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Editorial

CONTRIBUTION OF ISLAM AND
THE STATUS OF MUSLIMS
Islam reached the shores of India soon after it came into being in the 7th
century through the Arab coastal trade routes reaching Gujarat, Kerala and
Bengal. Later in the 12th century, the invasion by the Ghurids, a Persian
dynasty, brought Islam to northern parts of India. The Delhi Sultanate,
Bengal Sultanate, the Deccan sultanates, the Mughal empire, the Sur
Empire and several Muslim rulers, such as Tipu Sultan of Mysore and
Nizams of Hyderabad, helped Islam become part of the political, social,
religious and cultural heritage of India. The synthesis of the Indian and
the Islamic civilizations had a significant impact on the development of
Indo-Islamic architecture, art, music and also resulted in the emergence of
the Hindustani language. In the pre-industrial era, India flourished under
the Mughal Empire to become the world’s largest economy producing
more than a quarter of the world’s economic output. According to the
2011 Census, the population of Muslims is 172 million, which amounts
to 14.2 per cent of the total population in India. In the Union Territories
of Jammu and Kashmir and Lakshadweep, Muslims constitute a majority
of the population, while in states such as Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Assam,
West Bengal and Kerala, they constitute a significant minority accounting
for over 20 per cent of the population. Muslims are a heterogenous group
with many denominations. Sunni Muslims constitute 85 per cent of the
Muslims in India. Other sects include Shias, Bohras, Khojas, Ahmadiyyas
and Quranists. One of the illustrations of intermingling of cultures has
been the role of Sufism in India. Sufi saints integrated Islam with Indian
philosophical concepts, such as non-violence and monism, and is credited
with propagating Islam in different parts of India. Even today, Sufi shrines
are pilgrimage centres that attract people of all faiths from different parts
of the world. The contribution of Muslims have impacted almost every
sphere of life in India. Muslim filmstars, such as Shah Rukh Khan, Aamir
Khan and Salman Khan, have been popular heros in Bollywood films.
Besides, Mehboob Khan, has been one of the best known film directors
of Indian cinema. In the field of music, A.R. Rahman has been a music
composer of international repute having won the Oscar award. Ustad
Amjad Ali Khan has been India’s greatest sarod player, while Bismillah
Khan has been the country’s greatest Shehnai player. In the field of Art,
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M.F. Hussain has been India’s greatest contemporary artist. In business,
Azim Premji has risen to become one of South Asia’s billionnaires as he
owns the tech giant Wipro. In sports, Sania Mirza has been the highestranked Indian woman tennis player and in cricket, the Indian team was
captained by Mansoor Ali Khan Pataudi and Mohammad Azharuddin. The
Indian Armed Forces had several Muslim personnel, who have earned high
ranks and gallantry awards for their exceptional service to the nation. Most
prominent among them was Air Chief Marshall I.H. Latif, who fought
in the Indo-Pakistan War of 1971, and rose to become the Chief of Air
Staff of the Indian Air Force from 1973-1976. Dr. A.P.J Abdul Kalam was
one of India’s greatest scientists who rose to become the 11th President
of India. Even during India’s freedom struggle, prominent Muslim
leaders, such as Maulana Abdul Kalam Azad and Khan Abdul Gaffar
Khan, popularly known as ‘Frontier Gandhi’, played an important role
in the struggle against the British colonial rule. However, the partition of
Indian subcontinent on the basis of religion in 1947 has left deep wounds
that has often disturbed Hindu-Muslim relations in India for over seven
decades leading to discrimination and violence against Muslims on many
occasions. The Sachar Committee in its report submitted in 2006 concluded
that Muslims were under represented in the bureaucracy and various
institutions of governance and their socio-economic conditions were worse
than Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. This report highlighted the
extreme inequalities that pervades the nation’s socio-economic landscape
and its impact on religious minorities, especially the Muslims.
At a time when Muslims are going through challenging times, this issue
of Social Action is an attempt to highlight the contribution of Muslims to
the socio-cultural life of the country and highlight the issues that affect
their well being, development and progress in India. Syed Eesar Mehdi
argues that the plural composition of the Kashmiri society was the fruit
of the inclusive and syncretic tenets of Sufism in his article “Religious
Harmony and Islam in India: A Study of Pluralist Islam in Kashmir”. The
author analyses the life and work of three Sufi missionaries who spread
Islam in Kashmir as a social movement among thousands of low caste
Hindus and Buddhists, who converted to Islam in the pursuit of their
liberation from the shackles of the caste system and the Brahminical
social order. Syed Jaleel Hussain’s article on “Syncretizing Peace: The
Contribution of Syncretic Islam in Interreligious Harmony in India” looks
at the development of syncretism in South Asian Islam and its impact on
interreligious cohesion and tolerance between Hindus and Muslims. In the
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context of the rise of fundamentalism, communalism and social discord,
the author advocates for the strengthening of the syncretic traditions that
foster peace and social harmony in the country. The article titled “Images
of Women in Urdu Novels Written by Muslim Women: An Analysis from
a Feminist Perspective” by Azra Abidi examines the portrayal of women
in Urdu literature written by progressive Muslim women authors in their
Urdu novels. The author concludes that inspired by feminism, the writings
of feminist Urdu novelists gave literary expression to Muslim women’s
experiences and Muslim women’s issues. Tabassum Rizvi’s article on
“Politics, Gender Justice and Empowerment: Muslim Women of Char
Chapori Areas in Assam” dwells on the stark reality of the marginalisation
of Muslim women in the Char areas of Assam through her field study
conducted in Dhubri Assembly Constituency. The author highlights the
dominance of religion and patriarchal forces in determining electoral
choices, political participation and other aspects of the life of Muslim
women in the region. The article “Muslim Influenced Cuisines of India”
by Shridula Chatterjee and Megha Kohli traces the journey of Indian
cuisine influenced by Muslim Rulers. The authors dwell on the Arab
influence on Kerala cuisine and the Mughal cuisine, which is a fusion of
culinary traditions of Mesopotamian, Persian and Middle Eastern cuisine.
They also unravel the Kashmiri, Awadhi and Bohra cuisines, which are
popular Muslim influenced cuisines of India. Ram Puniyani traces the
history of Muslim presence in India from the seventh century till today
in his article “Muslims in India: Identity and Status”. He highlights the
crisis faced by the Muslim community in India due to the rise of religious
fundamentalism and their marginalisation due to discriminatory policies
and violence suffered by the community in recent times. Nuzhat Kazmi’s
article on “The Islamic Art: Response of Europe with special reference to
Rembrandt and Henri Matisse” focuses on the reception of Islamic Art in
Europe and the role it played in inspiring European artists to incorporate
its aesthetics of form and colour into their own creative productions. The
author discusses the paintings of the Mughal atelier and Deccan sources
that reached the European intellectual milieu and influenced its art. James
Dabhi argues that communal conflicts and violence are largely caused
by political manoeuvring to polarise communities for electoral benefit
in his article titled “Does Interfaith Dialogue and Communal Harmony
contribute to National Integration?”. The author stresses on the need for
national integration based on effective governance with integrity and
political will as efforts at interreligious dialogue and communal harmony
are inadequate.
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All these articles highlights the contribution of Islam and the status of
Muslims in India. Like the Muslims, there are several other communities
in the rich diversity of our country that have made significant contributions
to the nation. It is hoped that these articles help us learn to appreciate the
contribution of Muslims and various other communities in India in the
process of nation building.
							Denzil Fernandes

RELIGIOUS HARMONY AND ISLAM IN
INDIA: A STUDY OF PLURALIST ISLAM
IN KASHMIR

Syed Eesar Mehdi*

Abstract
The article lays down the broad contours of the relationship between
Islam and the plural composition of the Kashmiri society arguing that
Islam came to Kashmir not through violence but through the inclusive and
syncretic tenets of Sufism. This article offers a critique to the historiography
that comprehends that the rise of Islam in Kashmir occurred due to its
oppressive and exclusionary policies undermining the role of charismatic
Sufi preachers in the spread of Islam. This article relies on the case study
of three Sufi missionaries—Syed Sharif-ud-Din Abdur Rehman, Mir Sayyid
Ali Hamadani and Mir Shams-ud-din Muhammad Iraqi—arguing that
Islamisation grew into a social movement in Kashmir because thousands
of low caste Hindus and Buddhists converted to Islam in the pursuit of
liberation from the shackles of the caste system and the Brahminical social
order.
Keywords: Islam in India, Sufism, Rishism, Religious Pluralism

Introduction
Kashmir has seen the influence of three major religions—Buddhism,
Hinduism and Islam. The interaction between the three religions has
been a tale of conflict and confluence. Buddhism became the dominant
religion in Kashmir around 8th century CE (Sikand, 2000: 361-367) and
remained the reigning religion for over a millennium until it was ‘wiped
out by militant Hinduism’ (Ahmad, 2017:11). Subsequently, Hinduism
made inroads into Kashmir through indigenous form of Shaivism called
Trika philosophy which at the core was the fusion of Hindu and Buddhist
ideas (Puri, 2011:142-151). The influence of Buddhism in the daily
practices and customs of Pandits can be seen even today. However, by 12th
century AD, Hinduism was on the decline due to the deeply entrenched
class structure (Bazaz, 2011:18) in which Brahmans were enjoying power
and economic muscle over non-Brahmans and corrupt practices became
*Research Scholar, Department of International Relations, South Asian University, New Delhi.
Email: Eesar.mehdi@gmail.com
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rampant (Hangloo, 2008:118; Madan, 2008:10).These conditions created
a fertile ground for Islam to take a firm root among the masses that were
facing poverty and social alienation. The advent of Islam in Kashmir was
introduced after rich philosophical and religious traditions and its arrival
did not abolish the influence of Shaivism1 and Buddhism on the minds of
the people of Kashmir. Instead, it allowed the syncretic culture in Kashmir
to flourish reflecting continuity rather than a break from the past (Puri,
2011:144). This became possible because Islam was introduced to Kashmir
by Sufi missionaries who believed in love,tolerance and pluralism. The
earliest known Sufi was the thirteenth century Suhrawardi from Turkistan,
Sayyed Sharfuddin Abdur Rahman, fondly remembered as Bulbul Shah. He
arrived in Kashmir in 1295 and was instrumental in the conversion of the
Buddhist ruler of Kashmir, Rinchen Shah, to Islam. Numerous Buddhists
and a good number of low caste Hindus, groaning under the oppression of
the Brahmins, are said to have followed Rinchen and joined the Muslim
fold (Sikand, 2008:494; Khan, 2008:146-147). The next major Sufi to enter
Kashmir was the fourteenth century Iranian Kubrawi saint, Mir Sayyed
Ali Hamdani popularly remembered as amir-ikabir (the great leader) and
bani-imusalmani (the founder of Islam). He is credited with having secured
numerous conversions to Islam owing principally to his own teachings and
charisma (Sikand, 2008: 494). He was accompanied by several of his Iranian
disciples who settled down in various parts of Kashmir spreading Islam and
the principles of the Kubrawi Sufi order in the region (Khan, 2008: 157).
The next Sufi who entered the valley of Kashmir in the fifteenth century was
the most erudite scholar, a dedicated missionary and a devoted Sufi mystic
from Arak, Iran, Mir Shams-ud-Din (Hassnain, 2013: 62). He converted
Hindus to Islam at a rapid pace among them most notable were Malik Musa
Raina and Kaji Chak (Safadar, 2014: 71). The distinguished conversion
of Raina and Kaji Chak played a vital role in the spreading of Islam in
Kashmir because of their influence to political power (Hussain, 2017: 458).
Islamisation through the agency of the Sufis progressively grew into a
powerful social movement wherein thousands of lower caste Hindus and
Buddhists began converting to Islam in the search for emancipation from
the fetters of the caste system and the Brahminical social order2. However,
there was a good percentage of people in Kashmir who were illiterate
failing to understand Persian or Arabic language (Hassnain, 1980: 51-52).
Hence, they could not relate themselves to the universal message spread
by the missionary Sufis. Secondly, most of the Sufis remained confined to
the urban centers largely in Srinagar failing to spread the message to the
wider audience living in the peripheries. This lacuna of transforming the
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majority of the lower rung illiterate population at the peripheries towards
the message of Islam was overcome by indigenous Rishis of Kashmir led by
Huzrat Nuruddin Nurani who expressed Islam in a vernacular form which
was rooted in native language and idioms. He used Kashmiri traditions as a
vehicle for the spread of Islam in Kashmir (Hassnain, 1980: 495).
This article is divided into three sections and a conclusion. The first section
critically looks at the historiography that comprehends the growth of Islam
in Kashmir ensued because of the use of the sword and oppressive tactics
undermining the inclusive and syncretic message spread out by the revered
Sufis that came to Kashmir. The second section sketches out the broader
contours of the goals of three missionary Sufis busting many myths that
surround their core objectives in Kashmir. The third section outlines the role
played out by the indigenous Rishis in spreading the universal message of
Islam stressing on the eclectic and plural worldview.

A Historical Debate: Forced Conversion or Sufi Propagation?
There is a good corpus of literature that explains that the rise of Islam in
Kashmir materialized due to the power of the sword and the oppressive
tactics followed by the different Muslim rulers who invaded Kashmir. This
array of literature explicates Sultan Sikander of the Shahmir dynasty playing
a crucial role in the mass conversion of the Kashmiri people towards Islam
and holding him responsible for letting loose a reign of terror and brutality
against his Hindu subjects (Jonaraja, 1986: 60, 66-67; Koul, 1924: 1049 and Pandita, 2014: 15). This huge corpus of historiography argues that
Sikander imposed taxes on the Pandits and forbade them from practicing
their religion. Historians falling under this category of literature argue that
under Sikander’s reign a heavy influx of Sayyid theologians entered into
Kashmir from Persia from where they were being driven out, due to political
reasons.... Sayyid Ali Hamadani’s son, Sayyid Muhammad Hamadani,
entered Kashmir accompanied by 700 Sayyids. By coming in contact with
these orthodox Sunnis, the king was fired with religious zeal and he resolved
to run the State on purely Islamic law and to propagate the faith by force
(Bamzai, 1994: 326).
This type of historiography considers Sikander as an iconoclast who
converted Pandits forcibly into Islam making their life miserable. Thus,
this period in history is deliberated as the darkest phase for the lives of the
Kashmiri Pandits. However, this corpus of historiography has completely
sidelined the other factors that contributed to the rise of Islam. This sort of
historiography suffers from two major issues. Firstly, they have failed to
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consult the works of many historians who argue that Sikander was not an
iconoclast but the first ruler who initiated Islamic governance or Shariah
and constructed grand mosques in Kashmir. This version propagated by
some historians was regarded as being anti-Hindu. Sikander did demolish
some temples since they were used to cause feud and rivalry in the society
(Ahmad, 2017: 31-51). Secondly, the continuous growth of Islam in Kashmir
was neither a sudden nor a rapid development. It took about three hundred
years to turn a Hindu valley into a Muslim majority region (Ahmad, 2017:
36). A notable Kashmiri historian Mohammad Ashraf Wani writes:
The transformation of Kashmir from a Hindu kingdom to a mass
Muslim society was a long drawn out process spreading over at least
three hundred years during which momentous political, religious, and
cultural developments took place, marking off its different phases
from one another (Wani, 2012: 85).
Moreover, Islam came to Kashmir from Central Asia and Iran through Sufis
who allowed the practice of local customs and traditions to continue. Sufis
preached mutual peace and coexistence and stood firmly against any form of
religious fanaticism and bigotry. However, their role has been undermined
by the historiography that considers the progress of Islam in Kashmir
occurred due to the oppression and tyranny of Hindu subjects. This kind of
historiography is biased not looking beyond identity politics and damaging
the role the great Sufi saints played in the making of an eclectic and plural
identity in Kashmir. When the first Sufi Bulbul Shah came to Kashmir,
scores of Buddhists and lower class Pandits were reeling in poverty and the
class division was pushing them against the wall (Sikand, 2000: 361-367).
The message of mutual co-existence and love for one another healed their
miseries and they could relate to his call which led to their conversion.
Similarly, when the next Sufi Mir Sayyed Ali Hamdani visited Kashmir,
he too was dismayed on seeing the deplorable conditions of the Kashmiri
people (Khan, 2008). He propagated Islam and encouraged people to follow
Shariah because according to him Islam had all the antidote and panacea
to their problems. Shariah was not imposed from above during his stay
in Kashmir, rather it was evolved as a vehicle for spreading the universal
message of Islam (Khan, 2008: 146). The next Sufi who culminated the
mission of spreading Islam in Kashmir was Mir Shams-ud-Din Araki. He
attracted the lower class population to his message because of his generosity
and kindness providing impetus to the growth of Islam in Kashmir (Hussain,
2017: 448). Islam as per this historiography propagated through the
commitment and devotion of Sufis and not through blood and sword. As
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Balraj Puri argues:
Islam did not come to Kashmir as a revolt against or as a destroyer of
established tradition, as is the case in many other parts of the country,
but as a preserver, consolidator and perpetuator of the tradition (Puri,
1990: 307-308).
The rise of Islam favoured local customs and traditions to continue which
remained in some part alive as the cult of Buddha, the teaching of Vedanta,
the mysticism of Islam found a congenial home in Kashmir. This merger
and incorporation of different faiths created a distinct, plural, inclusive
and above all secular identity which became possible only because of
underlying Sufi tenets. This syncretic identity evolved through a process
of acculturation absorbing diverse cultural elements and accommodating
different religious practices ranging from Buddhism, Shaivism, Jainism
and Islam (Punjabi, 2010: 46). Due to this eclectic and syncretic nature
of Islam in Kashmir, secularism and pluralism could co-exist easily. Islam
acquired a distinct form in Kashmir because Hinduism and Buddhism
were its parts somewhere in history too. The distinctiveness of the eclectic
Kashmiri identity could be seen from the fact that both Hindus and Muslims
differ from their co-religionists in South Asia in their religious practices.
In Kashmir both Hindus and Muslims share many commonalities that are
unique to the Kashmiri settings. For example, Kashmiri Muslims retained
their pre-Islamic last names like Dar, Koul, and Bhat etc. Moreover, the
application of mehndi (henna) during the marriage ceremony is shared by
both Muslims and Pandits. Even after the mass exodus of Pandits from
Kashmir, they have shown greater preference for Halaal meat (Wani, 2012:
136). The uniqueness of Kashmiri identity could be also perceived with
the fact that it withstood foreign invasions, the tyranny of feudal autocratic
lords and the gory oppression of foreign rulers. This supports the argument
that religious fanaticism was always rejected by society. In fact, during
the partition of the subcontinent, every state was deeply affected due to
communal forces but Kashmir valley had no effect of partition and people
lived utterly in harmony with each other. In fact, those who did stick to such
a nefarious plan “had to face social ridicule and even expulsion from the
society” (Wani, 2012: 47).
The historiography that propagates the myths of forcible conversion of
Hindus to Muslims during the fourteenth century and demolition of religious
symbols is not only ahistorical but also an attempt by the minuscule Hindu
Brahmins to perpetuate a myth by placing it in history (Ahmad, 2017: 4-9).
This mythmaking and distortion of facts have led many historians to believe
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that the idea of syncretic Kashmiri identity is hollow and thus undermines
the eclectic teachings of Sufis and Rishis of Islam.

Understanding the Nature of Sufi Intervention
Islam entered into the valley of Kashmir through missionary Sufis who came
from Central Asia and modern day Iran. Kashmir was reeling in poverty
with the majority of the subjects bearing the brunt of the social order of
Brahmanism. The society was divided into the upper class Brahmans who
controlled and exercised power and the lower class majority of people who
performed the menial jobs facing everyday discrimination. So wretched was
their condition that lower caste people were sacrificed by the upper class
Brahmins to please their gods and goddesses (Sikand, 2000: 361-367). The
depressing conditions of the valley of Kashmir became a fertile ground for
the advent of Islam. The first Sufi to visit Kashmir was Huzrat Bulbul Shah.
He came from Turkistan and arrived in Kashmir in 1295. It is believed that
he stayed in Kashmir for a short while on his first trip but later came back in
1324 in the reign of the Buddhist ruler Rinchen Shah, in whose conversion
he played a central role (Kardar, 1996: 48). As the anonymous author of the
Bahristan-i-Shahi, a medieval Persian text on the history of Kashmir, puts it:
Rinchen, now subjected himself to the teachings of the religion of
Mustafa (Prophet) and the right principles of the rightful path of
Murtaza (Imam Ali) and embraced the Islamic religion with sincerity
and conviction. He gave up once and for all the false and corrupt
religions (Bahristan-i-Shahi, 2013: 22).
During his stay in Kashmir, Bulbul Shah is believed to have converted some
ten thousand to Islam through peaceful missionary efforts (Sikand, 2008:
494). The converted were underprivileged Buddhists and some lower class
Hindus who were suffering under the oppression of Brahmins. The next
Sufi to preach in Kashmir was the Iranian Kubrawi Sufi Huzrat Mir Syed
Ali Hamadani, who is credited with having made numerous converts in the
area. He established Khanqah-i-Mualla on the banks of the Jhelum for his
missionary endeavors. This shrine is believed to have been dedicated to
Shakta Goddess Kali and the site remains available to Muslims and Hindus
for their respective modes of worship (Madan, 2008: 8). There are historians
who argue that Sayyid Ali Hamadani’s mission was not restricted to Sufism
alone but as a radical reformer of Islam, he imposed Shariah far and wide in
Kashmir (Khan, 2008: 157). The next missionary Sufi who came to Kashmir
in 1483-84 was Mir Shamsuddin Araki. His arrival became a turning point
for the growth of Islam in Kashmir. His missionary activities succeeded in
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large-scale conversions in the valley, including the populations of central
Kashmir’s Budgam district. His followers comprised of the major state
dignitaries and prominent nobles of the ruling Shah Mir dynasty like Malik
Musa Raina, the grand vizier of Sultan Fateh Shah.
The Islamisation of Kashmir came to fruition due to the mass conversion
of Kashmiri masses by the missionary Sufis with peaceful efforts stressing
the universal message of love and mutual coexistence (Sikand, 2008: 492).
This conversion turned into a mass movement when lower sections of the
Kashmiri society embraced the universal massages of Sufis joining in like
hordes for converting to their religion. The message spread-out by the
Sufis liberated the lower rung of the population from the fetters of the caste
system which is inherent in Brahminical religion and internal corruption
which was prevalent in Buddhism.

Rishismand the Growth of Religious Pluralism in Kashmir
The intervention of missionary Sufis in Kashmir was unparalleled in the
annals of history. However, their goal of converting people of Kashmir
towards Islam had two core limitations. First, the Sufis could not go to the
peripheries of Kashmir because of their association with those who were at
the helm of the affairs restricting them to the area which was close to the
center. Second, the majority of the Sufis came from Central Asia and Iran,
thus, they were unknown to the Kashmiri language which restricted their
communication with the large masses of the valley. They spoke Arabic or
Persian which was unknown to the majority of the Kashmiri population
(Hassnain, 1980: 51-52). This lack of communication between the
missionary Sufis with the large mass of the Kashmiri population restricted
their goal of conversion. This lacuna was fulfilled by the emergence of
eclectic and indigenous Sufi order called Rishis and the most prominent
Rishi was Huzrat Nuruddin Nurani3 popularly called as Nund Rishi who
transformed conversion to Islam into a mass movement by expressing
Islam in a vernacular form which was rooted in an indigenous language and
idioms. He used Kashmiri traditions as a vehicle for the spread of Islam
(Hassnain, 1980: 495). Rishis who laid the foundations of the syncretic
culture in Kashmir were Lal Ded and Nund Rishi. Both were highly revered
by Hindus as well as Muslims. There are many poetic verses of Lal Ded
which speak of tolerance, peace, harmony and above all no division on
religious planks. Here is one such verse:
Shiva abides in all that is, everywhere
Then do not distinguish between a Hindu and Musalmaan.
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If thou art wise, know thyself
That is true knowledge of the lord (Zutshi, 2003: 22).
Nund Rishi also preached peace and harmony but his impact on Kashmiri
minds was immense. His verses are still called as Koshur Quran (Kashmiri
Quran) (Zaffar, 2012: 82). His writings had a huge impact because they
were present in local Kashmiri language which helped to build an identity
that was on the verge of extinction. So, Rishi’s thought gave Kashmiri
identity a basis for survival, peculiarity and a sense of inclusivity which
was very pertinent for converting large masses into Muslim fold. Although,
it is largely to the peaceful missionary efforts of the saints of the Rishi order
that the mass conversion of the Kashmiris to Islam can be traced still the
Muslim Rishis came to be held in great esteem by even those who remained
wedded to their ancestral faith. The shrines of the Rishis are the popular
places of pilgrimage for both Muslims as well as Hindus, bringing together
different faiths in common participation at shrine rituals as well as helping
build bridges between people of different traditions.

