H a u  
converts to Islam has largely been responsible for the latter's suppose= 
lowcr slatus in the Muslim Society. In contemporary history, however, 
there is no dearth of evidence to testify to the upward mobility in the 
lowcr strata of Muslim society consequent to the relative improvement 
of their educational and economic standards. 
Elliot and Dowson, History of India as Told by its own Hishans 
(Revised ed. Habib, Rashid and Nizami), 11, p. 52. 
Irfan Habib's view (see his article "Economic History of the Delhi 
Sultanate", The Indian Historical Review, Jan, 1978, Vol. IV, No. 2, p. 
297) that there is no evidence of any direct assault from. . ."the Muslims 
upon the caste system: nor even any revolt fmm within. . ." is not 
justifiable in the set of circumstances or facts hat  surrounded the history 
of conversions to Islam in Kashmir. 
Thomas W. Arnold. The Pkaching of Islam, London. 191 3, pp. 154- 
93. 
In a highly controversial article which reached me through the courtesy 
of Rol. Iqtidar Husain Siddiqi of Aligarh Muslim University, Aziz 
Ahmad's "Conversions to Islam in the Valley of Kashmir," Central 
Asiatique Journal ascribes the conversions to Islam in Kashmir to "the 
Great Tradition represented by the Hamadani mosque and Khanqah" and 
the efforts of the militant Bayhaqi Sayyids. And while attributing the 
"religious and social transformation" of Kashmir in Sikandar's reign to 
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APPENDIX-A 

Genealogy of Shaikh Nuruddin 

An element of mystery surrounds the family history of Nuruddin. While 
two earlier Persian sources do not claim any noble ancestry for 
~uruddin.' the latter-day sources consider his father to be a descendant 
of the rulers of ~ i sh twar .~  The main source for this view is the Shaikh's 
poetry itself. 

It is significant that the lineage of the Shaikh has been preserved in 
the folk consciousness even to this day by some illiterate Kashmiri 
villagers of saintly qualities and widsom. An encounter of the present 
author with one such gifted man, from a very remote forest area at 
Daryagam, was revealing in several respects. At the persistent request 
of the author, the villager was able to recite many Sanskritised verses 
of the Shaikh from his enviable oral repertory. What is of significance 
to note here is that the pious villager's oral recitation of Nuruddin's 
verses in regard to the latter's ancestry, place of birth, association of his 
parents with Sayyid Hussain Simnani, etc., were in strict conformity 
with the verses recorded in the Rishinamas of Chrar. 

True, there exists a strong tradition about Nuruddin's familial links 
with the rulers of Kishtwar, but it seems that during centuries of intense 
social tension in the Valley the rural folk took special care to preserve 
and perpetuate the memory of the Shaikh's high birth in order to counter 
the argument of some caste-conscious Brahmans as to how the son of 
a shepherd and a bandit could rise to the pinnacle of sainthood.' 

In the following verses the Shaikh refers to his lineage: 

(My) forefather's name was Ogra Sanz; 
who was killed in the battlefield; 
His kin called him Gurza Sang; 
And hc bore but few offspring; 
Drupla Sanz was one born to him; 
And Drupta Sanz's children were: Salat and Solu; 



One of the sons, Salat Sanz, was my inspirer; 
(He) Embraced Islam willingly; 
His Guru was Husain Simnani; 
Who was a close relative of Haidar of ~ u l g a m . ~  

REFERENCES AND NOTES 

1 .  See Sayyid Ali, Tarikh-i Kaqhmir. Baba Nasib clearly remarks that 
Nuruddin belonged to the tribe of village watchmen @asban). See Nasib, 
Nurnarna, f.  2b. 

2. Bahauddin Mattu, Rishinama; Hasan, Asrar al-Akhyar. 
3. See Chapter VI, 'The Rishis and Conversion to Islam." 
4. Translated fmm Kulliyat-i Shaikh a/-'Alam. 



APPENDIX-B 

Genealogy of Sayyid Ali 

An error has inadvertently crept into some modem works that Sayyid 
Ali, author of Tarikh-i Kashrnir, was of Kashmiri ancestry. This is the 
reason why sometimes the Kashmiri tribal name of ~ a g r e '  has been 
used as his surname. The author was actually a descendant of Sayyid 
Tajuddin, a cousin of Sayyid 'Ali Hamadani, who entered Kashmir in 
762 A.H. The very fact that the author's grandfather was the mutwall? 
of Khanqah-i Mu'alla shows that the chronicler was connected with the 
family of the Kubrawi Sufis. It was mainly because of his noble descent 
that Sayyid Ali had an easy access to the earliest sources relating to the 
Kubrawi silsila. Significanlly, the chronicler abruptly begins his narrative 
with the advent of his ancestor, Sayyid Tajuddin, though he does not 
himself claim to be a man of piety and noble birth like other Sayyids. 
On the other hand, he makes a brief reference to his mother who was 
the daughter of Sullan Nazuk Shah (1529-30).~ The genealogical table 
of the chronicler, based on Persian sources, is given below: 

Sayyid Tajuddin 
1 

Sayyid Hasan Bahadur 
I 

Sayyid Kamalauddin 
I 

Sayyid Jamaluddin 
I 

Sayyid shamsuddin 
I 

Sayyid 'Ali 
I 

Sayyid Muhammad 

J- 
Sayyid 'Ali Sayyid Ahmad 



REFERENCES AND NOTES 
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the Sultans. For thc role of M a p s ,  see Mohibbul Haw, Kashmir 
Under the Sultans, pp. 1 19-22, 129, 130, 146, 208, 2 10. 

2. Mulla Ahmad bin Sabur, Khawariq al-Salikin, p. 7. 
3. Sayyid Ali, Tarikh-i Kashmir, f. 27b, 4. Sabur op. cit., p. 7. 



APPENDIX-C 

Women Sufis of Kashmir 

Kashmir is the only region in the sub-continent which has a deep-rooted 
mdition about the spirituality of women. The elevation of Lal Ded to 
'Maryarn-i Makani', 'Rabi'a Thani', 'Arifa' and so on in the Persian 
hagiographical literature explodes the myth about the lower status of 
women in Islam. Furthermore, most fcmale Sufis of the Valley were 
converts to Islam. Their glorification in the Persian sources, in fact, 
points to the estimation in which they were held by the folk. Unlike Bibi 
Jamal and Jahan Ara Begum-the only known female Sufis during the 
Mughal periodl-the Kashmiri womcn Sufis were able to develop close 
contacts with the commoners. It would, therefore, be worthwhile to give 
a brief sketch of their role in the history of Islam in Kashmir. 

Behat Bibi and Dehat Bibi 

The hagiographers give conflicting accounls regarding the enrolment of 
the two Hindu sisters, Behat Bibi and Dehat Bibi, in the Rishi silsila. 
Whatever be the truth, it is certain that both of them were disciples of 
Shaikh Nuruddin. 

One might doubt the ability of Behat Bibi and Dchat Bibi to converse 
with a Sufi like Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani in the Persian language. 
However, strong documentary evidence as also the tomb of the two 
women at Zalsu-the place which to this day commemorates the historic 
meeting between Shaikh Nuruddin and the Sayyids-support the ability 
of the disciples of Nuruddin to communicate with the leader of the 
Sayyids. Besides, both sisters were daughters of a patwari who also 
embraced Islam at the hands of Nuruddin. Being daughters of a Persian- 
knowing father, it is most likely that both sisters were familiar with the 
language which had begun to be popular among the Kashmiri ~rahmans? 
It is possible that Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani himself, as a conscious 



missionary, was able to understand the Kashmiri language during his 
long stay in b e  Valley extending from 796/1393 to 81411410. The 
meeting between the Sayyid and thc Shaikh took place in the later part 
of the Sayyid's long stay in thc Valley. By that time, thc Sayyid must 
have also been able to speak broken Kashmiri. 

