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Advance Praise

Skillfully blending insights and methods from anthropology, sociology, religious
studies and history, Mukesh Kumar’s empirically rich and highly original study
complicates simplistic understandings of religious ideology and practice in
northern India. One can only hope that his carefully researched monograph will
find the broad transdisciplinary readership it deserves.

Harald Fischer-Tiné, Chair of Modern Global History, ETH-Zurich

This remarkable book shows how sixteenth-century north Indian Laldasi
tradition embraced aspects of cultures which today span a landscape divided by
fault lines of Hindu and Muslim identities. Through both intensive field work
and in-depth textual studies it documents both the history of the tradition and
modern reconstructions of Laldasi identities. This study will be welcomed by
those interested in the interaction between Hindu sants and Muslim Sufis. It
casts new light on interactions between sants, such as Kabir and Ravidas, and
their doctrine of nirgun bhakti, devotion to the divine as formless, and Sufi pirs,
such as Laldas, whose teachings embodied the concept of wahdat al-wujid, the
oneness of God. This book is a mine of original insights into the original genesis
of this Sufi-sant interaction and a critical examination of how social and religious
realities in north India have impacted on living contemporary Laldasi traditions.
Peter Friedlander, Associate Professor in South Asian Studies,

Australian National University, Canberra

Most studies of religious sites in India that have sometimes been shared by Hindus
and Muslims and sometimes contested by members of these groups, focus on
individual locations at specific moments in time. In the important and highly
innovative study, Mukesh Kumar looks at the changing configurations of the
networks of sites dedicated to Laldas, a saint whose teachings contain elements
commonly associated with both Hinduism and Islam, even though those religious
traditions are supposedly mutually incompatible. The politicisation of religion in
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has not only increased contestation over
the shrines but also induced many of Laldas’s followers to find covert ways of
drawing on both traditions despite the efforts to ‘purify’ the sites that have been
made by orthodox Muslim and Hindu leaders. The multi-sited fieldwork data are
rich, and the analyses provocative. This book sets a new, high standard for works
on shared and contested religious sites in South Asia, and more widely.

Robert M. Hayden, Professor Emeritus, University of Pittsburgh
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This is a very important book. Against the background of India’s current, tragic
polarisation between Hindus and Muslims, it reminds us that things were
not always so. It focuses on the social expressions of nirgun bhakti, worship of
the formless absolute, which rejects institutionalised religion altogether and
therefore allows and even encourages various forms of religious exchange
between Hinduism and Islam. By means of a subtle, detailed historical and
ethnographic analysis, Mukesh Kumar shows how the followers of Laldas, a
sixteenth-century mystic, responded to the changing religious landscape in
subsequent centuries, trying (but ultimately failing) to preserve their particular
form of Hindu-Muslim synthesis in the face of those forces trying to separate the
two communities.
William Sax, Professor and Head, Department of Anthropology,
South Asia Institute, Heidelberg University
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BETWEEN MUSLIM PIR AND HINDU SAINT

Between Muslim Pir and Hindu Saint studies the changing form of religious
culture around the bhakti figure and the religious order of Laldas that has
undergone multiple transformations since its inception in the sixteenth century
in the Mewat region of north India. The study uncovers the fascinating historical
and contemporary dimensions of Hindu-Muslim socio-cultural interactions
around his shrines. It explores reformist and extremist politics that influenced
shared religious traditions, shedding light on the impact of the reformist
ideologies of the Arya Samaj and Tablighi Jamaat on the followers of Laldas. It
presents a compelling analysis of how some shared religious practices persist
and adapt amidst the pressures of dominant reform movements, highlighting
the resilience of faith and the strategies employed by believers to maintain their
religious convictions. The inclusion of marginalised voices, particularly women
maintaining their disagreements by concealing their faith in the saints and
traditional bards expressing their righteous views through folk songs, adds a
poignant and powerful dimension to the narrative. Through its comprehensive
and thought-provoking approach, the book provides valuable insights into the
continuously evolving religious landscape of north Indian devotional Hinduism
and popular Islam.

Mukesh Kumar is a postdoctoral fellow (2021-23) at ETH Ziirich. Previously, he
was an Alexander von Humboldt postdoctoral fellow (2019-21) at the South Asia
Institute of Heidelberg University. He has published several research articles in
international journals, such as the Oxford Journal of Law and Religion, Journal of
the Royal Asiatic Society (Cambridge University Press), Contemporary South Asia
(Routledge), History and Anthropology (Routledge) and Economic and Political
Weekly.
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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

All non-English words written in the Devanagari script are transcribed using
the International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration (IAST) system. This
system allows for the representation of various Indic scripts, such as Sanskrit,
Hindi, Braj, Mewati and others, in the Roman script. The biographical text about
Laldas frequently includes Urdu words written in the Devanagari style; therefore,
the same style of transliteration is used for Urdu words as well. However, no
transliteration is applied to proper nouns like people’s or places’ names, or to
commonly used words like Sufi or Bhakti.
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MAP 1 The map of administrative blocks in Alwar with adjoining regions, Bharatpur
and Nuh (Mewat)
Source: © Map of India, https://www.mapsofindia.com/maps/rajasthan/tehsil/alwar.html, accessed

7 October 2018.
Note: The cultural region of Mewat (in dark red line) across meeting borders of Rajasthan and

Haryana.
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Source: District Census, Mewat, 2011.
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MAPS XXiii

MAP 3 The traditional shrines of Laldas and other field sites
Source: Google Map.

Notes: The dropped pink pins from top to bottom (clockwise) in the image:

1. Shah Chokha tomb

2. A new temple of Laldas, Punahana
3. The main shrine of Laldas, Sherpur
4. The shrine of Bandholi

5. The shrine of Dholidoob
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1

THE SPECTRE OF BINARIES

In the first two decades of the twenty-first century, temples dedicated to
Laldas, who was born to Muslim parents, have mushroomed all over north
India. Although he is currently mostly worshipped by the Hindu caste of
Baniyas (merchants or traders), Laldas was historically known for having a
dual religious identity as a Sufi pir (Islamic mystic or saint) among Muslims
and baba or sant among Hindus.! He preached nirgun bhakti (formless
devotion) to the Hindu god Ram,? lived a married life, combined ‘Tslamic’ and
‘Hindu’ religious doctrines and developed a distinct form of religiosity shared
by people across religious denominations. The saint taught his followers to
observe five rules: to refrain from killing animals and eating meat (particularly
beef); to abstain from alcohol consumption; to avoid partaking of any food
in their daughter’s home; to not cultivate tobacco and sugar cane in the area;
and to avoid stealing. The ultimate objective for devotees from diverse socio-
religious backgrounds was to continuously chant the name of Ram.

Laldas and his teachings straddled the boundaries of ‘Islam’ and
‘Hinduism’? But his main followers, Hindu Laldasis of the Baniya background
and Muslim Laldasis of the Meo Muslim background, began to identify him
more closely with either ‘Islam’ or ‘Hinduism’ in the twentieth century. Born
into a Meo Muslim family in the sixteenth century (1540 CE) as Lal Khan
Meo, the saint is presently more popular under the designation of Baba
Laldas. Following his guru Kabir, Laldas not only advocated worshipping
‘God’ in a nirgun bhakti manner but also lived by the values of ‘Islam’ in his
personal life.* Like Kabir, Laldas, his religious instructions and the Laldasi
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2 BETWEEN MUSLIM PIR AND HINDU SAINT

panth (religious path or way) founded by his followers traditionally did not
discriminate on caste and religious levels.” The saint considered institutional
religious identities as impediments in the path of bhakti (devotion). His
teachings are still followed by people of both religions. But the saint’s identity
and associated religious practices have recently been transformed, indicating
a shift from a shared liminal religious entity to an emerging component of
north Indian devotional Hinduism.

This book is an attempt to understand historically and anthropologically
a changing form of religious culture around the bhakti figure and the
religious order of Laldas that has undergone multiple transformations since
its inception in the sixteenth century. In doing so, the book analyses the
changes in shared religiosity of Laldas, who characteristically spoke of an
inward Lord transcending institutionalised ‘religions’. It mainly shows how
the cultural memory around him has evolved over time. While saints like
Laldas typically welcomed followers of any religious background in the past,
their tradition did not normally sustain a shared religious ethos in the long
run. Since the early twentieth century, Hindu and Muslim followers of the
saint have been disputing each other’s claims over his identity and numerous
shrines. As a result, these shared or mixed shrines have presently become
precarious, as tightened religious identities emerged and the financial clout of
Hindu devotees grew, alongside the rising religious reformist politics among
‘Hindus’ and ‘Muslims’’

The book goes beyond its initial scope to explore the semantics of
syncretic and anti-syncretic dynamics in north Indian society, explaining
how the notion of religious purity advocated by reform organisations, the
Arya Samaj and the Tablighi Jamaat, came into existence.® It further explores
how devoted followers of the saint responded to the growing reformist
pressure. They employed various strategies to cope with the situation, ranging
from concealing their faith to subtly expressing their opinions through lyrical
poems. These coping mechanisms allowed them to navigate the challenging
environment within and outside their homes. Furthermore, the shared
religious practices of Laldas’s followers, which were generally condemned
by reformist ideologies, did not succumb to purist views but instead found
ways and means to survive. Overall, the book examines the relation between
religion, culture and power in Mewat in the light of heightening sectarian
tensions in north India in recent years over religious identities, conversion,
shared shrines and cow protection among other issues. The growing religious
tensions surrounding Laldas’s shared shrines point to a shift in the dynamics
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THE SPECTRE OF BINARIES 3

of socio-religious relations between ‘Hindus’ and ‘Muslims’ over time.
Taking a longue durée approach, the book provides a nuanced analysis of the
making and unmaking of this shared religious figure, exploring the conflicts
both within and between different religious communities at his sacred sites.
These divergent trends allude to a traditionally incorporative nature of Indic
religiosity and recent exclusionary tendencies of reformist politics in India.’
Apart from the main shrine at Sherpur (Figure 1.1)—situated right on
the border of eastern Rajasthan and southern Haryana—where the saint is
buried with his sixteen family members in Islamic-style graves, there are
two other main shrines and numerous new temples dedicated to Laldas
across north India." The two other main traditional shrines of Laldas are
in the villages of Dholidoob (where his parents, Chandmal and Samda,
are buried) and Bandholi (where one of his sons, Kutub or Dhruviji, and
his two daughters, Riddhi and Siddhi, are buried) in Alwar in eastern

FIGURE 1.1 The Sherpur shrine of Laldas or Khan at Sherpur Village, Ramgarh, Alwar
Source: Photo by the author.

Note: Unless otherwise indicated, all the photographs in this book are taken by the author during
fieldwork in the area between 2016 and 2019.
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4 BETWEEN MUSLIM PIR AND HINDU SAINT

Rajasthan. These three traditional shrines, located in Sherpur, Bandholi
and Dholidoob villages (see Map 3), are among the central places of shared
worship of Laldas.

Changing the outlook of the religious order of Laldas was historically the
work of a variety of socio-religious, economic and political forces. However,
in recent times, the dominant influence of orthodox Vaishnava' beliefs held
by the Baniya community,”? particularly their strong emphasis on temple
worship and veneration of images or icons, has significantly shaped and
solidified the religious identity of Laldas as primarily a ‘Hindu’ figure rather
than a liminal entity. People’s devotion to Laldas and his family members
has resulted in boons, which have contributed to the Laldas order’s meteoric
rise as a wealthy religious order. Currently, the Baniyas play a crucial role
as the principal advocates and driving force behind the ongoing religious
transformations within the order. The Baniyas, probably the wealthiest caste
cluster in Indian society, responded to their strong religious appeal in Laldas
with their money and power, transforming the overall character of the order
and the saint. In order to attain their objectives, the Hindu (Baniya) followers
of Laldas—who although agree that the saint was a Muslim—have begun
constructing new and marvellous temples. One such temple that also became
one of my main field sites was built in 2015 in Punahana (Figure 1.2), which
stood at the heart of the town.

Visitors to the aforementioned temple were all Hindus, mostly Baniyas.
Such new temples of Laldas not only reveal the story of Hinduisation
of the order but also show intricate ways through which some shared
religious practices evolve, change and acquire newer forms with time. The
comparatively new temples of Laldas fulfil some unique ‘devotional desires’
of Baniyas in a religious manner that generally requires experiencing the
physical presence of a deity. More importantly, these new temples of Laldas,
spread over north India, stand in ritual and symbolic contrast to the main
shrine.”® For instance, at the main shrine in Sherpur, the centres of ritual
offerings are graves (kabra, or mausoleum) (Figure 1.3), unlike these new
temples in which a well-adorned Laldas idol (as shown here) is installed.
These temples have ironically endowed a strong advocate of nirgun (formless)
devotion with a sagun (God with attributes) anthropomorphic form.

The process of building new Hindu-style temples of Laldas has happened
mainly in the first two decades of the twenty-first century to bring the
imaginary of the saint more in line with the traditional religious orientation
of the Baniyas. They began to propitiate him in the Vaishnava style of religious
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FIGURE 1.2 The new temple of Laldas at Punahana
Source: Photo by the author.

worship, which has historically been favoured by the Baniyas (C. Bayly
1992). Installing idols (images) of the saint in many temples in Mewat and
neighbouring regions implies symbolic and ontological transformations
that are a complete subversion of Laldas’s teachings and his sampradaya’s
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FIGURE 1.3 A kabra in the Laldas shrine at Sherpur
Source: Photo by author.

(religious order) shared practices and beliefs." I argue that the rise of shared
religiosity around Laldas and the persistence of disputes between the two
different types of religious followers indicate historically changing forms of
religious cultures in north India in general and Mewat in particular.”
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Additionally, this new symbolism and meaning of the shrines and the
new persona of Laldas allude to the displacement of the religious symbols of
one group by the other. While these transformations are designed to meet
the devotional needs of the wealthy and powerful merchant class, they
also represent changes in a constantly shifting network of socio-religious
relations and belief systems around shared sacred spaces, defined as
‘religioscapes™ by Hayden et al. (2016). Each religious group sharing a sacred
site constitutes its own form of religioscape, such as ‘Hindu’ religioscape or
‘Muslim’ religioscape, intersecting and sometimes mutually opposing each
other’s religious practices.” Constantly shifting social horizons and forms of
interactions between various religious communities exhibit and sometimes
force changes in religioscapes, depending upon the power dynamics of inter-
religious relations (Hayden et al. 2016: 28-31). Similarly, the changes at Laldas
shrines also demonstrate that religious cultures evolve and change over time,
generally in tandem with the rising tides of comparatively newer forms of
ideologies and power dynamics in society. In a way, the ‘Hindu’ religioscape
of the Laldas order is slowly expanding since Baniyas continue to build new
temples. The majority of Baniyas perceive their wealth and prosperity as the
direct outcome of their genuine service, or sacci seva, to the saint. As a result
of this belief, there is also a substantial influx of material contributions to
the saint’s shrines and new temples, marking changes in physical settings,
symbolic meanings and ritual practices at the traditionally shared sacred
sites.

These changes also led me to ponder the following questions: What
are the social, religious and economic developments that are reshaping the
contemporary religious perspectives of the Hindu and Muslim Laldasis,
causing them to act for the transformation of traditional forms of religiosity?
How do we comprehend and distinguish between the past and present
religious engagements of people who presently identify as ‘Hindu’ or
‘Muslim’? How have religious boundaries, identities and practices changed
and evolved historically in relation to religious spaces traditionally shared
by people of all faiths? Which major forces have transformed the religious
culture from the one that was more plural and mixed to the one that is more
segregated?

The answers to these questions are inextricably linked to the
transformations that have occurred at the Laldas shrines and the increasing
significance of the Hindu aspects of the saint’s religious order and persona in
recent decades. However, the focus here is not on the system of classification
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but instead on how the historical growth of religious and communal
consciousness around social categories led to the current teleological outcome
of mutual distrust and hatred against each other in religious communities.
In turn, these developments also affected religious cultures around shared
shrines of saints, such as that of Laldas. Consequently, it would be more
useful to explain the processes by which members of these diverse religious
communities with varying religious orientations have come to identify their
identities and shared practices around the shrines of Laldas as either ‘Islamic’
or ‘Hindu’. These shifts continue to have an impact on the outlook of the
dominant Meo Muslim community and on local inter-religious relations in
Mewat.