Conclusion
Islam spread in Kashmir through the intervention of Sufis who came from
different parts of the world. They spread the message of coexistence and
pluralism among the masses of Kashmir which led to social transformation
and their mass conversion towards Islam. It was the time when people of
Kashmir were entrapped in the mutual antagonism and internal corruption
of the Brahminical and Buddhist traditions. The message spread-out by
the Sufis liberated the lower section of the population from the chains of
the caste system and social division and they got swayed to the universal
message of love and peace resulting in their mass conversion. However, there
was a good section of the society particularly in the periphery of Kashmir
who could not relate to the message given out by missionary Sufis because
of the language barrier since Sufis spoke Arabic or Persian which most of
Kashmiris failed to understand. This lacuna was fulfilled by the birth of an
indigenous Sufi order called Rishism. They transformed conversion to Islam
into a mass movement by expressing Islam in a vernacular form which was
rooted in an indigenous language and idioms. They used Kashmiri traditions
as a vehicle for the spread of Islam resulting in the social transformation of
the society.
Endnotes:
1. Shaivism in Kashmir retained some form of Buddhism and the synthesis of Buddhism
and Shaivism came to be known as Trika Philosophy and when Islam came to Kashmir
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some form of Shaivism still remained which was famously called as Kashmiriyat. For
more, see, (Puri, 2011: 142-151)
2. There are historians who argue that conversions to Islam happened because of the
changes taking place in social structures as well as in the realm of ideology and sociopolitico consciousness. They argue that those who converted to Islam belonged to the
lower classes comprising peasants, craftsmen, woodcutters, carpenters, barbers etc.
(Hangloo, 2008: 105).
3. Huzrat Nuruddin Nurani was born in the village of Kaimah in 1356 in a poor Rajput
family who had converted to Islam. He renounced the world at the age of thirty two
retiring to caves in the mountains and performing severe austerities. Some years later
he is believed to have come under the influence of Mir Muhammad Hamadani, the son
of Mir Sayyid Ali Hamadani after which he transformed the Rishi movement as the
vehicle for transformation and the spread of Islam (Sikand, 2008: 495).
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SYNCRETIZING PEACE:
THE CONTRIBUTION OF SYNCRETIC
ISLAM IN INTERRELIGIOUS HARMONY
IN INDIA

Syed Jaleel Hussain*

Abstract
This paper tries to understand the role played by syncretic traditions in
maintaining peace and harmony in India. The article looks at the development
of syncretism in South Asian Islam and its impact on interreligious cohesion
and tolerance between Hindus and Muslims. The article traces the history
of pluralist thinking in Indian traditions and the development of syncretism
in that context. Indian Muslims have been borrowing from other traditions
throughout history and that has led to greater social cohesion and harmony.
The emergence of puritanism in Islam and Hinduism has put these syncretic
traditions on a defensive and enabled the growth of fundamentalism and the
ensuing social discord and communalism. While discussing the problems of
syncretism in detail, the paper proposes that strong state support is vital for
the strengthening of these syncretic traditions that foster peace and social
harmony by creating a society based on pluralism and tolerance.
Keywords: Syncretism, Pluralism, Communalism, Peace

Introduction
The notion of culture and its sociology has for long been the subject
of intellectual curiosity of a large body of thinkers. With the rise of
postmodernism, that celebrates the discourse of context and subjectivity,
this focus has largely shifted towards the study of cultural interpenetration
and mutual borrowing amongst different cultures, traditions and religious
communities. This has been instrumental in rejecting the notion of culture
as an entity that has historically been seen as “too stable, bounded and
homogenous” (Stewart, 1999). The study of syncretism has gained academic
significance partly because of this reason and partly because of its role in
creating and consolidating social harmony and helping in the mitigation
of conflicts. Syncretism is a cultural process, which despite the puritanist
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opposition, has influenced every religious and cultural community at
varying degrees. It occurs at places wherein there is a sufficient mixing and
interpenetration of cultures that show the way to such sufficient borrowing
that it sometimes leads to the formation of a new culture. The evolution
and development of Sikhism as a completely separate faith from Hinduism
and Islam, wherefrom it borrowed significantly, can be seen through this
syncretic lens.
Syncretism is an attempt to bring together beliefs from several different and
often contradictory schools of thought through organic socialization and
internalization of different cultural practices. Many modern historians of
religions claim that most religions have either now or in the past practiced
a certain degree of syncretism. While syncretism can be found almost in
any modern religion, some religions like the Bahá’í faith has been actively
borrowing from various traditions. Although, many Bahá’í scholars reject
many aspects of syncretism allocated to it, the debate is active among the
scholars (Stockman, 1997).
The Hindu-Muslim syncretism in India has a very rich history that has
survived deep political and social upheavals. The reverence by both religious
communities to the syncretic shrines across India is a perfect embodiment
of the rich syncretic history of the country. The syncretic traditions evolved
to their apogee with the rise of Sufi and Bhakti movements which “blurred
the differences between the two religions” that fostered greater blending and
coalescing of the two great faiths (Burman, 1996). The explicit state backing
by Mughal kings like Akbar gave it an unprecedented political support that
combined the organic social developments with state patronization. This, on
one hand cemented its legitimacy among the people and on the other hand
led to its further popularity and institutionalization.
The glorious examples of syncretism are present in all parts of India. In the
east, it can be seen at the sacred complex of Hajo (northwest Guwahati)
which is a confluence of Hinduism Islam and Buddhism, containing
the sacred shrines of all these religions. Here, all the three communities
celebrate the spring festival (Bahag Bihu), which is essentially a Hindu
festival.
In western India, the most visible instance of syncretism, the Dargah of
Khwaja Muinuddin Chisti in Ajmer, still appoints Hindus as Mutawwalli
(custodian) and revenue officers. There is an increasing presence of NonMuslims both in the management of the dargah and as devotees. The
example of Husssaini Brahmins remains so far the “most outstanding
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example of [Hindu] high caste syncretic borrowing from Islam” (Burman,
1996). The syncretic nature of Meo society, studied extensively by scholars,
is also a reflection of the high degree of syncretism in western India. The
Gujarati Khoja Muslims, originally Lohana Rajputs, still observe Ekadasi,
Diwali and Holi. The Bohra Muslims still largely practice the Hindu law of
inheritance and some of the other Hindu rituals. The South Indian Mappilas
worship Hindu saints in spite of being Muslims and have mosques like Jain
temples and follow the matrilineal system (Marumakkathayam) like Nayars.
In the north, the dargah of Nizamuudin Auliya is the most famous syncretic
shrine in Northern India. It remains crowded with devotees across religions.
The collective syncretic borrowing in the north is also reflected in the ‘Rishi
Cult’ of Kashmir that draws its inspiration from Hermits like Lal Ded, who
harmonized Shaivism with the basic tenets of Islam. This syncretism led to
the emergence of a very mystic and tolerant form of Islam in Kashmir by
reinforcing common values and norms between different religions (Khan,
1968:355). This created conditions for tolerance and pluralism to flourish in
Kashmir, resulting in the peaceful accommodation of Muslims, Hindus and
other religious communities for centuries.

The Historical Context
The modern state of India is a smaller geographical area than the great Indian
civilization that covered a vast geography and continued its dynamism
for thousands of years. The Indian civilization since the beginning has
cherished the ideas of diversity, pluralism and tolerance. This was not only a
sensible state policy adopted by major rulers of India, but was indispensable
considering the continental scale of Indian diversity. All the major Indian
dynasties— notably Mauryas and Mughals— created and promoted policies
that celebrated pluralist ideas in such a multiethnic and multicultural society.
The growth of syncretism was an organic evolution that was formed due to
the regular interaction of these diverse cultures creating shared meanings,
rituals and institutions. George Tanham, the celebrated American strategic
thinker, has talked about four different elements that have influenced Indian
political and strategic culture.1 These elements have directly contributed
to the making of the political culture and the ensuing social structures that
modern India inherited after the end of Britain’s colonial empire. These four
elements include Geography, History, Culture and the British Raj.
Geography has profoundly influenced India’s history, culture and society
in a variety of ways. The unique geography of India and its location at
the center of vital trade and sea lines of communication between the great
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trading regions like West Asia and South East Asia and between Europe and
Southeast Asia have created a certain pull for different cultures to explore
India. This has added to an already complex and rich cultural dynamic.
Geography has also induced certain conscious and unconscious attitudes
and thought processes in the formation of Indian culture and normative
structures. The great Indo-gangetic plains and the fertile agricultural soil
have defined India’s engagement with the world. The self-sufficiency
and geographical contentment are partly the reasons why India has never
occupied a territory beyond its South Asian core. Geography is also the
reason why most of the migrant waves and invading armies came from the
northwest. This includes the Invasions of Huns (5th-6th Century BC) and
later consecutive Muslim invasions.2 Most of the invading forces and rulers
stayed in India got assimilated and indigenized over a period of time. This
added to the already diverse and plural character of Indian society.
The history and culture of India have influenced the pluralist traditions
and syncretic evolution of the Indian society in a number of ways. The
promotion of religious pluralism and cultural interpenetration by empire
states of Mauryas (led by Ashoka) and Mughals (led by Akbar) created an
unprecedented progressive force towards the development of a more plural
and syncretic Indian society.3
Akbar’s religious policy of harmony, reconciliation, and synthesis among
all the religions did not develop out of a vacuum, but was rooted in a unique
synthesis of Hindu and Islamic traditions. Akbar’s ‘Sule-Kul’4 was the
product of the synthetic effect of the Vedanta and Sufism of the age. In
1575, Akbar established Ibadat Khana at Fatehpur Sikri for the purpose of
conducting religious discussions and debates for a better understanding of
deep truth in various religions. He invited exponents of Hinduism, Jainism,
Buddhism, Sikhism, Islam and Christianity and participated himself in these
discussions. Borrowing from these discussions he ultimately proposed the
idea of Din-i-Ilahi in 1581, a new religion that was based on the idea of
unity of religions and their core ideas.
In order to promote a more syncretic tradition among state officials and
elites, Akbar patronized a set of medieval Persian treatises that promoted
the moral and ethical codes of conduct. This literature, called the Akhlaq
literature, became an integral part of the liberal and pluralist streak of Islam
that was characteristic of the later Mughals also. In their essence, these
treatises assert that a progressive state and society is impossible without
a peaceful and harmonious social order. This is the reason why Akhlaqi
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norms were internalized and institutionalized by Mughals making the state
broadly attentive to the concerns of the diverse social groups that made up
their empire. This created a state led movement for greater pluralism and
development of syncretic traditions.
The British government created a vast and strong administrative apparatus
to rule the gigantic Indian subcontinent. In order to firm their control over
the diverse Indian populations, they promoted the policy of divide and rule
in India that pitted Hindus against Muslims in India (Stewart, 1951). This
British policy was replicated in almost all of its other colonies in Asia and
Africa (Christopher, 1988). The Hindu-Muslim divide was crystallized by
this British policy of divide and rule. The most potent weapon used by
the British government was the enumeration and categorization of Indian
populations by way of Census. In fact, Census became a handmaiden in
creating the communal consciousness in India (Bhagat, 2001). Though
there was no sense of sustained communal hatred in India before 1860s,
this drastically began to change after the introduction of Census in 1872
whereby the categories of ‘genuine Hindus’ and Muslims were first created
for enumeration (Bhagat, 2001). The postcolonial Indian state inherited a
highly polarized Indian society created by such British policies.

Syncretism, Tolerance and Peace: A Critique
The most essential feature that decides the fate of any ideology, event or
phenomena lies in the manner as it is seen by the people who experience it,
live in it and hence are affected by it (insiders) and the people who observe
them from outside (outsiders/observers). This is what Anthropologists call
the ‘Emic’ and the ‘Etic’ perspective. The problem with syncretic cultures
is that the insiders or the people belonging to this ‘hybrid culture’ see it
rather as the ‘purest culture’ with a certainly distinguished and antique
history. As Anderson reminds us, the power and strength of any culture, as
seen by its people, lies in the very factor of its distant antiquity (Anderson,
1991:5). In fact, it is extremely difficult that the bearers of any tradition
acknowledge that it might be syncretic. This is partly because this label
has been historically applied to the ‘other’ or ‘other’s’ body of religious
practice. Another important reason for this ‘negation of self’ is because it
may amount ‘to an expression of power, differentiation and social control’
that is deemed as highly negative for the given body of tradition (Stewart,
1999). This can lead us to understand why the postcolonial societies are
engaged in strategic and essentialist claims of cultural authenticity even
when cultural and literary theorists celebrate their hybrid nature. This also
leads to another fundamental issue, that is, the problem of outside (etic)
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perspective of a syncretic society. The others, who are the close cousins
of the syncretic culture (belong to the culture from which it has heavily
borrowed), see it as an impure or mixed culture and not a pure one. In
this way syncretism essentializes cultures and religions from which it has
borrowed because it “presupposes purity in the traditions that combine”
(Stewart, 1999). This essentialization becomes somewhat implicit to it and
hence makes it relatively defensive. In the arena of religious syncretism
this becomes more dangerous in the context of scriptural religions like
Abrahamic faiths— Judaism, Christianity and Islam. The syncretic faith that
claims its purity fails to withstand the pressure mounted by the scriptural
adherents. It is bound to lose the psychological and ultimately the social
debate and make way for the powerful scriptural form.
This critique of syncretism can be understood by a case study of Meos. They
are a prominent Rajput origin Muslim tribe from North-Western India. They
are based in the culturally distinct region called Mewat that is comprised of
the parts of Haryana, Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan. The founder of Tablighi
Jama’at, Mohammad Ilyas, considered them “semi-tribal [and] more Hindu
than Muslim” (Mayaram, 2000:224). This is certainly in reference to their
syncretic ways of life in which their “pre-Islamic Hinduistic customs and
beliefs continued to be held on to with great tenacity despite their nominal
status of Muslims”. Customarily, the Meos were half ‘Hindu’ (Sikand,
2006:79). Although Mohammad Ilyas did not achieve much success before
the partition of India, the partition of India created certain structural and
episodic changes that made his puritanist work far easier. The fateful year
of 1947 resulted in a number of fatal attacks on Meos by the rulers of
Alwar and Bharatpur, under the directions of many rightwing communal
organizations.. This led to the slaughter of more than 30,000 Meos, many
fled to Pakistan much against their will, and even larger numbers sought
refuge in Gurgaon and Faridabad (Mayaram, 2000: 162-175.) Those who
were left were de-syncretised by undergoing the Arya Samaj Shuddhi rite,
to which was added a humiliating pork-eating test (Sikand, 2006:80).
Following this upheaval, the context was set for the puritanist Tablighi
Jama’at to cleanse the Meos of “wholesale apostasy” (Mayaram, 2000:
225). Since then the Islamisation of Mewat stated at a galloping pace and
it has now become a centre of such activities after Nizamuudin Markaz of
Tablighi Jama’at.

Positive State Intervention and Syncretic Peace
These points prove the inherent weakness of syncretism under certain

SYNCRETIZING PEACE: THE CONTRIBUTION OF SYNCRETIC ISLAM...

/ 117

conditions. Although the conflict was absent in Meo society before the
partition largely due to its syncretic nature, the conflict broke out in months
preceding partition. This calls for the intervention of the state in two ways:
first by suppressing or discouraging purely communal groups with puritanist
agenda and secondly, encouraging the syncretic cultures and communities.
Discouraging communal groups with puritanist agenda is important because
it leads to a vicious circle due to which all communities, by induction, form
their own puritanist groups and hence the clash. For instance, Tablighi
Movement started due to the formation of Shuddhi campaign of Arya Samaj
to reconvert numerous neo-Muslim groups (Sikand, 2006:77). In Punjab,
this led to the sudden emergence of Singh Sabha and Gurdwara Sudhar
Movement for countering Arya Samaj influence and peacefully reclaiming
control of Sikh Gurdwaras. The case of US that openly calls melting pot
model as its state policy has led to a great syncretisation of American society
and hence greater mitigation of internal conflicts. Although, many scholars
debate the problems of this model, but they also affirm its various virtues
in a world moving peacefully towards greater multiculturalism (Stewart,
1999).
Hence, the state should intervene to wane off their threats, remove their
security concerns and empower them economically. This would empower
them to resist any puritanist effort. The success of Khoja and Bohra culture
in Gujarat serves as a good example.
This would preserve the syncretic cultures in society and make way for
further syncretisation of society which would mean a more tolerant and
peaceful society. It is even possible that, in the course of its natural evolution,
it may lead to a greater and more profoundly ‘integrated common culture’.

Is Syncretism Relevant Today?
To answer this question we would have to look closely at historically some
of the most syncretic societies and their state today. One such case study is
the state of Jammu & Kashmir.
It is shocking to see the growing incidents of communal problems in a
society that celebrates its syncretic history and composite culture. The
Kashmiri syncretic tradition is essential partly because of its historical role
in social harmony and conflict mitigation. Despite the puritanist efforts this
cultural process has influenced various traditions in the valley resulting in a
magnificent interpenetration of cultural and religious practices.
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However, the past decade has witnessed a corresponding increase in the
sectarian tensions across the valley. The bloody 2010 sectarian clashes
affecting about 30 villages in Pattan-Magam belt of North Kashmir’s
Baramulla district ended with about three dozen houses torched, many
people wounded and a whole gamut of valuable property damaged (Early
times, Feb 26, 2010). What explains this growing discord in a society that
has for long celebrated syncretic as sacred?
There are a few reasons to explain this monumental change. The puritanical
Islamic sects, heavily funded by petrodollars, are swelling in numbers. Their
phenomenal growth and institutional strength has already become a matter of
perplexing internal debate within other religious traditions. The occasional
sectarian clashes only catalyze this fear by crystallizing the opinion in that
direction. The conflict is not only between the puritanist Sunni sects led by
Salafis with Shias, but also with syncretic Hanafi Sunnis of the state.
It can also be argued that the conflict resilience of the Kashmiri society aided
by its syncretic traditions has significantly drained in the prolonged military
conflict resulting in fatal weakening of its constitutive social disposition that
informed cohesion and harmony. The slow but steadily growing sectarian
problem is an expected offshoot of a conflict-ridden society unable to
recover from the psycho-social instability of two gory decades of state
repression, political alienation and overt militarization. The recurrence of
the twin dialectics of sectarianism and composite nationalism (kashmiriyat),
and secularism and religious fundamentalism are increasingly defining
political and social solidarities. Owing to constant repression of youth and
shrinking of democratic space by the state apparatus, axiomatically only the
more radical opinions are bound to flourish. Unfortunately, the consciously
crafted policies and institutional arrangements by the civil society to
mitigate such conflicts are conspicuous by their absence.
Such horrendous sectarian clashes would only douse any momentum aimed
at social cohesion and communal harmony. This brewing sectarianism which
is an epiphenomenon of lack of coterminous goals and institutions in the
society has been left unaddressed. There needs to be a vibrant debate on the
institutional ways of dealing with such problems with religious institutions
taking a leap forward. The Pakistani society missed such introspection in
1970s and 80s and is now paying the price. Pakistan is in the grip of a full
scale religious majoritarianism that is intolerant of not only other religious
groups like Hindus and Christians, but also Muslim sects like Shias.
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Conclusion
Syncretism is a powerful force for the organic development of social
cohesion in a society. The interpenetration of cultural practices creates a
unique overarching bond in diverse societies that leads to inter-religious,
inter-ethnic and even inter-caste bonding. The success of Sufi movement and
the bhakti movement in India can be attributed to their zealous promotion of
syncretism in the Indian society. The promotion of syncretism by Mughals
legitimized these syncretic practices and promoted the development of a
more tolerant and pluralist versions of Islam. The partition of India and the
development of a more toxic and rightwing communal discourse favoured
a more fundamentalist version of religious thinking.
The examples of Mauryas and Mughals have shown us that state
patronage and promotion is vital for upholding and perpetuating syncretic
traditions and practices. This can not only create a stronger momentum
for interreligious and intercultural bonding, but also has the potential to
delegitimize and deincentivize the growth of fundamentalist and intolerant
versions of religious thinking.
Notes
1. Tanham, George K. (1992). Indian Strategic Thought: An Interpretive Essay. Santa
Monica, Calif.: RAND. Though this essay is about the evolution and basis for Indian
strategic thinking, this work also tells us more generally about the evolution of Indian
thinking about politics and society in general. See also George Tanham (1992) Indian
strategic culture, The Washington Quarterly, 15:1, 129-142
2. For a comprehensive understanding, see Kennedy, J. (1919). The Aryan Invasion
of Northern India: An Essay in Ethnology and History. Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 493-529; Raza, S. (2010). Hindus under the
Ghaznavids. Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 71, 213-225; Sharma, S.
(1950). Theocratic and Secular Elements in the Indo-Islamic State. Proceedings of the
Indian History Congress, 13, 142-147.
3. For an understanding of the two rulers and their religious policies, see Gelblum,
T. (1957). The Spirit of Aśoka. East and West, 8(3), 261-271; Khan, I. (1968). The
Nobility under Akbar and the Development of His Religious Policy, 1560-80. Journal
of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, (1/2), 29-36.; Chandra, S.,
Grewal, J., & Habib, I. (1992). Akbar and His Age: A Symposium. Social Scientist,
20(9/10), 61-72.
4. Sulh-i kul is an Arabic term literally meaning “peace with all,” “universal peace,”
or “absolute peace,” drawn from a Sufi mystic principle. Akbar used it to describe
a peaceful and harmonious relationship among different religions. In keeping with
efforts to mesh the diverse populations of his realm, Akbar proposed unity and peace
among all human beings .The concept implies not just tolerance, but also the sorts
of balance, civility, respect, and compromise required to maintain harmony among a
diverse population. For a discussion on the concept and its utility, see Chandra, S.
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(1992). Akbar’s Concept of Sulh-Kul, Tulsi’s Concept of Maryada and Dadu’s Concept
of Nipakh: A Comparative Study. Social Scientist, 20(9/10), 31-37. Ali, M., & Ali, M.
(1980). Sulhi Kul and the Religious Ideas of Akbar. Proceedings of the Indian History
Congress, 41, 326-339.Kinra, R. (2013). Handling diversity with absolute civility: The
global historical legacy of Mughal ṣulḥ-i kull. The Medieval History Journal, 16(2),
251-295.
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IMAGES OF WOMEN IN URDU NOVELS
WRITTEN BY MUSLIM WOMEN:
AN ANALYSIS FROM A FEMINIST
PERSPECTIVE