The sayings%ttributed to Bchat Bibi and Dchat Bibi are revelatory 
of their intuitive grasp to fathom the deep mystical truths undcr the care 
of Nuruddin. Some of these sayings are worthy of note here. 

Sayings of Behat Bibi 

1. The biggest veil belwc.cn the Master and the servant is the 
existence of the human being. 

2. To imagine that every human action reaches its ultimate end due 
to the efforts of the self is the greatest shirk. 

3. One who destroys one's ego is relieved of the sorrows of one's 
existence. 

4. Salvation from hope and f a r  lics in annihitating the self. 
5. Were not the Shaikh (Nuruddin) m y  pir, Allah Himself would 

have bccn my Guide. 

Dialogue between Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani and Dehat Bibi 

Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani first posed a question to the Shaikh; no 
sooner did the latter answer the question than Dehat Bibi began to 
argue with the distinguished guest: 

Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani: Why have you weakened the horse 
(pointing at him)? 

Shaikh Nuruddin: Being an inexperienced rider, I cannot afford to 
give rich food to the horse. If he is not kept under control, he may 
become unruly and cause me trouble (while reaching the goal). 

As a close disciple of Nuruddin, Dchat Bibi was profoundly aware 
of the spiritual attainments of her preceptor. Perhaps, sensing that the 
humility of the Shaikh might not create a favourable impression upon 
some arrogant companions of Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani, she 
intervened: 

Dehat Bibi: Those who have (already) reachcd the goal do not need 
either conveyance (horse) or a whip. 

Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani: Who have attained the goal ? 



Dehat Bibi: Those who have liberated themselves from (the snares of) 
the self. 

Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani: Have you freed yourself from the self! 
Dehat Bibi: But for annihilating my self, I would not have dared sit in 

this solemn meeting and shared secrets (with you). 
Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani: Are you a daughter or a son? 
Dehat Bibi: If I am non-existent (neest), then I am neither a girl nor a 

boy; but if I am existent (hast) then I am nothing. 
Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani: How have you gained this? 
Dehat Bibi: After having attained salvation from the death of the spirit. 

Dehat Bibi and Behat Bibi are popularily known as Chhat Kori, i.e., 
daughters trained under the spiritual care of Shaikh Nuruddin. 

Shanga Bibi alias Yawan Maech 

We have already referred to Shanga Bibi's initiation in the Rishi order 
under the influence of ~uruddin? She was a courtesan of enticing beauty 
who was apparently asked by some Brahmans of the city to seduce the 
Shaikh. The Shaikh admonished the alluring courtesan so convincingly 
that she felt ashamed and after offering tauba gained entry in the Rishi 
order. By virtue of her devotion and austerities, Shanga Bibi was even 
granted the unique privilege of acting as a mujawir at her spiritual 
preceptor's tomb. That a courtesan, after clothing herself with the robe 
of faith and humble repentance, could be elevated to sainthood bears 
elaborate testimony to the egalitarian appeal that. Islam had for the 
commoners in the Valley. 

Shanga Bibi lies buried near the tomb of Shaikh Nuruddin at Chrar- 
i Shariff. 

Deta Bibi 

Nothing is known about Deta Bibi beyond the fact that she was a 
devoted disciple of Nuruddin. Her burial place is at Mukhta PhoLri near 
Naushahr in Srinagar. 

Sala Bibi I and Sala Bibi I1 

Both women received the guidance of the Shaikh. Because of their 
devotion, meditation and asceticism, the hagiographers call them gnostics. 
Their graves are at Chrar-i Shariff near the Shaikh's tomb. 



Sham Ded 

We have already referred to the Shaikh's conversations with peasant 
girls during his sojourn at Hunchipura in the pargana of Beru. The girl 
who was prompt in responding to the Shaikh's taunts6 was Sham Ded. 
Baba Kamal and Baba Khalil who give us a useful account of the 
dialogue pay rich tributes to her poetic genius. So distressed was Sham 
Ded at the death of Nuruddin that she composed an elegy as a token of 
her intense love for and deep devotion to her spiritual preceptor.7 The 
elegy is h e  first of its kind in the history of Kashmiri literature, and 
indeed, the credit for composing such a unique literary piece goes to the 
female disciple of Shaikh Nuruddin. 

Sham Ded, like most Rishis, subsisted on wild vegetables from the 
forest. After the death of Nuruddin she travelled in every nook and 
comer of the Valley in the manner of her preceptor. She finally settled 
in Poshkar near the habitat of Baba Latifuddin whom she served for a 
considerable time. It seems that during her travels Sham Ded popularised 
the mystical poetry of Nuruddin among the folk. Perhaps this is the 
reason why some old Kashmiri women still carry on the tradition of 
preserving the heritage of Nuruddin and Sham Ded by committing to 
memory mystical verses and precepts of both the teacher and the taught. 
Some of the sayings of Sham Ded are reproduced below: 

1. The teacher is the fountain-head of nectar. One who drinks deep 
at this fountain will never die. 

2. Divulging the secrets of God is worse than shedding the blood 
of a thousand innocent men. 

3. In this world the status of man is higher (than woman); but in 
malakut the status is dependent on courage. And a man 
characterized by cowardice is worse than a woman. But (indeed) 
a courageous woman is better than a man. 

4. In (seeking) union with God, I was intoxicated (unmindful of my 
own puny existence); but while recognizing my own self I was 
saturated with the knowledge (rnkifa) of His Presence. 

Many other words of mystical wisdom are ascribed to Sham Ded. 

Sanga Bibi 

She was a seeker after the truth from her very childhood, but she earned 
reputation as a Sufi only after her initiation in the Rishi order at the 



hands of Baba Shukruddin. Although her ancestral home was in the 
pugana of Hamsrl, she sccludcd hcrsclf on the top of' a mountain in h e  
village Buthu of Kuihama at thc command of her spiritual preceptor. 
She observed continual fasts and spent sleepless nights in deep 
meditation. Even as  an asceiic, however, she did not losc touch with 
society. Her disciples wcre many and whatever was offcrcd by them in 
n m a  was expended Ibr the poor. Her khalifa, Baba Ncki R ishi, proved 
to be a true disciple of thc noble lady by his philanlhropic activities. He 
even distributed thc domestic animals, belonging to lhc frakrnity of the 
Rishis, among the needy and the poor.8 

Ganga Bibi 

Ganga Bibi became a Rishi after her husband, Lankar Mal, joined the 
silsila of Rishis under the influence of Baba Luda Mal. Thc Bibi observed 
continued fasts and in spitc of her austerities, did not shirk hard manual 
work. Whatever litlle she earned by the sweat of her brow she donated 
for making bridgcs and mosques. When Baba Lankar Ma1 secluded 
himself in the forest of Dandakvan, Ganga Bibi provcd her mettle as a 
devoted wife. Shc  would bring her husband water for his ablutions. 
And it is said that whenever she came across wild animals while canying 
water they would take to their heels on seeing her? 

REFERENCES AND NOTES 

1. For a very brief account of these female Sufis, Scc Rizvi, Sufism in 
India, 11, Appendix R, pp. 480-81. 
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1977. pp. 1-9. 

3. Based on Baba Kamal's and Baba Khalil's accounts. Pir Hasan Shah 
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7. See Appendix G. 
8. See Mishkati, Asrar a]-Abrar, Diddamari, Waqial-i Kashmir. Wahab, 

Fathat-i Kubrawiyya; Raba Kamal, Rishinama; Raba Khalil, Rauzat al- 
Riyazat. 