THEAREA, MEWAT AND THE MAKING OF THE OTHER

The book is set in the Mewat region, located 65 kilometres south-west of the
capital of India, Delhi. Mewat derives its identity from the Meos, the majority
inhabitants of the region, and geographically spreads across the border
regions of three present-day north Indian states: Rajasthan, Haryana and
Uttar Pradesh. Overall, Mewat is located within a triangular zone bounded
by three major cities: Delhi, Jaipur and Agra. It covers an area of nearly 9,000
square kilometres without constituting a single administrative unit. Mewat,
as shown in Map 1, is, thus, closely identified as a cultural zone, defined by
the distribution of the Meo peasant population and the use of the Mewati
language.'®

Numerous peasant communities reside in and around Mewat, creating
a sort of caste boundary. Due to their numerical dominance, their locations
are generally identified by caste names. For instance, the districts beyond the
north and north-west sections of Mewat (the western side of Alwar, and parts
of Rewari and Gurgaon) are controlled by Ahir peasants, whose territory is
termed the Ahirvati (the Ahirs’ habitation) in popular parlance. Similarly,
Jat peasants can be found in large numbers in areas beyond the north-east
and south-east of Mewat; this region is known as the Jattiyaat. Similarly,
Meenavati and Gujarvati are two distinct peasant caste cultural zones (after
the Meena and the Gujjar peasants, respectively).” There are remarkable
similarities between these peasant castes who bestow on one another equal
social status, including the Meos. All these caste communities identify as
Hindu, except for the Meos, who are Muslim.?
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Mewat is flanked by the Aravalli mountains, colloquially called kala
pahad (the black mountains), which occasionally rise to 500 metres. The
region is one of the least fertile areas on the outskirts of the alluvial Indo-
Gangetic plains. In the absence of perennial rivers and other freshwater
sources, irrigation heavily relies on either rainfall or waterpumps. The
area experiences low rainfall, resulting in a hot, dry and semi-arid
climate.” Economically, Mewat is currently recognised as one of the most
underdeveloped regions in India.?

Traditionally, Mewat has been a meeting ground of diverse religious
traditions, characterised by the presence of Sufis, Naths, Jains and Bhaktas,
among countless others religious streams (M. Kumar 2022a, 2002b; Mayaram
1997b, 2004c). Beyond the binary of ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’, it represented a
mosaic of various religious orientations and a complex arrangement of social
relations. However, Mewat and Meos have currently been highly defamed by
Hindu right-wing activists and popular media. Hindu right-wing activists
describe the region as a ‘dark place’ and a ‘hotbed of breeding terrorism’, with
Muslims supposedly engaging in forced religious conversion of Hindu girls
as well as cow smuggling (Bose 2022).” These issues have sparked numerous
sectarian conflicts in recent years, with many people labelling the area as
the source of ‘anti-national’ activities. This association is largely due to
stereotypes and prejudices against the Muslim community, which have led to
an inappropriate classification of the region as a hub of criminal activities and
lawlessness. For instance, in 2016, just before the beginning of an 11-month
fieldwork in Mewat, I became a little depressed by the entrenched negative
beliefs about the region held by many people in proximate areas and big cities
like Delhi and Gurgaon. ‘A place of Muslim terrorists’, ‘a mini-Pakistan’, ‘full
of robbers and kidnappers’—these were the usual allegations I heard about
‘Mewat’ in general and about the Meo Muslims in particular. Many people
suggested that unless I changed the field area of my research, I would not
return alive.

With the help of a friend in Delhi, where I was temporarily based, I was
able to find a local friend who agreed to show me places in Mewat. On the
day we met, my friend in Mewat queried my interest in the Meos, asking me,
‘What is the purpose of studying Muslims? You could find a better topic for
your research.” When I asked him to clarify his comment, he invoked the
prevailing negative knowledge about Muslims rather than information based
on concrete evidence. His description of the ‘Muslims’ of the area included
adjectives like ‘dangerous’, ‘thieves’, ‘criminals’, ‘beef-eaters’ and ‘terrorists’.
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Not once did my ‘Hindu’ friend, whose background was the middle-
class peasant caste Yadav community, refer to them as the Meos. Instead,
throughout the few days I stayed with him, the collective noun ‘Muslims’
and the adjective ‘Muslim’ kept popping up continuously. This popular
understanding of the category ‘Muslim’ is pan-Indian. A growing concern
with religious boundaries, a trend already set in motion in the twentieth
century, drew my attention to what could be referred to as a fixation with
the colonial idea of religious difference.** Although not entirely meaningless,
the assumption that religious identities in India are fundamentally
exclusive entities currently has significant sway over political-bureaucratic
understanding and underpins many academic discussions, particularly those
on the themes of secularism, religious tolerance and inter-religious relations.”
In these discussions, religious communities are assumed to be monolithic,
internally coherent, homogenous and externally non-interactive. Such an
understanding is ‘the objectification of culture’, a process both ‘totalising
and individualising’ (Cohn 1987: 224-54) in approach. With the beginning
of the ‘modernity’ projects of the colonial state in the late nineteenth century,
the main emphasis of colonial officers and administrators remained on the
bounded definition of groups through the production of census operations,
anthropological surveys and administrative reports and gazetteers. In this
endeavour, ‘the position of the subjects was constituted by the colonial state
by classifying and naturalising categories and identities’ (Cohn 1996: xi).
These categories were mostly created in a mutually opposing binary manner,
such as educated or uneducated, rich or poor, male or female, young or old,
Hindu or Muslim, Welsh or Scottish and so on (Cohn 1996: xi).

Unfortunately, many political scientists, anthropologists and historians
of South Asia still continue to reify—consciously or unconsciously—religious,
caste and community groups, describing them as possessing coherence and
definite boundaries.”® Fundamental religious categories such as ‘Hindu’ and
‘Muslim’, which are in fact internally diverse, have been homogenised, not
only in political and reformist rhetoric but also in treatises supposedly written
to counter such notions.” ‘Scholars too heavily rely on Hindu and Muslim as
descriptive adjectives and categories’, as Gottschalk (2000) rightly points out.
‘Such distinctions are, though, not without uses’, he adds, ‘but privileging
them implies that such communal divisions exist for all South Asians at all
times’ (Gottschalk 2000: 3).

The friend with whom I was travelling in 2016 appealed to the same
bounded notion of religious communities. He was conscious of his own
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caste status in Hinduism, but he presumed that ‘the other’ (Muslim) was a
homogenous group. Similarly, the initial questions many Muslims, whom we
met in the process of fieldwork, asked us were also related to our religious
identity. The Muslims we met differentiated themselves from other Muslims
(by caste identity, such as the Meo, the Mirasi, the Qureshi, and so on)* but
treated ‘the other’ (Hindus in this case) as a coherent group, or so it seemed to
me. Identification with ‘religion’ seemed to have surpassed other measures of
social identification in the public domain, at least in categorising unfamiliar
people. It appeared that strangers were located first by religious categories so
as to guide one’s initial behaviour and conduct. Although these trends around
newer forms of ‘religious consciousness’ have been powerful in shaping the
binary outlook of ‘Hindus’ and ‘Muslims’ currently, beneath the bounded
conception of ‘religion’ and religious communities lay multiple layers of
pluralism.” These pluralistic impulses always remained in the background
until uncovered by in-depth social and cultural research. For instance, I
encountered some unique practices of social solidarity, discussed here, across
religious boundaries organised by village-level brotherhood rather than the
simple binary of ‘Hindu’ or ‘Muslim’.

The history of tension and contestations between local (Mewat) and
imperial (Delhi) powers provides an interesting starting point to understand
the multifarious nature of religious and social identities in Mewat. The area
was an important part of the Mughal province of Agra and served to connect
Delhito both the Agraand Ajmer regions. Imperial rulers were keen to control
Mewat because of its strategic location on these two important trade and
pilgrimage routes. The text Ain-i-Akbari describes many of Akbar’s imperial
sojourns as he passed through this region when he travelled westwards, either
to subjugate rebel chiefs or to visit the famous Chishti saint Moinuddin at
Ajmer (Mubarak, Blochmann and Jarrett 1894). In a popular folktale about
the relationship between a famous local Chishti saint, Shah Chokha (whose
tomb is near the Punahana temple), and a Meo figure called Dada Bahar,
the Sufi saint supported the demands of local Muslims against the imperial
power of the Mughal court.

The legend begins by introducing Rajni, a renowned beauty whose father
served as a local official for Akbar in Bisru village near the Punahana Temple.
Rajni’s exceptional beauty caught the attention of Akbar, who, upon hearing
tales of her captivating charm, expressed his desire to marry her. As a result,
Rajni was brought to the imperial court in response to Akbar’s fascination
with her. Rajni’s father, Randhir Singh Meo, held a prominent position in the
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village as its head and the local tax collector. Despite his high status, he was
bound by the endogamous practices of his Meo community, which strongly
believed that Rajni’s marriage to Akbar would bring great dishonour to their
community. To address this situation, a Meo caste council (pancayat) was
convened under the guidance of the Sufi saint Shah Chokha. During the
council, it was decided that Dada Bahar, belonging to the Chiraklot clan (pal)
of the neighbouring village Kot, would be given the task of bringing Rajni
back home.*

Shah Chokha advised the Meos to take this course of action in order to
safeguard their community’s honour. He did not support the marriage or
the practice of strengthening the Muslim ummah (religious community)
by encouraging Meo Muslims to enter into marital alliances with Muslims
of non-Meo origins. Additionally, the opposition of the Meos to Akbar’s
alleged desire to bring a Meo girl into the royal Mughal harem highlights the
difference between the religious consciousness of the Meos and that of their
imperial rulers in terms of their Muslim identity and religious beliefs.” The
saint was not working to unify Islamic religious identity but was supporting a
Meo version of Islam’.

When, one day, Shah Chokha was passing the Meo village, Kot, he noticed
Rajni, the wife of Bahar (popularly called Dadi Bisarani or ‘grandmother
from Bisru village’), whom Dada Bahar had rescued from Akbar and later
married. The saint asked Dadi Bisarani to make kheer (rice pudding) for him.
She replied that milk was not available as the young heifers in her house were
not yet ready for milking. The saint asked her to bring a pot for milk. One of
the saint’s miracles was when he caressed a young heifer the animal began to
give milk. While Dadi Bisarani was making the kheer, the saint sat next to
her and began throwing the rice in various directions. When he was ready
to toss a handful of rice to the east following three successful attempts in
other directions, Dadi grabbed his hand, asking, If you throw away all the
rice, how will I cook kheer for you?” The saint smiled and answered, ‘Had
you not stopped me, your children [Meos] would have spread in the eastward
direction too.” The village still believes that the reason for the Meos” absence
beyond this border was because Dadi Bisarani interrupted the saint and
prevented him from throwing rice towards the east.

Kot, the village of Shah Chokha’s friend Bahar, constitutes the present-
day border between two communities, the Hindu Jats of the Rawat clan
on the east and the Muslim Meos of the Chiraklot clan on the west. Kot
is the last Meo-dominated village in this region. Another event from the
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same folktale of Dada Bahar reinforces these local-imperial dichotomies
and the fraught nature of the current religious distinctions among peasant
communities, like the Meos and the Jats. The Meo Chiraklot clan of Kot
village had always shared an antagonistic relationship with the adjacent
village, Hathin, of the Hindu Jats of the Rawat clan. Bahar of Kot had killed
many Rawat Jats in conflict. Amidst the escalating reign of terror, the Rawat
Jats entered into a pact of brotherhood with the Damrot Meo clan of the
Bisru village. This alliance aimed to foster unity and cooperation between
the two villages in the face of growing challenges and threats from other
villages. A similar alliance was also formed by the Chiraklot Meos with the
Jats of the Sorot clan of a nearby village. In times of crisis or conflicts,
the Muslim Meos of the Damrot clan in Bisru would stand in support of the
Hindu Rawat Jats of Hathin, rather than their fellow Muslim Meos of the
Chiraklot clan. Similarly, the village of the Jats of the Sorot clan would
follow the same principles. Stories depicting imagined conflicts and wars
between these peasant communities were common in the area. The primary
sources of contention, as shared by village elders, revolved around village
boundaries, leadership and control of resources. These conflicts were not
based on religious differences or identities.

Even in the present day, the relationship between the friendly clans of the
two communities continues to be characterised by a strong sense of bhai-cara
(brotherhood), surpassing caste and religious divisions. Stories of the past
about inter-community alliances and conflicts are still alive in actual practice.
But cross-caste religious village affinities have significantly shaped these
relationships. Peasant clans and village antagonisms are the main markers
of community solidarity and differences, rooted in local dynamics such as
geographical locations, concerns about village expansion and boundaries and
clan populations. This relationship of cross-caste and religious brotherhood
between Meo and Jat villages and clans developed several centuries ago is
still lived in everyday life by extending invitation to each other in marriages,
funerals and other ceremonies. One particular ceremony is that of anointing
the chosen clan headman, or caudhari, the traditional power authorities who
are still relevant, although without official state recognition. The anointment
is always done by a group of representatives from the brotherhood alliance.
For example, if the Rawat Jat clan headman has to be chosen, the anointing
will be done by the headman and representatives of the Damrot Meos.

The folktale of Dada Bahar and other stories indicate that the differences
between the Jats and the Meos had not been colloquialised in terms of religious
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sentiments and identities, despite these two communities contemporarily
identifying themselves as ‘Hindus’ and ‘Muslims’, respectively. These stories
further illustrate that a significant aspect of Indic ‘religions’ is the importance
of locally rooted social and religious practices that mediate identity-related
social interactions. Prior to the twentieth century, local social practices were
more valuable than the institutional ‘Hindu’ and ‘Tslamic’ practices.

Members of the Mewati Muslim society continue to take pride in their
resistance to Mughal and British imperial rulers (Mayaram 2004a) and in
their loyalty to the land of Mewat and, by extension, India. Now they view
their long-held allegiance to the land as an example of strong patriotism that
has remained unshakeable even in the face of their passionate devotion to
Islam. As they were true patriots and devoted to what is now India, they fought
against the long reign of Muslim monarchs from the Arab and Persian lands.
Throughout my research, Mewatis recounted multiple stories in which the
Meos fought alongside other ‘local’ kings to repel foreign invaders, including
Muslim ones. Hasan Khan Mewati, the king of the Meos, was often held up as
a hero by contemporary Meos because he fought alongside the ‘local’ Hindu
ruler, Rana Sanga, against Babur, the founder of the Mughal Empire, in 1526
CE.* Several Meos used this incident to argue that Muslims in Mewat sided
with a Hindu monarch against a Muslim invader because they valued local
brotherhood over religion.

The popular stories within the Meo Muslim community repeatedly
highlight these chronicles. This also implies that Islam’ followed at the
grassroot level competes with Sunni ‘Islam’ practised politically in a global
form (Mohammad 2013). Islamisation of the Meos appears to have been of a
very different nature, and, as has been indicated previously, the assertion of
Muslim identity was not an important aspect of Islamisation in the region
(Bharadwaj 2017). For instance, the anecdotes of Laldas, who flourished in
Mewat during the reigns of Akbar and Shah Jahan, are also full of instances
of persecution perpetrated by Mughal officers. These anecdotes reveal the
Meo peasants’ distinct relationship with the Mughal state. It was not only
that the local forms of Islam’ contrasted with their imperial counterpart,
but there was also a wide range of religious activities embedded within
those local forms and meanings. Some of the narratives of Laldas also dispel
the prevailing stereotypes about the Meos and Mewat. Whether it be cow
veneration, worshipping Ram or genealogical ties to Hindu gods, Meos’
everyday practices were historically anchored in Indic cosmologies, in
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contrast to their present-day negative image constructed and perpetuated by
the media and anti-Muslim Hindutva activists in India.

SOCIAL, RELIGIOUS AND ECONOMIC PROFILE OF THE MEO COMMUNITY

Historically, the Meos constituted the majority of Mewat’s population and
were categorised as middle-caste cultivators in colonial censuses. Based on the
1901 census data, the Meos accounted for 168,590 individuals, approximately
2 per cent of the entire population of Rajputana (modern-day Rajasthan).*®
They were one of the largest groups of peasants in the states spanning eastern
Rajasthan and southern Haryana. Specifically, in the two princely states of
eastern Rajputana, the Meos constituted 113,142 people, more than 13 per cent
of the total population in Alwar, and 51,546 individuals, or more than 8 per
cent in the kingdom of Bharatpur (Hunter 1909: 313).

By 1931, the Meos had not only become one of the most populous castes
in eastern Rajputana and southern Haryana, but they also formed the largest
Muslim community in the area (Figure 1.4). Notably, out of the overall Muslim
population of 186,500 in the Alwar kingdom, more than 80 per cent (146,460
individuals) belonged to the Meo caste (Table 1.1) (Cole 1932: 129; Copland
1999: 118).** Similarly, in the southern parts of the British district of Gurgaon
within the Punjab province, the Meos were the numerically dominant Muslim
community. During the 1931 census, out of Gurgaon’s total population of
740,163, approximately 242,357 individuals were Muslims, and slightly over
half of them (124,821 individuals) belonged to the Meo community (K. Khan
1933: 79, 306).* Presently, the Muslim population at large, and the Meo
community specifically, constitute a substantial segment of the population
in the districts of Alwar and Nuh (Mewat).”* This demographic presence
empowers the Meos to exert influence over social and political developments
in these regions.