Azra Abidi*

Abstract
The paper discusses the contribution of Muslim women writers in Urdu
novels in post-independence India. The paper also examines women
portrayed in Urdu literature and their changing images that were presented
for the first time by progressive Muslim women writers in their selected
Urdu novels. It is widely acknowledged that all literature is a reflection of
our society and literature always reflects the perceptions and attitudes of our
society. Writers portray human life through characters, who by their words
and deeds convey a message for the purpose of instruction, information and
delight. It will not be wrong to say that literature is witness to evolution of
culture and thought through the ages. The changing role of women and their
writing skills in Urdu literature from the past to the present indicates that
they have the potential of writings that can also raise social and cultural
issues of our society. Besides, these women writers present images of women
in Urdu novels in a positive way and try to change for the first time the
perception of society on Muslim women.
Keywords: Muslim women writers, Urdu literature, Urdu novels, images
of women

Introduction
Urdu Literature, like other literature, has witnessed the roles of women
evolving through ages, but until recent times, most of the published writers
are still men and the contribution of Muslim women in literature is without
doubt biased. A lot of it has to be blamed on the fact that in the male
dominated world, literacy was strictly limited, and the majority of those who
could write were male. However, the contribution of women to oral folklore
cannot be taken for granted – in folk songs, stories, poetry and literature
in general. Urdu as a language emerges and developed in Delhi region. As
*Professor, Department of Sociology, Jamia Millia Islamia, Central University, New Delhi.
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Urdu literature is concerned it originated around 14th century in present day
North India among the sophisticated gentry of the courts. The continuing
traditions of Islam and patronizations of foreign culture centuries earlier by
Muslim rulers, usually of Turkic or Afghan descent, marked their influence
on the Urdu language given that both cultural heritages were strongly present
throughout Urdu territory. The Urdu language, with a vocabulary almost
evenly split between Sanskrit derived Prakrit and Arabo-Persian words, was
a reflection of this cultural amalgamation and the meaning of term Urdu
itself tells its story. Urdu is an Indic language closely related to Hindi but
written in the Persian script and having many loanwords from Persian and
Arabic. The term ‘Urdu’ means army, camp, encampment, cantonment etc.
Urdu language is a combination of different Indian and foreign dialects and
languages.
The prose component of Urdu literature was mainly restricted to the ancient
form of epic stories called Dastan. These long stories have complicated plots
that deal with magical and fantasy creatures and events as well. Dastan’s
plots were based both on folklore and classical literary subjects. Dastan was
particularly popular in Urdu literature, typologically close to other narrative
genres in Eastern literatures, such as Persian masnawi (verse comprising
couplets), Punjabi qissa (tale, story), Sindhi waqayati bait (circumstantial
verse recitation), etc., and also reminiscent of the European novel.
Urdu novels focused on urban social life, eventually widening in scope
to include rural social life. They also covered the changing times under
the progressive writing movement inspired by Sajjad Zaheer. However, the
partition of India had a great impact on Urdu novels, bringing up questions
of identity and migration as can be seen in the major works of Qurratul Ain
Haider.
As for people of any society are concerned and their relation to literature it
has always been an important part of the society and Indian women are not
an exception. The Indian literature landscape has never been shaped equally
by both genders, with the male perspective dominating. However, Muslim
women in India broke all the barriers and left their mark on Urdu literature.
Muslim women in India have made notable contribution to Urdu literature,
and their contribution is well appreciated in all literary circles. Traditionally,
the work of Indian Women Writers has been undervalued due to patriarchal
assumptions about the superior worth of males. The work of the women
Urdu writers have not been given their due importance in the past, most
probably due to male chauvinism. In the past, the basic subject matter of
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women writers was the feelings of a woman while she is confined in the
walls of a house, while the main authors used to write on vibrant themes. So
the work of male authors was able to collect more praise from the readers.
History of the development of Urdu novels, right from Deputy Nazir
Ahmad (1830-1912) to the time of Prem Chand (1880-1936), is basically
a reflection of eastern thoughts and writings. Although it drew inspiration
from the western concept of art, it reflected no influence that could be
ascribed to the modern trends. This is why we may trace a semblance of
romantic temperament on both the technique and the style of Urdu novels
from Nazir Ahmad to Prem Chand. The Progressive Writers’ Movement
(1936-1980) inspired people through their writings advocating equality
among all humans and attacking social injustice and backwardness in the
society. This Movement left a deep mark on almost all genres of Urdu
literature, altering the entire convictions and concepts surrounding literature.
No doubt, this movement also had been influenced by the communist
philosophy in addition to echoing with Freudian psychology. In fact,
Progressive Writers’ Movement took in its fold all those writers and artists
who aspired to eliminate the imperialist order, the age old feudal system,
religious parochialism and dogmatism and social injustice and tyranny.
They included social activists, the followers of Freud, existentialists and
supporters of nonviolence. However, they shared a single front in the
struggle for liberating the country from imperial yoke. The subscribers of
this movement believed in representing both sweet and bitter realities of
human life and, they truly sought to depict life as it is. Later they were
overwhelmed by extremist and parochial elements among them and thus
the aims and objectives of the movement were seriously jeopardized. Its
founders were well versed in emerging philosophies in Europe. They sought
to reconstruct life in the subcontinent on the lines of those philosophies
and convictions. This was an era that had witnessed political upheavals,
international crises, scientific progress and gender related confusions.
Life had lost its equilibrium. No belief or ideology could be a source of
satisfaction and gratification for long. Dissatisfaction and anxiety were
rampant all over. This was the era when the Progressive Writers’ Movement
made its way into literature. First, it encountered the influences of
romanticism, replacing it with realism. Fantasia had to face severe criticism.
With the World War II coming to an end in 1945 and the beginning of
the cold war, the Asian and African nations put down the yoke of slavery
from their shoulders and made the British imperialism to shatter throughout
the world. The empire lost its colonies and it was reduced to second grade
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power. The United States, hitherto a great power, emerged as a formidable
power before the world. Russia’s communist camp, including the nations
of the eastern camp had taken shape into a balanced power, gearing up
the march for freedom, while China had established a shining example for
the entire world through its Long March. Consequent upon the partition
of India and establishment of Pakistan, opportunists and war hawks had a
heyday. There cropped up a class of up-starts on both the sides which was
bereft of any legacy or lofty cultural values. The hypocrisy and contrasting
human nature demonstrated during this era has no match in the history
of the sub- continent. Those living in India and cherishing the ancient
Hindu culture freely indulged in shedding blood of their countrymen.
Simultaneously, in Pakistan the subscribers of Islam resorted to the same
scale of barbarity.
The Progressive Writers’ Movement of 1936 proved instrumental in breaking
the astounding discord between women’s image and their truth by providing
a platform on which writers were broadly able to reflect social realities.
Taraqqi pasand adab (progressive literature) took a challenging new road by
denouncing the conformist and largely political writings of that period and
before. Instead of producing literature in the traditional, moralizing manner
to correct female behavior or portraying women only as objects of love,
engaged in a constant struggle to fulfill the standards chalked out for them
by patriarchal society, writers such as Rashid Jahan, Ismat Chughtai and
Khadija Mastur began exploring taboo subjects previously left untouched.
By doing so, these writers broadened the scope of Urdu literature.
Rashid Jahan’s trend-setting work, titled “Angare” (Burning Coals),
brought to light the problems that women confronted in their everyday
lives; problems that were very conveniently taken for granted. These issues
included sex-related issues, tales of unwanted pregnancies, accounts of
husbands’ unfaithfulness, threats of remarriage and divorce. In the 1940s,
Ismat Chughtai, strongly inspired by Jahan, daringly took up the same
banner and started addressing such topics in her work.
Ismat Chughtai’s feminist sensibility and consciousness eventually
redefined the parameters of Urdu literature. Through her stories, she provided
insightful glimpses into the lives of women and children belonging to the
lower social classes, including the poor servants and maids who worked in
rich people’s homes. It is not surprising, then, that many of her sensitive
stories, such as ‘Lihaf’ (The Quilt), ‘Til’ (mole), ‘Gainda’ (Marrygold
Flower), ‘Bhool Bhullaiya’ (Labyrinth), and ‘Ziddi’ (Stubborn) caused
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enormous furor. Her writings earned her wrath in literary circles and came
under considerable criticism and scrutiny. Various critics, especially Sajjad
Zahir, strongly condemned this ‘obscene’ literature, explicitly referring to
the works of Ismat Chughtai.
Ismat Chughtai is the first Muslim woman novelist to write some novels a
little before and following the partition. Her masterpiece ‘Terhi Lakeer’ (The
Crooked Line) was published in 1937. Her objective is neither social reform
nor service to the community but to unveil the evils of the society and the
weakness of its individuals. In those times, none except her demonstrated
such ruthless realism. She discloses such aspects of young boys and girls
that were shunned by others. These novels suggest that her eyes fell upon
negative aspects of human nature and she cannot observe those elements
that designate man as the best of all creatures.
In relation to woman, Ismat focuses on sexual side of her personality.
Being a member of a middle class family, Ismat depicts mostly the sexual
tendencies of girls from the middle class Muslims families. Adolescent
girls from such background are normally cowardly, shy and cautious but
they face the vicissitudes of life more boldly than men folk. Ismat mainly
targets the double standards these adolescent girls exercise in their lives. As
a woman, she is quite a typical creature. Her heart is always in suspense.
She laughs with fear, smiles with reluctance. As if she is afraid of disclosure
of her secret at every step. What will happen and how? If this happens then
what? And what if that happens…Above all, she has an unsound mind.
This woman with unsound mind appears in the form of Asha, the heroine
of Ismat’s novel ‘Ziddi’ ( Stubborn), who bows to obstinacy of and love
for her lover and dies by throwing herself into his funeral pyre. In
her novel ‘Terhi Lakeer’ (The Crooked Line), Ismat takes up the theme of
development of the Indian female psyche. She has given a real and natural
expression to the mental and emotional state of a young unguided girl
stepping into the threshold of puberty. During the days of Ismat, missionary
schools for education and training of girls had come into existence and
women’s education had gained popularity. Women in middle class families
of the Muslim elite still stuck to orthodox views. They did not allow even
real elder and younger sisters to mix with each other , and not to speak of
interaction between a mother and a daughter. Due to absence of a system
of upbringing, these girls leaving the ghettoized atmosphere of their homes
develop in themselves immoral tendencies and even lesbian instincts in the
free environment of missionary schools. In ‘Terhi Lakeer’ (The Crooked
Line), the character of Shaman represents this tendency.
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To Ismat, sex besides being a natural phenomenon, becomes an interesting
game of life, and sometimes particularly a funny game for girls residing
in hostels. Though not in depth, her observations are worth noticing as
she pays attention and gives voice to the early reaction of middle class
adolescent girls to sexuality. Ismat’s writings are void of the concept of deaf
and dumb women. She makes the society aware of the fact that the fragile
creature called woman hitherto dedicated to servitude in silence is hiding a
tumult in her heart. She too has desires and aspirations similar to what males
have. That is why, the concept of woman in Ismat’s fiction is a deviation
from the traditional view of woman in Urdu fiction. From Deputy Nazir
Ahmad to Rashidul Khairi, description of woman seems to be untouched
by physical and psychological properties. Ismat’s women do have these
characteristics, whether educated or illiterate, aristocrat or lowly or even a
prostitute , ugly or beautiful , they all show awareness towards gender and
sexuality. The woman of the times of Ismat is conscious of her status.
The person occupying the highest place in the female fraternity is mother.
In Ismat’s writing there does not emerge a traditional and sacrificing role
of mother, although as a mother she sets a matchless example of sacrifice
and selflessness in bringing up her children. Ismat presents the mother
as losing sight of that natural status. She yields to her own desires and
rather sometimes sacrifices her children on the altar of desires. This mother
appears in the guise of Shaman in ‘Massoma’ (Innocent). Infatuated by
luxurious life, she affords to forego the modesty of her daughter. The same
face of mother is seen in ‘Ziddi’ (Stubborn) when she does not hesitate from
robbing her son for joys in life.
Through her novels, Ismat unveils the soul and heart of woman against
her worldly ethics and sexual promiscuity. Thus, she poses a contrasting
situation in relation to human behavior and relationships. In short, Ismat
exposes the souls and heart of woman as well as her apparent and inner
character. All the paths leading to the soul of woman are intricate and
full of terrains. Yet, her entity is an object of entertainment for the male.
Exposure of femininity of woman will invite smiles and frowns alike.
When a woman showed her face with all realities of Ismat’s age there were
some who dubbed it as progressive realism while some others sued her
for pornography. In Ismat’s writings we come across with the twentieth
century woman who thinks with her own mind and is capable of feeling and
expressing her sentiments.
Qurratul Ain Haider was an influential Indian Urdu novelist and short
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story writer. The age Qurratul Ain Haider lived in and was brought up
witnessed the culture of Delhi gasping for air while the white colour
elite confined to rickety mansions of dinghy lanes of the walled city were
trying to maintain their vain glory. A new set of values and culture were in
the offing. The cultural ethos depicted in most of her novels is typically the
environment of Awadh and Lucknow surrounding the culture of the elite.
Under the patronage of Nawabs and rulers, this section preferred coexistence
over prejudice and parochialism, and harmony over discrimination.
Consequently, their politics did not give space to discrimination on the basis
of religion. Rather, both Hindus and Muslims shared a common language and
culture. The section of people presented in the novels of Qurratul Ain Haider
is the creamy layer of the Muslim elite where mothers get their daughters
highly educated while they themselves reign over domestic servants and
family members with grace and pomp. They shower their love more on sons
than on daughters. These gracious ladies spend their summers and winters
at Mussorie, Mumbai and Delhi. They fail to maintain the attachment that
is typical of a woman’s motherly affection for her daughter. That is why
Qurratul Ain Haider does not portray a mother and a daughter fulfilling each
other’s expectations, examples are ‘Mere Bhi Sanam Khane’, ‘Gradishe
Range Chaman’ and ‘Chandni Begum’. In our society, a daughter treats
her mother as her property. For all her maladies, a daughter desperately
looks at her mother. She wipes her tears not with her sleeves but with the
lining of her mother’s head scarf. Contrarily, the damsels in Qurratul Ain
Haider’s stories possess a mentality that indulges in long debates on the
philosophy of life amidst chewing chocolates. They are typical characters
who have been educated in missionary schools. They speak English fluently.
The traditional character of the woman never emerges before their eyes.
This becomes a tormenting curse for herself as well as others. Rather, here a
woman appears as a self-conscious, educated and sincere individual. Along
with this, her women symbolize betrayal, craze for love and self-deception
as a woman who wanders in wilderness in search of transcendental and
immortal love. A woman who, on her part, has resolved to offer all happiness
to man and does not desist from any sacrifice but the place assigned to her
in the society by the custodians of religion is that: It occurs in Hadith that
an obedient woman should be given a new set of dresses only twice a year;
And serve them meat only once a week on Fridays; Provide her hair oil
and antimony fortnightly; Nothing else she deserves. The more relaxations
they will be given more bad habits will develop in them. No doubt, in our
society different faiths and ideologies have influenced public life, such as
charms and talismans, totems, superstitions associated with cat crossing
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the way, looking for the way in the sky alone, sighting the moon of the
third of the month, existence of djinns, fairies, demons, flying of sorcerer’s
pitcher, faith in saints and holy men. All these mental attitudes are gripping
the people’s psyche. These are the phenomena women believe in more than
men do, perhaps because women happen to be more religious minded and
credulous than men. They can easily be misguided in the name of religion
irrespective of Nazir Ahmad’s illiterate Akbari and Qurratul Ain Haider’s
sophisticated Champa or Champak.
Qurratul Ain Haider believes that however educated a woman becomes, she
may be a leading politician, she may dance in the ball room but her soul
remains restless to bow before an idol she has carved in her imagination.
This spirit has been reflected in Mere Bhi Sanam Khane: Guni was a quite
self-deceived girl. This progressive and enlightened girl who laughed in
the company of her friends at the follies of superstitious people does not
forget to offer prasad before the idol of Hnaumanji at Ali Ganj and
returns happily with vermillion mark on her forehead. This is not the
trait of a girl belonging to particular community. There is also Rakhshinda
who becomes extremely busy in the month of Muharram every year. At
Imran Manzil, Muharram was observed with full gaiety and pomp. She
actively arranged for the mehendi of seventh day, attendance on eighth day
and rituals of the tenth day of Muharram. She put off her bangles for up to
soyam (12th day of Muharram is considered as a day of mourning among
Shia Muslims in North India). She liked all these things as Guni loved to
adorn her forehead with vermillion at hanuman temple. It gave her great
spiritual peace. In the fiction of Qurratul Ain Haider, a woman, irrespective
of her level of education, seeks refuge in religion. She transcends religion
only when she falls in love. The love of Haider’s woman cannot be confined
to geographical and political boundaries but this woman had to face the real
reality when she fell prey to the politics of men. When daughters, sisters
and mothers robbed of their modesty crossed the border to return to their
homes, they were turned away as they were bearing piglets in their
wombs and they were a cause of shame for them and a black spot on their
honor. It means what a woman can give to man is love, sincerity, sacrifice,
loyalty while a male has arrogance, disloyalty and violence to give her. In
Qurratul Ain Haider’s novels women are filled with the spirit of national
service but they do not have any prejudice with reference to caste and
creed. The emotions and feelings of women do not get changed with passage
of time. This is why Aag ka Darya (River of Fire) encompasses the saga
of two and a half centuries showing no difference between the woman
of the earliest era and that of the latest era. Even then, if one cannot

130 /

SOCIAL ACTION VOL. 70 APRIL - JUNE 2020

access the reality of a woman it is perhaps because of contradiction in her
misrepresentation in ethical and religious literature.
Qurratul Ain mentions the example of Mahabharata book 13 which says
about woman that “they can never be sacred. There is no creature more
sinful, O son, than women. Woman is a blazing fire. She is the illusion.
She is the sharp edge of the razor. She is poison. She is a snake. She is fire.
A woman has greed for only love. Despite all these weaknesses a woman
deserves reverence.” (The Mahabharata, Book-13, Anusasaana Parv).
Besides, woman enjoyed the status of deity. Saints and holy men used to
swear by her loyalty, gentleness and devotion. But prostitutes of Shravasti,
those acting in nataka and spy women rendering political services and
venom girls were also women. Despite all contradictions of her character,
a woman is extremely attractive due to her myriad traits. In Qurratul
Ain Haider’s novels, a woman appears in yet another hue about whom
her opinion is that “woman has been on sale in different ways. Whether
dispatched as a concubine or made to sit for flesh trade, whether a street
singer or a rope walker, she knows her value very well. In Aag ka Darya
(River of Fire), there is Champa Bai who comes before us in the garb of
a prostitute. But the woman in the same character is different from the
one presented in Gradishe Range Chaman, who was made the subject of
fiction in the era before or after that. The reason is that the novel presents
those prostitutes who belonged by one reference or the other to the royal
lords or Nawabs and who passing through the vicissitudes of life landed
at the door of deredar or camping prostitutes. Yet, once they imbibe a
rich cultural tradition the balconies or kothas of these prostitutes enjoy the
status of cultural institutions where fine arts were promoted. In the Lakhnavi
culture of those times, a woman as a prostitute had a prestigious status.
In Qurratul Ain Haider’s fiction, woman has fallen prey to the tyranny of
circumstances. What she hankers for is man’s love, something that is nonexistent. The environment and society in which Qurratul Ain Haider reached
the age of discretion and stepped into the sphere of literature where it was
quite difficult to find an enlightened and well educated girl, was rampant
with veiled women suffering from diseases like melancholy, hysteria and
tuberculosis. Social life was totally in a ghetto. Even the names of women
were kept secret. One instance is the first woman novelist Akbari Begum
who brought out her first novel Guldastae Mohabbat under her pseudoname of Abbas Murtaza. Also, when she published her second novel Gudar
ka Lal, nobody knew who the author, Afzal Ali’s mother was.
By and by, girls were attracted to receiving education. However, they
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were not expected to come in public to express their thoughts. By 1940,
women attending colleges were no more a dream. Yet, in real sense of
the word, it was after 1947 that women started standing shoulder to
shoulder with men, practically in all walks of life. Now a woman was not
a legendary character but was emerging with her irrefutable existence in
the arena of life as an active participant. In Kaare Jahan Daraaz Hai this
facet of woman emerges as a reality. Qurratul Ain Haider presents her
female characters adorned with many a virtue. However, they seem to
have inferiority complex. Deepali in Aakhari Shabke Hamsafar, Ambareen
Beg of Gradishe Range Chaman and Chandni of Chandni Begum are
void of self-confidence and they are doomed to lead an unsuccessful
life having fallen prey to misunderstandings. Deepali is misled by seeing
Rehan’s portrait at the residence of Jahan Ara Begum. Ambareen Begum
is scared of her mother’s past. This is why she avoids the company of Dr.
Musawwir. In Chandni Begum, Chandni loses Waqar Mian before uniting
with him. The image of a woman presented by Qurratul Ain Haider in her
novel is that of a woman sans femininity. Women keep the company of
men and indulge in philosophical conversations with them while college
girls indulge in humdrum activities with their male counterparts. The only
difference between them is that of names. One should not forget that when
woman is at par with man in matters of intelligence, patriotism, vigor,
nationalism and education along with men, and when she is not behind
men an any walk of life how one can feel the difference in their way of
talking, thinking and living. Certainly, an author can represent his or her
art more confidently on the basis of individual experience. Qurratul Ain’s
woman is the most important entity in the society. It is a woman through
whom human relations are determined. Here, woman is not as distinct
with reference to her religion and status as she is with reference to her
own role of womanhood. Qurratul Ain Haider represents an educated and
idealist woman who knows to speak to men face to face. Modern education
has filled her with confidence and she faces the vicissitudes of life through
her will power.
In the contemporary era in India, women Urdu novelists have been taking
a serious turn towards the contemporary life and realities of the young
generations of India. Muslim women novelists of the current generation
in Urdu are writing on female identity, Indian secularism, democracy,
communalism and women as victims of communal riots and different
social evils of our society, which is related to gender inequality. Their new
ideas and new themes demonstrate a confidence among women writers
in contemporary India. Murti (2004) and Burf Ashna Parindey (2009) by
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Tarannum Riyaz, Kahani koi Suno Mitasha (2009), Mannat (2012), Khalish
Be Naam Si (2013) by Sadiqa Nawab Saher, Dhundmein Khoi Roshni (2009)
by Afsana Khatoon, Bahisht-e-Zahra (2012) by Nasira Sharma, Sada-eAndleeb Bar Shakhe Shab (2014) by Shaista Fakhri, Khalish (2014) by
Safina Begum etc. are few selected names of Urdu novel writers who have
raised contemporary social issues and are still writing on Indian women and
gender inequality in our society.