9.  Ibid. 



APPENDIX-D 

A Note on Risala-i ~ a h r n i ~ ~ a '  

The author of Risala-i Lahmiyya, Shaikh Ahmad Trali, belonged to the 
occupational group of oil-pressers (telis). From his childhood, he took 
lessons in tasawwuE from Mufti Ghulamuddin Jami. Later, he was 
initiated in the Kubrawi silsila by Sidique Khan, a disciple of Shaikh 
Muhammad Munnawar Hatbi. He also enjoyed the company of some 
other Sufis from whom he learnt a great deal about tasawwut 
Ahmad Trali's penchant for learning drove him to Delhi where he 
learnt Ilm al-Hadilh from Maulvi Ishaq. He also performed Hajj and 
died in 1296H. 

For a greater part of his life in the nineteenth century, Shaikh Ahmad 
Trali led a crusade against the existing bid'a in his home town. But he 
himself admits that he was not liked by the people for his attacks on 
their cherished false beliefs (batil 'aqaid). 

In his Risala-i Lahmiyya, the author attempts to dispel the misgivings 
of the people about the Rishis' abstention from meat. He severely 
criticises the popular belief that the Rishis disliked meat and that it was 
their aversion for non-vegetarian food that involved some people in 
trouble. Ahmad Trali feels particularly concerned over the belief of the 
people that Baba Hardi Rishi felt offended if someone visited his ziymt 
after eating meat. So persistent was this belief that a person's natural 
death or if someone's house caught fire, was attributed by the folk to 
the sacrilege caused by that person to the shrine of Hardi Rishi. Contrary 
to this belief, Ahmad Trali argued in the light of the Quran and Hadjh 
that it was inconceivable that Hardi Rishi would punish his devotees if 
they visited his tomb after eating halal food. 

The main reason given by Ahmad Trali for the Rishis' abstinence 
from meat is not their dislike for halal food but their determination to 
subdue the self (nds)  to seek the countenance of God. For the Rishis 
meat eating was a luxury, and since they abstained from rich food 



purely for spiritual reasons, they regarded the practice of curbing the 
ordinary demands of the self as Jihad-i Akbar. 

Shaikh Ahmad Trali was undoubtedly one of the ablest Kashmiri 
Muslims of' the nineteenth century who fell concemcd over the beliefs 
of a people not completely absorbed in the Shari'a-oriented system of 
Islam. This is not to suggest that people who nourished false beliefs 
were not Muslims; the fact is that owing to mass illiteracy and  he 
rnundanc intcrcsts of the illiterate mullahs and custodians of the shrines, 
the common folk remained steeped in supcrsitition, darkness and 
ignorance. For this reason alone, Shaikh Ahmad Trali's efforts in bringing 
the social behaviour of the folk in conformity with the Sunna did not 
bear fruit in his own time. Nonetheless, Ahmad Trali was, in certain 
respects, the precursor of the Ahl-i Hadith movement which gained 
momentum in Srinagar with the dawn of the present century.2 
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APPENDIX-E 

Khat-i Zrshad of Sayyid 
Muhammad Hamadani 

Realise that allegiance (bail) is the Sunna of the prophets and khulafa 
and this Sunna will remain unchanged until the Day of Judgement. 
Thus it is not pcrmissible for any one among the protege of Allah 
(aulia) and 'Ulama to claim for himself vicegerency of Allah without 
authorisation and so long as he has a pcrmission from a perfect teacher 
and guide, himself owing allegiance to such an ordcr as is continuously 
connected with the Prophet Muhammad (Peace of Allah on him). 

In the Name of Allah who has graced us and all (pious) servants to 
follow the right Path and, bcsidcs, saved us and all noble and dignified 
servants from emulating AN-i bid'a and AN-I' hawa and, besides, elevated 
us, the group of sincere and friendly (believers), to such exalted ranks 
as are marked by the m 'arifa of Allah. And praise and salutations upon 
His messenger and His nabi and his chosen one Hazrat Muhammad 
Mustafa and upon his progeny whose love is a passport for gaining 
virtuosity and exal~ed powcr (daula) and upon such of his companions 
as are the shining stars of the spirilual kingdom, and in following [hem 
we have received guidance. And then the one who is weak, feeble and 
dcfective is Muhammad bin 'Ali bin Shihabuddin Hamadmi. May Allah 
grant him His special favours. (And) he says: Realise that the meaning 
and purpose of creation is to anive at an understanding of Allah (m 'aifa) 
as some verses of the Quran, ahadis-i-Qudsiyya, sayings of the prophets 
and pious history bear testimony to it. Thus it is obligatory on everyone 
among human kind to struggle towards that goal for which he has been 
created. And since there are innumerable ways leading towards Allah 
(and) as the Prophet (Peace of Allah on him) has said: ''The ways 
guiding towards Allah are equivalent to the breath of (whole) creation." 
And among these thc nearest path (tariqa) is the cxalted madllab of 



Kubrawiyya, Hamadaniyya and Husainiyya led by my father 'Ali 
Hamadani as in this path he was guided by such mashaikh as had panted 
him permission of h h a d  and the number of such dignitaries is thirty 
Lhree. And then my brother Nuruddin Rishi Kashmiri who is pious, 
gnostic, man gifted with kashf, rnujahida and rnushahida and is also a 
zshid and 'abid. May Allah guide him like salihin and 'arifin and shower 
on him His grace like those who are perfect in piety and nearest to 
Allah. He not only insisted on his entry into the circle of Allah's lovers 
and perfectly pious souls but implored for it with every fibre of his 
being. Hence I granted him permission to make seekers (after the Truth) 
repentful and take allegiance from them. And may guide and train those 
seeking guidance in the Path. And may teach them dhikr-i chahar zarab 
which will cleanse their heart from the dirt of its snares and (other) 
obstacles. (Besides) may accept nazr and hidaya and resort to seclusion, 
looked with favour in the exalted tariqa of Sa'dal, and it is an integral 
part of tariqa that he may not forget me at occasions solemnized by the 
grant pf prayers. I have written this (treatise) on the night following 
Friday on the 15th of the month of Rajab, 814 Hijra in the capital of 
Kas hm ir. 
May Allah save Kashmir and its inhabitants against calamities and 

destruction! 

Mir Muhammad Harnadani 

Note Although I have translated the Khat-i Irshad from Urdu into English 
(Bmj-i Nur, pp. 85-86), its original version in Arabic has also been 
kept in view. 





APPENDIX-F 

Elegy of Shyam Ded 

Nunda Sanz (Nuruddin Rishi) has left for his heavenly abode 
Nunda Sanz has left for heaven's eternal spherc 
Our Nunda has left for his heavenly abode 
Nunda Sanz has left for heavcnps eternal sphere 
0 worthy and righteous Nunda! without you our presence does not 

have radiating impressiveness. 
How long shall I cry my heart out? 
Nunda Sanz has left for his hcavenly abode 
Nunda Sanz was a Rishi of metlle 
We shall join together in he  eternal home. 
How long shall I wander around for our reunion? 
We shall join in the eternal home. 
0 disciple of Hazrat Amir (Muhammad Harnadani)! 
The sublimity of your wisdom captivated boon companions and die- 

hards 
0 flying thrush! your melodious notes permeated the environment 
The sublimity of your wisdom captivated boon companions and die- 

hards. 
While vindicating the Truth at Rupavan, 
Many souls were brightened to all eternity 
There (at Rupavan) people recognised the Truth 
Whose souls were brightened to all eternity. 
Believers have been praying for you 
Ever since you were entombcd at Chrar 
Your cloak, wooden slippers and staff (adorn Chrar) 
Can one attain to such heights in a thousand years (to come)? 
No one looks so graceful as yourself 
Can one attain to such heights in a thousand years (to come)? 
How can I part company with such a brightest jewel? 



This logical reasoning is the outcome of our spiritual association. 
0 brother Zain (Zainuddin)! shouldn't we be proud of such a glorious 

association? 
This logical reasoning is the outcome of our spiritual association. 
Your women disciples have been wailing for you; 
The light has dimmed; who will brighten ow souls! 