Meos converted to Islam or signalled their commitment to adopt Islamic
norms in their social life many centuries ago. Although they used Islamic
symbols, they also continued to observe local marriage norms, rituals and
caste endogamy (Chauhan 2003; Mayaram 1997a, 2004a; Jamous 2003).
These rituals, some of which still exist, are comparable to those practised by
Hindu peasant caste communities in Mewat’s neighbouring regions. The Meo
peasant world and the social, cultural and religious developments occurred
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FIGURE 1.4 The spread of Meo population in the late nineteenth century
Source: Risely (1999 [1915]: 340).

within a common social setting of interaction between these various peasant
castes. It was this social setting, marked by shared socio-religious semiotics,
which is one of the key Indic backgrounds against which the diverse religious
outlook of these communities was formed. Among the Meos, the worship of
‘Hindu’ deities and goddesses, along with the observance of ‘Hindu’ rites and
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TABLE 1.1 Meo population of Alwar: Selected nizamats (districts) (1931)

District Meo population Total population Percentage
Tapukrah 12,411 27,058 45.8
Ramgarh 15,089 33,306 457
Alwar 18,937 43,705 434
Govindgarh 11,877 28,176 422
Kishangarh 7,713 31,083 24.8
Khairtal 7,713 31,374 224
Malakhera 5,722 35,017 16.5
Lachmangarh 8,140 49,472 16.4
Mandawar 3,580 31,079 11.5
Tijara 13,243 39,620 334

Source: Census of India 1931, vol. XX VTII, Provincial Tables I and III.

customs, formed an integral part of their socio-religious traditions. Powlett
(1878: 38), a colonial ethnographer,” wrote as early as the 1850s:

Meos are all Musalman in names, but their village deities are the same
as those of Hindu Zamindars [landlords]. They keep, too, several
Hindu festivals. Thus, the Holi [Hindu festival of colours] is with Meos
a season of rough play and is considered as important a festival as the
Muharram, Eid, and Shabibarat [all Islamic festivals]; and they likewise
observe the Janam Asthmi, Dasehara, and Diwali [another set of Hindu
festivals]. They often keep Brahmin priests to write pili chitthi, a note
fixing the date of marriage. They call themselves by Hindu names, with
the exceptions of ‘Ram’ and ‘Singh’ is a frequent affix, though not so

common as ‘Khan’.

According to colonial historical records, the names ‘Meo’ and ‘Mewat’
were in use for at least a thousand years prior to the preceding account written
by Powlett in the nineteenth century. The name ‘Mewat’ is commonly
thought to have been derived from the word ‘Meo’. After the establishment
of the first Delhi Sultanate kingdom in the twelfth century, Balban, a
formidable ruler of the slave dynasty, led raids and plundered the Mewatis
(Mayaram 2004a: 74-96). The Mewatis have continuously been portrayed
adversely by Indo-Persian historians, Mughal sources and British colonial
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chronicles (Mayaram 2004a). Barani (1285-1357 CE), the famous Persian
historian of the Delhi Sultanate era (1206-1526), described the Meos
negatively as ‘lawless plunderers, raiders, robbers and assaulters’ who had
‘virtually besieged Delhi’ (Mayaram 2004a: 74).

The Meo community’s origins are shrouded in mystery due to the dearth
of historical materials before the tenth century. Mayaram (1997a, 2004a)
draws parallels between the migratory histories of the Meos and the Jats.
She carves out a space for the history of the Meo migration from the western
side of India in the light of Persian and Arab chroniclers of Sindh. Under the
pressure of the Arab forces after the conquest of Sindh in 711-12 CE, the Meo
and Jat communities occupying the Sindh and Punjab regions were forced
into the interior parts of north-west India around the tenth century (Mayaram
1997c: 26, 2004a: 19-26). Between the thirteenth and nineteenth centuries,
the Meo community saw significant socio-economic, political and religious
transformations. In addition to their ties to Islam, the Meos started to become
a community of peasants in the fifteenth century (Bharadwaj 2012: 217-19).%
This process linked the Meos to Hinduism’s iconography, in addition to their
prior ties to Sufi and localised forms of Islam. The ‘religion’ of the Meos was
a form of popular Tslam’ that was mediated locally. Before the twentieth
century, the majority of Meos were not concerned with their Islamic identity,
despite observing certain aspects of Islamic rituals. Instead, they fought
to preserve the local social customs and practices that were important to
them.* However, these transformations in the peasant worldviews of the Meo
Muslims strongly contained elements of piety, asceticism and renunciation
which emerged during the Bhakti-Sufi period.*’

Sufi, bhakti, tantric and yogic religious currents historically influenced
one another’s patterns of religiosity and ways of being (S. Bayly 1989; Burchett
2019; Green 2008; Snehi 2019). Particularly, the confluence of popular Sufism
and devotional Hinduism affected the early modern societies of north India
(Burchett 2019). Many communities were influenced by a broad network of
Sufi saints (Eaton 1993, 2015; Ernst and Lawrence 2016; Green 2012), some of
whom also acquired a Hindu identity—for example, the Nath saints with dual
religious identities such as Kanifnath/Rahman Shah and Ratannath/Haji
Ratan (Bouillier and Khan 2009; Hayden et al. 2016). These developments led
to the formation of religious communities centred around a new ‘Sufi’- and
‘Bhakti-influenced devotional sensibility (Burchett 2019). Previous studies
have questioned the idea of one coherent monolithic Bhakti movement
(Hawley 2011, 2012, 2013, 2015b; Pauwels 2010). Hawley (2012) claimed that
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ideas about the coherence of ‘Bhakti’ emerged centuries after the saints in
these traditions lived in order to serve different religious and political aims.
For example, some saints were later considered as representative of the ‘Hindu’
religion even though the saints had vigorously criticised Hindu practices and
Hindu identity in their time. Similarly, the existence of a coherent Sufism
is problematic, too (see Eaton 2015; Green 2012), since Sufism represents a
complex world with complex relationships to Islam and Hinduism in South
Asia and has vast regional differentiations and diverse saintly traditions.
Consequently, each saint of Bhakti and Sufi backgrounds and their respective
location need to be analysed separately to understand the complex nature of
religious belonging.*!

Likewise, these developments also affected the Meo community and
sparked significant arguments—first over the Meos’ transition from a
nomadic to a settled community and then regarding the Meos’ conversion
to Islam.** Mayaram (1997a, 2004a) correctly observes in her study that
communities such as the Meos were both Hindus and Muslims in their
cultural and religious practices, inhabiting a liminal space. Mayaram’s
analysis has not provided a comprehensive explanation regarding why
and how the process of the Meos considering themselves as both ksatriya
(warriors) and Muslim occurred, and the specific conditions that influenced
this belief. Therefore, further investigation is required to delve into the factors
that shaped their self-perception.

Meos’ link to the Hindu past is maintained by assertions that they are
descendants of the two Hindu warrior gods and kings, Ram and Krishna, as
well as Arjuna, a prominent warrior figure in Mahabharata. This, I suggest, is
rooted in the relationships between kinship,land, the emergence of the concept
of private property and peasant community rights—facts that Mayaram fails
to examine in her works.*® As private property rights established during the
early years of Mughal rule, the Meos’” declarations about their ties to these
‘Hindu’ figures served as a compelling justification for their claims to land,
comparable to those of other peasants.** In this instance, a specific cultural
process to create relationships with religious characters of these epics who
are also kings demonstrates a close relationship between peasantry, land,
ownership and cultural claims. Not only did Meo clans establish genealogical
links with Hindu deities, but they also coveted land ownership.

The Meos maintain two distinct types of genealogies, one that covers
the entire community and the other that focuses on specific families. Palo
ki vansavali (the descendant lines of pals) is the Meo community genealogy
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that details the history of the Meo territorial clans, or pals. They are often
associated with a Hindu warrior god or a hero from the Ramayana or the
Mahabharata.*> Meo links to ksatriya (warrior) status are rooted in the
tradition of kinship formation centred on king-type gods. Five Meo pals are
Jaduvansi (the descendants of Yadu/Jadu, the clan of the Hindu god Krishna);
five others are linked to the Tomar clan of Rajputs (the descendants of Arjuna);
two pals consider themselves Raghuvansi Meos (the descendants from
the god Ram); and one small unit called palldkra is said to have descended
from Nirban Chauhans* (Mayaram 2004a: 52). I recorded a series of dohd
(couplets) from a group of Mirasi bards which nicely describes the narrative
of five Jaduvansi pals, which all relate their origin to the Hindu deity Krishna:

jadivans bahal, panc palan main payo

jabro dal mevat, ek sau ek samayo

jadu vansi ke bic huyé hai krisna murari

brij mandal ke bic basa di mathura pyari

ja st ab tak kahe jahan tin lokan sii nyari
chhiraklot, duhlot ko jabro mero damrot ko dal
punglot va nai ki sar nyufi pancho pal sabal.”

The Jadu clan flourishes, divided among five pals

A powerful faction in Mewat, a hundred and one

Among the Jadu clan, Krishna [also called Murari] was born

In the middle of the Braj region, he founded the beautiful town of Mathura
People say it [Mathura] is unique in all the three worlds

Chbhiraklot, Duhlot and my powerful Damrots

Punglot and Nai as well, thus, the five pals stand strong.*®

This passage begins by invoking the Jadu (Yadu) clan of Mathura, the centre
of the Braj region and the abode of the cowherd god Krishna. Geographically,
the Braj region intersects with Mewat and shares a close cultural resemblance
in language, culture and music. The appropriation of Krishna as a deity who
was also a cowherd by Jaduvansi Meos is similar to that of another peasant
caste, the Ahirs/Yadavs. The concept of religious ancestry centred on Krishna
has been essential to the establishment of the Ahir/Yadav community
(Michelutti 2002). Similarly, many Meos regard Kanhaiya (Krishna) as dada
(literally, ‘grandfather’, a Mewati term for ancestors) and autdri (‘incarnated
one’). His bravery and central role in the Mahabharata war is crucial for the
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Meos. Two other Meo pals call themselves Raghuvansis or Kacchvaha Meos
and trace their ancestry back to another Hindu warrior deity, Ram, the hero
of the epic Ramayana:

kachvaha rajput ramchandar ka pota

janai ravan kiin bas kiya diya durjan ke gota

raghuvansi insifi kahain sacca karifi bayan

hain ye dahngal yai vansa main bankan bargujar balvan

The Kacchwaha Rajputs are the grandsons of Ram

Who vanquished Ravana and destroyed evil men

Raghuvansis they are called, my testimony is true

The Dhaingal are in this line, the brave Bargujars too. (Mayaram 2004a:
54-5)

Sometimes more than two pals associate their origins with the same
figure. Meo pal eulogies invariably extol qualities such as courage and
generosity, which are attributes of royal monarchs and rulers, thereby implying
a ksatriya status. These panegyrics symbolise the community’s assertion of its
martial roots and traditions. The pdl is, thus, basically a clan’s territorial unit.
Pals are crucial to Meo society’s politics. They determine endogamous and
exogamous marriage. The Meo Muslim community practices endogamy, but
the Meo pals follow exogamy. For instance, females of a particular pal are
customarily married into one or more specific pals.* Hence, taking or giving
daughters in marriage (beti lend aur beti dend) marks the bond between pals.
Traditional conventions and intricate procedures govern the bridal exchange
system, with occasional exceptions. Hence, a pal is a huge extended family
centred on brotherhood. In Meo weddings, parallel marriage is permissible
for maternal cousins to marry paternal cousins as long as it does not violate
the bride’s receipt custom from a particular pal. The pal system also governs
politics, dispute settlement and various other socio-political issues.

Meos’ genealogical perceptions were expressed in material and symbolic
practices. The Jogi and Mirasi bards® sing the origin story of a cluster
of Meo pals, about the same warrior ancestors, as well as panegyrics of
each village, block, family and a pal’s main personalities. One of the main
concerns of genealogies is to promote those values that reflect the realities of
a social community. Several questions arise here: Why did the Meos connect
themselves with Hindu Gods? Why do the Meos claim the status of the Hindu
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warrior class (ksatriya) despite being a Muslim peasant community? At what
point did they begin to make such a claim?

This warrior tradition among the Meos has connections with the
Rajput martial tradition in Rajasthan.” As mentioned earlier, the process
of genealogical identification in Mewat generally operates at multiple
levels: religion, community, caste, village and personal. Meos link their
collective social memories, history and pasts to the present, largely in the
tradition of itihas-puran.>> The political genealogies of itihas-puran and
the genealogical stories of creation found in the Brahminical Vedas differ
from each other (Thapar 1991). The genealogies found in itihds-puran texts
marked a significant shift as they began to reflect the genealogical traditions
of castes beyond the Brahmins, particularly those of political rulers. This
departure from the traditional focus on Brahmin genealogies highlighted the
importance of caste-based lineages and their association with political power
and rulership (Thapar 1991: 6-12). A comparatively new form of non-Brahmin
caste genealogy in the itihas-puran tradition was recorded and performed
by the bardic castes rather than by the Brahmins. However, aside from the
genealogies of the Brahmins and political rulers, common peasant and other
genealogies did not emerge until after the fifteenth century.

In the case of most peasant communities such as the Meos, Jats, Minas
and the Gujjars, their marauding activities earned them a negative reputation.
Until the thirteenth century, these communities did not have a settled mode
of life of agricultural cultivation. A peasant community like the Meos, the
Jats—a pastoral community in Sindh around the twelfth century—underwent
a transformation from the middle of the fourteenth century onwards to
become a settled agricultural community (Habib 1995: 170-80). Moreover, the
Meos underwent a similar transformation from an itinerant to a peasantry
community, although their Islamisation was already underway (Bharadwaj
2012, 2016).* Later, there is evidence to suggest about the expansion of
agricultural activities from the late fourteenth century onwards, which
occurred on a large scale during the period of Mughal rule (S. Chandra 1996:
190; Habib 2011). In this period, the idea of private property began to emerge,
even if loosely defined. This process intensified under late Mughal rule in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (S. Chandra 2003: 168-92, 2009; Habib
1999: 137). For instance, the Ahir (Yadav) community and Kurmi peasants
engaged in khud-kasht (personal cultivation), which gave peasants certain
private rights over the land (S. Chandra 2003: 168-92, 2009; Habib 1999: 137).
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The Meos’ genealogies are, thus, developments of the post-fifteenth-
century period. Their genealogies offer a crucial means of understanding the
patterns of social interrelations and socio-economic status, deeply rooted in
the respective cultural imagination of a collective self.>* What we see in the
cultural imagination of the Meos is a reflection of the changes going on at that
time. While Mayaram (1997a) asserts that the Meos were unconscious of their
simultaneous Hindu and Muslim identity, I argue that the Meo connection to
Hinduism was a conscious cultural choice because the cultural construction
of ksatriya-hood enhanced a deeper connection of Meo peasants with land.
Meo kinship conceptions in the form of genealogical links with Hindu gods
emerged later than their initial conversion to Islam and were connected to the
evolution of the idea of peasant ownership of land after the fifteenth century.
Moreover, the dual religious connection of Laldas is not different from the
processes the Meo community was undergoing at that time. The shared
religiosity of Laldas, therefore, reflects the once prevalent shared religious
culture among the Meos. The kind of life most Meos once lived strengthens
not only the locally rooted cosmologies of the community but also its varied
associations with traditions like the Laldas order.

Aside from these important developments taking place around claims on
land, the emergence of warrior sensibilities in the Mughal state shaped the
Meo community’s connections, especially with ‘Hinduism’. A new martial
ethos among the peasant communities first emerged during Mughal rule in
the context of what Kolff (2002) calls ‘the military labour market’. The Mughal
imperial state’s demand for soldiers made the emphasis on martial traditions
an important aspect of village life. This created and redefined the martial
sensibilities of rural peasants. Valour and bravery were already central to
peasant-state relations, with the importance of self-defence in incidents such
as non-payment of taxes as well as for survival in their villages (Hauser 2004:
404).