Conclusion
On the basis of the above discussion I have drawn this conclusion that these
Muslim Urdu novelists have been influenced by Simone Beauvoir’s ‘The
Second Sex’ (1949) and Virginia Woolf’s ‘A Room One’s Own’ (1929), that
was interpreted variously so as to become ‘Feminism’ today. The impact of
various critical theories, such as structuralism, post structuralism, Marxism
and Psycho-analysis, has created various offshoots that could be traced in
these Urdu women writers’ manifestations. It is a fact that feminist writers
oppose patriarchy and all the male-centered and male-dominated critical
theories. It believes in the rejection of the reigning patriarchal ideology as
superior. It believes that concepts of gender are cultural constructs; they
are not products of nature. An authentic picture of female experience,
feminine sensibility and its oppression be analyzed afresh, is the insistence
of the feminist critics today. Women writers embraced language as a means
of liberation in a more comprehensive way: Simone de Beauvoir’s ‘The
Second Sex’ and Betty Friedan’s ‘The Feminine Mystique’ helped establish
basic feminist beliefs that laid the foundation for women’s organizations
fighting for equality and basic rights. In addition to providing an intellectual
framework for feminist thought, these texts helped inspire and unify women
in their diverse objectives. In this respect, women’s bookstores served as
centers for feminist thought and provided a forum for exchanging ideas
about women’s issues. It helped to develop a language for the expression
of women’s experiences and thereby increased public awareness of the
issues raised by women’s writings. There is a greater diversity of women
writing now than in any period. These writings differ in class, ethnicity,
race, age, and cultural and linguistic backgrounds. More educated than their
precursors, they also have the advantage of drawing on the works of a rich
tradition of male and female writers.
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POLITICS, GENDER JUSTICE AND
EMPOWERMENT: MUSLIM WOMEN OF
CHAR CHAPORI AREAS IN ASSAM
Tabassum Rizvi*
Abstract
Plagued with religious fundamentalism, economic backwardness and often
being treated as ‘vote banks’, the marginalization of women in the Char
areas of Assam has become a stark reality. Largely exploratory and based
on a feminist standpoint framework, this work is based on a field study
conducted in Dhubri Assembly Constituency in 2016-2018, this article
seeks to highlight two key issues - firstly, issues of electoral choices and
political participation; secondly, to highlight the dominance of religion and
patriarchal forces in determining the lives of Muslim women in one of the
poorest regions of India.
Keywords: Chars, Dhubri, Knowledge Gap, Marginalisation

Introduction to the Chars of Assam (with special reference to
Dhubri district)
Addressing the issues of political and social empowerment of women in
Char areas of Assam is a herculean task for any government. Politically, the
‘Char areas’ play an important role in determining the electoral outcomes in
Dhubri Assembly Constituency in Assam. Though initially this region was
dominated by the Congress Party, now All India United Democratic Front
(AIUDF) has become the more dominant player in the region. This electoral
constituency is dominated by the Muslim community and it is one of the
most backward regions of the country.
Derived from Assamese language, the term ‘Char chapori’ is composed
of two different terms, ‘Char’ (River Island) and ‘chapori’ (riverine area),
Assam is having 3608 sq km Char areas”.1 (Administrative Reforms
Commission Report, 2005) The meandering Brahmaputra River passes
through the state of Assam, resulting in sandbar areas and regions which
are isolated from the mainland Assam. These regions, known as ‘Chars’,
are largely sandy and flood-prone. The Chars are unevenly distributed
*Assistant Professor, Department of Political Science, The Assam Royal Global University, Guwahati.
Email: tabassumrizvi777@gmail.com
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across 14 districts of Assam, but issues of poverty, illiteracy, ignorance and
marginalization of women continue to be the defining features of Chars in
Assam.
According to the Report of Assam Administrative Reforms Commission,
2005:
“The total population of the Char areas is 24.90 lakh with 12.72 lakh
males and 12.18 lakh females, i.e. 958 females per 1000 males, and
the total number of families is 4.35 lakh of which 2.95 lakh (68%)
are below the poverty line”. “The Char areas, like hill areas and
border areas, are also recognised as ‘Backward Areas’ in Government
records. The literacy rate in the Char areas is 19.31 per cent.”2
(Administrative Reforms Commission Report, 2005)
The Char areas in Dhubri district continue to remain one of the most
backward regions of the country. With 480 Chars, Dhubri district has the
maximum number of Chars in Assam. Reports suggest that though there
has been a slight increase of literacy from ‘15.45 per cent during 1992-93
to 19.31 per cent during 2003-04, it was much lower than Assam’s overall
rate of 53.79 per cent and 50.48 per cent in rural Assam in 2001’. (Ahmed,
2018) According to a baseline study:
‘In the Assam Development Report, 2003, Dhubri is positioned at the
bottom of the list in terms of Human Development Index (HDI). The
HDI index for the district is 0.214, which is the lowest in comparison
to other districts of Assam. Similarly, the income index (0.102),
education index (0.454), and health index (0.086) are also at the
bottom of the list.’ (https://www.icssr.org/sites/default/files/districts/
Dhubri.pdf)
According to The Assam Tribune, “The plight of the women of Char areas in
Dhubri district remains pathetic. Education is still a distant dream for most
of the women folk here. Literacy rate in Char areas is ten percent, among
which women’s share is about nil” (The Assam Tribune, May 22, 2012).
Social empowerment continues to remain a major challenge as patriarchal
and religious norms predominantly determine the status of women in Char
Areas in Dhubri district of Assam. Their access to modern education,
employment, health and development is hampered greatly because of social
norms and their socialization process. Due to ignorance of contraception and
birth control measures, the population of Dhubri has increased at a startling
rate (https://www.icssr.org/sites/default/files/districts/Dhubri.pdf).
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Methodology of the Study
Analysing the needs of Muslim women of Char areas in Assam presents
researchers a multitude of challenges. Zoya Hasan notes, “Muslim women
are triply disadvantaged - as members of a minority, as women, and most of
all as poor women” (Choudhury, 2008; Hasan & Menon, 2005). Illiteracy and
poverty is a near uniform phenomenon in the Char areas, and deprivation,
marginalisation as well as discrimination has been internalized by women.
It is in this context that this relationship between political participation
and gender empowerment of Muslim women in the Char area of Dhubri
district must be examined. Adopting a “feminist standpoint” framework,
this research work seeks to employ a wide variety of qualitative research
methods which include semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions
and participant observation. In addition to other tools of qualitative research,
this work was based on narrative methodology. Narratives are important
because it encourages asking participants to tell their stories, either in oneto-one situations or in groups; dialogues help encourage bring out stories
which are often hidden below the surface (Clandinin & Huber, 2010).
To further substantiate research findings, a mixed methodology approach
was adopted for this study. The use of a multi-stage sampling method was
adopted wherein interview schedules were used to identify respondents
across 4 Chars in Dhubri Assembly Constituency. Issues of empowerment
of women and their participation in politics needs to be deeply analysed
and it is here that narrative methodology became important for it revealed
life stories of women living on the margins of society. Interviews with the
women electorates, focus group interviews with the women voters and case
studies played an integral part of this research work.

Political Participation and Electoral Politics
Primordial factors play an important role in shaping political choices of
women in Char areas. Women have voted in large numbers but seldom
occupy important party positions or take part in active politics. This trend is
a continual feature of the past. Women have had very few opportunities to
participate in politics; largely confined to ‘voting’, women, especially those
belonging to marginalized communities have been at the periphery. Illegal
migration to Assam and issues of identity politics resonates in the politics
of Assam. During the period 1971–1991, Assam’s population increased
from about 15 million to about 23 million. Out of this, the non-Muslim
population grew at the rate of 45.39 per cent, while that of the Muslims rose
by 77.42 percent. During 1981–1991, the three border districts of Dhubri
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(71 per cent), Cachar (56 per cent) and Karimganj (58 per cent) recorded
a very high increase in the Muslim population(Singh, 2002). Again, sonsof-the-soil conflicts in Assam — in which communities considered to be
‘autochthonous’, fight against ‘outsiders’ over identity, politics, resources
and territory has stretched the fragile composite culture of Assamese society3
(Vandekerckhove, 2009). The issue of being termed as an ‘illegal citizen’
has been well exploited by all major political parties. This constant fear of
the Muslims dwelling in Char unites them together and thus become easy
targets for political parties who treat them as ‘vote banks’.
Procedural democracy has ensured that women vote in large numbers
during elections, but substantial democracy for women continues to
remain a far cry. Research on this sensitive issue is rather complex because
women cannot be treated as a homogenous category. Research in this
field has revealed that 73rd and 74th Amendment Act of the Constitution
of India has ensured greater visibility of women in the public spaces, but
discrimination and deprivation in the private sphere is a reality. Social
norms, ignorance and lack of awareness of political institutions have led
to further marginalization of women in public sphere. This has led to an
environment where marginalized women become more dependent upon
social bodies which are largely patriarchal in nature.
Rational choice theory largely argues about the importance of benefits
for the individual while making a political choice. However such a view
is rather limited in its perspective, because very often political choices
are undertaken through the lens of a ‘community’, wherein needs and
interests of the group and its identity are considered to be more prior than
individual needs and wants (Uhlaner, 1986). The field research done in
the Chars of Dhubri LAC reveals that electoral choices are closely linked
to communitarian interests. The underlying feature of the economic
conditions of people in Char areas is poverty. Women not only face gender
based discrimination but they also do not enjoy the fruits of their labour
and economic rewards for their hard work is always spent for the family
first. Indeed, ‘gender arrangements are often naturalized’ (Burns, 2005).
Internalisation of social norms has ensured that the aspirations and needs
of women are seldom addressed adequately. The issue of ‘sacrifice’ for the
family and for the community is paramount and therefore whenever income
is generated, it is often spent on maintenance of large families and a small
donation to the local community mosque. The women of Char areas are
mostly daily wage earners, who work as daily maids, labourers and workers
in nearby incense factories. In spite of working relentlessly, their economic
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conditions have seldom improved and in general remain oblivious of the
material and economic gains made by their counterparts across the state.
As a result they remain very vulnerable and this has resulted in the creation
of a ‘Muslim’ vote bank wherein ‘religion’ becomes the centrifugal force
which integrates community and ‘poverty’ tends to attract populist slogans
and propaganda by political parties and leaders.
The field study shows that majority of the women, especially those above
the age group of 40 years, in the Char areas are ‘retrospective voters’ rather
than ‘prospective voters’, wherein they vote for the party based on past
experience and reward it accordingly in the forthcoming elections4 (Meyer,
1989). The fear of disenfranchisement and the promise delivered by the
AIUDF in protecting their community from being disenfranchised so far
has helped consolidate the AIUDF amongst this group of people. A 65 year
old woman living in Majir Char says, “I want my people to do better in life
and only then we can prosper together. Individually, politics does not matter
to me, but my community’s voice is important and its needs have to be
met by the government”. Similarly, another 22 year old woman belonging
to the same Char says, “Our religion requires us to follow the wishes of
our husbands, so I vote according to his preference”. Likewise, a woman
from Majir Char, who got married when she was just thirteen years old,
can barely remember political issues being discussed by her parents. She
has voted in every election - panchayat, state and general elections, and has
always followed her husband’s lead and firmly believes that her ‘kaum’ or
community’s interest is foremost and her vote just revolves around the issue
of protection of her community identity. Such findings from the field reveal
that women seldom have any true freedom in life’s choices.
The younger generation of women and those who have had exposure to
education and control of economic resources, even if in a limited manner,
tend to be more critical of state policies and their officials. Based on the NES
2004, the hypothesis that ‘Increasing levels of education for respondents
will positively influence their general interest in politics’ (Syal, 2012) holds
true when applied to understanding the relationship between education and
women in Char areas in Dhubri LAC. Likewise, while studying education
of Muslim women of Kerala, Menon highlights that the ‘practice of early
marriage which is widely prevalent among the Muslim community is found
to be another major factor preventing the women from continuing their
education after marriage’ (Menon, 1979). The same situation exists in the
Char. During the field study in Bhasani Char, a 41 year old women, who
got married at the age of 14, says, “My father wanted to get me married
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even before as all my friends got married very early. Mine was late”. Early
marriages are a norm in Char and the efforts from the state authorities to
delay child marriages has begun to yield results but seldom are voices raised
against early marriages in this region.
Literature and case studies on political participation reveal that there
is a ‘knowledge gap’ which prevents women to play a pro-active role in
politics and it subsequently leads to low levels of political participation
(Althaus, 2001). Research studies have shown that individuals, who are
educated, are more likely to have access to news media and are likely to
shape community preferences. Knowledge gap essentially implies that
knowledge is a fundamental resource in society and ‘‘knowledge equals
power’’. Those who have knowledge, are more likely to reap the benefits
provided by the social system and may be more likely to be successful in
asserting their interests (Cho & McLeod, 2007).But in the Char areas, in
spite of ‘knowledge gap’, women do take active part in the act of voting,
but remain ‘spectators’ (Ruedin, 2007) in other perspectives of participation.
Very few women were found to be literate in the field study conducted.
However, those who had a little education, were found to be more aware
of government plans and policies, and in general were more vocal. What is
very clear is that lack of civic knowledge has further marginalized women
of Char areas in the domain of politics and political participation. In Assam
too, very few Muslim women have been elected as MLAs and at the grass
root level, the women representatives are not well ‘equipped’, in terms of
civic knowledge, education and structural support. A woman panchayat
representative of Moti Char GP says, “I give thumb signatures where
requires; besides my views are not taken seriously by the men folk”. Poor
literacy levels and lack of proper training has not helped women occupying
positions in the Panchayat. Coupled with a patriarchal attitude from the men
in the region, many a times, their voices have been discounted.
While the voting percentage of Muslim women has increased, the qualitative
level of such participation is a matter of debate. Indeed this study does
provide the base for further research which will analyze the relationship
between gender equality and electoral reforms. But there is a glimmer of
hope. A woman gaon panchayat member of Fekamari Block is of the view
that women have to be stronger and vociferous when it comes to protection
of their rights and privileges. She recalls the moment when she stood up
to speak for the first time in the panchayat office. She says, “I was so
overwhelmed and confused on my first day at office. But when I spoke about
the need for women to be more active in the generation of resources and
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have more control over their personal lives, it was greatly applauded by the
small group of women who had come to see me. The men too were slightly
apprehensive about the things I said, but gradually over a period of time,
now they treat me as their contemporary rather than as an outcast”. The field
study reveals, though not uniformly, that slowly and surely, contribution of
women in occupying public offices is being recognized.
Perhaps, the collective voice of women in the Chars will only be heard
when grass root institutions are strengthened. Enhancement of political
participation depends upon ‘institutional measures’ as well as ‘structural
reforms’ in the society. The issue of empowerment of women cannot be
judged through the acting of voting alone for it “cannot be disassociated
from the question of relations of power within different socio-political
systems” (Rai,1999).The issues of development and better governance have
been a casualty in this electoral battle.

Religion, Patriarchy and Gender Justice
According to Zoya Hassan, ‘There is agreement among feminists that
all religious personal laws are discriminatory and must therefore change.
There are, however, disagreements over the means to achieve this
objective, whether through a state-sponsored civil code or internal reform’
(Hasan,2010).The research work reveals that issues of ‘triple-talaaq’ and
other rights of the ‘private arena’ is an issue of limited importance for the
Char areas. For them, issues of economic empowerment and enhancement
of their lifestyles is more important. A 36 year old mother of 5 children
and a resident of Bhasani Char say, “People in this Char co-exist with each
other. Polygamy is common but we women have adjusted to it. We have
nowhere to go to. We have to live in this society and in this place. Most
marital issues are resolved by the village elderly and the religious leaders.
The government must address the issues of our poverty and employment
rather than dealing with our religion. My husband barely earns enough to
sustain our family of seven”. The general view is that religions, whether
Hinduism or Islam, have seldom given women the same privileges or right
when compared to men. According to Lisa Blaydes and Drew A. Linzer
(2008), who through a cross national study in the Middle East, argued
that marriage serves as an ‘economic substitute for paid employment in
the workforce’. Likewise, Iverson, Torben and Frances Rosenbluth (2005)
argue that patriarchal norms are accepted by Muslim women because it
is linked with areas which are dependent upon agricultural produce. It is
sexual division of labour which tends to lead to subordination of women
and it is subsequently such norms that are internalized and socialized.

142 /

SOCIAL ACTION VOL. 70 APRIL - JUNE 2020

Studies reveal that patriarchal structures and lack of income, education and
poverty are underlying causes of poor political participation of Muslim
women in India (Desai &Temsah, 2014). The women of Char areas face
severe challenges in terms of economic deprivation as well their inability
to control resources. Again, very often women themselves justify such
differences which disempower women. Often marriages serve as a means
for overcoming poverty and unemployment. The field study done in the Char
areas too reflect this predicament faced by women. A 48 year old woman
from Bhasani Char says, “My husband does all the earning for the family,
hence it is my duty to obey him, the Holy Quran also says so. My duty is
to support him, unequivocally”. The underlying feature of the economic
conditions of people in Char areas is poverty. Women not only face gender
based discrimination but they also do not enjoy the fruits of their labour and
economic rewards for their hard work is always spent for the family first.
Indeed, ‘gender arrangements are often naturalized’ (Burns, 2005).
Studies from the field reveal that the women of the Char regions continue to
face challenges from all quarters. Social pressures, intermittently low wages
and poor quality of life have made them easy targets for political parties.
The ‘maulvis’ holds tremendous sway in the decision making capabilities
of all, men and women, and hence, often women and the community in
general end up as vote backs for political parties. It is well recognized by all
the political parties that the religious leaders in Char areas play an important
part in shaping political perception and opinions. A 60 year old woman
from Majir Char says, “The religious leader openly tells us whom to vote
for. We do not question his opinion for he is a religious scholar and what he
says is always right. We always visit the religious leader whenever we face
family problem”. Essentially, the religious leaders have a strong hold over
not only political opinions but they also play the role of family counselors
and adjudicate disputes between families. The wearing of head scarf is
never a problem for the women and neither is the ‘purdah system’. Women
in Char areas have internalized various social customs and have accepted
them willingly without ever questioning their utility or their ‘discriminatory’
character. The Char women have not heard of ‘Muslim personal law ‘per
se. For them whatever is decided by the village religious leaders is the
law which they follow. The fear of social ostracism guides the behavior
of women in the private as well as the public domain. She recalls, “I never
complain of any domestic abuse because it will lead to my social ostracism”.
Essentially women and their lifestyles are challenged from “three levels - as
women, as Muslims and as members of a backward minority group. Besides,
they also suffer as members of a leaderless community (Gurumukh Singh,
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5 November 1994).There are a certain degree of helplessness too. A 56
year old from Majir Char elaborates, “If any woman faces any problem, the
village elders and Gram Sevak and the religious leaders solve the same. We
accept it as we do not know whom to approach. We are poor too, we can’t
go anywhere else”. While personal laws have been anti –women, reforms
of the same should be undertaken with care.
The women of Char areas often have to make tough decisions- community
needs versus individual choices. There is never any doubt that community
concerns overrides individual wants, but often voices of protest can be heard.
The clamour for change is growing and women, especially those between
the age group of 18-40 years. The women of this group are getting more
vocal and often issues of reforms of personal laws are being highlighted
by them and social norms are being questioned. For an 18 year old from
Bhasani Char, the issue of reforms of marriage laws and abolition of
‘triple talaq’ is important. She says, “I will never accept such unacceptable
traditions. In today’s world, such laws are redundant and have got no space’.
Importantly, she is not alone. Another 23 year belonging to the same Char
says, “Why do only women have to face such problems and challenges? We
do so much for running the house, yet our voices are ignored”. The issue of
reforms of personal laws is rather tricky because the women also realizes
that the society is not yet ready to accept radical changes. However, it does
represent a dilemma for the women of the Char areas. Women do not have
the economic resources or the adequate courage to seek help of formal state
institutions to help their cause. The public institutions such as police and
courts are not seen favourably and ‘lack trust’ by the women of the Char
areas. Therefore, seldom are radical steps taken by women and community
interest and norms are preserved. The young voices are becoming louder.
20 years old from Majir Char says, “Social norms have guided our behavior.
I find it difficult to accept at times, but everybody follows it”. Patriarchal
norms are strong, and so too are voices of the religious heads in the Chars.
The women have accepted such social norms, some out of necessity and
some out of choice. But the focus group interview and personal interviews
conducted reveal that social norms will be questioned more often now
than in the past. The newer generations will challenge the norms set by the
village elders and religious heads.
It must be recalled that women of Char areas seldom have a choice when it
comes to issues of contraception or control over parental property. Again,
issues of domestic violence are seldom spoken openly. However, in the focus
group interview, where the interaction of the researcher with the women in
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the focus group was more at a personal level, women were more forthcoming
about their emotions, experiences and needs in the private sphere. The
families in Char tend to be rather large with nearly every household having
4-5 children. A 42 years old woman from Kuntir Char says, “Everyone
has to have 4 children, it is like an unwritten rule. It is not something I am
personally in favour of, but after the initial years, children do help us out and
also we have long term goals for them. Running the household is difficult
with so many children, but what can I do. I have limited choice”. The voice
of women in the private sphere is rather ‘subdued’, but it definitely is gaining
momentum. The women panchayat leaders have shown that the needs and
wants of the women can be articulated at the grass root level. With proper
support and strengthening of state institutions, the standpoint of women in
Char areas can become clear over a period of time. Patriarchal norms will be
challenged in due course of time and as women become more active in the
public sphere, issues of the private sphere will come under greater scrutiny.
Essentially, women of Chars lead a ‘trapped life’ wherein social norms have
been internalized and qualitative change in their lives have been rather slow.