Note: Translated into English by the present author from original 
Kashmiri verses reproduced in Mohiuddin Hajini, Koe: Shir Shm: Yiree, 
New Delhi, 1960. 



Glossary 

abdal 

'abid 
abjad 

a brar 

Abul Fuqara 

Advaita tatva 

ahankar 
ahl-i qalam 

"substitutes", certain Sufis of whom, it is said 
"God continues the world in existence. When 
one dies another takes his place, being so 
appointed by God." 
a devotee, one who intensely adores God. 
the Arabic alphabet in  the traditional 
arrangement, in which the letters denote the 
numbers as used for chronograrns: a=l, k 2 ,  
t=400, th=500. 
a state of bcing well pleased. 'Ali bin 'Uthman 
al-Hujwiri writes: "But of those who have power 
to loose and to bind and are the officers of the 
Divine court there are three hundred, called 
Akhyar, and forty, called Abdal, and seven, 
called Abrar, and four, called Awtad, and three, 
called Nuqaba, and one, called Qufb or Ghawfh. 
All these know one another and cannot act save 
by mutual consent." Kashf al-Mahjub, tr. 
Nicholson, p. 214. 
father of the poor; the title of Baba Nasibuddin 
Ghazi. 
a distinctive system of Kashmiri Saivite 
philosophy based on the principle of idealistic 
monism (advaita). In this philosophy the 
knowledge of the 'basal truths', or 'fundamental 
and general factors of which the apparent 
universe consists (tatva)' is a pre-requisite for 
attaining union with the Supreme Self or Parama 
Siva. 
pride. 
'men of pen'. In olden days the Kashmiri Pandits 
were also known by this title. 



Ahl-i bait 

akhyar 
aksar 
Allah 
'dam al-mithal 

ahkam sg of h h ,  injunctions, instructions, regulations. 
ahkam-i Shar 'a injunctions of the religious law. 
Ahl-i Hadith the followers of the Prophetic tradition. Muslims 

are generally followers of the Prophetic a i t ion  
in one way or the other. However, in the context 
of history, the people who call themselves Ah/- 
i Hadith, or the people of Tradition, take special 
care to adhere to the Quran and hadith. They 
speak of themselves as Muwahhid, or 
"Unitarians', and severely condemn visit to the 
shrines, 'Urs ceremonies, holding of gatherings 
in which the help of saints is invoked and any 
such practice as did not exist in the time of the 
Prophet. The Ahl-i Hadith do not form any sect 
of Islam, but they are essentially Muslim 
reformists; and in their religious zeal they have 
hurt the susceptibilities of the devotees of the 
shrines to such an extent that they have been 
misunderstood as anti-Sufi. 

Ahl-i Sunna wa Jam'a 'the people of the community.' The expression 
especially used for the Sunnis who lay great 
stress on following the SunnL+'He who tires 
of my Sunna, does not belong to me'. Bukhari. 
the people of the house. A term used in the 
Quran (33/33), and in the Hadith (Mishkat 
XXIV-21)' for the household of Muhammad. 
see abrar. 
most. 
the name of the Creator of the universe in the Quran. 
'the world of analogies'; the world of the spiritual 
powers between the human (nasut) and the divine 
(malakut) spheres; there the advanced Sufi can 
see such events related to both the past and the 
future as are beyond ordinary description. 

ali f first letter of the Arabic alphabet; symbol of 
Allah; numerical value 1. 

'dim a scholar learned in religious scignces; a member 
of the 'ulama class. 

'alam al-mulk wa 
shahada see nasut. 



anubhava jnana 

'aql 
'aqida-i Sunniya 

'dam al-Ghaih 
AI-i Muhammad 
amana 
am ba 
am bl 
am 
amr 
ana al-Haqq 

the (untreated) world of mystery. 
the offspring of the Prophet Muhammad. 
turban. 
mother. 
mother. 
plebian; the common people. 
command. 
'I am the Creative Truth', uttered by al-Hallaj 
(exec. in 922 in Bhagdad). Superficially 
interpreted as 'I am God' but, in its decper 
meaning, affirmation of h e  exislcnlial unity of 
the Creator and the created. 
'direct experience, active participation in the 
eternal truth, is distinguished from the indirect 
a~ld passive participation in religious knowledge 
by belief. . . This is jnana, the most pcrfcct union 
between God and man.' S. Radhakrishanan, 
Recovery of Faith, p. 139. 
intellect. 
belief of the large majority of Muslims 
acknowledging the first four khallfas to have 
been the rightful successors of the Prophet 
Muhammad, "and who receive the Kutub's 
Sithh,. or "six authentic books of tradition, and 
who belong to one of the four schools of 
jurisprudence founded by Imam Ahmed ibn 
Hambal." The word Sunni with its plural 
Sunniyan is the Persian equivalent of the Arabic 
Ahlu's-Sunnah, "the people of the Path." The 
Shias who also claim to foilow the traditions of 
the Prophet, have, however, allowed the Sunnis 
to claim the title of traditionalists. 
the gnostic, advanced mystic, he who possesses 
true knowledge gained by contemplation, 
meditation, and so on. 

'arsh the throne of Allah. 
Asma-i Haqq Names or Attributes of Allah. 
Asmau 'I hasna most beautiful Names or Attributes of Allah. 
'ashiq a lover. 
'ashiqan pl. of 'ashiqan, lovers. 



asthan 
attahiyat 

aurad 
'auraq-i tuz 

a va tar 
'a warn 
awtad 

ayah 
aZm 

Baba 

bait 

bakshish 
baraka 

abode; shrine; place of pilgrimage. 
'greetings. The adorations (i.e., allahiyyatu) 
which are pan of the daily prayers of Muslims 
throughout [he world nn: for 'Allah, and also of 
the body and of alms-giveing. Peace be on t h e ,  
0 Prophet, with the mercy of Allah and His 
blessing. Peace be upon us, and upon Allah's 
righteous servants.' 
invocalory prayer. 
leaves of the thin bark of a species of birch for 
writing upon, in lieu of paper. 
incarnation of a deity. 
corn moners. 
props or pillars; in tasawwuf the term is used 
Tor the four saints, 'by whom the four comers 
of the world are said to be supported.' See abrar. 
sign, index or evidence of God. pl. ayat. 
announcement;. the call or summons to public 
prayers proclaimed by the crier (muazzin). 
In Sanskrit the term is a synonym of an ascetic 
(sanyasi'), but in the Persian chronicles and 
hagiographies of the Valley of Kashmir the 
specific use of baba for the Muslim Rishis has 
certainly the connotation of the wandering 
Turkish darwish, the babas of Central Asia. 
allegiance; pledge of allegiance of a Sufi novice 
to his initiating spiritual preceptor by grasping 
his right hand. The vow binds the disciple to his 
master in spiritual matters. 
present; gift; reward; beneficence. 
blessing, power of blessing inherent in saintly 
persons or sacred objects. 
inner, hidden; he antonym of zahir, q.v. The 'inner 
learning (al- 'dm al-batin),' meaning esoteric or 
Sufic learning. It is "depth" learning, hence 
distinguished from the exoteric learning (al- 'ilm az- 
zahir) of such an 'dim as does not care to delve 
deep into the depth meaning (batin) of the 
under the guidance of a murshid. Al-Batin, 'The 
Inner', is one of h e  Names of Allah in the Quran. 