The areas the Meos inhabit now are the same areas mentioned in the
Mahabharata and are close to Krishna’s Braj kingdom. Islam on its own
was not able to advance the traditional cultural claims of land ownership
of the Meo peasants over the land of Krishna, especially when the Meos had
already formed a relationship with Islam. To fulfil this purpose, the pre-
existing cultural connection to ‘Hinduism’ came to be further emphasised.
Meo genealogies and the Meo vernacular versions of the ‘Hindu’ epics
Ramayana and Mahabharata, popularly known as lanka ki cadhai (the raid
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to Lanka) and pandun ka kada (the couplets of Pandu) (Mayaram 1997b),
provide examples of such linkages. Bards of Meos, known as Mirasis and
Jogis, recite these folk epics, which were originally written by Meo poets
in the early seventeenth century.® Cultural developments like this signify
the need for cultural resources to legitimise claims on land through
kinship ties. The Meo’s forms of kinship with Krishna, Ram and other
figures—kings, warriors and the sole owners of the land—were rooted in
the process of legitimising peasant rights and claims of private ownership
on the land. Since the Meos are historically a powerful group of peasants
controlling almost three-quarters of the land in Mewat (Channing 1882),
their genealogies emphasise their superior social status through a claim on
warrior qualities. Kolff’s views on martial sensibilities among peasants in
the Mughal period remain relevant today (Hauser 2004: 404). This martial
sense of identity is still present among Meos, who often insisted to me that
they were a martial and trustworthy community (Hum ek bahadur aur
vafadar kaum hai).*® The Meos were proud of their patriotic loyalties to the
land and to their martial status, citing the examples of Hasan Khan Mewati
and the numerous sacrifices made by the Meos in the 1857 rebellion against
the British.”” Among north Indian peasant communities such as the Ahirs,
Kurmis and Jats, the claim of an ancient past full of ksatriya (martial) glory
was further strengthened in the first part of the twentieth century with the
formation of many caste mahdsabhds (major associations) (Pinch 1996).
The claim of martial peasant origins was reinforced by and deeply rooted
in the Vaishnava traditions. Peasant communities, or shudras,”® generally
proclaimed ksatriya status based on genealogical ties to Ram and Krishna,
the two avatars of Vishnu (Pinch 1996: 82-85).

Nonetheless, it also appears that Mayaram’s representation of the
community as ‘marginalised’ does not resonate with the Meo’s self-perception,
emotions and sensibilities or their current landed status.* It can be concluded
that a common theme across these peasant and landholding groups was the
idea of being a community of warriors. The Meo’s genealogies reflect the
same concerns as other land-owning peasant castes’ genealogies. The peasant
martiality reflected in genealogies needs to be understood in the context of
these groups’ desire to own land, their memory of the martial ethos relating
to their recruitment into imperial and state armies, and their desire to achieve
and maintain a superior social-economic status. In the sixteenth century,
Laldas was born into such an agrarian Meo Muslim family. He perfectly
embodied the lax religious attitude of the Meos. Like many other Bhakti and
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Sufi saints, he was neither a Hindu nor a Muslim but both and beyond, all
at the same time.®® His in-betweenness reflects the rustic agricultural milieu
of the Meos, in which both religions co-existed in accordance with the
devotional ethos of north Indian peasantry.

THE RESEARCHER’S LIFE INTHE FIELD

I first took the horizontal L-shaped route in black on Map 2 from Hodal to
Ramgarh in Alwar (Rajasthan), which connected to the main road from
Gurgaon to Alwar via Firozpur Jhirka at Nagina. Hodal and Ramgarh were
around 80 kilometres apart, linked by a pakka (metalled) road. This straight
asphalt road also passed through other smaller towns and villages in the Nuh
district, including Punahana, Shah Chokha, Pinagwan, Badkali and Firozpur
Jhirka, before reaching Alwar through the Ramgarh tehsil of Alwar. The road
served the area’s transportation requirements by allowing peripatetic three-
wheelers and modified Indian jeeps to ply between neighbouring villages and
towns. Moreover, the road also functioned as a marketplace for each town
and village. Many fruit stalls, vegetable carts, rental cars, mobile repair shops
and clothing stores, positioned on both sides of the road, made it a narrow
thoroughfare in some places. The route connected the temple at Punahana
via Shah Chokha tomb to the main shrine of Laldas in Sherpur village on the
Rajasthan-Haryana border.* These were the three main fieldwork sites, apart
from some other less frequently visited sites of Laldas and other saints (see
Map 3).% Numerous other smaller temples and shrines were located within
a 50-kilometre radius of the main shrine. A religious pilgrimage from these
temples to the Sherpur shrine was regularly organised to either celebrate the
birth of Laldas each year or build a common Hindu tradition of going on a
pilgrimage.

Before I did ethnographic fieldwork, I looked at and analysed relevant
historical materials from the archives in Delhi, Rajasthan and Alwar. Most of
these materials were available online. I also gathered oral histories, biographies
of saints and pamphlets and cheap booklets. Historical sources, ethnographic
observations and interviews with people in the field not only helped compare
periodic changes but also allowed to observe interconnections. At first, I used
the participant observation method for a few months before identifying key
themes to be examined in detail. After gathering basic information on the
field sites, their social makeup and the three shrines and countless temples of
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Laldas, the next step was to meet individuals in each village and neighbouring
areas. Early in the fieldwork, I made friends with individuals who worked for
the Mewati Development Society (MDS) in Punahana. Islamuddin, the local
head of the MDS, not only helped me organise logistics but also became a
very close friend and informant. He took me to several villages, let me stay
at his house and the homes of his relatives, and set up many meetings with
religious leaders, politicians and women (who were part of the MDS and were
living around the chosen field sites).

An extensive fieldwork was conducted at a variety of field settings and
among a wide range of social, religious and cultural communities. Multi-
sited religious ethnography allows one to go beyond spatial limitations to
include religious ideas, rituals and practices that exhibit similar or diverse
forms beyond a specific locale. Often, specific religious traditions are rooted
in diverse socio-historical contexts within and beyond a specific area. The
comparative method of multi-sited ethnography, thus, helps to understand
interconnectedness and transnational (trans-local) networks (Marcus 1995)
as well as allows the comparison of the same issue from different angles,
highlighting variations in perspectives and experiences at both individual
and community levels. Adoption of this method reflected change and
continuity across the traditionally shared religious shrines and newly built
temples of Laldas.

A good share of oral history data was gathered from the Jogi and Mirasi,
the two communities of minstrels who were considered to be ‘low caste’ by
Meos. My first interaction with them was at the Laldas shrine in Sherpur,
where they were performing at the annual mela (festival). These folksingers
and oral storytellers traditionally sang popular tales about the Meo
community and Laldas, among other saints.

I also collected data from visitors at the shrines, other bards and
singers of the Jogi and Mirasi backgrounds, the priests who officiated there
and numerous village and town residents. I lived near Punahana near
the temple of Laldas and worked there from Tuesday to Thursday. Most
Hindu visitors visited the temple daily, as that was a usual practice among
followers, so I spent the entire day there for three consecutive days. During
this period, I occasionally spent some of my time visiting other temples of
Laldas in nearby areas. For another set of three days from Friday to Sunday,
I carried out fieldwork in and around the main shrine of Laldas at Sherpur.
Here, I proceeded in the same manner as I had at the Punahana temple.
More crucially, speaking with Muslim villagers about the Hinduisation of
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the Laldas shrine, as well as seeing the activities and reactions of Tablighi
reformists to the recent transformations, helped me comprehend the influence
of Islamic reformism on shared sacred shrines. As the saint Laldas was born
on a Sunday, worshippers at his shrine in Sherpur flocked there more often on
that day.

Occasionally, I ventured outside the confines of my field locations to meet
with other individuals, including bards, who had connections to the shrines,
as well as other Meos, Jogis and Mirasis. Marriage ceremonies, rituals,
festivals, pilgrimages and other cultural events were common occasions for
contact with important participants. I also made frequent trips to the dargah
(tomb) of the Sufi saint Shah Choka to see how the new Islamic reforms
were affecting shared religious sites. The tomb was controlled by Tablighi
Jamaat members. Mewat has also been an experimental ground for the
Arya Samaj, a Hindu reform movement, and the Tablighi Jamaat, an Islamic
reform organisation. For many reform movements and ideologies, imposing
uniformity has been a leading political priority since their origin.

By examining people’s responses to reform organisations’ attempts
to enforce uniformity, one can effectively explore the internal diversity of a
community that is perceived and assumed to be homogeneous for epistemic
and religious reasons. People’s religiosity often reflects and is influenced by
socio-economic and political changes, making it crucial to analyse how they
either embraced or resisted the endeavour to homogenise their religious
practices. During my fieldwork in the area, I delved deeper into the question
of whether all liminal-syncretic traditions eventually fade away as reform
organisations strive for purity by narrowing boundaries, or if certain liminal-
syncretic practices demonstrate resilience. I sought to understand why certain
traditions persist and show resilience while others perish by examining identity
formation, the adaptable and diverse nature of religious boundaries, and
the fluid dynamics of inter-caste relations on the one hand, and community
divisions, boundary making and opposition to puritanical reforms on the
other. Specifically, I focused on Laldas’s shrines, new temples dedicated to him
and the tomb of Shah Chokha to shed light on these dynamics.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

Following historical and disciplinary distinctions, the book thematically and
analytically explores the aforementioned concerns and concepts. Chapter 2
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examines the historical context of Laldas and the nature of religious activities
around the saint and his shrines by analysing oral materials such as folksongs
and folktales, hagiographical tales and popular beliefs. In addition, it also
analyses the malleability of religious boundaries and the intersection of
caste, clan, village and religious identities in relation to Laldas’s widespread
devotion.

Chapters3and 4 examine how Laldas has become a disputed figure among
the Hindu and Muslim communities. These chapters explore contested sacred
sites and the Baniyas’ exclusive adoption of the Laldas order as a Hindu sect.
Hinduisation of the Laldasi tradition demonstrates how reformist Hinduism
practiced among the Baniya communities is now transforming folk traditions
in a manner analogous to the gradual displacement of traditional beliefs by
modern orthodox Islam among current Muslim descendants of Laldasis.
Chapter 5 analyses the influence of the Arya Samaj and the Tablighi Jamaat
on this issue and how these contemporary reform movements have tried
to replace traditional religious activities with new standardised orthodox
practices and beliefs. It demonstrates how the growth of reformist ideals has
affected shared religious sites.

Chapter 6 adopts a thoroughly new approach to consider how
communities cope with the pressures to adopt orthodoxy through
concealing their practices. Using the works of scholars such as Simmel
(1906), Taussig (1999) and Urban (1998), I analyse concealment in the context
of religious disciplining in a region where female literacy is low and the social
structure is highly patriarchal. Many women and some men hid their faith
in these saints for fear of being mocked and vilified. Individuals followed
concealment to preserve a tradition of visiting a shared shrine. Chapter 7
also discovers forms of coping strategies, in this case by bardic communities
in search of new patrons due to the realignment of the Meo community with
orthodox Sunni Islam. It further investigates layers of resistance employed
by members of performing artist communities in regard to the Laldasi
and other shared tradition, using ideas of ‘passive resistance’ and ‘public
and hidden transcripts’ developed by James Scott (1990, 2008). The final
chapter, Chapter 8, brings together the various strands, historical, linguistic,
anthropological, ethnographic and theoretical, to demonstrate how the
study of Laldas and his traditional followers is relevant to both this specific
community and a broader understanding of how diverse communities in
India are now developing.
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NOTES

1. Pir is a term used for Islamic mystics whose shrines are centres of popular
devotions across South Asia, while sant (saint) is generally used for a living
or dead Hindu ‘holy’ person. Meo Muslims and Baniyas (Hindus) were
the two primary communities that traditionally followed the teachings
of the saint. Baniyas, also known as Vaishyas, are one of the four varnas,
or castes, in Hinduism, traditionally associated with trade, commerce and
money lending. Their traditional status was low’ compared to Brahmins and
Kshatriyas.

2. By using the phrase ‘the Hindu god’ I do not intend to label a figure within
a particular religion. Instead, it has been employed to convey a simplified
sense of current religious significance of an entity to readers who may not
be familiar with it. Ram has multiple imaginaries and interpretations in
the minds of believers. By invoking Ram, Laldas indicated an omnipresent
supreme being.

3. The terms ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Islam’ are not used in their modern usage; instead,
they refer to amalgams of multiple forms of religious practices. Moreover, the
term ‘Hinduism’ here does not refer to the modern understanding of political
Hinduism, called ‘Hindutva’. Nor does my usage of the term ‘Islam’ refer to
a single orthodox form of reformist Sunni Islam. Defining these two terms,
‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’, religiously is a daunting task as they represent diverse
meanings and traditions. I am following Flueckiger’s suggestion that we
should expand ‘the boundaries of what counts as “religion” to include “ways
of life” (Flueckiger 2015: 4). It is more appropriate to speak about several
types of Islam’ and ‘Hinduism’ rather than confining these terms to a single
meaning.

4. Laldas was a kabirpanthi nirgun Muslim saint. The term kabirpanthi
nirgun stands for a follower of the fourteenth-century Bhakti saint Kabir, who
advocated the formless devotion of God. On the issue of devotion to Ram, there
were two main schools, Ramanandi and Kabirpanthi. Ramanandi followed
a more orthodox and sagun form of devotion, which is venerating God with
physical attributes. Kabirpanth, a fellowship of nirgun Ram, is generally
considered more progressive (Hawley 2012, 2015a; Lorenzen 1995; Schomer
and McLeod 1987). Again, it is doubtful whether all the saints followed a clear
lineage of these two religious ways or not. Sometimes, saints had no connection
to each other at all. The regional developments of bhakti (referred to as ‘nodes’
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by Hawley [2015a]) differ from region to region. The major figures of the north
Indian form of bhakti devotion were Kabir, Ravidas, Dadu and Nanak, the
founder of the Sikh religion. More on this issue comes in the next two chapters.

5. Panth, meaning ‘path or order’, refers to a Hindu sampraday, or ‘sect’. The
origin of a panth is usually linked to the teachings of a particular ‘Hindu’
saint; for more information on this, see Juergensmeyer (1982). Although ‘sect’
does not correspond well with the Hindi word panth, I still use the term to
give readers the closest idea of what panth means.

6. The idea of ‘religion” and the division of the four ‘world religions’ have been
challenged by many scholars (Asad 1993; Bergunder 2014; Juergensmeyer
2005; Masuzawa 2005). Sketching the emergence of ‘religion’ as a modern
historical object and category of analysis, these scholars explored how
Western concepts and religious practices have shaped the hegemonic
understanding of ‘religion’ that we frequently use today. The critique of the
term ‘religion’ challenges us to question the universality and objectivity of
this category and to recognise the ways in which it has been used to justify
colonialism and cultural imperialism among other issues.

7. Scholars like Bowman (2010) and Hayden et al. (2016) use the word ‘mixing/
mixed’ over ‘sharing/shared’ to refer to a religious congregation at a
sacred site because sharing presumes ‘amity’, which may not be the case at
most sites analysed over a long period of time. Here, both terms are used
interchangeably.

8. Although I prefer the term ‘liminality’ over ‘syncretism’ depending upon the
nature of a religious interaction, here my usage of anti-processes of these two
theoretical stands refers to both anti-syncretism and anti-liminality terms.
The term ‘anti-syncretism” was popularised by Stewart and Shaw (1994) in
their very influential work to refer to the reform ideologies which oppose
diverse forms and practices of religious synthesis and mixing. Anti-syncretic
and anti-liminal terms here have been used to denote the ideologies of the
two reform organisations which seek Hindus and Muslims to follow a ‘pure’
form of their respective ‘religions’.

9. The term ‘Indic’ is used to refer to the broader cultural and social contexts
of the Indian subcontinent, including its art, music, literature, religion and
traditions. The complex and diverse societies that have developed in the
Indian subcontinent over thousands of years share common philosophical
and cultural roots and have had a significant impact on the region’s history
and culture. Indic refers to unique and mixed religious practices that cannot
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be confined to ‘Hinduism’ alone, despite some obvious thematic overlaps
between the religious practices of what is generally taken as ‘Hinduism’
and other religions, such as ‘Buddhism’, ‘Sikhism’, ‘Jainism’, ‘Christianity’
and ‘Tslam’. It indicates the breadth of South Asian norms beyond ‘Hindu’
doctrine or practice. Gilmartin and Lawrence (2000), who first popularised
the term, write that Indic suggests ‘a repertoire of language and behaviour,
knowledge and power’ that defines a broad cosmology of ‘human existence
beyond bounded groups self-defined as Muslim or Hindu’ (2).

10. It is important to distinguish here between the terms ‘shrine’ and ‘temple’
when referring to the places dedicated to Laldas. A shrine is characterised by
its lack of a specific religious identity, whereas a temple is typically associated
with Hinduism. Therefore, all the locations dedicated to Laldas that are
traditionally visited and subject to contention by both Hindus and Muslims
are referred to as ‘shrines’. On the other hand, the term ‘Laldas temple’ is used
to describe buildings constructed more recently by Laldas’s Hindu followers
in the style of Hindu temples.