Conclusion
Women as a category of analysis is not homogenous as their needs and
experiences are varied and spatially located. For women, the ability to
exercise choice is dependent upon three inter-related dimensions of–
resources (pre-conditions), agency (processes) and achievements (outcomes)
(Kabeer, 1999). In each of these dimensions, it is very clear from the
field study that women of Char areas continue to be rather ‘invisible’ and
marginal. While ‘feminists’ have talked about gender equality and the need
to oppose patriarchy as well male supremacy, the question of understanding
and interpretation of experiences of women remains a matter of debate.
Issues in the private domain, especially those like triple talaaq, contraception,
property rights, religious beliefs and gender relations have been an area of
contention for Muslim women. While the BJP and its allies are arguing
for reforms in Muslim personal law and doing away with ‘primitive laws’;
field study shows that there is a remarkable divergence in what women of
Char women want and what state institutions seek to deliver. The need for
research on this sensitive topic from a feminist perspective is essential for
it provides a new dimension at looking at politics and political participation
from the standpoint of the marginalized (M. E. Swigonski, 1993).
Analyzing issues of gender relations is linked with understanding the lives
and experiences of women. It is the starting point from which knowledge
is generated. Hartsock argues, feminist standpoint “expresses female
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experience at a particular time and place, located within a particular set
of social relations (Hekman, 1997). Feminist standpoint scholars argue
‘Knowledge is always socially situated’ (Harding, 2003) and there is the
need to understand ‘women’s lives, as they themselves experience them,
in order to achieve an accurate and authentic understanding of what life is
like for women today’ (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2007). Such an understanding
became popular in the early 1980s, ‘having grown out of the ‘second wave’
of feminism in Europe and the US. It stresses that ‘different experiences of
marginality have the potential to shed light on different forms of oppressive
social practices’ (Mosedale, 2014). Feminist standpoint theorists offer a
critique of theories constructed by men who put themselves in the position
of policy makers (Keohane, 1989) and further helps understand as well
as explain the world through the lens of marginalized, subordinated and
oppressed women and the need of ‘mainstreaming their knowledge, skill
and experiences’ (Pandey, 2016). The dichotomy between what policy
makers and political executive envision on the one hand and needs of
women of Char areas on the other hand is adequately highlighted in the
field study. Scholars like Kumkum Sangari has argued that issues of
reforms in personal laws is not just a question of reforms from within or
from state intervention, rather it is the issue of ‘acknowledging the presence
of multiple patriarchies and therefore an issue of the inalienable rights of
women cutting across religion, caste, class, region, sects etc.’(Deb,2008).
As Krosnell (2005) argues, to understand the position of women in society
‘we must contextualize individual experiences and isolated events, putting
them in a larger context of social structures and relations so that gendered
practices become visible’. Muslim women of Char areas have a different
perspective on issues of socialization and internalization of social norms,
gender relations, religious as well as other personal laws.They should not
be judged from a liberal or a radical perspective alone. Indeed, the decision
of Char women of personal issues have to be respected rather than being
‘judged’ for they have a different way of looking at society and social
norms. The needs of Char women are not solely dominated by ‘triple talaaq’,
religious reforms or inheritance rights alone, but it is rather dominated by
economic well-being and communitarian goals. Their ‘rational’ political
behaviour is dominated by fears of being marginalized and disenfranchised
rather than by individual welfare. Issues of development, literacy, corruption
has gained momentum. Small changes are visible at the grass root level
and more women are asking questions pertaining to performance of state
policies, development and needs of women.
Monirul Hussain argues that ‘economic problems of the people are yet to
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surface at the centre- stage of electoral process’ and that ‘we failed to move
towards a substantive democracy’ (Hussain, 2003). Patriarchal laws and
lack of support by state institutions have hampered the empowerment of
women in the Chars. Social structures continue to be robust and seldom
women get adequate support from the elders of their community Perhaps,
the social and economic conditions that prevail in the Chars are a symbol of
failure of state institutions and state policies, and the voters are caught in a
vortex of identity politics and poverty. The strengthening of panchayat will
prove to be a vital factor is representing the standpoint of women staying
in the Chars. Strong communitarian values guide the political behaviour
of women of Char areas and any sort of state intervention to reform and
address personal or gender relations have to be done through adequate
caution and respect for the same. There is never any doubt that an ‘increased
political participation by women in all spheres of political life and electoral
competition in particular will not only ensure political parity and equality
with men, but would also serve the larger issues concerning women, i.e.
upliftment and empowerment of Indian women’ (Rai,2011).The task is far
from easy. The role of state institutions and prevalence of a healthy civil
society will be vital factors in empowering the women of Char areas in
Assam.
Disclaimer: This paper is an abridged version of my doctoral work
‘Political Participation and Voting Behavior: Women and Politics in the
Char Areas of Assam’. PhD was awarded by Guahati University, Assam in
2019.
Endnotes
1. For details see Assam Administrative Reforms Commission Report, 2005.
2. Ibid.
3. “Geschiere and Jackson (2006, 1–5) defines the term “autochthony” as a very loose,
binary qualifier that focuses only on who is in and who is out based on the relatively
vague argument of who originates “from the soil itself.” In N. Vandekerckhove (2009)
We are Sons of this Soil- The Endless Battle over Indigenous Homelands in Assam,
India, Critical Asian Studies, 41:4, p. 524.
4. R. C .Meyer elaborates the idea of prospective and retrospective. He writes in How
Do Indians Vote?, Asian Survey, Vol. 29, No. 12 (Dec., 1989), p. 1111-1122“The supporters of the prospective theory such as Gerald Pomper, Norman
Nye, Sidney Verba, and John Petrocik contend that voters, or at least American
voters, are reasonably well organized intellectually, that they are conscious of
major issues, and that they vote to maintain or change specific policies-that is,
they vote prospectively in expectation of certain policy outcomes…. Writers who
discuss issues, ideologies, and policies in connection with elections tend to assume
implicitly the accuracy of this theory. The contrasting school suggests that voters
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generally look to the past and vote retrospectively. Scholars with this predisposition
include Anthony Downs, V. 0. Key, Jr., Philip Converse, Angus Campbell, Warren
Miller, and Donald Stokes. They contend that most voters are not well organized
intellectually and that they are often incompletely informed of government and party
policies. Therefore, they vote not for policies, but to show approval or disapproval
of what has occurred.”
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MUSLIM INFLUENCED CUISINES
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Abstract
This paper is giving a detailed journey of Indian cuisine influenced by
Muslim rulers. It is interesting to know the Kerala food is influenced
by Arab traders. Mughal Cuisine is a fusion of culinary traditions with
Mesopotamian, Persian and Middle Eastern cuisine. The highlight of
Kashmiri cuisine is the formal banquet called “wazawan” that includes a
spread of over 36 courses. Awadhi and Bohra Muslim Cuisine also have a
very special place in the Muslim influenced Cuisine of India.
Keywords: Moplah Cuisine, Mughal Cuisine, Kashmiri Cuisine, Awadhi
Cuisine, Bohra Muslim Cuisine

Introduction
The culinary journey of the cuisine of India that has been shaped by
countless Muslim rulers starting with the Arabs and continuing till the
Mughal Dynasty. The contribution or influence of these Muslim rulers on
the cuisine of India is so immense that today most of the Indian dishes that
are recognised globally are those that have been radically shaped by them
in some way or the other.

Moplah Cuisine
The Muslim influence in India began with the Arabs in Kerala. Syrian Arab
Christians took refuge under the king of Kerala after fleeing persecution in
Arabia. This also explains why the food in Kerala is so different from its
neighbouring state Tamil Nadu. Similarly, Arab traders from Yemen took
away spices from Kerala and left behind their Moplah cuisine (Moplah
means brother-in-law, Moplahs are also known as Malabar Muslims).
Moplah Cuisine also draws inspiration from the cuisines of later trading
groups like the Portuguese and Dutch. The perfect blend of several cultures
led to the creation of a cuisine that uses local ingredients with techniques
and concepts borrowed from other countries. Most dishes of the Malabar
cuisine, including Thalassery biryani, involve frying in ghee; there are
*A chef at Lavash by Saby, the Armenian restaurant in New Delhi. E-mail: shridulac@gmail.com
**Times Foods Awards’ Chef of the Year 2020. Currently the head chef of Lavash By Saby, the
Armenian restaurant in Delhi’s artsy Mehrauli area. E-mail: kohlimegha89@gmail.com
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sweet and spicy variants and they are predominantly non-vegetarian.
Some typical examples include Ari pathiri, Chattipathiri, Coin porottas,
Kallummakaya fry, Arikkadukka and Biryanis with chicken, mutton, prawn,
fish, and egg. The Moplah version of biryani, referred to as Malabar Biryani,
is extremely distinctive from all other biryanis in India because of the use
of fish or prawns, coconut, curry leaves, fresh lime juice and the signature
Moplah Garam Masala, which gives it a distinct local flavour. It is baked in
layers which are taken apart after it has cooked and the rice and the filling
are served separately. Moplah Biryani is one of the most famous dishes of
this communities’ cuisine.
Popular Muslim dishes from Kerala are Kubbah - which is a ground meat
ball with bulgur and spices served with turmeric rice; Alissa- a wholesome
wheat and meat porridge; Mandi - a dish of rice, spices and chicken or lamb
cooked in an underground oven with charcoal placed on top which lends its
trademark smokey flavour.
Anissa Helou, in her book ‘Feasts: Food of the Islamic World’, writes “The
Arabs have always been great traders, from even before the advent of Islam.
They controlled lucrative trade routes along the Silk Road, and in the early
days of Islam, they spread their religion not only through war conquests but
also by peacefully converting the people they traded with.”
They traded with spices such as nutmeg and cinnamon and with other dry
elements such as rice and pulses.
Moplah cooking shares many of the hallmarks of Indo-Muslim cuisine
preference for non-vegetarian dishes, fondness for richly spiced food and
very sweet sweets and reverence for rice preparations such as Biryani.
Moplah cuisine though is the most distinctive variant of the Indo-Muslim
culinary repertoire as it is a product of the local environment as much as it
is of cultural and religious influences. Malabar Muslims (Moplahs) share
the general Malayali habit of eating rice and fish every day. They also have
a passion for mussels which they prepare in various styles. The Moplah
have a special garam masala that they make with aniseed, mace, star anise,
cardamom, pepper, cinnamon and nutmeg. This spice blend is a historical
legacy of Moplah involvement in the spice trade. As several of these spices
were imports and would have been expensive flavouring items, only those
trading in them could afford to use them in cooking.
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Mughal Cuisine
The arrival of Muslims in India between the 10th and 11th century, resulted
in a fusion of culinary traditions with Mesopotamian, Persian and Middle
Eastern cuisine. This fusion reached its peak of sophistication under the
Mughals.
The Mughals were the most powerful dynasties in the world. From art,
architecture and culture to food they have given India a legacy that lives
on even today. The foundation of Mughlai cuisine was laid down by the
first Mughal emperor Babur who settled in India but carried an immense
amount of nostalgia of his childhood spent in Uzbekistan. He was not fond
of the then Indian food, in fact in his autobiography- The Baburnama, there
is a detailed quote by him that says “Hindostan is a place of little charm.
There is no good flesh, no grapes or muskmelons, no good fruits, no good
bread or food in their bazaars.” Babur missed the cuisine of his native city
- Samarkhand, especially the exotic fruits. He also said in the Baburnama:
“The pheasants get extremely fat, and it’s said that not even four people can
finish eating a stew made from just one… Pomegranates and apricots are
superb…One type of pomegranate, [is] called big seed, the sweetness of
which has something of the taste of an overripe apricot”. However, he was
largely fascinated by the large variety of spices available in India.
One of the main actions that Babur took as the first Mughal emperor was
that he established supply chains from his native lands to India.
In ‘Curry: A Tale of Cooks and Conquerors’ (2006), historian Lizzie
Collingham writes that, “towards the end of his life, Babur discovered that
it was possible to cultivate grapes and melons in India but the taste of a
melon made him feel so homesick that it reduced him to tears”.
The Mughals introduced lots of fruits to India such as apricots, cherries,
grapes and melons. However their love for mangoes remained unmatched.
The year 1526 inaugurated a phase in which Central Asian and Persian
styles of cooking were brought to India and were integrated into the preexisting Indian cuisine along with the manners and finesse typical of Persia.
Most of Babur’s lifetime was spent in campaigns and conquests to spread
the Mughal Empire. As a result of which Babur’s cooks were primarily used
to making war campaign diets and employed simple grilling techniques that
utilised Indian ingredients. Cooking in earth ovens - earthen pots full of rice,
spices and whatever meat was available would be buried in hot pits before
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being dug up and served to the warriors.
On the other hand, Humayun brought Persian influences to the Mughal table
as he spent much of his life in exile in Persia, for 15 years, where he hired
Hindustani cooks to impress the Shah of Persia. The Shah’s favourite dish
was an Indian dish of rice and peas (a version of the khichadi). On his
return, Humayun brought a large number of Persian cooks with him, who
imported into India the very developed Persian cuisine. They prepared the
rice and pea dish with heavy influences from the Persian Pilau that gave
birth to the Biryani. More importantly his Iranian wife- Hamida introduced
sophistication into the Mughal kitchen with the lavish use of saffron and
dry fruits during the first half of the 16th century. He was also very fond of
‘sherbet’ so beverages in the royal household began being flavoured with
fruits and ice was brought from the mountains to keep the drinks cool.
Third in line, Akbar is the Emperor who really evolved Mughlai cuisine to
what it is now. He also developed an attraction for the original customs of
India, the most relevant of these being the concept of Vegetarianism. Akbar
went for days without meat. On his vegetarian days, his go to meal was the
‘khichadi’. Akbar’s royal kitchen housed a head cook, a treasurer, a store
keeper, clerks, tasters and more than 400 khansamas - Urdu word for cooks
from India and Persia. Food was served in gold, silver stone and earthen
ware dishes tied in cloths. Akbar was a vegetarian thrice a week and drank
only Gangajal. He also had his own kitchen garden which he nourished with
rose water so that the vegetables would smell fragrant when cooked. Some
of the most prominent dishes during his time were Sanbusas (Samosa),
Saag, Harissa (meat cooked with cracked wheat, ghee and cinnamon),
Haleem (same as Harissa but with pulses and vegetables added, Yakhni and
whole roasted Lambs. It is important to note that during Akbar’s rule, he
had banned the eating of beef or any other item that was offending to his
Hindu and Jain subjects.
Thanks to Akbar’s many marital alliances, his cooks came from all corners of
India and fused their cooking styles with Persian flavours. Some of the most
unique Mughlai dishes were products of this fusion. For example, Murgh
Mussallam and Navratan Korma. Akbar’s wife Queen Jodha Bai introduced
a lot of vegetarian delicacies into the predominantly non vegetarian kitchen.
Her vegetarian delicacies boast of traditional Indian flavours and Emperor
Akbar would have food from Queen Jodha Bai’s kitchen on Thursdays.
The Mughal experimented with khichadi using exquisite ingredients like
musk, rose water, nutmeg, raisins and silver leaves. This experimentation
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elevated the status of khichadi from low or peasant cuisine to placing it
firmly in high/royal cuisine. They were so fond of khichadi that all the
emperors had their own favourite recipes which were eventually named
after them. In the households of Mughal nobles, khichadi sat graciously next
to pulao and meat preparations such as do pyazas.
The Hakim (royal physician) planned the menu, making sure to include
medicinally beneficial ingredients. For instance, each grain of rice for the
biryani was coated with silver oil, which aided digestion and acted as an
aphrodisiac. Gold and silver pellets were also fed to chickens, goats and
sheep, so that the medicinal properties would be passed on to the eater.
Once the menu was decided, a huge and elaborate kitchen staff —
numbering at least a few hundred — swung into action. Since about 100
recipes were served at each meal, an assembly line of staff undertook the
chopping and cleaning, the washing and grinding. Each dish was prepared
by one cook, and they fiercely, well, curried favour with the king. “We talk
about rainwater harvesting today, but the Mughals were already doing it,”
says Husain. “Food was cooked in rainwater mixed with water brought in
from the Ganges, for the best possible taste.”
Fourth in line, Shah Jahan, was responsible mainly for bringing the use of
spices into the Mughlai cuisine. The main turning point when the spices
were introduced into this cuisine was when the Mughal capital shifted from
Agra to Shahajahanabad (Delhi). The new water was making most of his
nobles and subjects sick, this is when the royal Hakim advised Shah Jahan
that the food should be cooked with more spices like haldi (Turmeric), Jeera
(Cumin), red chillies and dhaniya (coriander) for their medicinal properties.
This decision of using more spices in foods is what gave birth to the concept
of ‘Chaat’. By this time trade with Portugal was also well established, so
ingredients like red chillies, tomatoes and potatoes were also introduced to
the Indian cuisine through the Mughal kitchens.
Under Shah Jahan’s rule, a lot of traditional Indian ingredients were
incorporated to the royal kitchen, such as betel leaves (paan), sandalwood
powder, kashmiriwadis, white gur and fruits like mango, phalsa and banana.
Also because of the extensive use of spices under his rule, the food became
hotter as compared to the blander food that his ancestors ate. Besides kababs
and qaliyas, vegetables in different garbs, European cakes and puddings
adorned the tables of the Red Fort.
A lot of recipes were documented under Mughal rule in two manuscripts
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which talk a lot about their kitchens, recipes and cooking traditions:
Alwan - e - Nemat (bounties of the table) and Nuskha - e - Shah Jahani.
Even in the book Ain - e - Akbari, it gives us a peek into different recipes
from the royal kitchens.
Further account comprises of preparations of different dishes in detail
keeping with the advice of the royal Hakims who specified the exact
amount and combination of herbs and spices and include recipes for making
breads of both sweet and salty varieties like Naan, Kulcha, Khameeri Roti,
Sheermal, Baqarkhani and many more.
The word Naan originated in Persia and became a generic word for bread
in the Mughal times. Some breads were cooked on the tandoor and others
on iron griddles.
Khameeri Roti is the Mughals closest equivalent to leavened bread. Khameer
is an Urdu word meaning yeast and this bread originated in the Mughal
Era and was staple amongst all the people. Khamiris are soft, spongy and
have a slight tangy taste that makes them extremely unique and special. In
summers, people used to ferment the atta by leaving it overnight to let the
dough rise with the help of natural yeasts and prepare these rotis. However,
nowadays, yeast or baking soda is added to quicken and ease the process.
The Indian bread industry was run by Naan Bais and Bhatiyaras, who used
to supply locals a range of traditional breads. Naan Bais used to supply bulk
orders during festivals and other family events whereas Bhatiyaras used to
supply breads on a daily basis to various households. The mastery of the
same can be seen in various shops in Old Delhi till date who claim to be
direct descendants of the cooks who worked for the Mughal Empire and use
the same recipes that their ancestors used. So much so that they still make
their own spice mixes in house.
Baqarkhani was one of the most unexplored breads of the Mughal Era.
Bakarkhani or Baqarkhani, also known as bakarkhani roti, is a thick, spiced
sweet flatbread that is part of Bangladeshi cuisine and eaten throughout the
Indian subcontinent.
This Mughlai bread travelled all the way from Central Asia to Bangladesh
during the time of the Mughals. Bakarkhani is almost biscuit-like in
texture, with a hard crust. The bread itself has quite an interesting story
behind it, checkered with jealousy and love. According to the legend, a
highly acclaimed general, in Nawab Siraj-ud-Daulah’s army, Aga Bakar
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(who reported to Aurangzeb) fell in love with a courtesan called Khani
Begum. The lady was only privy to the affections of a rival general and
was eventually murdered to the feuding men. It is said that a distraught
Bakar was so heartbroken that he inspired his khansamas (cook) to name
his favourite baked bread as an ode to his timeless love. Thus, was born the
‘Bakar-Khani’ which later evolved into Bakarkhani. The bread looks quite
different from region to region with the Kashmiri version resembling a large
flatbread or naan while the Pakistani versions are more like phyllo pastries
of different shapes.
The Nuskha-e-Shah Jahani displays the extensive use of nuts, gold and
silver leaves, saffron and aromatic herbs. The food was used to exhibit the
richness, power and wealth of Mughal culture.
During the medieval period, the roti is believed to have been a royal
favourite. Abul Fazl’s Ain-i-Akbari mentions that Mughal Emperor Akbar
was extremely fond of eating the thin, roasted, wheat flatbread with ghee
and sugar.
The first mention of naan in India has also been found in the medieval-era
notes of the Indo-Persian poet Amir Khusrau. According to his memoirs,
naan-e-tunuk and naan-e-tanuri (accompanied by keema and kebabs) were
very popular as breakfast food in the Mughal court.
The story goes that by the time Shah Jahan came to power, chefs in the royal
kitchens had started replacing naans with kulchas stuffed with vegetables
and meat. However, his son Aurangzeb had more austere tastes and preferred
palm-sized rotis over lavish flat breads like the kulcha. It is believed that
rotis finally became popular during his reign.
Also, Shah Jahan’s reign was a peaceful one, where culture and cuisine
flourished. But after Shah Jahan, Aurangzeb, who was mainly involved in
military campaigns, had no time for and no interest in the finer things in life.
The production of sugar expanded during Mughal rule, not just to indulge
the sweet toothed, but also for business. Sugar was an extremely valuable
commercial crop, especially when exported to Persia. The Mughal emperors
enjoyed desserts such as rice puddings and kulfis. The simple act of gifting
and receiving sweetmeats was an important social convention in Mughal
India. Sweetmeats such as halwas, were made from premium quality
cashews, pistachios, carrots, almonds, pulses, coconut and huge amounts
of sugar.
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Mughals introduced the use of dry fruits, nuts, dates, cream, rose water and
saffron, all of which influenced their famous sweet dishes like Kulfi - the
word ‘kulfi’ comes from the Persian word for a covered cup. It is made by
freezing condensed milk mixed with saffron and pistachios, Falooda, Phirni
- Mughal version of a rice pudding flavoured with saffron and rose water,
Shahi Tukda - Mughal version of bread and butter pudding. They would
break their fast with this dessert in the month of Ramadan. The imperial
cooks never used eggs in the recipe, and many more such iconic dishes were
created during the Mughal era. These are regarded as delicacies and even
today bare the seals of the Mughals.
The Indian cuisine would be significantly poorer without the influence of the
Mughals. It is for this reason that you will find a Mughlai section in almost
all Indian restaurants across the country.

Kashmiri Cuisine
The history of Kashmir depicts various culinary practices that amalgamated
into Kashmiri cuisine embedding the cultures of the different settlers.
Modern Kashmiri cuisine can be traced back to the fifteenth century
invasion of India by Timur, and the migration of 1700 skilled woodcarvers,
weavers, architects, calligraphers and cooks from Samarkand to the valley
of Kashmir. The descendants of these cooks, the Wazas, are the master
chefs of Kashmir. The ancient epic of Kashmir, namely the Nilmatapurana
informs us that Kashmiris were heavy meat eaters. This habit persists in
today’s Kashmir.
The highlight of Kashmiri cuisine is the formal banquet called ‘Wazawan’
that includes a spread of over 36 courses cooked all night long by a team
of chefs called ‘wazas’ under the supervision of a ‘Vastawaza’ or master
chef, descendants of the cooks from Samarkand. The food is characterised
by thick gravies using liberal quantities of yoghurt, spices and dried fruits,
and is usually cooked in ghee (clarified butter) or mustard oil. Saffron, the
most expensive spice in the world, is grown locally. It is used extensively
to flavour the pulaos (rice dish) and sweets. The popular dishes include
the starter yakni, tabaqmaaz made of fried ribs, dumaloo (steam cooked
potato curry), rogan josh made with mutton, gushtaba, a meatball curry and
haleem made from meat and pounded wheat.
Wazwan, a multi-course meal in the Kashmiri Muslim tradition, is treated
with great respect. Its preparation is considered an art. Almost all the dishes
are meat-based (lamb, chicken, fish). Beef is generally not prepared in the
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Srinagar region, but is popular among the other districts. It is considered a
sacrilege to serve any dishes based around pulses or lentils during this feast.
The traditional number of courses for the Wazwan is thirty-six, though there
can be fewer. The preparation is traditionally done by a vastawaza, or head
chef, with the assistance of a court of wazas, or chefs.
Wazwan is regarded by the Kashmiri Muslims as a core element of their
culture and identity. The Kashmiris usually eat on the floor. A white cloth
called dastarkhwan is spread on the floor. Guests are grouped into fours
for the serving of the Wazwan. The meal begins with a ritual washing of
hands, as a jug and basin called the tash-t-nari are passed among the guests.
A large serving dish (Tamri) piled high with heaps of rice, decorated and
quartered by four seekhkababs, four pieces of meth maaz, two tabakmaaz,
sides of barbecued ribs, and one safedkokur, one zafranikokur, along with
other dishes. The meal is accompanied by yoghurt garnished with Kashmiri
saffron, salads, Kashmiri pickles and dips. Kashmiri Wazwan is generally
prepared in marriages and other special functions. The culinary art is learnt
through heredity and is rarely passed to outside blood relations. That has
made certain waza/cook families very prominent. The wazas remain in great
demand during the marriage season (May–October).
Considered a sign of extravagant hospitality, non-vegetarian dishes dominate
in a wazwan. A typical wazwan meal consists of not more than one or two
vegetarian dishes. Kashmir cuisine does not pay much attention to sweets.
Instead, an important part of the meal is Kahwah or green tea, used to wash
down a meal. Traditionally, food in Kashmir was eaten by hands, without
any spoons, forks or knives. All this makes ‘wazwan’a spectacular and
royal repast. Seven dishes typically form an inseparable part of the feast –
‘tabakh maaz, rogan josh, rista, aab gosh, dhaniwal korma, marchwagan
korma and ghustaba. Firni and kahwah (green tea)‘ conjure delicacies that
are rich in taste and texture with mouth-watering aromas.