GLOSSARY 

bhakti 

bhand 
bhakla 

Bhagwat 

Bhagavad Gita 

Bhugi 

bid 'a 

buddhi 

Budshah 

Chour Alam 
Chilla 

dam bael 
dambael maet 
dammaras 

darwish 

dastgir 
dayak 
dev 
dharma 

p o p u l ~  mystical CNrrent in medieval Hinduism 
in which the relationship between man and his 
deity is described in terms of love. 
the strolling players; 'the minstrels of Kashmir'. 
a person who practices selfless devotion (bhakli) 
as a means of reaching Brahman. 
Name of a philosophic poem (an episode of 
Mahabharata) held in  high esteem by the 
Vaishnavas. 
a portion of the Mahabharata, 'having the form 
of a dialogue between the hero Arjuna and his 
charioteer, the avatar Krishna, in which a 
doctrine combining Brahmanical and other 
elements is evolved.' 
derivative of Bhagwan, God. Shaikh Nuruddin 
invariably uses the term in his poetry. 
a reprehensible innovation; something added to 
or deviant from the Prophetic tradition. 
perception; intelligence; understanding; sense; 
intellect; wisdom. 
the Great King; the title of Sultan Zain al- 
' Abidin. 
four worlds or four gradations of existence. 
forty day's seclusion, in which the novice or a 
Sufi is completely detached from the world and 
engrossed only in prayer and meditation. 
dance. 
ecstatic dancers. 
feudal landowners of medieval Kashmir who 
destroyed the power of the Tantrins. 
a Persian word derived from dar, "a door", i.e., 
those who go from door to door. The term is 
generally used for a Sufi who practises faqr. 
helper. 
communicating; counseller. 
monster. 
righteousness; religious ordinances; rules of 
conduct; peculiar duties of the individual, while 
the Dhannasastra is a collection of legal 
aphorisms. 



dhikr 

dhikr-i chahar jar6 
dhikr-i khat? 

dhikr-i jali 

dhikr-i jahri 
dhyan 
doha 

duhi 
dumbs 
durud 

falah 
faqir 

faqih 
faqr 

remembrance of God by the repetition of Divine 
Names or religious formulae. 
see makhl? chahar zarb 
remembrance of the Creator in the hem and 
mentally. Shaikh Nuruddin emphasizes the 
recitation of dhikr inwardly as well as mentally 
(dhikr saethi ratun malay fikr saelhi tarus pan). 
repetition of Divine Names or religious formulae 
in a loud voice. God's Names or religious 
formulae contained in the Aurad-i Falhiyya are 
still recited aloud in a rythmic manner in the 
mosques and shrines of the Kashmir Valley. 
see dhikr-i jali 
contemplation; profound religious meditation. 
an old and popular Prakrit and Hindi metre; a 
couplet, distich the two verses of which rhyme, 
each verse consisting of 24 matras. 
daughter. 
village watchmen in Kashmir. 
a benediction; recitation of blessing for the 
Prophet Muhammad in namaz and every prayer 
of the faithful. 
grass with which a bouqet is tied. 
the twice born; according to Hinduism, everyone 
is a Sudra by birth and is eligible to a higher 
status only after performing certain rites. 
Brahmans, Kshatriyas and Vaisyas are said to 
be twice born, the first being natural birth and 
the other religious when initiation takes place. 
excellence in the decd. 
poor; general name for the Sufi; a Sufi having 
attained the state of ecstatic rapture; also used 
for religious mendicants. 
expert of jurisprudence (fiqh). 
poverty; indigence; the ideal or the quality of 
the Prophet Muhammad who claimed that it was 
his pride; hence also the ideal of the Sufis both 
in the sense of not possessing anything in this 
world and not to be possessed by anything. The 
Quran (35116) states: "Oh you men! you are the 



fikr 
fiqh 
fatiha 

gandana 
ghazi 

gar 
gotra 
Ghauth 

habs-i dam 

hadith 

Poor ( f u q n )  in relation to God, and it is He 
who is The Independent, The Glorious." 
thought; reflection. 
jurisprudence. 
the first chapter of the Quran, repeated in namaz 
and almost at every religious occasion; in special 
fatiha ceremonies in the Vallcy of Kashmir the 
fatiha is recited over saltish Kashmiri ~ e a  for 
the benefit of a deceased person. 
pl. of faqir, 
one of the names of the Quran, meaning 'a 
discrimination'. 
leek. 
a warrior, espcciall y one who fights for the cause 
of Islam. 
a ceremony observed in the villages of Kashmir 
on the eve of spring. 
a spiritual teacher or preceptor. 
tribal divisions of Kashmiri Pandits. 
'Help'. The title is given to the most 
distinguished member of the hierarchy of Sufis; 
for instance, the celebrated Sufi Abdul Qadir 
Jilani is popularly known as 'Ghauth al-Azam'. 
hold one's breath for a long time during the 
dhikr; breath control. Shaikh Nuruddin remarks: 
dhikr-i Haqq par zev dith tala, i.e., remember 
God while keeping the tongue pressed against 
the roof of your mouth, your lips and teeth f m l y  
shut, and hold your breath. 
saying of the Prophet Muhammad based on the 
authority of a chain of transmitters. The Prophet 
uttered his words of wisdom at a given situation. 
His sayings (ahadilh) fonn the very basis of 
Muslim life. The most authentic sayings were 
collected in six volumes in the second half of 
the 9th century; among thcm, those of Bukhari 
(d. 870) and Muslim (d.875), called Sahihain, 
are of particular significance. 
pilgrimage to Mecca, obligatory on every b'luslim 
once in his life, if he has the means to perfom it. 



hangul 
Ham 

haqiqa 

haqq-i mahr 

Ha99 

hosh dar dam 

Id al-Adha 
ihsan 

ijazil 

ikhlas 

imam 

condition to which a devotee of Allah is 
transferred by purifying his nafs; spiritual slate. 
the Kashmiri stag. 
a name of Mahadev or Siva and of Agni. 
Nuruddin has also used thc name Hara (Har) in 
his poetry for thc dissemination of Islamic 
teachings among the unlcttcrcd folk. 
mystic truth; rcality; the main goal of a Sufi is 
to reach the stage of the divine reality which is 
possible only by following the Shari'a. 
a marriage-portion, or gift, scttlcd upon the 
husband before marriage; dower. 
truth or reality, according to the Quran (181'29) 
"The truth is from your Lord"; in othcr words, 
God alonc is the Reality of realities. The 
essential reality of a Sufi is that his every action 
is determincd by ihsan. The Prophct's saying: 
likulli dhi haqqin haqiqah, to  every rcal thing 
there corresponds a divine reality (or  ruth)' also 
needs to be read in this context. 
presence; majesty; highness; or the modes of 
divine presence in contemplation, 
wisdom; prudence; it may consist of practical 
knowledge or of intuition concerning thc divine 
essence and Names. 
social awareness even while breathing; the Sutls 
of the Naqshbandi order were mentally alert even 
while controlling their breath. 
the feast of sacrifice. 
doing everything as beautifully as possible; 
perfection in spiritual terms which consists in 
worshipping God "as if your were sccing Him, 
for if you do not see Him, He sees you." 
licence; most Sufis claimed several initiations 
and possessed a number of licences (ijazas). 
sincerity; purity of intention; title of the 112th 
chapter of the Quran. 
one who leads the ritual prayers at a mosque; among 
Shias the leader of the community who is the 
demmdant of thc Prophet's son-in-law, Ali, and his 
daughter Fatima 



iman 
Islam i masa wat 
istighfar 

izn 
Ja barut 

jali 
jan baz 

jihad 

kaya 
kalika 
kalima 
kaliyuga 
kam -fa hman 
kamar band 
kangri 

karma 
karamat 
kaula 

faith; the inward aspects of Islam. 
the Islamic concept of equality. 
seeking forgiveness of God; h e  Prophet is 
reputed to have remarked: 'I swear by ~ l l a h  
that I ask pardon of Allah, and repent before 
Him more than seventy times daily." 
permission; leave. 
the world of Omnipotence, i.e. of b e  divine 
Names and Attributes; manifestation beyond 
form. 
aloud. 
one who gives up one's life; Sayyid Muhammad 
Isfahani earned the title of 'Janbaz' for his 
extreme ascetic practices. 
'hold war' against the tyranny, oppressiol~ and 
ethnocentrism of the infidels; in terms of the 
depth meaning of the Quran, jihad connotes an 
incessant struggle against one's base instincts 
(nafs-i ammara). 
capitation tax (based on Sura 9/29) realised from 
the ah1 al-kitab; theoretically, the payment of 
jizya ensures the protection of non-Muslims in 
an Islamic state and earns them exemption from 
military service. Sultan Zain al-Abidin abolished 
jizya. 
the body; appearance. 
relating to time; temporal; periodical. 
word; the profession of faith in Islam. 
a world which is full of evil and wickedness. 
unintelligent. 
belt. 
a portable earthenware bowl, covered with a 
frame of wicker work; Kashmiris put hot embers 
into the bowl for keeping themselves w m  
during the winter and the cold season; usually 
kangri (actually called kangar) is kept under a 
long loose-wrapper @heran) or a blanket. 
moral conduct; religious observance; work; acl. 
a miracle attributed to a Sufi. 
race; tribe; family; noble birth. 