11. Vaishnava refers to the followers of God Vishnu and his incarnations, such as
Ram and Krishna. They generally worship images of these deities in temples.
The Vaishnavite tradition is known for its ardent devotion to a Vishnu avatar
(mainly Krishna) and as such played an important role in the expansion of the
‘Bhakti” movement in the Indian subcontinent from the second millennium
CE. It has four schools of various denominations (sampradayas): Ramanuja’s
medieval-era Vishishtadvaita, Madhvacharya’s Dvaita, Nimbarkacharya’s
Dvaitadvaita and Vallabhacharya’s Shuddhadvaita. Brahminical texts such
as the Vedas, Upanishads, Bhagavad Gita, Panchatantra (Agama) scriptures
and Bhagavata Purana are all important texts in Vaishnavism (Hawley 2015b;
Beck 2005; Raj and Harman 2007).

12. The Baniya community is a caste cluster divided into a number of subcastes,
such as Jain, Aggarwal, Gupta, Jaiswal and so on. The socio-economic status
of various Baniya sub-groups, primarily identified as Hindus or Jains,
considerably vary. Currently, the wealthy Baniyas also associate themselves
with the one unified caste cluster. In rural areas, the term was mainly used
for the village grain dealers in the past. These village-level Baniyas were not
as powerful as the great merchants of the city, called Mahajan (literally ‘great
men’) or Sahukar (money lender) (Bayly 1992). I am using the term ‘Baniya’ to
refer to a ‘petty business class’ who were engaged in money lending, trading
and grain dealing with the Meos in the past.
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There are currently 15-20 new temples built in Alwar alone which I visited.
The number of total temples in north India may be in hundreds. It was
difficult to identify all of them within this project.

Throughout the book, the terms ‘idol’ and ‘image” are interchangeably used.
Although the use of ‘idol’ has a Christian root and ‘image’ is a preferred term,
but the word ‘image’ does not fully capture the physicality of the material
representation of a religious figure in a temple.

This is one example of a much wider phenomenon of shared/contested
saints’ shrines in South Asia but also stretching through Anatolia and
the Balkans, as well as the Middle East. See Hayden et al. (2016) for more
information.

As described by Hayden et al. (2016), the concept of religioscape refers to
spatial parameters of the social presence of various religious communities
in a shrine, which are defined by ‘physical markers of the space in which
practitioners of a given religious community interact’ with the other (28).
The physicality and temporality of a sacred space observed over a period of
time define religioscapes as inherently fluid. For instance, Hayden et al. (2016)
claim that devotees carry their respective religioscapes when in interaction
with people of other faiths at a mixed site, affecting the built environment and
intersecting each other’s religioscape through physical, material, symbolic
and religious exchanges (28-35).

Carving a separate district of predominantly Meo population from Gurgaon
district in Haryana was a long-standing demand which was first fulfilled in
2004 when the then chief minister, Omprakash Chautala, named it first as
‘Satyamev Puram’. The name was later changed to Mewat by the Congress
government in 2005, followed by one more change in 2016 as Nuh by the BJP
government this time.

The word ‘peasant’ is far from a homogenous category (Bhattacharya 2019;
Stokes 1978; Thorner 1971), so its use should be clarified. The category of
‘peasant’ as opposed to merchants (Baniya) and Rajput warrior castes here
refers to land-owning agriculturists from middle-caste status communities.
Their traditional social position in the hegemonic Brahminic view was of
‘Shudra’, which is the lowest’ category in the Brahminic fourfold divisions
of Hindu society. But the peasant communities like the Meos, Jats, Ahirs,
Gujjars, Patels and others, numerically, economically and politically
continue to wield immense influence in various parts of India, not necessarily
resonating the Brahminic view of the caste order.
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27.

28.

The Meos currently identify themselves as Sunni Muslims, considering their
connections with Hinduism as bigar (perversion). Their Muslim identity was
largely shaped by a reform organisation called the Tablighi Jamaat in the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, as discussed in Chapter 5.

The excessive use of groundwater for agricultural and domestic purposes
has caused water salinity. A report produced by the National Innovations in
Climate Resilient Agriculture (NICRA) scheme noted the overexploited use
of groundwater (DACP 2016: 3). The major field crops in Mewat are wheat
(49.8 per cent), millet (bajra/pearl millet, 32.8 per cent) and mustard (22 per
cent) (DACP 2016: 4).

In the 2018 report of the Planning Commission (NITI Aayog), Mewat topped
the all-India list of the most underdeveloped regions, with poor health
resources and the lack of educational infrastructure cited as the reasons for
its underdevelopment (A. Kumar 2018).

The issue of cow protection has led to multiple mob-lynching of Muslims in
Mewat; see Ara (2023). Haryana, ruled by the Hindu right wing, the Bhartiya
Janta Party (BJP), enacted a cow protection act in 2015 and has recently passed
an anti-conversion bill (2021) to polarise the sectarian debates even further.
There are many cases of riots and killings in the region. Citing all of them is
beyond the scope here. There are also many instances of widely circulated
fake news related to these issues to defame Mewat.

The British colonial state saw India as made up of separate and bounded
collectivities, considering differences in terms of caste and religion as the
main feature; see T. Metcalf (1997) and Kolsky (2005).

The literature on this issue is too vast to cite here.

There are, however, a few exceptions: Assayag (2004); Bigelow (2010); Froystad
(2005); Gottschalk (2000); Flueckiger (2006); Mohammad (2013).

There are countless writings which consider the Hindu and Muslim sectarian
and communal problems from a ‘difference’ perspective. Analyses of various
aspects of secularism, communalism, nationalism and electoral behaviour in
India require a focus on the bounded definition of religious groups. However,
I understand the impulse and relevance of such works, but at the same time
they work with a bounded and collective definition of religious communities,
which under-communicates the internal diversity of a community.

The description of the self and the other Muslims by these Muslim groups in
Mewat was mostly in terms of jati (castes) than religious identity. Mayaram
(1997a: 47-9) notes this aspect about Meos. However, for neighbouring
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Hindu castes, the first identification was a religious one. Sociologists and
social anthropologists have offered various definitions of this problem
of caste among Muslims in South Asia. For instance, Barth (1998) notes,
among Muslims of Pakistan, jati or qaum (caste) is an integral aspect of
social identity, while Marriott (1960) describes that caste ranking and
social hierarchies are visibly present among Muslims in India and Pakistan.
However, scholars generally agree that although the Hindu ideological
justification for caste does not exist in the case of Muslims (I. Ahmad 1978:
11), behavioural Islam in the local context stands in stark contrast to Islamic
scriptural requirements. Others have argued that inter-caste relations among
Muslims cannot be simply reduced to the rank and purity of castes (see
Raheja 1989: 80). The Meos’ self-perception was deeply rooted in local notions
of caste; therefore, they should be seen as practising a form of hierarchy that
closely resembles the Hindu caste system. In recent years, the caste attitudes
of the Meos have partially changed under the impact of reformist Islam. For
instance, most Meos may pray with ‘lower-caste’ Muslims in mosques, but
they still do not accept food from members of ‘lower-castes” of both Hindu
and Muslim backgrounds.

29. Communalism in India is often referred to as sectarian differences between
religious communities such as Hindu, Muslim and Christian. There is
substantial literature on the rise and growth of communalism and the
increased Hindu-Muslim religious consciousness encouraged by British
colonial policies (B. Chandra 2008; Pandey 2006; Van der Veer 1994a),
revivalist movements (Hardy 1972; M. Hasan 1985; Jones 1968) and the politics
of local power and practices (C. Bayly 1985; Freitag 1989; Robinson 2007). As
C. Bayly (1985) argues, whether ‘a unilinear growth of a more homogenous
Hindu or Muslim religious consciousness can be postulated is doubtful’
(180). However, there is general agreement among scholars that communal
(religious) consciousness generally increased in the twentieth century.

30. Pals are territorial units and identities of the Meos. There are 12 main pals,
one smaller unit called palakara and 52 smaller clans. Marriage practices
usually determine the rules by which Meo pals delineate their status and
show how the local symbolism of caste honour surpasses their religious
identity. Many Hindu Rajput rulers from Rajasthan gave their daughters in
marriage to Mughal rulers to strengthen their position and build alliances.
Meo Muslims, on the other hand, are proud of the fact that their daughters
were always given in endogamous marriage according to caste and clan lines.
Therefore, their honour was not compromised, unlike the Hindu Rajput
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rulers, who allowed their daughters to become part of the Mughal harem. The
pal system is discussed throughout the book at relevant places.

31. Although cross-caste marriages among Muslims in Mewat are now encouraged
by maulavis (theologians), it is still not a common practice. A few decades ago,
some cross-caste marriages led to violent confrontations (Chauhan 2003).

32. Raja Hasan Khan Mewati (reign 1504-27) belonged to the Khanzada Rajput
community and was a ruler of Mewat. He was the son of the previous ruler,
Raja Alawal Khan, and his family had been ruling Mewat for almost two
centuries. His lineage could be traced back to Raja Nahar Khan Mewati,
who was the king of Mewat in the fourteenth century. It is believed that
his ancestors converted to Islam in the 1350s at the invitation of Firuz Shah
Tughlaq and under the influence of the Sufi saint Nasiruddin Chiragh
Dehlavi’s preaching. During the sixteenth century, he was instrumental in
reconstructing the Alwar fort. In the Battle of Khanwa in 1527, Hasan Khan
Mewati joined forces with the Rajput Confederation, bringing 5,000 soldiers
to the battlefield. Unfortunately, he was killed in battle by the Mughal forces
led by Babur. Hasan Khan Mewati’s legacy continues to inspire people in the
Mewat region and beyond. He is remembered as a brave and visionary leader
who fought for the independence of his kingdom and the dignity of his people.

33. Bannerman (1902: 72).

34. In 193], especially in Alwar, Muslims made about 25 per cent of the entire
population (746,000), spread throughout 10 nizamats (districts).

35. Even after mass migration to Pakistan in 1947, the Meo population remained
relatively stable. Bharatpur was controlled by Jat kings, while Alwar was
dominated by Rajput lords.

36. In Alwar, Muslims are currently in the minority (14 per cent), compared to
the Hindu population (79.37 per cent); however, in Nuh (Mewat), Muslims
are in the majority, despite the fact that the overall number of Muslims in
both districts is considerably large (547,453 in Alwar; 862,696 in Nuh).

37. William Percy Powlett was a British colonial settlement officer in Alwar
(Ulwar) district in the nineteenth century. He carried an extensive survey of
the district, which constitutes one part of the cultural region of Mewat. His
work is an important historical source material for information about Alwar’s
physical nature, politics and history. His main contribution is to document
oral folk materials concerning religion, belief and people’s lifestyle. A section
of his work devoted to Laldas is an important source of information for
understanding the nature of inter- and intra-religious relationship around
his shrines in the nineteenth century.
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The writings of Shail Mayaram and Surjabhan Bhardwaj trace the history of
Meos from the thirteenth to mid-twentieth century.

For example, in the case of the Meos of Singhal pal, a popular folktale
sung and narrated by Mirasi and Jogi bards also shows Meos’ resistance to
Islamisation. The tale celebrates Isardas, who not only refused to marry his
daughter to a Muslim king but also refused to convert to Islam (Aggarwal
1971: 39).

Bhakti and Sufism are broad conceptual frameworks which are commonly
known as ‘movements’. They are highly diverse and complex cultural-
religious phenomena. I am using the two terms in a general sense without
discarding the complex reality. The Bhakti period is considered between
700 and 1800 CE and Sufism from 1300 CE onwards in India. The peak of
Bhakti and Sufism is between 1400 and 1800 CE. Many influential Bhakti and
Sufi saints were contemporaries. Like the saint Laldas, classification of these
saints from present religious-theological point of view is almost impossible.
More description of these diverse traditions coupled under the two terms is
given in the next chapters.

The cultural encounter of the two is another complex issue, aptly discussed
by Burchett (2019) and Snehi (2019) in their respective works. The high tide
of these two major socio-religious movements of ‘Bhakti’ and ‘Sufism” was
preceded by Shaivite philosophy (such as the Nath and tantric traditions),
which had already swept through north India (Ernst 2005).

The process is still going on.

The same issue is further discussed in Chapter 4.

In the sixteenth century, this process was still underdeveloped. But there was
certainly an idea of private property emerging, although not in a clear sense.
It intensified in the later centuries.

Most of the pals organised by the Meo population is headed by a ‘Choudhary’
(headman) (Mayaram 2004a: 49-73).

A clan of Chauhan Rajput rulers in Rajasthan.

I recorded these couplets among a group of Mirasis from Natoli village in
Mewat, namely Sannu Khan, Sahab Khan and Jumma. I am truly indebted to
all these participants for the pain they took to perform for a small gathering
of three or four people, including myself and my informant friend.

The English translation is mine.

This feature is analogous to the Hindu lineage (gotra) system. The son of
a family from the Hindu peasant castes of Jats, Ahirs, Gujjars and Meena is
not usually permitted by customs to marry into the gotra of his mother and
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grandmother. This practice among the north Indian Hindu peasants is
restricted to the lineages only. By contrast, in the Meo pal system it is applied to
an entire pal. There are a few exceptions also in which some villages belonging
to the same pal follow the pal marriage system differently, such as they may
take daughters from a pal into which other pal members marry their daughters.
Then this custom is usually identified as the custom of that village only.

The Jogi and Mirasi are two separate communities of bards who mainly
performed for Meos and were paid in cash and kind. More information about
them comes with relevant themes throughout the book.

The Meos’ claims intersect with the claim of Rajput groups but is rooted in
a peasant conception of the martial community, a widespread phenomenon
among north Indian peasant communities (Pinch 1996).

The term itihas means ‘history’, and puran refers to ‘the legends of Hindu gods’,
mainly those of Vishnu’s incarnations. Itihds-puran is a widely prevalent mode
of the traditional historical consciousness across India (Mayaram 2004a: 52).
Bharadwaj (2016: 93) writes that

from the late 14th century they began migrating to plains and settling
down as peasants. This process was induced by rigorous military
campaigns, large-scale clearance of forests and construction of
garrisoned forts by the Delhi Sultans to contain their depredations;
growing Meo population pressure on the scarce resources of the hilly
terrain; the Khanzada chiefs pressurizing the Meos for relocating to
plains and taking up agriculture; and the administrative integration of

Mewat into the Mughal empire during Akbar’s reign.

Genealogy can pinpoint the historical memories of the socio-economic
experience of a community or collective group while reflecting the present.
Myth, memory and history in genealogical perceptions merge as does the
present into the past (Goody and Watt 1963; Mayaram 2004a; Thapar 1991:
52-73). Memory ‘can be useful in articulating the connections between the
cultural, the social, and the political, between representation and social
experience’ (Confino 1997: 1388).

The Mewati version of the Mahabharata was written by a Meo poet Saddullah
Khan around the eighteenth century (Mayaram 1997b: 7).

This line was repeatedly asserted by many Meos.

The number of sacrifices made by the Meos during the 1857 rebellion exceeds
any other district of the Haryana state. K. C. Yadav notes the total number of
people who died from the Haryana part of Mewat was around 1,100 far more
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than the total numbers of 200 of the second placed district in the list; see
Yadav (1977).

58. Shudra refers to the lowest category of the Hindu fourfold divisions into the
Brahmins (priests), the Kshatriyas (kings), the Vaishyas (traders) and the
Shudras (peasants and labourers).

59. Moreover, the Meos were not always anti-state as Mayaram claims.
Bharadwaj (2012) has shown that Meos were hired for the Mughal imperial
postal services and as personal bodyguards to the emperor; they were known
as dak-meoras (Meo postmen) and khidmattiyas (service men) (248).

60. This phrase is inspired by Lorenzen’s phrase from his work about religious
identity of Kabir and Gorakh as it expresses Laldas’s situation perfectly; see
Lorenzen (2011: 20).

61. Sherpur, the village of the main shrine of Laldas, had a dominant population
of Meos. The population also included members of some refugee groups from
Pakistan that arrived after the partition of India in 1947. Sherpur’s area size
is 356 hectares. With a total population of 1,505 people (800 male and 705
females) in 267 families, the economic condition of the residents of Sherpur is
much better than many villages as most residents own land. Most Meos (135
households) in Sherpur identified themselves as ‘cultivators’ in the 2011 Alwar
district census. In Sherpur, 374 people identified as low-caste Hindu post-
partition refugees who sometimes also worked on Meo lands as agricultural
labourers. Apart from low-caste Hindu communities such as Jatav and Lohar,
there were a few households of upper-caste Brahmins and Baniyas in Sherpur
(Census of India 2011a).