Awadhi Cuisine
Awadhi cuisine is the cuisine from the kingdom of Awadh which comprised
of Lucknow and a few adjoining districts. Lucknow was the seat of Awadhi
culture and cuisine.
Food is very central to any civilisation and during the reign of the Nawabs,
several Bawarchikhanas (kitchens) flourished as a result of the high degree
of culinary skills of the cooks who cooked the most exquisite varieties of
food in order to please their Nawabs.
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Nawabs were used to a particular diet which comprised grains, fruits, dry
fruits and vegetables that were available in that country, apart from meat
in various forms. The Mughlai style of cooking was further refined by the
Nawabs by adding exotic flavours of saffron and dry fruits and innovating
cooking styles with lots of inputs from Persian way of cooking. Dum
cooking and cooking on slow fire was an art that was perfected in Lucknow
and then there was extensive use of scents from flowers and plants that was
quite a unique feature here.
The Murg Mussallam is a typical example of Persian flavours merged with
the Awadhi style of cooking. So is also the case with kababs. Originally,
they were simply pieces of meat roasted over open fire, called Botikababs.
Later, innovations were brought about in Awadh and the Shaamikababs,
Galautikababs, Kakorikababs, etc., were born out of innovations and
improvisations here. Saffron was available in abundance in Persia and
so, even the rice was flavoured with this spice. So is the case with sweet
preparations, as saffron not only added colour, but it enhanced the flavours
of the desserts too. The generous use of fresh and dry fruits in Awadhi
cuisine is another gift from Persia, as a wide variety of dry fruits were
available, like papaya, pomegranate, apricots, figs, pistachios, almonds and
different varieties of currants, to name just a few. Dry fruits in the dishes
symbolised prosperity and were a sign of opulence and royalty.
Awadhi cooking in Lucknow particularly improvised and flourished after
the capital was shifted from Faizabad to Lucknow, as it was then that the
successive Nawabs who ruled the province were connoisseurs of good food
and fond of holding ‘Daawats’ (feasts).
Lucknow’s Dastarkhwan (laying of dinner on floor setting) would not be
complete unless it had the following dishes, Korma (braised meat in thick
and rich gravy), Salan (a gravy dish of meat or vegetable), Keema (minced
meat), Kababs (pounded meat fried or roasted over a charcoal fire), Bhujia
(cooked vegetables), Daal (lintels), Pasanda (grilled ribbons of marinated
tender meat, usually kid lamb or beef served as kabab or in rich gravy).
Rice is cooked with meat in the form of a Pulao, Chulao (fried rice) or
served plain. There would also be a variety of breads including Sheermals,
Parantha etc. Desserts comprised Gullati (rice pudding), Kheer (milk
sweetened and boiled with whole rice to a thick consistency), Sheer Birinj,
(a rich, sweet rice dish boiled in milk), Muzaaffar (vermicelli fried in ghee
and garnished with saffron). The Awadhi menu changes with each season
and is unique to the festivals that mark the month. The severity of winters
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is fought with rich food Paya (trotters) that are cooked overnight, over a
slow fire and the ‘shorba’ (thick gravy) eaten with Kulcha (a flaky pastry
type bread).
The Awadhi/ Lucknowi Biryani is also extremely famous. Even though
it has been heavily influenced from the Mughlai Biryani, the Bawarchis
in Awadh gave this Biryani a uniquely delicate flavour and rich fragrance
by developing the technique of cooking Biryani. In Awadh, no festive or
occasion or celebration goes without a rice preparation and no other region
of India can boast of more varieties of Pulao than Awadh where they
occupied the place of pride on the Dasatarkhwan.
In Awadh alone 150 varieties of bread are known to exist. The dough for one
bread differs from the others in the compostion of fat ingredients. The kind
of flour used, the amount of fat incorporated in it, the use of khameer (yeast
or raising agent), the inclusion of special flavourings, nuts or vegetables - all
lent a different character to the bread. The method of cooking is also vital
to the bread. Some famous breads from Awadh are Rumali Roti, Sheermal–
Sheermal, Warqi Paratha, etc.
The degree of finesse of a cuisine can be judged by its sweets and desserts.
The contribution of both the Hindu Halwais and the Muslim Rakabdars
have resulted in a confluence of expertise in the making of an exquisite
variety of sweets in Awadh. The sweets are mostly milk based with a liberal
use of kewra water, green cardamon, nuts and silver leaf. Some famous
sweets from Awadh are Badam Halwa, Sewainya, Zarda, Makhan Malai etc.
The Awadhi style of cooking has very unique techniques and terms that they
use while cooking, that lend a unique flavour to the food, such as:
1) Ghee durustkarna- this is the most vital step in cooking every Awadhi
dish. It is essentially tempering the food and flavouring it with ghee,
kewra water and cardamom seeds.
2) Dhunkar- This is a quick smoking procedure used to flavour any dish
be it meat, dals, kebabs or even raita.
3) Dum dena- Dum means breath and this process involves placing all
semi cooked ingredients in pot, sealing the utensil with flour and
applying very slow charcoal fire on top and from below. The Persian
influence is most evident in this method. This method is followed for
a number of delicacies such as the Shabdeg and Biryani. Any dish
cooked by this method is dum cooked or dumbakht.
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4) Galawat- refers to the use of tenderising agents to tenderise meats.
5) Baghar- is a method of tempering a dish with hot oil or ghee and
spices. It may be done either at the beginning of the cooking (curries)
or at the end (pulses).
6) Gile Hikmat- this is one the most interesting Persian influences
on Awadhi cuisine. Gil in Persian is mud and Hikmat means the
procedure of hakims. In this the meat or vegetable is taken whole
and stuffed with nuts and spices and is then wrapped in banana leaf
or cloth and is covered completely in clay or multanimitti to seal it. It
is there after being buried 4-6 inches deep. A slow fire is then placed
on top for 6-8 hours after which the food is dugout and ready to be
served.
7) Loab- this is a term which refers to the final stage in cooking when the
oil used during cooking rises to the surface.
8) Moin- This refers to the shortening of dough especially for kachoris,
puris or parathas. This makes the final product crisp, flaky and
crumbly.
9) Chandi Warq- This is the process in which small pieces of silver are
placed between two sheets of paper and then hammered continuously
till they become papery thin. These are used in decorating the dishes
before serving such as Moti Pulao.
Surely this is a complex cuisine that has survived the winds of change
and no other cuisine has had a larger measure of love and loyalty from its
citizens than the Awadhi Cuisine. The Nawabs perished but their legacy of
gracious living, fine buildings, arts and crafts, tehzeeb (etiquettes) and their
exquisite cuisine lives on even today.

Bohra Muslim Cuisine
Dawoodi Bohras are a Mustali sub-sect of Islamili Shia Islam that originated
in Yemen and later spread to India and Pakistan. Widely spread across the
globe, from the Middle East, Pakistan, Egypt, Africa, Iraq, Iran, India to
the western world, the cuisine has adapted from all the influences. There
is also a lot of overlap in cuisines compared to other Indian Shia sub sects
and Ismailis.
A Bohra meal starts with a dessert instead of ending with dessert. There are
many sweets which are distinguishably Bohra like Malida (a sweet made
with wheat and jaggery), lacchka (a cracked wheat halwa, usually made on
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the first day of the year of Bohra calender), Kalamro (a yogurt based rice
pudding) to name a few. Sancha (hand cranked) ice-creams are also churned
on special occasions.
The dessert is followed by savoury appetisers and then a full course meal is
served usually accompanied with salad. Rice dishes are made extensively
in Bohra cuisine from Biryani to all kind of pulaos. Bohrakhichda (delicacy
made of mutton and beaten wheat), kheemakhichdi (minced meat pulao),
Lagan yaseekh (layered minced meat topped with eggs), kheemana samosa
(minced meat samosas), mutton karichawal (spiced coconut milk based stew
served with fragrant basmati rice studded with peas) are some specialties
of Bohra cuisine.
Bohras make a variety of soups generally to accompany the rice dishes.
Soups can be cold soups like Sarki (made with tuvar dal garnished with
cucumber, tomatoes, spring onions and beaten yogurt), to hot soups like
Sarka (made of tuvar dal, groundnut and coconut) to spiced tomato soups.
Different from the western practice of grilling, roasting or searing, meat is
often boiled with ginger, garlic and chili paste. Beef though not restricted,
is seldom a choice of meat. The sauce or the gravy for the curry is prepared
and the boiled meat is added to create the final dish resulting in a perfectly
soft and succulent chicken or mutton. This could have been adapted from
the Arabic way of cooking meat, which often involves boiling meat.
Another very popular Bohri dish is the Dal Chawal Palidu (DCP). DCP is
essentially a vegetarian rice dish which had three different components to it.
Dal which is the generic name for Indian lentils, chawal referring to rice and
palidu is a flour based stew, stewed with drumstick or bottle gourd. The rice
is mixed with tuvar dal (pigeon pea lentil) and served with palidu. Boiled
mutton can also be added to the dal making it non vegetarian.

Conclusion
To wrap it up, as Vir Sanghvi says, ‘It is hard to think of a religion that
celebrates food as much as Islam does. There is no single Islamic cuisine.
But there is an all-encompassing Muslim food tradition: one that finds joy
and celebration in food; it is a tradition that travelled with the religion and
took so many dishes around the world.’
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MUSLIMS IN INDIA:
IDENTITY AND STATUS

Ram Puniyani*

Abstract
Muslims in India have a long history of being here. Starting from the
beginning of Islam in the seventh century on the Malabar Coast in Kerala,
the major spread of Islam took place to escape the caste-varna tyranny.
Muslims of different dynasties also ruled different parts of the country.
This rule was not based on Sharia and Hindus also had a prominent role
in administration of the Kingdoms where a Muslim was a king. With the
British coming here for trade, rule and then plunder of the country, they
established their rule and colonized India. During this period on one side
Indian nationalism developed and on the other Nationalism in the name
of religion, Islam and Hinduism developed. The average people of both
the communities were following the national movement, which led to the
freedom of the country, giving us the Indian Constitution based on values of
Liberty, Equality and Fraternity.
Keywords: Muslims in India, Indian Constitution, NPR-CAA-NCR,
Muslims as a community

Introduction
India’s tragic partition (1947) left a deep scar on the South Asian polity.
While Pakistan was formed on the basis of Islam, India was formed on
secular grounds. At that time undivided India had 25 per cent Muslim
population. Of this India was left with 11.6 per cent Muslim population,
while 13.4 were in Pakistan. Meanwhile a section of affluent Muslims left
for Pakistan. Today Muslims constitute 14.2 per cent of India’s population
with a total population of nearly 185 million (2011 Census). The sporadic
but regular occurrence of the violence against this community has left it
with a feeling of insecurity and has resulted in ghettoization. A large section
of this minority was on the lower rungs of socio-economic levels, which
went on worsening with time due to social and political discrimination.
This has been put forward by various indices as presented by Gopal Singh
Commission in 1982 and by Sachar Committee, 2006. The findings of this
*Former professor of biomedical engineering and former senior medical officer affiliated with the
Indian Institute of Technology Bombay. E-mail: ram.puniyani@gmail.com
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committee are very disturbing as this section of India’s population has been
constantly sliding down.
Muslims have not been able to take advantage of various government
schemes one of the reasons being that they are mainly small farmers,
marginal farmers, agricultural labourers, landless labourers, city based
artisans and petty workers. Amongst other reasons one of the main causes
for this is the discrimination and indifference on the part of planning and
implementation authorities. “Consequently, the limited progress that some
sections of Muslims have been able to make in recent years owes almost
wholly to their own efforts. Overall the economic conditions of most Indian
Muslims are unenviable, to say the least. Most of them eke out a handto-mouth existence either by way of self-employment in petty trade or by
working in the unorganized sector. They are engaged mostly as construction
labourers, rickshaw, taxi and truck drivers, handcart pullers, coolies, barbers,
tailors, carpenters, pavement hawkers, or at best as mechanics, fitters,
plumbers, electricians or welders.” (Action Aid et al., 2006)
“As far as education is concerned, figures of Sachar Committee suggest
that Muslim men and women are less educated than their non-Muslim
counterparts. In fact, a large number of Muslims do not even possess basic
reading and writing skills. At the national level, the number of literate
Muslims is less than non-Muslims. Based on the figures of the 2001 census,
only 55 per cent Muslim males are literate as compared to 64.5 per cent nonMuslims, while only one among 41 males graduate as opposed to one among
19 non-Muslims. The condition of the Muslim women is much worse, with
only one among a hundred being a graduate.” (Puniyani, 2010: 228)
Their representation in the jobs in the government offices, public sector and
private sector is abysmal, more the higher jobs, lower their representation.
Since the decade of the 1980s India has seen the unprecedented political
phenomenon, the one related to communalism, i.e. religious identity
based politics. This phenomenon uses the religious identity for political
mobilization, which in turn forms their route for gaining political power.
The agenda of communal formations is essentially to suppress the human
rights of weaker sections of society. It begins by spreading hate against the
people of the ‘other religion’. This hate propaganda in turn vitiates the social
atmosphere and aids in the precipitation and intensification of communal
violence. This violence over a period of time intimidates the minority
communities, ghettoizing them.
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Since 2014, after the coming to power of the Narendra Modi Government,
matters have become worse. In addition to the issue of Ram Temple, other
divisive issues were intensified: Cow-Beef, Love Jihad and Gharwapsi, in
particular. After its second coming in 2019, this Government has added
on the issue of National Population Register (NPR), National Register of
Citizens (NRC) along with Citizenship Amendment Act 2019, which has the
potential of declaring many Muslims as non-citizens.

2. Muslim in India Today
Today, India is seeing this ghettotisation of Muslim minorities, and an equal
intimidation of the Christian minority. Muslim minority has been subjected
to repeated communal violence followed by arrest of a large number of
Muslim youth on the pretext of them being terrorists, while the Christian
community has been intimidated due to the attacks on the nuns and priests in
remote places and due to the horrific violence, which is gradually becoming
more intense. Globally we are witnessing a period of Islamophobia, which
has increased the insecurity of the Muslims world over, more so after the
events of 9/11 2001, the attack on Afghanistan and Iraq. In South Asia, one
has witnessed this as a simmering problem right from the decades of 1940s,
the partition of India, and migration of Hindus from the then West and East
Pakistan. To add to the problem, the issue of Kashmir over a period of time
has come to be seen as a Hindu-Muslim issue, while it is the result of ultra
nationalism of India and Pakistan and the US design to keep a foothold on
this strategically important region through its proxy, Pakistan. The result is
aggravation of the anti Muslim sentiments constructed around the memories
of partition and the imbroglio which continues in Kashmir.
In Assam, through the exercise of National Register of Citizens (NRC) (The
Financial Express, 2019), it came to be known that the majority of those
who did not have papers to prove their Indian citizenship were Hindus.
Along with this the Government brought in Citizenship Amendment Act
(CAA) 2019, which aims to give citizenship to those not having proper
papers of citizenship. But this exercise will exclude Muslims. The Muslim
community is in a bind and there are other poor communities also who are
feeling threatened by this move of the Government. The women of Shaheen
Bagh gave a lead and protests against this move of Government are being
undertaken by many people in most of the cities of the country (Roy, 2020).

3. Genesis of Problem
As such the Hindu-Muslim conflict as it is known began during the colonial
British rule, when the declining classes of feudal lords resorted to politics in
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the name of religion duly backed up by the British policy of divide and rule.
The misrepresentation of history and distortion of demographic and other
issues went on aggravating the ‘hate the other’ from both the sides, and in
India, Muslims were the bigger victims. No sooner had the partition riots
subsided the communal violence began in 1961 and went on increasing in
intensity over a period of time. By late seventies its threat as an obstacle to
the realization of democratic principles started becoming obvious.
The politics of Hindu right, intensified its onslaught in the decade of the
eighties, Rath Yatras (chariot processions) and community mobilization
of sections of Hindus around Ramshilas, use of religious platforms for
communalization went on throughout this decade. The central veering point
of this mobilization was the Babri Masjid, which was claimed as the place
where Lord Ram was born. It was asserted that there was a magnificent
temple which was destroyed by the Mughal invader, Babar. So the idea was
to reclaim the birth place of Lord Ram. This intensified into the campaign
for the demolition of Babri mosque. The demolition led to riots throughout
India, more severely in Mumbai (Engineer, 2017)
By 1990, the adverse effects of globalization started affecting the average
people and while on one side the relatively affluent sections started
emerging, the deprived sections were brought under the influence of identity
based politics, which stood on the ground of ‘hate the other’. And parallel
to this there was a rising impact of identity based politics and communal
mobilization around religious issues shot up drastically.

4. Communal Violence
The two drastic pogroms, the one of 1992-93 (Mumbai) and the one of
Gujarat (2002) left a heavy trail of blood and gory tales of violence of
unimaginable proportions (See Tables 1,2,3). Earlier studies had been
pointing out that the victims of this violence are predominantly Muslims to
the extent of 80 per cent (Puniyani, 2011). The Gujarat carnage witnessed
the percentage of victims much more adverse for the Muslim minorities.
Table 1: Break up of Killed in Communal Riots
Year
1969
1980

Place
Incidents
Ahmedabad
519
Assam
427

Hindus Muslims Others Total
66
558
49
674
87
278
10
375

(Source- Engineer A.A., Communal Riots after Independence, CSSS 2004)
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Table 2: People Killed in Communal Riots
Year
1990-1992
1993-1994

Place/Incidence of violence
Babri Masjid related
Mumbai

Incidents
4300
2371

Killed
3350
1030

(Source-Omar Khalidi, Indian Muslims Since Independence, Vikas, 1996)

Table 3: People Killed or Injured in Communal Riots
Year
2002

Place
Ahmedabad

Killed
292

Injured
440

(Source-Lobo and Das, Communal Violence and Minorities, Rawat, 2006)

The comprehensive religion wise data is not available, and the impact
of this on children and women has not been quantified while the overall
psychological effect of these pogroms on women and children has been
extremely intimidating.
This intensified sustained campaign against minorities did lead to communal
polarization and the coming into power of the BJP, the RSS offshoot
working in the electoral arena, the right wing Hindu political organization.
This party regards Hitler as the ideal nationalist and works on similar
lines to achieve the goal of Hindu Nation. Apart from other offshoots of
its political offensive, it has slowly infiltrated in different wings of state
machinery, police, bureaucracy, education, media and the like. Through its
propaganda it has ‘successfully’ created fear in the minds of sections of the
Hindu majority that Muslims and Christians are out to convert this Hindu
majority nation into one where Hindus will be reduced to a minority and
that they are being discriminated against, while the Muslim minorities in
particular are being appeased for vote bank politics. Lately this propaganda
is percolating through school books, television and print media, especially
the vernacular press. It is trying to convert Adivasis into the Hindu fold
and is co-opting the Dalits into its fold. The anti-Muslim violence and antiChristian violence, both are the kernel around which RSS politics is built.
Of course the characteristics of both these are quite different.

Anti-Muslim Violence
The violence in India on communal grounds has been going up in intensity
for the last more than two decades. As such the rise of sectarian politics
during the end of the nineteenth century saw a respite for a few years after
the independence of the country. But it did return in a sporadic manner
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since 1961 Jabalpur riots. Later, Jamshedpur and Rourkela riots broke out.
“Of the bloody pogroms in the sixties, the ones at Ranchi, Bihar (1962) and
Ahmedabad, Gujarat (1969) stand out as the major events. In the seventies
the Turkman Gate massacre of 1976 perpetrated by police...., the riots in
Moradabad (1980), Nellie, Naogaon, Assam (1983), Bhiwandi (1984) and
Meerut (1987) have been the major ones in which more than a thousand
lost their lives” (Khalidi, 1995). The Ramjanmabhumi campaign left a
big trail of blood in which more than a thousand people lost their lives in
1989. The massacres of Bhagalpur, Hyderabad and Aligarh heralded the
onset of the bloody 80s, which has seen the peak of communal violence.
Advani’s rath yatra (1990) and post Babri Masjid demolition riots were
one of the worst the country has suffered so far. The post demolition riots
gripped Mumbai, Surat, Bhopal in a major way and many other places in a
significant way. From 1960 to 1995 the incidences of riots have been on an
upswing. A big proportion of these have been taking place in six states UP,
Gujarat, Rajasthan, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra. So far these riots’
occurrence is mainly in cities, but involvement of villages is also there and
has been on the rise but lately even the small towns and villages are also
being drawn in the vortex.
The demolition of Babri Mosque in 1992, in a way can be called as a
watershed in the political profile of the country. From here on the violence
changed qualitatively and its adverse and long term effects started taking a
toll on community psyche leading to ghettoization of Muslim minorities and
the intense anti-minority sentiments amongst vast sections of middle classes
and sections of other parts of society.
Later, on the pretext of the burning of a train in Godhra, massive violence
was launched in Gujarat, killing nearly two thousand Muslims and a couple
of hundred Hindus (Katyal, 2019). While sporadic violence continued
against this community, the other major violence came in the form of
Muzzafarnagar violence, which was launched on the made up issue of ‘Love
Jihad’. In this violence again hundreds of Muslims lost their lives (Mander,
2014). The other issue which tormented the community was built around
Cow-Beef, leading to lynching of nearly a hundred Muslims and many dalits,
who were also subjected to merciless flogging (Abraham and Rao, 2017).
To cap it all the CAA has shaken the community no end. The Government
is planning a National Population Register, which will be a prelude to the
National Register of Citizens, paving the way for giving citizenship only to
those who are non Muslims and sending Muslims without proper papers to
Detention Centers.
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Communalism or Affirmative Action
Ex-Prime Minister Manmohan Singh stated in the National Development
Council that we need “to devise innovative plans to ensure that minorities,
particularly the Muslim minority, are empowered to share equitably in the
fruits of development, these minorities must have first claim on resources”
(Abraham and Rao, 2017). This was backed up by the statement in Parliament
by the Minister of Minority Affairs that Government will implement the
recommendations of Sachar Committee, has on the one hand acted as a
ray of hope for the ‘discriminated against’ Muslim minorities, while on the
other hand RSS combine started crying foul. BJP asserting that it is rank
communalism, its ideologues saying that these steps of the Government are
in the footsteps of Jinnah. BJP had raised the serious question on the very
formation of this committee calling it unnecessary and it being against the
interest of the nation.
In sum and substance, Muslim community is under-represented in most
of the arenas of society barring the jails. One also recalls the report of
Gopal Singh committee of 1982 which also had found the poor status of
this minority. Gopal Singh committee report kept lying in the deep freeze
while the issues like Ram Temple kept hogging the national attention. To
add up one can say this community’s representation as riot victims is way
above its percentage in population. The committee has recommended that
an Equal Opportunity Commission should be set up, a national data bank
should be started, a nomination procedure should be started to ensure their
participation in public bodies in order to promote religious tolerance by a
procedure to evaluate text books for appropriate social values, so on and so
forth.
After UPA regime the talk of affirmative action for minorities has vanished
into thin air. To preserve their citizenship has become a big challenge for
Muslims in the present times. During last several decades while Governments
after Governments have been promising to look after the problems of
Muslim minorities, nothing much came out. This includes not only the
longest reign of the Congress party but also of the political formations in
which BJP was an important component or supporter. Amongst multiple
reasons of this neglect of this minority, one was the aggressive propaganda
of the Hindu right that Government is out to ‘appease’ the Muslims so that
they can be used as vote banks. One does not know whether this aggressive
anti minority propaganda did contribute to the policies of the government,
but one can say for sure that this ‘appeasement of minorities’ had become
a part of ‘social common sense’ in the face of the worsening situation of
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Muslims.
With Narendra Modi, a RSS trained pracharak, at the helm, now the basic
issue is to preserve the very basic concept of equality. One after the other
this Government has been targeting the minorities, Christians and Muslims
both. CAA is the epitome of the worst attack not only on Muslims but also
large numbers of poor and deprived sections of society.
The affirmative action so far, till a few years ago was called as ‘appeasement’.
Surely even the reservations, which were brought in for Dalits have
improved their conditions slightly, so now a full-fledged opposition to those
polices in a different language has been unleashed. While in the case of
minorities not only the condition is bad as of today, the bigger worry is that
it is sliding towards becoming worse very rapidly. We need to distinguish
abuse of community identity for politics and the bowing to the institution
of religion from the concrete economic steps, social actions to support the
weaker sections of society. Will the community identity become strong due
to this? Will the community become crippled due to this?
At times Jinnah is evoked to label the protests by Muslims. It is deliberate.
The idea is to frighten and polarize the upper castes/middle sections of
society around the politics of the Hindu right. While Jinnah played the card
for the Muslim elite, the current efforts of affirmative action, if at all they
come through, are for the poorer sections of society, which in no way can
be labeled as communalism. As such had there not been the fear of backlash
of RSS combine, reservations for Muslims would be the ideal solution out
of this impasse.