kaval 
khas 
kha was 
khdi 
khalq 
khalifa 

khanqah 

Khat-i Irshad 
khilwat dm anjuman 

khirqa 

kh waja 

Koshur Wa'iz 
kita b 
kmm 
kreyi (kriya) 

kra v 
kriya 
krodh 
kulah 
lahut 

see kaula 
distinguished from common people; high; noble. 
plural of khas; distinguished pcrsons; privileged. 
mentally. 
creation; mankind; peoplc. 
viceregent; successor of a spiritual Icadcr; a Sufi 
usually had one or more khalifas who were 
authorised to induct others, into thc order. 
According to thc Quran (Sura 2/91), God made 
Adam his khalifa, his viceregent on earth, which 
shows man's exaltcd status among the creatures. 
the humble structure in which a Sufi lived; 
spiritual training was given in the khanqah and 
usually a public kitchen and other facilities were 
attached to it. 
an ass's load, equivalent to 1771bs. For centuries 
past it has remained the standard weight in the 
Valley. 
see Appendix. 
spiritual awarencess even in being an active 
member of society. 
the patched frock worn by Sufis, generally gifted 
by a spiritual preceptor to a khalifa to symbolise 
the latter's succession or legitimise his authority 
to guide people. 
master; teacher; title of the pioneers of the 
Naqshbandi order. 
Kashmiri preacher. 
book. 
family appellation. 
an action; especially pious deeds, an act of 
devotion; act of worship; a holy action. 
to strive in God's way. 
see kreyi. 
anger. 
cap. 
the world of Godhead; indescribable world of 
unity, though erroneously defined as a stage in 
which human identity (nasut) is absorbed in 
'timeless unicity ' . 



manqa bat 

mantra 

maqamat 

maet or mut 
magfmt 

Magh 

lam letter of the Arabic alphabet; numerical value 
forty; a mystic symbol. 

la makan to go beyond the limits of space 
libas-i fakhira jamal a costly and beautiful drcss. 
libas-i taqwa the dress of piety. 
lobh lust; cupidity; greed; according to the Saivite 

philosophy, lobh is thc chicf of the six enemies 
or sins which create impediments in uniting the 
individual self with the Suprcme. The six are: 
sexual desire (kama), wrath (krodh) desire 
(lobh), arrogance (mada), dclusion of mind 
(moha) and Nousy ( m a l ~ r a ) .  Shaikh Nuruddin 
repeatedly uses these words in order to impart 
Islamic teachings to the folk. 
wandering faqirs; religious mendicants. 
pardon for sins on the part of Allah. "Satan 
enjoins upon you the works of shame and sin. 
Allah promises you His mercy, forgiveness and 
bounty." Quran, 21268. 
name of the tenth Hindu month (corresponding 
to January-February), the ful l  moon of which is 
near the constellation of Magha or a Leonis 
(Regulus). 

makhfi chahar zarb a particular method of glorifying God by the 
constant repetition of His Names, by rhythmic 
breathing either mentally (dlukr-i khatT) or aloud 
(dhikr-i jali or jahr~). This practice which was 
specially adopted by the Suharwardis also seems 
to have been populariscd by Nuruddin. 
disapproved. 
the invisible, spiritual or angelic world. 
derivahve of mleccha; the earliest colony of 
Muslims in the Valley was in Srinagar and this 
place is still known as Malchmar. 
anything in which a man glories or which 
confers on him prominence; glory; ability; 
accomplishment 
a religious formula enabling a Hindu mystic to 
attain unity with the Suprcme. 
pl. of maqam or stage. 



maratib-i wujud 
ma 'arifah 
m a d  

martman goshgir 
wa wasilan fagir 
masah 

matlub 
mim 

moksa 
mouk 
mu 'amalat 

four spheres of existence. 
knowledge; gnosis. 
good works. "You are the best ummah brought 
forth unto mankind, enjoining the good works, 
prohibiting the evil, and putting your faith in 
God." Quran, 311 10. 

hermits in communion (with God). 
to wet one's hair, neck and sometimes toes, 
covered by socks during ablutions. 
the desired goal. 
letter of the Arabic alphabet, numerical value 
forty, symbol of Muhammad; a popular tradition 
makes God say: "ana Ahmad bila mim, 'I am 
Ahmad (honorific name of Muhammad) without 
a m,' meaning thereby Ahad, 'One'. In the Sufi 
literature allusions to this well known tradition 
are actually made to emphasize the Creator's 
love for the most perfect of human beings i.e. 
the Prophet Hence, one who strictly adheres to 
the Sunna of Muhammad endears oneself to 
God. 
ascension. 
a key term in the Quran, which means learning 
not by logical but analogical method. "It is 
simply the Access to the parable and not the 
parable or any idea that the 'metaphor' equals 
its interpretation. It has no specificity. Mithal is 
grasped 'on the wing' so to speak. It cannot be 
explored or analysed or extended. That is to 
say, it must not be approached rationally but 
empathetically with direct and clear seeing-into." 
earthly existence. 
other. 
juridical and political obligations; the major 
portion of the corpus of Islamic law belongs to 
rnu'amalat which is evidently social in its 
content. "Only a tiny section of the law of Islam 
has to do with rituals and worship and strictly 
personal ethics; the large part of the law deals 



muraqa ba 

murid 
murshid 

nadan marad 
nat7 
nafs 
nafs-i ammara 

nafs-i law wama 

mubtadi 
mujaddid 

muminun 
munajat 
munkar 

with the social order. "see Ismail Raji al-Faruqi. 
Tawhid: Its lrnplications for Thought and ~ ; f e ,  
p. 99. Nuruddin Rishi regards performance of 
rituals as a necessary prerequisite for the 
establishment of a peaceful and stable social 
order. Indeed, in his thought, even the personal 
aspects of the law, the rituals themselves, acquire 
a social dimension. 
beginner. 
renovator; he is supposed to appear at the 
beginning of every century in Islam. Shaikh 
Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624), who made his mark 
at the beginning of the second millenium hijri is 
popularly known as ~ u j a d d i d - i  alf-i than., 
'renovator of the second millenium." 
pl. of mu'jizah; "making weak or feeble", that 
which renders the adversaries of the truth weak 
and feeble. 
a Persian form used for the Arabic Maulawi; a 
learned man; a scholar. 
pl. of mumin; believer: faithful. 
fervent prayer (often chanted). 
the evil; the sinful acts. "Let there be of you an 
ummah which calls for the good, which enjoins 
the good works and prohibits the works of evil. 
Those are truly felicitous." Quran. 31104. 
meditation. an act of contemplation, especially 
performed by the Sufis. 
a disciple; a novice 
the spiritual preceptor; literally: he who leads 
straight. 
an illiterate man. 
a work of supererogation. 
the lower self; the lower instincts; the soul. 
the soul that, according to the Qumn (Sum 121 
59), is inclined to evil. 
the soul that, according to the Qumn (Sura 651 
2), is self-reproaching and seeks God's grace 
and pardon after repentance and tries to amend. 