62. Punahana was dominated by Hindus of the Baniya caste. According to the
religious data of the census of 2011, Muslims in Punahana were 55.40 per cent,
followed by the Hindu population of 43.70 per cent of its total population of
24,734. The Baniyas had a variety of commercial stores, the majority of which
sold everyday items. Most of the dwellings on the outskirts of the town were
of Meos.
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LALDAS AND RELIGIOUS DUALITY OF
PIR AND SANT

Folk stories in Mewat narrate how, in the sixteenth century, Sahab Khan, the
Mughal governor of Tijara, near the present-day Alwar district in eastern
Rajasthan in north India, summoned Laldas (1540-1648 CE) to account for
not practising Islam, despite being born into a Muslim family. Sahab Khan
offered him meat, saying it was Muslim food that a Muslim should willingly
eat. This move was intended to symbolise the saint’s Muslim identity and to
reintroduce him to the Islamic fold from which he had strayed. The meeting
with Sahab Khan is documented in a hagiography—compiled and written in
rhyming verses by a Laldas devotee called Dungarisi Sadh:'

tabai mughal ne svagat kari, baitho pir daya tum kari,

roti-khana karo kabab, bhukha khaya bada Sabab,

dan yar to bada ajij, upar musalman ki cij

musalman hove khaye khulaye, to vah rah khuda ki pave. (Dungarisi
n.d.: 26; see Appendix A.1)?

Then the Mughal welcomed him saying, sit pir and bestow your
blessings on me

Eat a meal of bread and kebab, it is really tasty when you are hungry
Serving you is a matter of immense joy, this is also a Muslim practice
If a Muslim eats it himself and feeds others, then he attains the path of
God.?
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Although the Mughal officer’s invitation for Laldas to consume kebab
might seem like a respectful act, it was, in fact, a deliberate tactic aimed to
ascertain the saint’s religious standing. By depicting Laldas’s religious conduct
as transgressing Islamic boundaries in these hagiographic narratives, the
text seeks to establish his identity as a Hindu saint. According to the verses,
Sahab Khan heard reports that Laldas did not pray as a Muslim: he neither
performed ablution nor invoked the name of the Prophet, despite being a
member of the Meo Muslim caste and the Tslam’ religion. In another set of
stanzas, Dungarisi Sadh goes on to narrate the doctrine taught by the saint to
both Hindus and Muslims, which got him in trouble:

silvant santan sukhdai, satjug ki si rah calai

dauri khabar tijare gayi, sahib khan sii ja kahi

jat meo ari musalman, hindii rah calai an

roja bang nivaj na pathe, id-bakrid kit man nahi dhare

roja rakhe na kalma kahe, hindii turak sii nyara rahe

nabi-rasil kahe na kahave, ram-ram mukh seti gave

keta hindis musalman, ek hi rah calai an. (Dungarisi n.d.: 23-28;
Powlett 1878: 55)

He was benevolent, gratifying the saints, his conduct was like that of
satyug

This news sped to Tijara, Sahab Khan was notified

He is Meo by caste and a Muslim, but he preaches the ways of Hindus
He neither fasts nor offers namaz, and has little interest in celebrating
Eid and Bakrid

He does not keep roja nor recites the kalma, he remains aloof from
Hindu and Turk

He does not utter or encourage others to speak the name of the Prophet
[nabi-rasul], his mouth only chants Ram-Ram

He says, whether a Hindu or a Muslim, the path is the same.

Sahab Khan decided to test him due to the complaints that were made
against Laldas’s unconventional religious behaviour. The saint’s adherence to
strict vegetarianism resulted in a miraculous event when he accepted meat
from Sahab Khan; the moment the saint touched the meat, it transformed
into rice (Dungarisi n.d.: 23-28). This was not the end of their encounter. The
daughter of the Mughal governor was tormented by a malicious djinn. Kazis
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and Mullahs were unsuccessful in exorcising him, but when Sahab Khan’s
wife approached Laldas, the issue was resolved. When Laldas met the girl,
she instantly began to kiss his feet and the djinn surrendered before the saint,
leaving the girl’s body.

In another account, the saint was interrogated by a different Mughal
faujdar (garrison commander or police officer) of Bhadarpur, Alwar. This
time, Laldas was accused of murdering a Mughal official who had laid hands
on another man’s wife. To teach Laldas a lesson, the faujdar dispatched an
unruly horse with soldiers to fetch him on its back. As the saint arrived while
riding the horse, the faujdar was surprised to see how well he controlled the
(unruly) horse and that there were both Hindus and Muslims among his
followers who had accompanied him. Laldas and his 12 companions were
then detained overnight under the surveillance of Mughal soldiers. They all
miraculously disappeared from there. When the guard was imprisoned for
presumably allowing them to go, they subsequently reappeared in the prison.
Later the Mughal official asked the saint a few questions about his caste and
religion and expressed amazement in the following words:

faujdar jab piichi bat, fakar kon tumari jat,
din tumhara kinhtin na jand, jinhe sund acraj ana. (Dungarisi n.d.: 13)

When the faujdar asked the saint, what is your caste
Nobody knows your religion, whoever hears this is a surprise.

The saint replied:

hindui-turak ek sa buijhe, sahib sab ghat ek hi siijhe
bolan har kine bataya, jama ek meo ghar paya,
vastra vivek morchal hath, murakh ho so piche jat. (Dungarisi n.d.: 13)

Hindus and Turks are same, God considers them as one,

Tell me, who taught you this? [I] received [my] clothes in a Meo family,
Clothes, wisdom, and my free hands, only a foolish man enquires about
caste.

As the discussion continued, Laldas voiced his opinions and stated,

‘Love God’. He elaborated that God is a unique entity and should be viewed
separately from religious boundaries. The saint highlighted that Hindus and
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Turks (Muslims), despite their contrasting beliefs, follow the same route
towards their desired goal. The saint’s response to the official’s question
emphasised the unity of God and the absurdity of asking about caste identity.
Laldas used the metaphor of his birth into a Meo family (receiving his flesh
and clothing) to assert that this is not who he is. The official, disturbed by
Laldas’s behaviour, demanded payment before releasing him. Laldas declined
the offer, stating that he is not wealthy. Hearing this, the faujdar forced
the saint to drink water from a poisoned well. Another miracle ensued:
the poisoned well turned into a source of sweet water. The faujdar stood in
front of the saint, humbly folding his hands, and inquired about the saint’s
‘true’ identity. In order to clarify his religious stand, the saint instructed his
followers, expressing his belief and true religious intentions in the following
couplet, which refers to the advocacy of God in nirgun form:

mai hu lal, tu mero das, nirgun bhakti karo prakas
nirankar ko sumran kijo, yahi sikh sadhun ko dijo. (Dungarisi n.d.: 4)

I am Lal, you are my follower [das], spread the doctrines of nirgun
bhakti
Recall the formless, give this lesson to the sages.

In the hagiography, various encounters between Laldas and state
officials or individuals seeking assistance provide a glimpse of his ‘religion’.
The verses make it abundantly clear that his ‘religion’ is distinct from both
‘Hinduism’ and ‘Tslam’.* Without creating distinctions between his followers,
he welcomed people of all castes and religions into the order, urging them
to be compassionate towards all living beings by following his principle of
jivdaya (kindness to living beings). When he was accused of murder, Laldas
in his defence said that ‘T never even hurt an ant, so why would I kill anyone’.
But the Mughal officer insisted that Laldas could not be considered a true pir
(saint) without proof of his ajmat (greatness). The officer mockingly asked:
ajamat kachii dikhaho hum kui, sahi pir hum jane tam ki (If you demonstrate
your greatness to us, then only we will consider you to be a true pir). At this
stage, the hagiography condemns the despicable act of the Mughal officer
(frequently labelled as asur, or demon) who killed a deer and commanded
Laldas to revive it. Although Laldas remained patient and did not respond to
the officer’s provocation, he eventually used his stick to bring the deer to life
for the sake of the animal.’
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Numerous similar miracles, recounted in couplets in the hagiography
and supplemented by the information in Powlett’s gazetteer, are fundamental
to the formation of the religious order known as laldasi sampraday. The
origin tale of Laldas varies from place to place in north India. Laldas’s life
is recounted in numerous regions of Alwar and Bharatpur through oral
accounts, handwritten poetry and pamphlets. Laldas was born into the
Dubhlot pal of the Meo Muslim community in approximately 1540 CE, and he
spent his early years in the care of his maternal grandparents in Dholidoob,
Alwar. Having resided in Dholidoob for numerous years, Laldas would
frequently roam the nearby hills of Alwar, as well as venture into the forests,
in search of logs and firewood that he could sell to support his family’s
livelihood. Later, Laldas relocated to Bandholi, 16 miles northeast of Alwar.
He diligently worked there, driven by both a sense of altruism and the need
for his own sustenance. Residing atop a hill, the saint followed rigorous ascetic
practices, while enduring scorching weather and showing no fear of snakes
and tigers (Powlett 1878: 54). Additionally, he healed the poor and sick. Soon
he had disciples from all castes. Then, after a brief stay in Todi and Rasagan
villages, he settled in Nagla, where he remained for 40 years until his death in
1648 and was buried in Sherpur (Powlett 1878: 54). These six locations are the
most revered in the order.

Laldas did not live a life of celibacy, even though he had practised the
most severe forms of asceticism. He had a daughter named Sarupa, who also
possessed the power to perform miracles. Popular stories indicate that Laldas
once conveyed to Sarupa that both greatness and the ability to perform
wonders were ultimately futile, as they vanish like smoke in the wind; the only
things that mattered were purity of soul and kindness to others. He stated
further that those who owned these virtues would reach a state of perfect
tranquillity in heaven (called har ke lok) and would no longer be subject to the
cycle of birth and death. Laldas’s son Pahara as well as his two brothers, Sher
Khan and Ghaus Khan, also performed miracles for people’s welfare. All of
these individuals, closely related to Laldas, placed their faith and confidence
in one God (Ram), and not in any other deity or divinity.

Throughout north India, various figures by the name of Laldas have been
conflated in popular parlance. These stories provide conflicting descriptions
of the figure variously called Baba Laldas, Baba Lali and Baba Lal Dayal. His
admirers in Dhayanpur include Sikhs and Shams Guptis, who remember
him as Baba Lal Dayal. However, Mewat’s Laldas currently overpower the
stories and persona of other figures by the same name. Although the saint
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is considered to be the contemporary of the great Mughal emperor Akbar,
there are stories of a figure known as Laldas who had intensive interactions
with other Mughal rulers over spiritual matters. In Mewat, popular accounts,
printed materials and other historical sources make several references to this
encounter. He is referred to as a Hindu gnostic in these oldest accounts.® The
Mughal prince Dara Shukoh, who was interested in Hindu philosophy, had
an extensive dialogue with the saint Laldas, which is also available in various
versions of the text Su’al va javab-i Dara Shukoh va Baba Lal Das (Questions
and answers between Dara Shukoh and Baba Laldas) (Hasrat 1953; Hayat
2016; Wilson 1861) (Figure 2.1)./

With time, the religious order of Laldas has assumed enigmatic religious
forms outside of Mewat. For instance, the same Laldas is regarded as a
follower of the river goddess Ganga in the Saharanpur district in western
Uttar Pradesh (see Figure 2.2). A well-known legend in the region states that
the saint spent some time there and commuted daily for around 60 kilometres
to Haridwar, a sacred city on the banks of the Ganges, to take a dip in the holy
river.?

FIGURE 2.1 Laldas in interaction with the Mughal prince Dara Shukoh

Source: FACT (Foundation for Advancement of Cultural Ties), http://www.darashikoh.info/,
accessed 17 November 2017.
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FIGURE 2.2 The Laldas temple in Saharanpur
Source: Photos by the author.

In response to his unwavering devotion, Mother Ganga, the goddess,
bestowed a blessing upon him. Manifesting herself, she caused a stream to
flow in front of his hut, making it easier for him to conduct his daily rituals
in the holy water. Currently, the stream goes by the name Paondhoi (literally,
foot rinsing) river. The saint Laldas, also known as ‘Bhagirath of Saharanpur’,’
plays a significant role in regional folklore.® Similar to this, Laldas is
associated with a Vaishnava sect in Dhyanpur, Punjab. From Dhyanpur
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to Mewat and Saharanpur, there are several accounts of his birthplace and
miracles. The Dhyanpur temple considers Lahore to be Laldas’s birthplace,
while the Saharanpur temple clearly associates it with Mewat. H. H. Wilson
(1861: 347) notes that he was born in Malwa during the reign of Mughal king
Jahangir (c. 1605-1627) and later travelled with his guru Chetan Swami to
Lahore. While the Dhyanpur temple claims that he was born during Firoz
Shah Tuglak’s reign and lived for 300 years (c. 1355-1655), in Mewat, he is
believed to have lived from 1540 to 1648 CE.

However, unlike other ambiguous claims about the identity of the figure
Laldas, in Mewat, stories about his identity are supported by historical
evidence such as a family genealogy recorded by the Jaggas." Some of the Meo
families traced their ancestral links with Laldas/Lalkhan (pir) through both
maternal and paternal sides. Given that ‘das’ was a frequent word for a saint
with a ‘Bhakti” background, Lalkhan Meo in Mewat may have undergone
a similar identity adaption and change to become Laldas. As with all oral
traditions, it is impossible to say with certainty that all of these stories are
about the same person named Laldas. Laldas’s identity is interwoven with
several personas. Currently, the same Laldas is popularised throughout north
India as the great saint of Mewat and sampradayik sadbhavana ke pratik (the
emblem of communal harmony),”? overpowering the origin tales at other
locations indicated earlier. Devotees across north India have presently come
to identify Mewati Laldas as the ‘real’ Laldas. Currently, many shrines and
temples dedicated to Laldas have recognised the Sherpur shrine as the main
‘temple’ of the saint where devotees regularly offer tributes. Many devotees
from other parts of India come to visit his shrine during an annual pilgrimage,
considering Mewat to be the birthplace of Laldas. Despite the diversity of
these tales, they have certain characteristics, most notably the intersection of
Sufi and Bhakti themes."

The devotion of the Meo and other Mewati Muslims to the Bhakti and
Sufi saints prior to the twentieth century is significant in this context because
it suggests that Indian Muslims’ entanglement with the religious boundaries
and institutional practices of Islam was very varied. This was not in contrast
to the many different castes of Hindu peasants at the time, each of which
followed its own unique set of Indic rituals and beliefs. The teachings and
biographies of Laldas provide evidence of such patterns of Hindu-Islamic
cultural interaction and the nature of ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ identities prior
to the twentieth century. The following is an example of how Laldas used to
convey his messages of religious indifference:
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kahe lal sain ko pyaro, sahab ek banavan har
hindi-turak ko ek hi sahab, rah banai do ajab. (Dungarisi n.d.: 26)

Says Lal, the beloved of God, the Almighty has created us one
There is one God of Hindu and Turk, but the two strange paths have
been made.

Laldas through messages urged Hindus and Muslims to see the futility
of their differences and to look beyond their religious affiliations to more
universal concerns. Moreover, religious identities were often represented
through panths and ethnic designations. For instance, the hagiography
frequently uses furak and mughal to refer to the behaviours of state officials
rather than to indicate their Muslimness. Religious orders, such as that of
Laldas, contradicted the institutional forms of religions associated with
political power and represented by the ‘professional’ clergy.* Here, the
concern for the institutional form of Islam (like Sahab Khan’s concerns)
is associated with state and representatives of its power. Often in the text,
the ethnic label “Turk’ is used to depict the Tslam’ of the political rulers.
In many other instances across Rajasthan, religious categories were often
replaced by such ethnic labels (Turks, Mughals) (Talbot 2009) or sect names
(Bhakti, Sufi and Nath traditions), prioritising the latter over the former."
Oral histories, folk tales and saint hagiographies aid in understanding
several strands of meaning involved in slowly shaping a more uniform
religious practice around the persona of Laldas. In particular, interviews
with Laldas’s followers and hagiographical writings about the saint
show that religious interaction surrounding the saint was multifaceted,
complex and dynamic, in contrast to the present day’s narrower religious
classifications.

THE LALDAS ORDER: AN ORCHARD OF DIVERSITY

The hagiographical narratives of Laldas are more common today among
Hindu followers. The Hindu Laldasis are striving to construct the persona
of Laldas as a miraculous bhakti saint who is significantly distinct from and
superior to his Islamic counterparts. Nonetheless, the tales mentioned in the
hagiography do not hide Laldas’s distinctive position of being in-between.
The first section of the biographical text about Laldas, the nuktavali,
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FIGURE 2.3 A typeset version of the biographical text of Laldas, nuktavali
Source: Photo by the author.

chronicles the saint’s entire life in verse form, including accounts of his
incarnations, miracles and other significant occurrences.'® The text is divided
into sections like srimad laldas gita, samvad sar (a dialogue between the saint
and a disciple) and sakhi and rag (tales and songs sung in Hindustani classical
music style) (Figure 2.3).”

The text narrates life stories of the saint and his sayings in couplets,
adopting a poetic style similar to that of the great epics in Sanskrit and Hindi.
For instance, the opening stanza of the text says:

sadhu-sant ki agya pau, srilal bhakt ki katha siunai

pur-pattan sherpur vas sthan, jahan dungrisi sadh ne kiya bakhan
san pandrah sau sattanave mein lal liyo avatar

hindi-turak bic baithkar kinha bhakti pracar. (Dungarisi n.d.: 1)
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If the saints and sages permit, I will tell the story of Sri Laldas.