Agenda of RSS-Hindutva
The major tormentor of the Muslim community is the Hindu nationalist
politics being spearheaded by RSS combine which stands for the concept
of Hindu nation, in contrast to the secular democratic nation, which was the
rallying point of freedom movement. Hindu nationalist leaders have been
talking of bringing back the rules of Manu, to replace the Indian constitution,
which embodied the values of the freedom struggle. Incidentally,
Manusmriti, the tome of Lord Manu was formulated in 2-3rd centuries AD
and clearly points out that adherence to the caste and gender hierarchy are
the core of Hindu dharma. RSS regards Indian constitution as being based
on western values so it must be put aside. In a way, the primary agenda of
this political outfit is to subjugate dalits and women to a secondary status
in society. In pursuit of this the overt political direction comes in the form
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of demonizing, attacking and ghettoizing the Muslims and also Christians.
This apparent attack on the ‘outsiders’ plays the function of polarizing the
community and to undermine the ‘inner’ differences.

Whither India: Qualitative Change in Polity
Last few years have been most disturbing on the Indian political scene.
As far as the values of integration are concerned they are being attacked
very severely by communal forces. We also saw the series of bomb blasts
in Bangalore, Ahmedabad, Delhi and Malegaon. It was projected by the
authorities that all these acts are due to Jehadi Muslim groups and that
police have succeeded in cracking the network. One outcome of this was the
Batla house encounter in which police, bravely killed the terrorists. It put out
a version that now the terror ring has been busted and kingpins have been
arrested. It is another matter that later the relevant-uncomfortable questions
were raised and satisfactory answers to these were not forthcoming. On the
top of this the claim that Malegaon blasts were done by SIMI proved to be
false as the investigation showed the possibility of ABVP/Bajrang Dal being
involved in same.
During the same time two Bajrang Dal activists got killed while making
a bomb in Kanpur, two activists of Hindu Jagran Samiti were involved in
placing the bombs in Thane due to which seven people got injured. During
this time again in Tenkasi, Tamil Nadu, the bombs went off near RSS office
and as usual the cry of wolf was made, but the wolf here had different
shades than what RSS wanted to propagate, as most of those planting the
bombs turned out to be Hindus, with affiliation, which are not difficult to
guess.
The third tragedy related to the Hindu-Muslim violence in Basirhat (West
Bengal), Dhulia and few other places on the slightest pretext of tearing
a banner or some such excuse. What is disturbing is the way things are
shaping in the country. The anti Muslim hate propaganda, which has been
sustained on various myths have gradually been taking the shape of deep
rooted perceptions. Earlier lot of planning and bigger pretext was needed to
unleash violence. Now even a small pretext suffices to initiate the mayhem.
Some of the properties are well marked in advance for destroying. The loss
of lives of minorities is many times more than their presence the population.
The stereotyping of Muslim community through reporting of acts of terror
has boosted the negative perception of the community in a serious way. At
the same time there is a realization that there are two set of laws, that they
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will not get justice and that their feeling of insecurity in society is going up
by leaps and bounds. One does not know whether this disturbs the ruling
coalition or not. For Muslim minorities to keep faith in the Government in
such circumstances is very difficult.
This is a clear case as to how already a social mindset has been created,
through word of mouth propaganda and media whereby the minorities have
been demonized and now the violence against them has become the order
of the day. Even the global phenomenon of terrorism and local phenomenon
has added on to develop the concept of Islamic terrorism, with the saying
‘all terrorists are Muslims’ becoming the fodder of social thinking. As such,
starting from Golwalkar, RSS’s formulation that Muslims and Christians
are threats to the Hindu nation, to the present day, there is a consistent
worsening of the level of demonization of minorities.
These entire social phenomena are raising a deeper question related to
our democracy. Democracy not only ensures that all citizens are treated
equally but it also stands for giving affirmative action for weaker sections
of society. As such the litmus test of democracy is the welfare and security
of minorities. Here we see as to how the marginal stream which came up
during freedom movement and kept aloof from it, the Hindutva vehicle,
RSS, has been successfully working, using the democratic space to abolish,
precisely the democratic values which gave it a space to stand. While totally
defamed after Gandhi’s murder by one of its followers, its acceptability
began with Jayapraksh Narayan letting it run the movement, which led to
emergency and later formation of Janata Party. RSS began by spreading
hate against Muslims and Christians, formulated by its founders and penned
by its ideologue, M.S. Golwalkar. Golwalkar instructed that Muslims,
Christians and Communists are the threats to the establishment of the Hindu
nation. The RSS shakhhas kept spreading this ceaselessly and it became a
part of social common sense over a period of time.
RSS also planted its swayamsevaks in different walks of social and political
life, education, media, police, bureaucracy etc. Once its political child,
Jana Sangh became part of Janata party, it ensured that a large number of
swaymsevaks become part of the media establishment. And later during
the NDA regime, this game of theirs’ had a field day. Capping these efforts
through Vanvasi Kalyan Ashram, social engineering got intensified in
Adivasi areas. With US administration coining the word ‘Islamic terrorism’
and the propaganda that Madrassas are the dens of training terrorists; RSS
completed its indoctrination module.
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The deadly poison it spread against minorities first spread hate and created
divides in the communities, leading to ‘hate the other’, which in turn forms
the base of communal violence. Communal violence in the Indian context
gets assistance from the communalized state apparatus, sections of police
in particular leading to polarization of communities and rise to political
power of the communal party. The conveyer belt begins from demonizing
the other and leads to the RSS’s political child becoming politically strong.
That’s how a political party which managed two seats in parliament in
1984 elections has become a formidable electoral force today, knocking the
democratic values and imposing the religion based nationalism.
Though not in power in the center, its machinations are polarizing the
society all over, creating divisions in the society, rampaging the rule of
law and paving the way for creeping fascism. What is happening today
is a reminder of how things happened in Germany, with Hitler leading
the carnage. Beginning with hate Jews and then Christian minorities, then
Communists and trade unionists paved the way for the stifling atmosphere
of fascism, authoritarian state with social base. Today we seem to be
helplessly watching a similar situation. While RSS combine is behaving
like a rampaging bull, Bajrang Dal planting bombs, its workers carrying
arms openly, distributing trishuls en masse, the states ruled by so called
secular combine, UPA alliance, seems to be a helpless observer, as the whole
machinery itself seems to be affected by the communal virus.

Future Directions
The Muslim community essentially suffers from the problems of
Equality, Security and Identity. Added on to this has come the problem
of retaining citizenship. The demonization of Muslims has become very
strong over a period of time. These components are closely interlinked.
Due to the historical background of Indian Muslims, poverty has been their
underlining hallmark. In addition to this, the partition tragedy resulted in
further worsening of their situation. Later the discriminatory policies of the
state, policies heavily influenced due to the presence of Hindu right within
and outside state apparatus, resulted in the discrimination against them in
all fields of social, economic and political life. On the top of it with the
rise of religion based politics, the violence increased their insecurity, and
so economic issues again took the backseat. There are good numbers of
elements within the community who fall trap of identity issues laid by the
RSS politics.
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Today the things are not enviable for this community. There has to be a
serious effort to enhance modern education and employment opportunities
all over the country. Sachar Committee report is a good pointer about the
type of steps needed for upliftment of the Muslim society. The communal
politics which is pushing this community to the corners has to be opposed
seriously by various measures and the political presence of the community
has to be strengthened to ensure that the communalists are made to retreat
and issues of bread and butter for all is brought to the fore. The communal
biases have to be opposed and countered to ensure that violence against
them does not take place and a sense of security is enhanced, a prerequisite
for progress.
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THE ISLAMIC ART: RESPONSE OF
EUROPE WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO
REMBRANDT AND HENRI MATISSE

Nuzhat Kazmi*

Abstract
The paper focuses on the theme of the European response to Islamic Art.
It elaborates on this by selecting two artists existing and practicing their
art in two different time periods. Rembrandt Hermenzoosz Van Rijks, the
Dutch Baroque artist of the sixteenth century and Henri Matisse, the French
Fauvist Modern of the twentieth century. It brings to our focus the reception
of Islamic Art in Europe and recognizes the role it played in enriching the
art of Europe and its great ability to inspire artists to study art coming from
the Islamic world and incorporate its aesthetics of form and colour, as well
as references, to specific material culture and historical figures and polity,
into their own practice and creative production.The paper brings into our
purview fascinating works of Art, in various collections all over the world,
and brings into discussion the paintings of the Mughal atelier and Deccani
sources that reached the European intellectual milieu and influenced its art
and its praxis all through the centuries.
Keywords: Islamic Art, Rembrandt, Henri Matisse, paintings of the Mughal
atelier, paintings of the Deccani sources

Introduction
The art that was produced in the Islamic world, like all art of the world,
travelled to other places, homes, markets, studios and libraries, right from
its time of production. Islamic art, like all the arts of the world, did not
happen in a vacuum but grew and flourished, as it did and some may say, it
continues to do so. I would like to express my considered reservation in using
nomenclatures that refer to an association to religious affinity. But when I
do decide to do that, is largely because it becomes necessary, as it conveys
and refers to an art produced under a certain patronage that had overly
political as well as sustained religious identity. The Islamic nomenclature
affords a purview of a large geopolitical as well as ethno-religious identity
that was dominant and acquired readily available attributes that marked the
*Dean & Professor, Faculty of Fine Arts, Department of Art History & Art Appreciation Jamia Millia
Islamia, New Delhi. E-mail: nkazmi@jmi.ac.in
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sensibilities of a shared aesthetics that expressed growing demands for a
unique socio-cultural ethos, an art and architecture that underlined it.
I talk here about the influence of Islamic art on the art of Rembrandt
Harmenszoonvan Rijn, a Dutch painter and printmaker of the sixteenth
century, who was born in 1606 and died in 1669. Rembrandt’s art is defined
as one of the most recognized and valued in the history of art and he
certainly was the most important in Dutch art history. But, with Islamic
art, I am actually talking about the art of the Mughals of medieval India.
Mughals, themselves were great travellers, markers of history, recorders of
events, connoisseurs of most sophisticated sensibility. Aesthetes and patrons
of supreme refinement and as the Mughal Empire expanded in India and
established a consolidated system of governance that benefitted the polity
and increased manifold their patronage of art and artists. So, when Emperor
Akbar invited the Jesuits, it was explicitly communicated to them to bring
their art works too.1 These were to be seen, not only by the Emperor and
his family or the courtiers and the aristocracy, but also by the Mughal
artists and calligraphers. The royal atelier was richly funded and supported
and it worked for finding techniques and language that best expressed the
creative and political ideology of the Mughal ruling emperor.What resulted
in creative production in this milieu was a confident, strong visual language
that never fails to engage readership and has rich visual experience to offer
to one looking at it.
This art that emerged from the royal atelier of Mughals, travelled to other
important courts in India and outside, usually as gifts from the Mughal
ruling family. And not occasionally, the finest Mughal painted folios
could find a way to the shores of Europe, where these aroused curious
interest and engaged serious collections by the connoisseurs. Rembrandt
Hermenszoonvan Rijn, was one such collector of Mughal paintings, which
he admired and copied. He referred to the material culture as available
in the paintings, as he would construct, structure and paint his visual
representations of Biblical stories, greatly valued and collected in the artist’s
lifetime and as they are today, indeed. Today Rembrandt’s meticulous
drawings, basically copying, nobles and other figures, out of the Mughal
compositions, are a delight to study. These are scattered all over the world
and charm us as they remind us that Europe was not far from India and
Indian art of the Islamic period, inspired one of the most viewed and valued
1. The first Jesuits who visited Emperor Akbar in his court in 1580, brought with them copies of the
Plantin Royal Polyglot Bible, produced in Antwerp that had engravings in a realistic idiom. Basawan,
the Mughal artist, painted many Biblical themes of Christian iconography.
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artist in the world, who practiced and developed his creative language in
Europe in the sixteenth century.
Rembrandt, had copied, Four Mullahs Seated under a Tree, about 1657-61,
and it is an obvious reference to Mughal work of almost of the same period,
slightly earlier, 1627-28, by an unknown but Mughal artist of good hand,
now in the panel of paintings from Millionenzimmer, Schloss Schonbrunn
Palace, Wien. A Mughal work in ink, watercolour and gold on paper, Four
Elders, is shown below.

Rembrandt Harmensz van Rijn, artist, Four Mullahs Seated under a Tree,
thought to be Sheikh Husain Jami, Sheikh Husain Ajmeri, Sheikh Muhammad
Mazandarani, and Sheikh Miyan Mir, about 1656–61, Brown ink and brown
and gray wash with scratching out on Asian paper toned with light brown
wash. The British Museum, London.
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Mughal artist, of good hand, painted Four Elders, now in the panel of
paintings from Millionenzimmer, Schloss Schonbrunn Palace, Vienna. A
work in ink, watercolour and gold on paper.

Rembrandt needed visual references when he had to show people from
the East, in his Biblical stories or otherwise. Mughal paintings that were
realistic in their visual idiom were a great source for Rembrandt for authentic
information in regard to real gentry and their authentic material culture.
There is a good body of such works by Rembrandt.2 One such work that
I think is of great value for our understanding the accessibility of Mughal
painting and their demand, is another one, by the Baroque artist, a drawing
brown ink and brown wash with white opaque watercolor and scratching
out on Asian paper toned with light brown wash, in the collection of the J.
Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles. The theme of the drawing is the Mughal
Emperor Shah Jahan and his son Prince Dara Shikoh, shown below.
2 In the famous collection of the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. As well as in British Library, British
Museum, London there are such drawings, The Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland has too that are
published and in public domain.
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Shah Jahan and Dara
Shikoh, about 1656–61.
Rembrandt Harmensz.
van Rijn. Brown ink and
brown wash with white
opaque watercolor and
scratching out on Asian
paper toned with light
brown wash. The J.
Paul Getty Museum, Los
Angeles

Similar in sentiment is another drawing study is in the Rijksmuseum,
Amsterdam, shown below.

Rembrandt Harmensz
van Rijn, Shah Jahan and
his Son, about 1656–61,
Brown ink and brown
wash with scratching out
on Asian paper toned with
light brown wash in the
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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Significantly, Rembrandt who had Mughal paintings in his famous
collection, was also collecting paintings of Deccani theme and perhaps
also of Deccani Sultanate of the sixteenth century, as is evident from his
drawing, now in the British Museum.
Rembrandt Harmensz. van
Rijn, A Deccani Nobleman
Standing, actually Sultan
Muhammad ‘Adil Shah of
Bijapur, about 1656–61. In
technique using brown ink
and brown and gray wash
with scratching out on Asian
paper toned with light brown
wash. This art pieces is in
the collection of the British
Museum, London.

Now, if we move from sixteenth century Europe and look at the twentieth
century Europe, we are delighted by the European reception and perception
of Islamic art, especially the art of painting coming from Persia, of Timurid
and Safavid patronage. The art and especially the paintings, we see, found
enthusiasts amongst the artists and art collectors, as well as art historians
who were studying these paintings, collecting them and writing extensively
on them. One such enthusiast was the pre eminent Fauvist Henri Matisse.
He acknowledged his deep connect to the Persian miniature paintings and
was inspired by the use of colour and pattern making in Persian paintings.
In 1910, in Munich, Henri Matisse visited an exhibition of Persian miniature
paintings and carpets, “Meisterwerke Muhammedanischer Kunst”. This
exhibition was successful in creating in Matisse a deep interest in the Islamic
Art. The Munich exhibition broke the restrictive frame of Orientalism per
se, but more significantly, in doing so, it attempted to set a new standard
and intellectual and creative space for the reception of Islamic art in Europe.
Equally important to observe here is the fact that instead of naming the
Islamic artifacts as masterpieces, the exhibition stated and importantly gave
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Islamic art “a place equal to that of other cultural periods”3. Henri Matisse
is recorded to have said, “the Persian miniatures showed me the possibility
of my sensations. That art had devices to suggest a greater space, a really
plastic space. It helped me to get away from intimate painting.”
Henri Matisse, 1869-1954,
viewing of the Munich
exhibition of 1910 included
Persian miniature like the
one above depicting royal
reception in a landscape
that is a part of illustrated
manuscript of Firdowsi’s
Shahnama in the collection
of the Cleveland Museum of
Art, from Iran, Shiraz, Timurid
Period, (1370-1501)

Henri Matisse, Girl with a Persian Cap,
1915-16, oil on wood

3. 
Andrea Lermer and AvinoamShalem, Editors, After One Hundred Year, The 1910 Exhibition
‘MeisterwerkemuhammeddanischerKunst” Reconsidered” Series: Islamic History and Civilization,
Volume: 82, Brill, 2010
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Henri Matisse, Golden Fish, 1911

The twentieth century great modern artist, Henri Matisse, found his
inspiration in Islamic Art, especially in the great miniature paintings
from Persia. The artist was drawn to colour patterning and the intelligent
structuring of the miniature space to create a special sense of spatial energy
and movement. He celebrated life in his painting much the way the Persian
masters of the technique of painting miniatures and illuminations did,
making each work an universal delight and visual experience of untold
joys.4 Matisse has also said, “What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity
and serenity…something like a good armchair which provides relaxation
from physical fatigue.”

Conclusion
Islamic art, carried within it, the potential to relate to world aesthetics and
it recognized this particular attribute to perfection. It succeeded to enter
a realm, wherein no borders exist, wherein no nomenclature (limiting as
they inherently are), can explain, its captivating expansive and yet inclusive
beauty and energy that could migrate the specific, the local to manifest in
global. As indeed, what was the global, could discernibly be made local,
and in the process, evolving the art of Islamic patronage and cultural milieu.
We have appreciated and registered the European response, through the
cases of two great artists, the Dutch Rembrandt Harmenszoonvan Rijn of
4. See for more further discussion Nuzhat Kazmi, Islamic Art: The Past & Modern, Roli Books, 2009
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the sixteenth century and the French Henri Matisse of the twentieth century
Europe. The artists cherished and valued the medieval Indian art, coming
from the courts of the Mughal Padishah and the Deccani Sultan. We,
saw, the wholehearted acceptance of Islamic art, as a world art, by those,
most qualified practitioners in the field of creative art and aesthetics and
incorporating in their praxis. Undoubtedly, Islamic art, remains to this day,
as it was, in the medieval world, a visual language, an idiom that contained
within itself, nurtured and sustained the linkages raising it to universal and
inclusive art and yet, significantly, it remained an artistic idiom that the
world recognized as unique and distinct.
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PERSPECTIVE

DOES INTERFAITH DIALOGUE AND
COMMUNAL HARMONY CONTRIBUTE TO
NATIONAL INTEGRATION?

James Regina C. Dabhi*

Abstract
The article argues that communal conflicts and violence are not necessarily
the outcome of communal disharmony but often times caused by political
manoeuvring to divide and rule. Conflicts suit political class and profiteers
to promote and sustain their greed for money and power. In sociology, the
concept of social integration refers to the ways that different groups come
together to form a whole in society. Interfaith dialogue and communal
harmony as such have value in themselves but are not necessary for national
integration. What we need for national integration is effective governance
with integrity and political will.
Keywords: Interfaith Dialogue, Communal Harmony, National Integration,
political manoeuvring

Introduction
Communal conflicts and violence have resulted in the killing of thousands
of innocent lives, and destroyed private and public property. These conflicts
have jeopardized development of the country and communities.
Many believe that communal harmony resulting in national integration is
the answer to these conflicts. An unstated assumption is that these conflicts
are due to misunderstanding and lack of acceptance of people of different
faiths, which is the cause of communal disharmony and absence of national
integration.
The article argues that communal conflicts and violence are not necessarily
the outcome of communal disharmony but often times caused by political
manoeuvring to divide and rule. Conflicts suit political class and profiteers
to promote and sustain their greed for money and power.
National integration is complex and needs a strong political will and multifaceted approaches. Those who wield more socio-economic and political
*NAVSARJAN Xavier’s cell for human development, Surat 395001, INDIA.
E-mail: jimmydabhi@gmail.com
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power, have greater responsibility in addressing the obstacles to national
integration. Justice and equality in sharing of power are key issues to
integration.
It is found that when power is centralised, non-democratic, and highly
dependent on one social group membership, such as ethnicity or religion,
then collective violence is also highly likely. Studies also have shown that
the more democratic a regime, the less internal violence, strongly suggests
that democracy is a general method of non-violence (Rummel, 1995).
Civil society will be better off in addressing communal violence through
critical awareness, respecting the law and principles of secular democracy
enshrined in our constitution. The civil society needs to better hold the
powerful accountable for their acts of commission and omission in national
integration.

What Is Faith?
‘The holy word of God is on everyone’s lips…but we see everyone
projecting their own version of God’s word, with the sole purpose of using
religion as a pretext for making others think as they do’. These words of
Baruch de Spinoza (1632-1677) is displayed in the Holocaust Museum,
Berlin.
Faith in the context of religion may be defined as confidence or trust in a
particular system of religious belief. Religious people often think of faith as
confidence based on a perceived degree of merit and warrant while others
who are more skeptical of religion tend to think of faith as simply belief
without evidence. Eckhart Tolle, in a lecture on the topic, ‘Faith and Belief’,
says ‘belief is something you do not know but you would like it to be’ while
faith is a deep sense of trust because you are connected with the essence of
who you are. He said, there is no duality, but you are connected to the very
source of consciousness (Tolle, 2018).
Faith and religious belief are used interchangeably though their
understanding is different. What we often talk about is belief and not faith
and therefor it is inter-religious belief dialogue and not interfaith. Faith that
we come from the same source and we are part of the source will not need
dialogue but greater understanding. Dialogue presupposes duality.

What Is Interfaith Dialogue
If religions are a cause of conflicts then it is essential to include religion
and religious actors in diplomatic efforts, and in all efforts for harmony and
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integration. Interfaith dialogue brings people of different religious faiths
together for conversations. These conversations can take an array of forms
and possess a variety of goals and formats. They can also take place at
various social levels, and target different types of participants, including
elites, mid-level professionals, and grassroot activists (USIP, 2004).
Hans Kung (2004) ends his book Global Responsibility with these words:
“No human life together without a world ethic for the nations.
No peace among the nations without peace among the religions.
No peace among the religions without dialogue among the religions.’’
The notion of interfaith dialogue encompasses many different types of
conversations, settings, goals, and formats (USIP, 2004).
Interfaith dialogue refers to cooperative, constructive, and positive
interaction between people of different religious traditions (i.e., “faiths”)
and/or spiritual or humanistic beliefs, at both the individual and institutional
levels. Clearly, this is a very liberal definition of interfaith. In practice, it
is often sharing of views of various faiths, its tenets, underpinning values,
teachings, customs and rubrics. The way festivals of various religious
communities are celebrated today contradict what we discuss in such
forums.
Interfaith dialogue helps to bring communal harmony. Many a time certain
parts of our society have witnessed communal riots, which are becoming
a great threat to the communal harmony. Interreligious dialogue tries to
alleviate the communal violence and brings peace. It promotes peace among
different religious communities (Hans, 2004).
It is said, ‘arguments generate heat, and one may get burnt but dialogue
produces light that all may see’. Normally we argue in the garb of dialogue,
a sophisticated, sugar coated argument and we call it dialogue. However,
dialogue is listening, understanding, willing to learn and change my stance,
modify my meaning system, my practice and of course my relationships –
with God, other human beings and environment.
“Interfaith” dialogue or interaction between people of different religions
or faith traditions goes beyond just this understanding. It is also about our
significant differences, recognizing our similarities, and working together for
peace, justice and healing in our world. After all dialogue is for a purpose.
Interfaith dialogue may lead to cooperation, which is not about renouncing
religions, or combining all religions. Interfaith friendships reach out across
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the stereotypes and misunderstandings that lead to religiously-motivated
violence. They reinforce the idea that, regardless of religion or belief
traditions, every human deserves respect. Interfaith interactions live out
the core values that are shared by all religions - values like compassion,
respect, love, hope and peace, which are necessary for sustaining life in all
communities (https://uri.org/node/3729). The issue of interfaith dialogue
is dealt with by many thinkers and practitioners (Swidler, 1988; Emeka
Ezegbobelu, 2009; Admirand, 2019)
Interfaith dialogue sounds very glossy on paper and in seminar halls. It has
high goals but in today’s world do we have time, energy and, let me dare
say, relevance for religion as we are made to believe?