nafs-i mutma'inna the soul that, according to the Quran (Sura 791 



nahi-m unkar 

najasa t 
nama 
nasb 
namaz 

nasut 

n 'at 

nayaka 
nazrana 
ni'amat 
nikah 
Nirguna 

nundacn 
n uqa ba 
Nur-i Ilfuhammadi 

27), is at peace. The Sufi's soul rcturns to its 
Lord in an exalted state, i.c. it is at peace. 
prohibiting the evil: "You are h c  bcst ummah 
brought forth unto mankind, enjoining the good 
works, prohibiting the evil, and puuing your 
faith in God. 'The Quran, 311 10. 
filth. 
a Icucr; epsitle; a record; treatise; history; a dced. 
pcdigrcc. 
thc Persian term for liturgical pnycr (salat); the 
tcrm is also used in Urdu and Kashmiri for the 
praycr a t  appointed times and also for 
supererogatory prayer. 
human naturc; human identity; thc mundane or 
phenomcnal world, described by Ghazzali as 
'Alam al-mulk we Shahada. 
poctry in praise of the Prophet; the tradition of 
rcciling n'at aloud in chorus still cxits in the 
mosqucs and shrines of the Vallcy. 
a guidc; Icader. 
a gift or present. 
bliss. 
marriage contract. 
God is one and unqualified; the noumenal, 
without constituents; in Hindu mysticism, the 
Absolute finally comes out of darkness into light, 
of the unconscious into the conscious, and of 
nirguna into saguna; when the Absolutc becomes 
thc subjcct and object of all thought; the 
noumcnal becomes the phenomcnal. In 
Hinduism, the divinity is generally known 
through its names and attributes (saguna); the 
emcrgcnce of various sects in the history of 
Hinduism with thcir distinctive modcs of 
worship for propitiating their personal dcities 
(Siva, Vishnu, Brahma, Agni, Lakshmi, Krishna, 
Hari, Gancsh, Ram. Kali, etc.). 
righteous people; pl. of nund. 
sec ahrar. 
"The Light of Muhammad"; the original essence 



ouk 
Pap 
Pww'a 

Pmma-Siva 

pasban 
pas-i anfas 

pat wari 
pheran 

pir parast 
pir-i suhabat 
Pirwaer 

pranayama 

of Muhammad, known in Arabic as the Haqiqal 
al-Muhammadiyah, which is believed to have 
been created before all things. 
one. 
a sin; a sinful act. 
the most important administrative unit  in which 
the officials came into direct contact with the 
cultivators. 
the supreme Siva; according to the Saivite 
philosophy of Kashmir, all that exists is but the 
Siva or the Supreme in one or other of His 
manifestations. When therefore, one is ignorant 
of the unity of self and all creation wih the 
Supreme self, and thinks that here is a difference 
between contemplalion and its object, it is really 
the Supreme, temporarily blinded by His own 
illusive power, who is lost in this forgetfulness. 
village watchman. 
the Sufi practice of controlling breath 
intrinsically different from the yogic pranayama. 
While controlling  heir breath the Sufis are able 
to remember God either aloud and inwardly or 
mentally so that even a moment's forgetfulness 
does not sever the link between the Creator and 
the created. 
village accountant. 
a long loose-wrapper worn by Kashmiris to 
protect themselves against cold. 
Persian equivalcnt of the Arabic Shaikh; old 
man; venerable leader; the spiritual guide; the 
mystic leader. 
worshipper of the spiritual preceptor. 
see Shaikh al-Suhba; 
the Valley of spiritual lcadcrs or Sufis; Kashmir 
is also called pirwaer by a large number of the 
devotees of the shrines of Sufis and Rishis. 
the practice of controlling breath in order to 
obtain yoga, or union with the Supreme. 
intrinsically a philosophical system; also k~~own 
as 'Kashmir Saivism'. 



276 

pul-i sirat 

qa bila-i pas ban 
qawwali 

qudrai 
Qulhu Allah 

Qutb al-Aqtab 

Quib 

sa bad 
sadhu 
sadha 

saguna 
sala t 

rahib 
rakah 

Ramadan 

thc bridgc across thc infernal firc, 'which is 
described as finer than a hair and sharpcr than 
a sword, and is besct on each sidc with briars 
and hookcd thorns; on the Day of Judgcment, 
the pious alonc can pass ovcr this bridgc on 
thcir way to haven while the wickcd will Pa11 
into the firc of hcll.' 
a sin; a sinful act'. 
the soul or spirit; the active principlc in crcation 
as distinct from nature or mattcr (thc ~assive: 
prakriti) . 
tribe of watchmen. 
musical concerts of a religious naturc, though 
music is prohibited in Islam. 
thc creation; thc universe; naturc; omnipotcnce. 
say, 'Hc is Allah': thc first vcrsc of Surat al- 
Ikhlas, 112h chapter of thc Quran. 
thc titlc given by Mulla Ali Raina to Shaikh 
Nuruddin; pl. of Qutb is aqtab. 
polc; axis; in tasawwufi 'the polc of spiritual 
hierarchy'. The pole of a period is also spoken 
of; this highcst member of the hicrarchy of Sufis 
is often unknown to even the most spirilual of 
men. 
word. 
a wandering devotce; an ascetic. 
Kashmiri form of chc Sanskrit siddl~; a respected 
saint who has attained one of thc slages of 
beatitude. 
the sphere of divinity w i h  distinctivc attributes. 
the liturgical form or prayer recitcd five times a 
day; see also namax. 
ascetic. 
from mku, to bend, incline towards; during 
namaz the faithful, while making an inclination 
of the head and body and placing thc hands 
upon the knecs, separating the fingcrs a little 
says: "I extol thc Holiness of my Lord, the 
Great." 
the month of fasting in thc Muslim calendar. 



rangan or ranga 
ratna man; 
rida 
riyaa t 

Rish waer 
Rishivatika 
roubkhana 
salat al-istisqa 

salik 
salihan 
sanad 

Shaikh 

thcatre; stage. 
hidden jewcl. 
acquiescence; utisfac tion. 
to train; to discipline, religious exercise; 
dcvotion. 
dissenters; nickname for Shias. However, i t  is 
no longer in use in Kashmir, thanks to the 
development of a bctter rcligious undcrslanding 
bctween Shias and Sunnis. 
thc Valley of Rishis. 
the gardcn-housc of Rishis. 
grand drawing rooms 
prayers recited in times of dcarth, especially rain; 
see Sahi 'ul Bukhari. 
a traveller on the Sufi path. 
pl. of salih, the pious. 
credential; testimonial; certificate; proof; 
authori ty. 
unity; derivative of the Sanskrit tcrm sang. 
a code of laws; institutes of Hindu religion; 
Hindu holy writ or learning in gcncral. 
a title of respcct givcn to various Sufis, or clderly 
Muslims in gcneral; a Muslim professing Arab 
descent. W hile converts to Islam gcncrally 
assumed this title, i t  is also significant to note 
that, generally, every Kashmiri Muslim 
addresses the Muslim scavenger by thc tille of 
Shaikh. In fact, the community of scavengers 
and cobblers in the Valley has, since its 
assimilation in Islam, bcen known as "thc Shaikh 
community." What is more, there exists a strong 
tradition in Kashmir that thc Qulb is a cobbler 
or a scavenger by virtue of his profession, the 
humblest of all. Stories about the most exalted 
rank of an unknown cobbler, because of his 
piety and humility, still current in cemin circles, 
actually point to Lhe spirited sociclal response 
that Islam evoked in the caste-riddcn Brahmanic 
society. 