I was born in Pur-Pattan and reside at Sherpur; Dungrisi Sadh’s [my]
narration begins there.

In the year 0f 1597, Lal was incarnated

He spread the messages of bhakti sitting among Hindus and Turks."

In addition to using Urdu terms to convey specific meanings within
stanzas in Hindi, the text also sporadically employs the Mewati dialect of
the region. As an illustration, one tale of a childhood miracle—the saint’s
mastery over a mad elephant—is recounted in the text using a ‘linguistic
duopoly™ (Bakshi 2012) of Hindi and Urdu. The Mewati dialect and the
vernacular languages have an impact on the text, but Hindi and Urdu are
given priority:

ek din marag lage jay, bhay manta gaj nad nacai
main manta gaj bahut alam, kari sund sii tin salam. (Dungarisi n.d.: 6)

A fearless elephant trumpeted loudly, walking on a street one day,
That elephant was very angry [alam] and bowed [saldam] three times
with its trunk.

In the above couplet, the Urdu word aldm refers to the disturbed status
of an insane elephant. As soon as the saint confronts the elephant, the
animal bows to him. The Islamic greeting salam is used here to refer to the
elephant’s submissiveness to Laldas. The narrative style of the text, loaded
with vernacular terms, blends words from the Mewati dialect with infrequent
usages of Urdu words and numerous references to the mode of oral use of
Hindu epics and religious texts. The verses thus depict a ‘linguistic duopoly’
in which the Mewati dialect, the Urdu and Hindi languages, and the epic
prose style converge to serve the narrator’s purpose of describing a saint who
transcended institutional religious boundaries. The text also displays the
intimate connection between the familiar and the known ‘religious other’
in a world conscious of religious differences but connected in multiple ways
through shared ideals of public life. Similar examples throughout the text
indicate the complex nature of a closely knit interlingual world, often reflected
in the literary ‘web of intertextuality’ (Ramanujan 1989: 190).%° Such examples
point to the intimately related literary and oral traditions of ‘Hinduism” and
‘Islam’ and institutional and vernacular/popular cultures.
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Similarly, another stanza of the text employs the Arabic/Urdu word
mustaqim, meaning ‘a straight path’ or ‘the right path’ in Islam.?? The text
uses the phrase to talk about the path of nirgun bhakti taken by Laldas. For
instance, after the faujdar realised that he mistreated the saint, he ordered his
soldiers to approach Laldas again. This time, the soldiers acknowledged the
saint as a true pir:

sunte hi cakar daude aye, pir-murid dhyan me paye
unka aisa sanca din, sai nam sit hai mustaqim
laldas tum sacce pir, ab baksho meri tagsir. (Dungarisi n.d.: 14)

The soldiers came running as they heard the order, pir-murid were in
meditation

Their religion is so true, their path is linked to the name of sa7 [God]
Laldas you are a true pir, now please forgive my crime.

The use of the phrase mustagim indicates that for Laldas the right path
to God is ‘formless devotion’. The term used here is taken from the Quran,
where it appears multiple times implying ‘straight’ or ‘right’ path as seeking
to be led to God, indicating a longing for intimacy, nearness, knowledge and
love of God. In Islam, it is often used in the context of the guidance provided
by Allah for Muslims to follow in order to attain success and salvation by
walking on the path of righteousness. The ‘straight path’ by Laldas is defined
in a manner of Sufi spiritualism by the fusion of the external aspects of
religious behaviour with the internal dimensions of spirituality. Mustagim
results in a cohesive blend of the exoteric (worldly) and esoteric facets of
Laldas’s faith. Moreover, the usage of mustaqim in the couplet above negates
worshipping God through observable human actions (idol or image worship)
and prefers nurturing a profound personal spiritual bond with Him. Laldas,
thus, advocated the value of living a life of moral uprightness and following
the straight path towards God, without being concerned with religious labels
or categories. The numerous interactions of Laldas with Mughal officials
mentioned earlier indicate the nature of his teachings centred around the
idea of one formless God that he taught to his followers. Rising above worldly
boundaries to love ‘God’ in a true sense was the central tenet of his preaching.

In many other verses of the nuktdvali, the Bhakti and Sufi modes
of piety are seen as true paths that are different from the ways of both
institutionalised religions.”® Moreover, Laldas’s beliefs in the nirgun bhakti
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of Ram complemented his Meo Muslim background. Meos believe in the
Islamic conception of Allah, a formless entity, developed through Sufi
influence in the region. There are many close parallels between various
popular modes of religiosity in the Laldas order that strongly intersected
theological doctrines of Sufism and nirgun bhakti.** Both conceptions stress
upon a formless imaginary of God. A conversation with a Sufi saint, Chishti
Gadan of Tijara, who purportedly inspired Laldas to work for the cause of din
(religion) expresses the concern of wahdat al-wujiad:»

gadan kahe tum dar mat mano, din durast kar durmat bhano
durmat kutiya dur udao, hindn-turak ki rah gavaho
hindi-turak ka aisa hait, jaise dhara bijiara khet

pahel vidu ka yah jasle, sai kahen soi kah de. (Dungarisi n.d.: 7)

Gadan says don’t be afraid, strengthen your religion and eradicate evil
thought

Banish the evil of bad thought, show the path to Hindus and Turks
Such is the manner of Hindu-Turks, like a man of straw in a field

First take this vow, whatever sai [God] says is so.

Chishti Gadan noticed Laldas levitating during meditation. Upon
discovering the nature of his piety and unworldliness, the Sufi saint instructed
Laldas to preach both Hindus and Muslims. The conversation between Laldas
and Gadan indicates that both Hindus and Muslims (Turks) needed to be
brought on the right path (mustagim). Among saints like Laldas, the Sufi
concept of wahdat al-wujiid (unity of being) finds a closer structural parallel
with the interpretations of non-dualism provided by Indian philosophers like
Shankara, Chaitanya and Nimbarkar (Alam 2004: 91-98). Alam (2004: 91-92)
writes that this idea of the oneness of God

was expressed in the nirgun bhakti assertation of the fundamental unity
of Hindus and Turks. Kabir, for instance, saw no difference between
Ram and Rahman. Notable in his poetry is the coalescence of Hari and
Hazrat, Krishna and Karama, Muhammed and Mahadev, Ram and
Rahim.

Similarly, wahdat al-wujiid is a central concept in Sufi Islamic philosophy
that refers to the idea of the unity of existence.” The concept maintains that
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existence, or wujiid, is one and unique reality from which all reality derives,
considering that the external world of sensible objects is but a fleeting shadow
of the formless God (Akbar 2016; Zolghadr 2018). Wahdat al-wujiid finds
its ultimate expression in the doctrines of nirgun saints like Kabir, Ravidas,
Nanak and Laldas, among others.

Laldas and Chishti Gadan, both, echoed a shared critique of hegemonic
religions which are predicated on institutionalised ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’
practice as distinguished by ignorance and the absence of a true love for
God. They believed that the emphasis on outward practices and rituals can
obscure the deeper, more meaningful aspects of religion, and that this can
lead to a superficial and ritualistic approach to spirituality. Their conversation
reflected a commitment to the inner spiritual dimension of religion and a
desire to transcend the limitations of institutional structures and dogmas in
order to connect with the divine in a more direct and meaningful way. The
unanimity of the two figures in the narratives thus illuminates the critique
of both usual Tslamic’ ways of life and ‘Hindu” modes of worship. These two
traditions enhanced and complemented each other.

Laldas is said to have gone on the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca three times
during his life. On each of his journeys, he brought back a brick and used it
in building mosques. Two mosques, the Mecca and Medina, still exist in
the vicinity of his shrine at Rasgan village, where he spent his married life.
As an incipient Indic cultural tradition, this kind of religious interaction is
necessarily an indication of the co-existence of opposite religious values
alongside the desired ones. In this process, religious synthesis and the negation
of values take place simultaneously. For instance, when a person follows mixed
religious practices, he or she can simultaneously be both Hindu and Muslim,
neither and beyond representing a break from already established categorical
societal norms. For instance, when Sahab Khan sent soldiers to bring Laldas,
the saint was sitting at the Mecca mosque he had built (Figure 2.4).

Laldas was reciting sai (God) Ram’s name, despite the fact that he was
sitting at the Mecca mosque to send the message of religious indifference
among his followers:

us fakar ko dekho jaye, es ghoda pe ldo cadhai
dehade jab nagale aye, makka mahjad baithe paye. (Dungarisi n.d.: 12)

Go and see that fakir [mendicant], bring him on this horse
When they reached Nagla, they saw sitting him at the Mecca mosque.
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FIGURE 2.4 The abandoned Mecca mosque
Source: Photo by the author.

For the saint, religion and its symbols meant to invoke the one formless
entity. Other similar verses in the text, although the text is oriented towards
Hinduism, clearly indicate the saint’s proximity to as well as distance from both
Islamic and Hindu religious symbols and practices.” Laldas thus separates
himself from both the Muslim identity of his birth and orthodox Hindu forms
of religious practice. He presented a unique form of religious liminality and a
betwixt and between zone which unsettled fixed notions of ‘religion’.?® He stood
for nirgun bhakti ideas that were compatible with his Islamic faith.

The hagiography’s goal of detaching Laldas from Islamic aspects,
although successful, could not hide the saint’s distinctiveness. Saint Laldas’s
liminal status is visible in his non-observance of the Islamic practices of roja
and namaz, despite being born a Muslim.? But the text shows that Laldas also
opposed Hindu religious doctrines. For example, he does not condone idol
worship, although it is one of the central aspects of ‘Hinduism’, but instead
encourages the nirgun bhakti of Ram. This idea resonated the sayings of many
other saints who spoke against Brahminical Hinduism and the sagun mode of
devotion that was widely prevalent at the time.*
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Although the text stressed that Laldas was a bhakti saint and adherent
of Ram, this was not the only story. There are occasional references in the
text that give some indication of Laldas’s equal proximity to certain tenets of
the Islamic (Islamicate) religion. Laldas foreswore some ‘Islamic’ and ‘Hindu’
rituals and borrowed concepts from both religions to create an alternative set
of practices in a liminal space where the participants’ preceding identities,
groups or commonalities could be transformed into new behaviours and
rituals. This inter-structural liminal period was also a period of creativity. A
liminal phase is characterised by a period of limbo, uncertainty and an anti-
structure stand.*

While applying the perspective of liminality on the ambiguity of
Laldas’s identity as a Hindu sant and/or a Muslim pir, one needs to be wary
of homogenising religious behaviour of a liminal group.”® Various caste
communities of Indian Muslims, like many Hindu castes, invented their
own versions of the Indic religious world in which a wide range of religious
symbols coexisted in an unusual way.** One central idea in Laldas’s teachings
is that the distinction between Hindus and Muslims is meaningless. Laldas
emphasised a kind of equality and non-difference between the two religions,
while also enriching the Meos’ version of popular Islam. His religious
messages and symbolic acts drew a large number of adherents from both
faiths.” In other words, similar to many saints and religious orders, Laldas
advocated common religious ideals for both Hindus and Muslims without
denying the authority of God or the gods of either religion. The members
of both religions were asked to follow a righteous path in the context of
the similarities and differences (institutional and dogmatic) in pursuit of
a common universal spiritual message. The history of the Laldas order
exemplified the acculturated form of the popular religious world, in which
sect and ethnic differences were more important than identification with
Hindu and Muslim identities and differences. Moreover, in this regard, he
is comparable to Satya Pir of Bengal and other saints who blurred ‘the line
between Hindu and Muslim as religious categories’ (T. Stewart 2000: 22).

Despite the fact that Tslam’ and ‘Hinduism’ had an equal impact on
people’s lives in Mewat,* the Bhakti and Sufi doctrines drew people’s
attention and garnered greater followings than the two dominant religions,
as evidenced by many folk accounts about Laldas. The order of Laldas,
while incorporating certain principles from both ‘Hinduism’ and Tslam’,
deliberately distanced itself from the two religions. These Bhakti and Sufi
saints gave priority to the local over the non-local or imperial/political,
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to esoteric mysticism over dogmatic practices and to monotheism over
polytheism. The saint venerated by the Meo peasants neither completely
disavowed Meo versions of popular religion nor demanded an allegiance to
either ‘Hinduism’ or ‘Islam’. His stories were embedded in shared pluralistic
contexts. The Meos’ religious environment from Laldas’s time until the
twentieth century was more heterogeneous, diverse, pluralistic and hybrid.
His anecdotes indicate that diverse identities, practices, beliefs and symbols
were combined and merged in the popular religious world that transcend and
contradict our contemporary understanding of both religions as disparate
‘entities’.

LALDAS AND COWVENERATION

Cow veneration is commonly perceived as a ‘Hindu’ tradition. Most
Hindus in contemporary times regard Muslims to be the natural enemy of
cows since they eat beef. The cow, like other Hindu peasant communities,
operates as an Indic religious motif in the cultural practises of the Meo
Muslims of the Laldasi heritage. Yet, in recent years, advocates of right-
wing Hindutva ideology have entirely seized the iconography of the cow in
order to garner political mileage. For many Meo Muslims who are Laldas
followers, the veneration of cows is imbricated with their peasant identity
and rustic religiosity surpassing dogmatic notions of religions. Contrary to
the prevailing portrayal of Meo Muslims as enemies of the cow by the Hindu
Right and certain prominent media sites, Meos had a tremendous amount of
respect for the animal. For instance, one day, I spotted a beautifully adorned
cow sitting in front of a Meo’s house. I enquired about the reason for doing so
from the house-owner. An elderly Meo replied, “‘We are the followers of Laldas
and always have had cows in our house for religious and agricultural reasons.’
In addition, he stated, “This cow is about 20 years old and has provided them
with an abundance of products, including milk, butter, bullocks, and manure.
Therefore, it will be “inhuman” to sell her to be butchered for a small amount
of money.” The man wanted the cow to die a natural death.

There were numerous such examples that demonstrated the impact
of Laldas’s teachings on his Meo Muslim disciples. A blind Meo, a devoted
follower of Laldas, spent his entire day grazing a herd of cows, bullocks
and other animals. He was doing so to follow Laldas’s path since, as he
remembered, the saint himself gave him the instruction to care for cows in
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his dream. He has devoted his entire life to the cause since then. Muslims
in this region believe that they will continue to be blessed and protected by
Laldas as long as his precepts are obeyed. His profound fondness for cows
became widely recognised to the extent that, until recently, Meo Muslims
would present a young yellow heifer to his shrine during times of hardship
as a gesture of devotion. For instance, many Meo Muslims continue to think
that if the rain fails, a yellow heifer must be offered to the saint, and it will rain
before the devotees return home.” The yellow heifer will live in the vicinity of
the shrine and enjoy the protection of the saint.

As Laldas solidified his religious ideas, he not only advocated nirgun
bhakti (formless devotion) but also preached the values of cow herding and
vegetarianism. Vegetarianism was fundamental to the creation of his religious
order, which was premised upon the concept of jivdaya (kindness to all living
beings). Laldas also emphasised that those who take the life of another person
will face consequences, as God will hold them accountable. He added further,
the righteous never forget to be afraid of God. Laldas’s teachings rejected the
idea that ‘religion’ is primarily about following rules and regulations, or about
achieving a particular status or position in society. Instead, he emphasised
the importance of the inner spiritual experience and the need to cultivate
a deep and personal relationship with God. His traditions also stressed the
importance of compassion, service and love towards all beings as a natural
expression of the love and devotion that one feels towards God.

He also took his family’s cows to graze on a nearby hillock in the Aravalli
mountain range. There he is said to have engaged in fapasya (meditation) of
nirgun (formless) Ram while surrounded by the grazing cows. A very old,
ruined building marks the spot of his meditation (Figure 2.5). Numerous
couplets attributed to the saint contain explicit or implicit allusions to his
association with both religions, and the remaining ruins serve as tangible
evidence of his devotion to both faiths. Laldas is believed to have prayed
to Ram at the mosque located near the adjacent ruined building. Another
mosque from the same era was also present in close proximity (see Figure
2.6). It was at this very place that Laldas encountered Bhogari, one of his
future wives. Bhogari’s father, a shepherd who spent time with Laldas, had
been apprehended by tax collectors of the Mughal state. The informants in
the field and bards narrated that Bhogari’s father was detained due to his
alleged non-payment of jama (rent).

By the time of this encounter between Bhogari and Laldas, he was
renowned for his miracles, particularly those performed in the service of
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FIGURE 2.5 The meditation place of Laldas on the Aravalli Hills
Source: Photo by the author.