Understanding Communal Harmony
The word ‘communal’ has different meanings in different cultures.
Communal derives from the word for community. ‘Commune’, the French
word appearing in the 12th Century from medieval Latin ‘communia’,
means a large gathering of people sharing a common life. Latin word
‘communis’ means things held in common.
Over time the word communal has taken a very negative connotation. It
represents a divide, a ‘We vs Them’, ‘our interests against theirs’, culture
that has strongly creeped in by orthodoxy within the communities and is
strongly fuelled by some ’dirty, machiavellian, power-obsessed politicians
and political parties.’ Religious leaders and politicians thrive on divisions,
conflicts and divisive politics to strengthen their position and acceptability
in the communities. Unfortunately, sometimes the academic institutions
and bureaucrats join the vicious divide, partisan politics and often enough
justify, reinforce and fuel the divide. Some of the prestigious and excellent
universities have been victims of this divisive politics.
Communalism is the greatest challenge that divides our country. The
challenge is from the actors and factors that divide our country. The
actors are from among the political class of various political parties. The
profiteering and ‘filthy’ rich and powerful often colluding with the political
class for power, amassing wealth, grabbing natural resources of the country
and ‘enslaving’ the voiceless and vulnerable population, often with lies
and deceit. Religion often helps gullible people to find solace in ‘bhakti,
devotion, pilgrimages and building temples, mosques and churches and
find illusionary relief from their pain and suffering. During festive seasons,
political parties are willing to finance ‘buying of gods and goddesses’,
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transport for devotees, and music systems to hype the festivity. All these
are strategies used for strengthening communal divide and less for religious
wellbeing or spiritual enhancement.
‘Communal violence’ is a form of violence that is perpetrated across ethnic
or communal lines. The term includes conflicts, riots and other forms of
violence between communities of different religious faiths or ethnic origins.
India has a record of communal violence during pre independence era,
during independence movement and after independence. Some of them were
nipped in the bud, some fuelled by socio-political groups, political parties
and some even State sponsored. The so-called religious leaders collude in
the ‘game,’ of course for economic or/and political favour.
The Indian law defines communal violence as, ‘Any act or series of acts,
whether spontaneous or planned, resulting in injury or harm to the person
by virtue of her or his membership of any religious or linguistic minority, in
any State in the union of India, or Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes
within the meaning of clauses (24) and (25) or Article of the Constitution
of India.
Over the years well-meaning politicians, bureaucrats, civil society and
genuine religious teachers and leaders have made attempts to address and
stop communal violence and enhance harmony through various means.
These attempts have often been in formal settings such as workshops,
seminars, through prayers, hymns and common rallies. Unfortunately the
mohalla (cluster of families living in a locality) and grassroots attempts with
creating critical awareness and exposing the ‘actors and factors’ within and
outside the communities have been few and largely in times of crises.
I would like to argue that the communal unrest and conflict have less in
common with religion and more so with economics and politics (Iyer &
Shrivastava, 2015). Addressing economic and political wounds by mere
religious bandage (prayers and hymns) do not work. It just gives a ‘good
feeling’ of something being done. Many politicians like to be invited to these
forums to ease their conscience and hide their ‘Machiavellian character’.
In addition to the social and political conflict of interests, there are strong
factors detrimental to our unity. They are the practice of Varna-caste
ideology, religious-ethnic intolerance, patriarchy and gender discrimination,
vulgar economic disparities and lack of political will on the part of the State
and Governments.
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Harmony is not sameness but synergy among different. The word ‘harmony’
comes from Latin, ‘harmonia’ meaning joining, and concord. It is opposite
of dividing. In music, harmony is a pleasing combination and progression
of chords. However, the social, economic and political mafia in our country
thrive on divide and rule. They thrive on conflict and violence for their
benefit. They work in collusion; their strategy often is based on distortion,
lies, deceit and manipulation. Religion and religious sentiments are easy
tools in their hands to create conflict among people. The political will,
economic backing and social cooperation are far greater in building a mandir
or a mosque than public toilets or improving public schools or community
health centers.
India is a land of diversity and differences which are part of our social and
political fabric, as recognized by Ambedkar and the drafting committee of
our Constitution, a Constitution which enshrines justice, freedom, equality,
fraternity and secularism. Legitimate interests and inclusion of all, is an
integral part of communal harmony. Efforts towards communal harmony
without understanding of contesting needs and interests of communities
and without taking into account the values enshrined in the Constitution
are suspect or superfluous at the least. Secularism is enshrined in the
Constitution, essential and central to our identity as citizens, and yet grossly
violated by governments, political parties, bureaucrats and civil society of
course.

Theory and Practice of National Integration
In sociology, the concept of social integration refers to the ways that
different groups come together to form a whole in society.
Emile Durkheim came up with two different types of social integration,
which he referred to as kinds of solidarity. There is mechanical solidarity
where kinship and shared beliefs hold us together. In more advanced
societies, we see the emergence of organic solidarity. In a more complex
society, a complex division of labour, that requires interdependence
which increases social integration, instead of simply bonding through our
similarities.
Yuval-Davis (2006) outlines an analytical framework for the study of
belonging and the politics of belonging. She suggests three interconnected
parts. The first explores the notion of ‘belonging’ categorised under social
locations; identifications and emotional attachments; and ethical and
political values. The second part focuses on the politics of belonging and
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how it relates to the participatory politics of citizenship as well as to that of
entitlement and status. The third part illustrates some of the ways particular
political projects of belonging select specific levels of belonging in order to
construct their projects.
There are some who talk about understanding alienation and solidarity as
a step towards an explicit theory of social integration (Scheff, 2007). Peter
Blau, a sociologist in 1960s suggested social integration may occur through
attraction towards the other. The spread of love jihad, hatred and painting
the other as an enemy and threat prevents social integration according Blau’s
perspective. Encouraging and prevailing ghettoization of communities
especially those of religious groups prevent social integration as it does not
allow social interactions between communities (Shah, 2014; (Jaffrelot &
Laliwala, 2018).
There are at least three different ways of understanding the concept of
social integration. For some, it is an inclusionary goal, implying equal
opportunities and rights for all human beings. In this case, becoming more
integrated implies improving life chances. To others, however, increasing
integration has a negative connotation, conjuring up the image of an
unwanted imposition of uniformity. And, to still others, the term does not
necessarily imply either a positive or a negative state. It is simply a way of
describing the established patterns of human relations in any given society
(UNRISD, 1994).
Integration is a basic tenet of social life. The 1992 Earth Summit in Rio
de Janeiro is worth mentioning. It proclaimed that “human beings are at
the centre of concerns for sustainable development.” To that end, National
integration is not just a ‘good feeling’ by shouting nationalist slogans and
singing patriotic songs. National integration is the togetherness and oneness
felt by the citizens despite differences in caste, creed, religions, cultures,
languages, food habits, etc. It is unity with differences, in spite of diversities
of groups and communities where various economic, political, and sociocultural interests are often at odds with each other. These diversities are
addressed with the basic premises of justice, freedom, equality and fraternity
for all.
It is argued that existing patterns of development may be economically
and ecologically unsustainable, and/or politically repressive. Therefore,
‘sabka sath, sabka vikas’ (cooperation of all, development of all), needs
to be questioned with ‘inclusion in what and on what terms?’ Social
integration can be sought without giving sufficient attention to the need
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for cultural diversity. When this occurs, there can be an imposition of
uniformity (UNRISD, 1994), the insistence on common civil code points
to this imposition.
National integration is to take into account the various diverse groups and
communities that exist in the country, their varied socio-economic, political
needs and human rights and their right to be acknowledged and developed.
In the given context of India, we have given ourselves a Constitution to be
governed on the basis of a secular democracy. Integration is to respect the
constitutional rights of the people, to facilitate their realization by citizens
and to mitigate conflicting differences with fairness and justice.
National integration is therefore to move towards abolishing existing varnacaste, patriarchy, gender, economic, religious, regional and urban-rural
marginalization and discrimination.
In India, Adivasis, Dalits, economically deprived communities, the
unorganized labourers, fisherfolk and women are among the groups that
are adversely affected by social, religious, environmental and economic
conflicts. Most of these conflicts are politically motivated and manoeuvred
(Dabhi, 2009; Dabhi, 2019; Iyer & Shrivastava, 2015).
In this respect, social discrimination based on varna-caste will not be
addressed by Gandhi’s saintly approach to untouchability that is change
of heart by Hindus. We require Dr. Ambedkar and his surgery to remove
Varna-caste discrimination of which untouchability is just the symptom.
He insisted on safeguards and political rights for the discriminated (Chavan,
2001, p. 252), not charity but human rights approach.
In addition, we cannot fail to consider the effects on people’s lives of
environmental deterioration, current models of development and the
throwaway culture’ (Pope Francis, 2015, p. 37). A large section of politics,
political parties today and the large media houses they control by money and
muscle often create noise pollution, distraction and ‘often times shield us
from direct contact with the pain, the fears and joys of others and complexity
of their personal experiences’ (Pope Francis, 2015, p. 40).
Unfortunately, with all the sloganeering and rhetoric, genuine efforts
towards national integration by political classes and parties are missing;
and they seem to be missing by design. No politician and political party
or governments want accountability because that demands transparency,
inclusion and integration of what they do, how they do and for whom they
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do. Weakening of various Acts, Policies and implementation are acts of
commission and omission to suit the vested interests (Dabhi, 2019)
In my understanding and experience, political parties’ prime interest is
not people’s cause, it is their own party and their own benefit (Dabhi J.
C., 2009). I do not think any minister, Prime or otherwise, has genuinely
ministered/served the people. The political class usually want to lord it over
the people. The earlier we understand this as citizens, the better it is for us
and for the good of the country. Citizens have responsibilities and rights,
Bhakts (devotees) have ‘pooja and recitation of given mantras’ by the Guru.
Be a citizen or be a devotee, the choice is yours.
Integration and good of all calls for social peace, economic stability and
security provided by rule of law and distributive justice. We are always more
effective when we generate processes rather than holding on to positions of
power. True statecraft is manifested when, in difficult times, we uphold
high principles and think of the long-term common good. Political powers
do not find it easy to assume this duty in the work of nation-building (Pope
Francis, 2015).
There are challenges to national integration as discussed above and we need
to face them squarely. The Governments will try to ignore, avoid or even
deny them for their own political agenda.

Conclusion
National integration may seem to be possible with interfaith dialogue
leading to communal harmony. It has been argued that it is more of a myth
than a realistic option. This article suggests that genuine national integration
will result in communal harmony and then religious dialogue will become
a forum for people to celebrate their diversity and respect for each other’s
differences.
There are some reasons and challenges to social integration such as
circumventing rule of law, promoting and/or turning a blind eye to
marginalisation, discrimination and inhuman economic disparities, skewed
development, and the State abdicating its responsibility to uphold and
adhere to secularism enshrined in our Constitution.
Finally, interfaith dialogue and communal harmony as such have value in
themselves but are not necessary for national integration. What we need
for national integration is effective governance with integrity and political
will; governments abiding by rule of law enshrined and derived from our
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constitution. These can save our democracy, unity and diversity and our
beloved country.
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BOOK REVIEWS
Hilal Ahmed (2019) Siyasi Muslims, New Delhi: Penguin
Publications India, pp 240, Rs. 599, ISBN 9780670091409
Through the corpus of investigating Muslims as a political community,
Hilal Ahmed presents an intellectual discourse of actions and processes
through which specific notions of Muslim identity in contemporary India
are produced and sustained. He doesn’t categorize this project as ‘defining
the Muslims’ which most of the Postcolonial scholars on Muslim Politics
have been doing. But this work, as Ahmed describes, is a political discourse
of Muslim Politics. The book perspicuously interacts with the reader with
its few métiers like construing the eight basic objectives of the book on the
inner cover board of the book, providing a chronology of Muslim Politics
in post-colonial India from 1947 to 2019. The author also debunks common
myths about Muslims and national Muslim political issues through nineteen
FAQs at the beginning which also broadens the range of audience of the
book rather than limiting it just to academia.
The author through various narratives and counter-narratives knit the identity
of Muslims. According to Ahmed, the present government has raised and
limited Muslims in three clichéd metaphors – Muslim Appeasement, the
Muslim vote bank, and the Indianisation of Muslims. Ahmed engages in
all these discourses in-depth by dividing the book into three parts and ten
chapters.
The first part sets up the story of the census and vote bank politics that
transformed Muslims into a numerical identity of ‘minority’. The author
himself disapproves of this limitation of Muslims to a mere vote bank in the
earlier chapters but contradicts his own position by suggesting using them
as the ‘weapons of electoral politics’. Ahmed argues that “the notion of the
Muslim vote bank, it seems will continue to survive, until and unless Muslim
plurality is recognized as a political reality”. (p. 177)
Ahmed takes the help of vast authentic sources and data in the book
through which he analyses in detail the socio-economic conditions which
led Muslims to become a minority (read ‘second majority’) without
representation. Ahmed has also used massive data sets generated by CSDSLokniti and National Election Study (NES), and Religious Attitudes and
Behaviour Survey 2015 for offering parameters of comparison between
politicization and religiosity of Indian Muslims.
Ahmed has tried to evoke a framework of Muslims in India between
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constructed Islam versus lived spirituality through the personalities and
institutions like Jamiat Ulama-e-Hind, Deoband and leaders like Maulana
Azad, Hussain Ahmad Madani, and Ambedkar. Ahmed also reviews the
differential stance of Jamat-e-Islami Hind and Tablighi Jamat on the matters
of Dawat-e-Islam (Invitation to Islam).
The second part deals with the religiosity of Muslims and the various
narratives of the Mazahabi Musalmaan (Religious Muslims). He develops
this cultural-religious framework through two related aspects of identity:
religious commitment and patriotism. Both of these categories fail to bargain
power for themselves and become wheels in the regional client-patron model
of politics. This pattern- according to Ahmed is more consequential than the
communal politics of the rightist parties, which has resulted in the form of
increased vote percentage of Muslim votes to BJP in the General Lok Sabha
elections of 2014 and even in 2019 from about six to nine percent.
According to Ahmed, Muslims are mostly pitted against each other through
three dominant frameworks of Radical Muslims, Secular Peace-loving
nationalists and also as the community alienated from the mainstream (p.
189). Away from this dominant categorisation, the surfacing of the new
Muslim elite class - a product of the post-1990 liberalisation era - can be
observed. This elite ‘middle’ class is dissatisfied and subscribe neither to the
Mazhabi nor to the Siyasi Muslims (Political Muslims). The ‘empowerment’
debate of Muslims is confused between the presence of Muslim personalities
(in the public spaces) and Muslim representation. The former may not
represent Muslims and the later hardly finds any congruent aperture.
The above mentioned dominant identity frameworks have dominated at
different points of time, as just after independence in the 1960s Muslims
were seen as a homogenous minority pressure group devoid of any internal
diversity. This framework was capitalized by the upper class, upper caste,
Ulemas to establish themselves as community representatives and others
as ‘Muslim organic intellectuals’ (p. 150). The inductive shift could be
identified after the publication of the Sacchar report in the decade of 2000s
when the ‘backwardness’ argument of the Muslim community culminated
in the politics of ‘Muslim empowerment’. BJP used this as the ‘equalitybased affirmative action’ as ‘sabka sath - sabka vikas’ which is often
presented as ‘development of all and appeasement of none’. But contrarily
Muslim appeasement (read Muslim victimhood), according to Ahmed, has
materialized as the chief metaphor of Muslim Politics. ‘Good Muslims’ are
given key positions in the political parties to create a political equilibrium
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and social inclusive image. According to Ahmed, Muslim appeasement
works on the aspects of biased institutional apparatus and unfair political
practices.(pg 182) This also delineates the internal fissures of political caste
tussle between Ashrafs and Muslim OBCs and Muslim SCs and Dalits
(Ajlaf and Arzal) in the Hindi heartland, and the politics of reservation for
the Muslim SCs by ‘Pasmanda Elites’ versus ‘Nationalist-Muslimelites’ of
BJP.
Ahmed, additionally defines why Hindutva needs Muslims for their
ideology to survive, and how liberals and secular parties need Hindutva to
validate their rhetorics and to use Muslims as the ‘homogeneous’ political
commodity of appeasement in the market of elections. Here, Ahmed also
examines the internal contradictions in the European nation-state style
definition of Hindutva and Hindu society by scrutinizing speeches and
the texts by Sawarkar, Golwalkar, Balraj Madhok, and Mohan Bhagwat.
Bhagwat proclaims (Ahmed quotes excerpts of his speech) that Hindutva
without Muslims is meaningless; contrarily BJP clouds its anti-Muslim
political philosophy by defining it as ‘Integral Humanism’. Ahmed criticises
their politics, even after securing a greater percentage of Muslim votes, BJP
has failed to produce any constructive and productive programme of actions
for Muslims as a ‘community of communities’
Another intramural contestation amongst Muslims is the usage of the term
‘Dalit Muslims’. Pasamanda Movement emphasizes the usage of the term
whereas political elites like Shahbuddin and Iqbal Ansari problematise
this term to deny the caste function in Muslims and to keep the ‘Islamic
superiority’, ‘homogeneity’ of Indian Muslims intact.
Ahmed, in the chapter ‘The Politics of Triple Talaq’, broached ‘Muslim
women’ as a category for the first time in the book but fails to discuss it
at length. He presents the inconsistency in stands of AIMPLB (All India
Muslim Personal Law Board), BMMA (Bhartiya Muslim Mahila Andolan)
and different women’s groups on the issue of triple talaq and uniform civil
code, only to name this as a ‘non-issue’ in the later chapters.
‘Siyasi Muslims’ responds to the two basic questions: the source of Muslim
political identity and the possibilities of imagining Muslims as a community.
The book mainly deals with the post-colonial political Islam centering
mostly around the external construction of Muslim identity and focuses less
on their self-image. Although Ahmed attempts to dig deep in the concept of
the homogeneity of the Muslims and calls it a false notion, according to him
the heterogeneity of the Muslims is the reason for the Muslims not able to
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react to the Hindutva politics. For this ‘Muslim silence’, Ahmed puts charges
upon the political class for its intellectual weakness. He also deprecates the
scholars who are critical of communalism but failed to produce a significant
analysis of Muslim appeasement and alternate conceptualization. Ahmed’s
work takes forward the works by Mushirul Hasan and Raziuddin Aquil, who
mostly trace Muslim identity through the colonial prism and hence caters
to a wider range of readers who are interested in the overlapping models of
political Islam and post-colonial Muslim identity politics in India.
Sabah Hussain
Research Scholar,
Gender Politics and laws in the Department of Political Science,
Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi. sabahkhan168@gmail.com

***
Pradeep M.D. (2017) Women Empowerment for Inclusive
Growth, New Delhi: Studium Press (India) Pvt. Ltd. pp. 269, Rs.
995, ISBN : 93-80012-93-4.
The book, “Women Empowerment for Inclusive Growth”, authored by
Pradeep M.D. is geared up to give an overall view about Women’s Life
and Status since vedic era to the present century, that is, since krutayuga
to kali yuga, the legal protection given by the Indian Constitution at home,
work place and the society in order to give confidence and security for
her development, and equality in society. Women constitute nearly half of
the total population but are kept outside the purview of nation building
behaviors and activities. Also Indian society traditionally considered that
women are generally weak compared to men in all fields of life. The
conventional social structure projected men to be unjustifiably superior
over women. This lead to the construction of paternal bias, discrimination,
powerlessness and dependency of women upon men. Indians believe that
for women the vital matters of their social and cultural life is within the
arena of the household. Some historians say that during the nomadic times
men believed that high caliber of their muscle power established their
superiority over women. Additionally, segregation of family functions like
care of children, has widened this gender-based divide and restricted women
to home based economic activities. Consistently women are the worst
sufferers. Women are legal citizens of the country but due to the lack of
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acceptance from the male dominant society there is a substantial weakening
in their status. Indian women suffered a lot as they were completely devoted
inside the household, had no share in parental property, lacked medical care,
suffered from increase in infant mortality rates and had low attainment
levels in education, which further reduced their development and deprived
rights of equality with men. Women’s problems and challenges is a worldwide phenomena, especially in developing countries. It is an inevitable need
to create an environment where women can make independent decisions.
Education is the weapon to overcome these inequalities. To bring quick
and effective changes after independence, the Indian Constitution ensured
equality, dignity and protection from discrimination. In order to alter the
attitude towards segregation of sexes, series of laws were enacted. Now a
woman is encouraged to expose herself to outside business. The economic
conditions demand participation of women with men in the production
process. Free and compulsory education, freedom to hold high offices,
political rights to exercise franchise and contest in elections, spouses sharing
a common social life in cities are the recent trends. These positive situations
diminish the stereotyped mindset of the society. Hence there is a need for
empowering women in health care, nutrition, legal aspects, family welfare,
and self-employment in the present scenario.
The book contains an in-depth analysis on empowerment of women
through education, political, power, social and economic power. In order
to introduce the person who reads the concept of women empowerment,
the book attempts to trace the past developments of women through the
ages. The book is supported by recent research outcomes and data updates
presented in a simple form without compromising the quality. It is well
presented in an easy form at the same time without compromising the
quality. It can be presumed that the manner of presentation of this book
is gratifying, constructive and very valuable. The book contains twelve
chapters covering various topics on women’s empowerment, such as
Historical Development of Women in Indian Society, Legal Framework for
Women’s Welfare, Protection of women under Special Laws, Protection
of Women at Workplace, Judicial activism Protecting Women, Revolution
towards Women’s Education, Revolution towards Protection of Women’s
Health, Political Empowerment of Women, Social Empowerment of
Women, Economic Empowerment of Women, Domestic Empowerment
through Self Help Groups (SHGs), and Gender Equity and inclusive Growth
of Women. The first chapter stresses that the dignity of women must be
protected and their fundamental rights are to be guaranteed. The second
chapter brings forth the fact that India has ratified various international

BOOK REVIEWS

/ 203

conventions and human rights instruments committed to secure equal
rights for women. Chapters three to six are worth reading because they
are not only informative but they also enlighten readers on various aspects
of women’s empowerment. The seventh chapter addresses the causes of
women’s ill health by identifying the measures to improve the social and
health situation through the multi-sectoral package. The eighth chapter says
that women’s problems will get solved only after establishing a classless
society. Due to constitutional guarantees, women have been allowed to
enter politics, but their real active political participation will necessitate
changes both in values and in the social structure. The ninth chapter deals
with processes in which awareness is created about the status to build
self-confidence through critical thinking and implementation of schemes
for women’s empowerment. The tenth chapter says that the opening up of
the economy and rapid economic growth has increased existing structural
barriers by introducing furthermore new challenges. The eleventh chapter
illustrates that the strategy of micro-financing through SHGs can help in a
big way in eradicating poverty and empowering women. This also facilitates
rural development, building solidarity and socio-economic betterment of
the poor as effective means of empowerment of women. The last chapter
says that despite some recent momentum, the pace of progress in realising
women’s safety, protection and empowerment has not been adequate, and
still women are deprived from equity under the social structure.
This book is an apocalyptic revelation of the journey of Indian women
from past to present and provides valuable insights into their integration for
inclusive growth. The book provides the need for women’s empowerment
and the strategies to be followed in domestic empowerment and through self
help groups. There are miles to go in empowering her for her rightful share
in the nation. The book can prove to be a reference guide for every woman
in order to plan their growth and future endeavor in society.
Archana Sinha
HoD, Department of Women’s Studies,
Indian Social Institute. sinhadws@gmail.com
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