Shaikh al-Islam title of the highest religious official. 



Shaf'at 
Sharda 
Sharia 

shirk 

Shrad 

shruk 
shuniya 

intercession; recommendation. 
a name of Sarasvati (q.v) and of Durga. 
the Revealed Law; every Divine messenger 
(ram0 brought a new Shari'a, emphasizes the 
Quran, but that revealed to Muhammad is the 
final one since it consists of the totality of 
Allah's commands regulating the life of every 
Muslim in relation to God and his fellow beings. 
associating anything with God; polytheism; 
paganism; idolatory. 
a kind of funeral rite or ceremony in honour of 
the departed spirits of deceased relatives 
observed at various fixed periods. It consists of 
offerings with water and fire to the gods and 
manes, and of food and gifts to the relatives 
present and to the Brahmans assisting. 
term used for the quatrains of Nuruddin. 
void; emptiness; "The thing which is really 
nothing is the apparent material existence-the 
material world or the consciousness of the 
material world. With the acquirement of true 
knowledge, its unreality is recognized, and the 
apparent reality disappears in the transcendental 
Void." (See George Grierson, Lalla- Vakyani, p. 
201). For how 'a void became merged in the 
Void', see Ibid., pp. 200-201; also Chatterjee, 
Kashmir Shaivism, pp. 62ff. 

silsilah the chain; in tasawwuf connotes the continuity 
of spiritual descent which goes from a Sufi 
master to the Prophet. 

sirat way. 
siratu '1 m ustaqim right way; in each namaz a Muslim prays lo 

Allah for guiding him to the 'right way'. 
Siva the Supreme Deity, absorption in whom is final 

emancipation. 
slok a hymn of praise; a saying; a distich. verse. 

stanza (esp. the epic stanza, consisting of two 
verses, each of sixteen syllables). 

suluk journey; road; path. 



sunna 

sura 
Sura-i Yasin 

tabarmk 
lahir 
iaffakur 
iajjali-i mh 
faklif 
tala6 
tali ban 
fariqa 

bsa w wuf 
iasfiya-i qalab 
faqwa 

tazkiya-i nafs 
iirlha (tirath) 
Tr ik  

a kind of vestibule or portico for shade and 
shelter, open in front. 
the tradition of the Prophet, his manner of life 

C according to which the faithful should act. 
each of the 114 chapters of the Quran. 
the 36th sum or chapter of the Quran, called 
'the heart of the Quran', recited also for a dying 
or deceased person. 
blcssing . 
commentary; paraphrase. 
contemplation. 
enlightenment of soul. 
obligation; accountability. 
a state of quest. 
pl. of talib, seekers in the spiritual path. 
path; Sufi order; religious brothcrhood. All Sufi 
orders follow the path of Muhammad. 
Sufism. 
refinement of heart. 
piety; abstinence; continence; preserving or 
guarding oneself from the snares of the self 
through the observance of fasts. 
the turning of the heart from sin; repentance; 
contrition. 
'to declare that God is One'; monotheism; 
consciousness of one's oneness with God in the 
Sharia-structured relationship; in this oneness 
the seeker is profoundly conscious of his 
servantship ( 'ubudiyyat). 
literally "mentionings"; a collection of 
biographical accounts, compiled from both 
written and on1 traditions. 
purification of the self. 
a shrine or sacred place of pilgrimage. 
trinity; Kashmir Saivism consists of several 
trinities and therefore it is also named 'Trika 
philosophy'. "Thc rust trinity of the system is 
that of its basic scriptures. This system is based 
on (1) Siddha Tanlra, (2) Malini Tanm and (3) 
Namaka Tantra. The system teaches a practice 



umma 
ummi 
Upanishads 

vaakh 

Vedas 

Vedanta 
vela 
velu 
vichaya 
vopalhak 
wahdat 

of yoga which is analysed into three major 
categories named Sam bhava, Sakia and Ana va. 
This is the second trinity of this system." For 
details, see B.N. Pandit. Aspecls of Kashmir 
Saivism, p. 20 1-202. 

'ubud humble servants; pl. of 'abd. 
'ubudiyyat servantship: when God mentions the Prophet 

Muhammad, He refers to his 'servantship* and 
says: "He rcvealed to His scrvant that which He 
revealed." Quran, 53/10. 

'ulama pl. of alim; scholar-jurists upon whom the 
interpretation of the Shari'a rests. 

'ulama-i akhirat the 'ulama whose interest is mostly directed 
towards the Otherworld. 

'ulama-i zahin the worldly 'ulama who associated themselves 
with the government and complied with a ruler's 
wishes, even if the latter flouted the religious 
law; usually cultivated such habits of mind and 
heart through their association with kings and 
rich people as were inimical to the growth of 
higher spiritual and cthical valucs in Muslim 
society. 
community. 
unlettered. 
philosophical tratises, from the Vedas, forming 
the basis of the monistic school of thought. 
pl. ushur. A tenth or tithe given to the public 
treasury of a Muslim state (Baitu'l-Mal). 
a word; vaakh is equivalent of the Sanskrit 
vakya, i.e. La1 Ded's sayings (Lalla-Vakyani), or 
the verses composed and recited by her. 
the sacred scriptures of the Hindus; name of a 
certain system of philosophy and thcology based 
particularly on the Upanishads. 
one of six systems of Hindu philosophy. 
time. 
corrupt form of vela; time. 
examination. 
dispsacus inerm is. 
unity; oneness. 



wow 
y a m - i  mujarrad 
yagya or yajna 
yaqin 
yavanas 

zahid 
zahir 

wahdar al- wujud 

wajh 

waji b 
wall 
wali-i madmad 
wazifa 

wahdal al-shuhud unity-in-experience, implying that Allah and His 
seeker are joined agethcr but thcir individuality 
is preserved. In  this u n i t y  the seeker is 
profoundly aware not only of his human 
individuality but, more importantly, of  is 
bclovcd's unique individuality. 
unity of being; it is expcricnccd by an inflamed 
Sufi who bclieves that 'Evcrylhing is Hc'. That 
is how Ibn 'Arabi's idcas on the mystical 
cxpcrience werc summarised in latcr mystical 
poclry, paflicularly in Iran, Turkey and India. 
Thc term has generally however been 
misunderstood and misinterprctcd. 
face; the words "Face or God" and "His Face" 
occur in the Quran in an appropriate signification 
in each place. The Quran, chapters 211 15;6/ 
52; 18/28. 
obligatory. 
protege of God; saint; protector. 
a born fricnd or prokg6 of God. 
a term used for regular repetition of Ihe Quran 
or a portion from it or for repeating certain 
prayers prcservcd in various religious com- 
pilations; any religious duty stipulated or agrccd 
upon; a pension, a stipend. 
SOW 

unmarried friends. 
sacrifice; offering; oblation. 
bclief; true faith. 
the Greeks generally, but Ihe term was loosely 
uscd to denotc any non-Hindu, particularly 
Muslims. 
the power of devotion, thc power or sucngth 
dcrived from continued abstract mcdilation. 
one who practises pcnancc by undergoing all 
sorts of physical mortificalion; one well-versed 
in the practice of yoga in particular. 
ascetic. 
external; apparent; oppositc of batin; Az-Bhjr, 
The External, or, The Apparent, is one of the 
Names of God in the Quran. 



&in' 
zali-dab 
za wiya 

zuhd 

worldly. 
balcony. 
small modest establishments, centred around the 
Shaikh. 
the second month of the Hindu calendar 
(corresponding to May- June). 
visit to a shrine, often the shrine itself; in the 
Valley of Kashmir it also denotes a glimpse of 
the relics of thc Sufis caught by the visitors to 
the shrines on special occasions. The shrine of 
Hazratbal in Srinagar is famous for being the 
repository of the Prophet's sacred hair which is 
exhibited on special occasions. 
asceticism. 
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