FIGURE 2.6 A mosque attached to the place of Laldas’s meditation
Source: Photo by the author.
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the poor and destitute. Laldas produced a gold coin and gave it to Bhogari in
order to settle her father’s debt and free him from prison. But he swore her to
secrecy regarding this incident. Bhogari was flattered by the saint’s action and
chose to marry him. Upon her father’s return to the house, she informed him
of her decision, and shortly thereafter, Bhogari and Laldas were married. Asa
result, Laldas moved on to the next stage of the Hindu life cycle, which is the
stage of a householder. Laldas’s marriage is significant because, in contrast
to many saints, Sufis and Yogis who promoted a full detachment from the
material world, it gave Meo peasants a model of householder asceticism.
The saint’s model of asceticism within a married life was more in tune with
the peasant ideals of the Meos.

Many popular religious traditions of saints like Laldas evoked the
centrality of peasant life through their teachings, including those of Tejaji
among Jat peasants in Rajasthan, the cowherd god Krishna among Yadav
(Ahir) peasants, Gazi Miyan among Ahir and Kurmi peasants in Uttar
Pradesh and Baba Laldas among the Meos. It is important to remember here
that the love for cows as an Indic phenomenon closely follows the Krishnaite
tradition among cow herders.”® Grazing, saving the life of cows and taking
care of them were everyday characteristics of peasant rusticity. Both Tejaji
and Gazi Miyan in the respective folklores of Rajasthan and the Gangetic
belt died saving cows from Hindu attackers (Amin 2016; Bharucha 2003).
Moreover, Gazi Miyan, who was an eleventh-century Muslim iconoclast
known for smashing Hindu idols and historically hostile to Hinduism,
gradually transformed into a figure of veneration among Hindus and
Muslims. In Indo-Gangetic folklores Gazi Miyan kept company with gvals
(shepherds) and vowed to protect cows—a quintessentially Indic Krishnaite
theme—from Hindu perpetrators (see Amin 2016).* Such Indic forms
of religiosities generally straddle the boundaries of mutually contrasting
religious orientations. Cows had several symbolic meanings among peasant
castes. Specifically, cow devotion denotes a divide between peasant and non-
peasant societies, non-Brahminical and Brahmanical religiosities, and low
and high cultures.

In India, animal grazing overseen by charvaha or gval (shepherds) is a
communal practice and a popular trope in local religions; for example, the
god Krishna spent his adolescence in the company of gvals and was indulged
in shepherding. Many stories reiterate and reflect the same Krishnaite theme
about Laldas that he used to take risks to protect animals. Although saintly
religious paths attract people from all caste backgrounds, including upper
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caste Brahmins and Baniyas of orthodox religious standing, the significance
of peasant life lived by these saints invokes the religiosity of popular world
where Indic themes found their most deep expression. The walls of the main
shrine of Laldas in the village of Sherpur, a few kilometres away from his
birthplace, are decorated in paintings depicting the saint’s life. Nearly every
image portrays him surrounded by cows (Figure 2.7).

Many saintly figures often come from Hindu and Muslim peasant or
low caste backgrounds, and the common thread that runs through their
biographies is their devotion to caring for cows and ensuring their well-being.
It was popularly believed that Laldas would protect cows at any cost. In the
hagiography of Laldas, a devoted follower is described to have unintentionally
caused the death of a calf from his herd of cows. Overwhelmed by the
circumstances, he hastily buried the deceased calf beneath a heap of hay.

FIGURE 2.7 Laldas surrounded by cows
Source: Photo by the author.
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Upon the mother cow’s return from grazing, she began to moo anxiously in
a desperate search for her calf, the mournful cries persisting throughout the
night. Early the next morning, the follower visited Laldas and recounted the
entire incident, including the cow’s distressing moos. In response, the saint
conveyed, “There is nothing hidden from Ram; He is the one who grants and
takes away life from all’ (Dungarisi n.d.: 39-40). Laldas consistently displayed
profound kindness towards cows, and as soon as the follower returned home,
he witnessed the cow playing joyfully with her calf.

Although the politics around cows in north India have caused various
sectarian conflicts in Mewat, many Meo people are still of the opinion that
cows ought to be protected for a variety of reasons, including the socio-
economic and religious significance of cows. When the Haryana Gauvans
Sanarakshan and Gausamvardhan Act, 2015—also known as the Cow
Protection Act—was passed, more than 200 village pancayats in Mewat
declared cow slaughter to be a horrific crime and made their intentions to
save the animal noticeable by implementing state policies. It was an effort to
repudiate Mewat’s reputation of being ‘anti-cow’. The concerned pancayat
pledged to take decisive action against the wrongdoer, promising to hand
them over to the authorities and sever ties with the offender’s family. This
stern stance would be enacted if anyone from the 200 villages was found
guilty of engaging in cow smuggling, cow slaughter or trading of beef (The
Tribune India 2016). Many Meos felt relieved that such a regulation will assist
them in combating the false and tarnishing image of the community as ‘cow
smugglers’, despite the fact that such an initiative was strongly entwined
with the nationalistic politics of Hindutva and the cow protection drive by
the ruling BJP. Consequently, many gausalas (cow shelters) were opened by
Meos (The Tribune India 2016). These newly opened cow shelters also proved
to be beneficial for managing stray cows and bullocks. Due to their relatively
poor milk production, compared to buffaloes, and the evolving agricultural
technologies, cows were no longer a reasonably viable option for household
economies. As a result, several farmers had let their cows wander the streets.
The practice created yet another difficulty with crops being harmed, and it had
turned into a recurring issue of how to handle stray animals, especially cows,
in relation to the region’s prevailing politics of cow protection. Gausalas,
thus, received widespread Meo support to protect their harvests from stray
animals. Historically, the reasons for cow protection have varied depending
upon socio-economic realities. Laldas and his Muslim followers in Mewat
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still respect and venerate cows as much as other Hindus do simply because of
the peasant religiosity that provided the origin for the practice.

ORDAINED AND NON-ORDAINED SADHS

Examples of the saint’s equidistance from both religions and the distinctive
religious synthesis that he preached can be found in the Muslim adherents
of Laldas. As was already mentioned, practically all Laldasi shrine priests
are Meo Muslims known as laldas ka sadh. The term sadh originates from
siddh, meaning ‘perfect’ in meditation. Etymologically, sadh, siddh and
sadhu are related, describing those among the Hindus who lead religiously
oriented lives. A devotee of Laldas may be called a sadh in Mewat, but the
term more commonly refers to the Meo Muslim priests who sit at Laldas’s
shrines, although in recent times some of the priests have also been Hindus.*’
Muslim sadhs traditionally performed this duty, which has brought upon
them the disapproval of non-Laldasi Muslims. In one famous popular saying,
the sadhs’ lifestyle is the object of sarcasm and disapproval:

dadhi-munch kata ka raho risay
dono din sii jayego laldas ko sadh.

They are pleased to shave off their moustaches and beards
They will fail both religions, these sadhs of Laldas.

The complexity of these religious beliefs is exemplified by the fact that the
priest at the Sherpur shrine is a Muslim of Meo caste who neither observes
roja (fasting during the holy month of the Ramzan) nor recites the kalma (the
lines of the Quran)—a man who is neither a Muslim nor a Hindu but a Laldasi.
Every tradition that has the potential to surpass the tenets of ‘Hinduism’ and
‘Tslam’ is criticised by religious purists because it undermines the foundation
upon which their beliefs rest. The conversations with a large number of Hindu
and Muslim sadhs during fieldwork indicated that in many aspects of their
personal lives, their behaviours frequently transcended religious borders and
therefore was frequently criticised by the non-Laldasi Meos.

Muslim sadhs, particularly the older generation, do not grow beards like
other Muslims, nor do they pray in mosques or observe Ramzan fasting. A
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sadh of Laldas, Nasimuddin shared that he had never consumed meat in his
entire life. He believed that the saint would punish anybody who broke this
custom, and as a result, no member of his family will ever disobey the saint.
He recalled that on one occasion his nephew disobeyed this rule and ate meat,
which led to him experiencing extreme discomfort in his stomach. Later, he
was brought to the shrine to pray for forgiveness.

Itis a common practice among the followers of Laldas, who are collectively
referred to as Laldasis and originate primarily from the Duhlot pal of Muslim
Meos, to abstain from eating meat. Although the consumption of pork is
forbidden, Islam does not encourage vegetarianism as a lifestyle choice. On
the other side, in Hinduism, both religious and personal reasons are associated
with vegetarianism. In the case of Laldasi Muslim Meos, vegetarianism
embodies values of a complex religiosity that render the theological beliefs
of both Hinduism and Islam superfluous. The family of Nasimuddin had
been the caretakers of the Sherpur shrine for many generations, and they had
always adhered to the Laldasi path. As a result of the beliefs and practices
that they uphold, Meo Muslim sadhs are confronted with a myriad of societal
problems in the areas where they live. The marriage of their children can
be difficult if the prospective in-laws anticipate adherence to strict Islamic
behaviour, particularly after the success of the Tablighi Jamaat in Mewat. On
the day of the wedding of Nasimuddin’s daughter, Muslim relatives of the
groom who were of the Tablighi background insisted on providing meat at
the wedding ceremony. This resulted in a fight, which ultimately led to the
cancellation of the marriage.*!

Women married into sddh families first pay a visit to the shrine to
establish a bond with the religious order and abandon the Islamic customs
of their birth families. Nasimuddin’s wife, Ruksana, recollected that for her
it was a smooth transition from her prior Islamic belief. She believed that the
saint fortified her faith at every step in becoming a sadh. As was the case with
Laldas himself, the sadhs are also family-oriented individuals who generally
married Meo women but do not dine with non-Laldasi Meos. The initiation
procedures which a convert like Ruksana must undergo in order to become
a member of the order included showing a sincerity of faith. Traditionally, to
prove that a sadh has given up his pride, a male sadh was obligated to blacken
his face, ride a donkey facing backward and wear a string of shoes around his
neck (Powlett 1878: 59). After that, a cup of sherbet is presented to him, and
at that point, he is initiated into the order. It has been advised for Meo sadhs
by the saint to let their homes be emptied of possessions for the welfare of
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others. In addition to providing for themselves through their own labour, a
good Laldasi is expected to share some of the wealth that they have earned
with others in need (Powlett 1878: 59).

Presently, these Meo Muslim sadhs are very few in numbers, but there
are a large number of Meos who merely hold Laldas in reverence as a pir and
a great Meo. It appears that the only form of worship is the recitation of Ram’s
name and the singing of hymns; however, meditation, also known as ‘keeping
God’s name in the heart, is said to be considered a fundamental practice for
these followers. No one questioned the religious practices of Muslim Laldasis
till recently, but life is more difficult, as Ruksana recalled, because other
Muslims want the Meo Laldasis to uphold strict Sunni Islamic principles. Her
spouse has made an exception by going to the local mosque and participating
in the Eid and Bakr-e-Eid celebrations in the name of community solidarity.
However, the Laldasi Meo Muslims have not yet fully departed from the
fundamental principles of the order as a result of the pressure to adhere to
Islamic law. Rather, it has inspired the creation of new traditions, such as
modifying the Laldas-oriented traditional belief system to incorporate
reformist teachings. For instance, Laldasi Muslims buy goats and offer them
to someone else to sacrifice on their behalf on Bakr-e-Eid, an Islamic festival
of sacrifice, to avoid going against Laldas’s teachings. Hence, the two faiths
are balanced to some extent by every Muslim sadh.

Hindus, too, in some cases, have started using the term sadh as a second
denomination of their names. Hindu devotees of Laldas are prohibited
from worshipping any goddess, as Hindu goddesses require ceremonial
meat offerings. I observed that many young Hindus from Punahana who
previously prayed to the Goddess Kali had to quit this practice when they
embraced Laldas. The saint had come in people’s dreams, exhorting them
to place confidence in Sufi saints rather than a goddess, so approving and
demonstrating the Laldasi path’s relationship to Sufism.

Every day it is the duty of the sadh to bathe and open the shrine and
perform arti in front of Laldas’s grave at Sherpur (Figure 2.8). A group of
Hindu devotees, including the members of the Sherpur temple committee,**
join the sadh for evening prayers. The Muslim priest’s austere lifestyle, and his
performance of Hindu rituals at the saint’s shrine which resembles an Islamic
dargah, signifies the border crossings in Indic lives. The rituals include
Hindu-style arti and bhajans (Hindu religious songs) with Hindu devotees.
Given that they worship a wide variety of deities, the majority of Hindus do
not perceive any conflict in these rituals.
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FIGURE 2.8 The current Muslim sadh performing arti at the Sherpur shrine
Source: Photo by the author.

Cloth offerings to both the saint and the guardians of his tomb are another
example of a mixed ritual practice.* The grave of four sayyeds, located at
each corner of the Sherpur shrine, symbolically served as a sign of protection
for the saint’s and his family’s graves. Safeguarding the graves is a popular
Muslim practice, and the community known as Sayyeds or Fakirs usually
did this job for Meos and other Muslims in Mewat. The Islamic insignia of
a chaddar or galeb, traditionally used to cover tombs, is presented to these
four sayyeds (fakirs) as is the case with other Sufi saints. Both Hindus and
Muslims use the Islamic way of reverence when presenting the cloth to Laldas
and the four sayyeds, albeit the cloth presented to Laldas is white rather than
green, as it is in Sufi dargahs.
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FIGURE 2.9 White sheets offered to Laldas (top right), a visitor carrying sheets (top
right) and a sayyed’s tomb with the green sheet (lower left and right)

Source: Photos by the author.

Hindu and Muslim devotees buy both white and green chaddars to offer
to the saint and the sayyeds respectively (Figure 2.9). Sallu, an elderly sadh
who claimed to be a hundred years old, shared that the practice of offering a
white chaddar was ‘a perpetual tradition at least in my life span and probably
in my father’s too’, not a recent change.** The symbolism of offering white
cloth to Laldas, a customary apparel for Hindu ascetics, along with the green
cloth to sayyeds (traditional for the Islamic dead), synthesises differing
religious symbolism and practices in the panth.
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Laldas’s Hindu, Muslim and Sikh followers, who visited the shrine in
the morning and evening, followed more or less the same practice of offering
grains to the shrine. They offered grain to feed animals and birds. Other
offerings included oil, incense sticks, rice, corn and sweets. Every Sunday and
the day before a full moon were observed as days of fasting. On these days,
only one meal (dinner) was prepared in a household, after which a lamp must
be lit and maintained throughout the night.

The experience of a miracle by visitors or the fulfilment of their wishes
being as a result of their faith in the saint formed an important strand in their
devotion to Laldas. If the wishes of a visitor to the shrine were fulfilled, that
person would show gratitude to the saint in various ways, including offering
a chaddar or installing memorabilia in the shrine.* Unlike many other Sufi
saints who are usually worshipped on Thursdays, Laldas is customarily
worshipped on Sundays, his birthday, although visitors pray at the shrine
every day, most prostrating themselves in front of the grave. They then
circumnavigate the grave, walking on the path between the main sanctum
and the outer walls, Muslims reciting verses from the Quran and Hindus
singing the bhajans of Laldas. In addition to granting miracles and blessings,
the saint served various beneficial roles in people’s daily lives. The shrine was
also frequently used for pancayat meetings to settle disagreements, as it was
believed that witnesses would not lie within the premises. It was a common
belief that the saint would personally supervise the procedures. When
someone’s sincerity needed to be proven, the community would bring him to
the shrine, place some rice in his hand and ask the sadh to recite some lines
from the Quran or offer prayers to the saint. If the rice turned red, it indicated
guilt for the offender. Also, I witnessed a land dispute between two families.
The dispute had remained unsolved for a long time. Both factions agreed to
a final hearing in the shrine. Snacks and beverages were provided, and some
older people were asked to oversee the event. Nobody objected to the final
decision, and it went as easily as a conversation in a dining room. This attests
to the continuing importance of the saint within the area.

To briefly sum up here, through his teachings, Laldas was opposed to
the pre-existing social and religious hierarchy. This is consistent with the
views of other Bhakti personalities, such as Kabir, Ravidas and Dadu.* Caste
and religious identities were concepts that were questioned by a number of
saints who came from a lower socio-economic background. The teachings
of Laldas reflected the specific caste connections of the Meo community
towards both religions and the rural background of his family and
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community. His primary concern was the transcendence of institutional
religiosities related to mainstream ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Tslam’ through the
imbrication of Meo relationships with vernacular and acculturated forms
of religiosities, thereby making the boundaries between the two religions
more fluid. This was accomplished by merging beliefs in his order. Religious
orders such as that of the Laldas expressed a distinct form of religiosity while
simultaneously diminishing the significance of the religious categories of
‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’. In spite of this, the preoccupation with maintaining
one’s religious identity gradually grew dominant at the shrines of Laldas.
Chapter 3 will analyse the emergence of disputes between the Meo and the
Baniya Laldasis around the traditional shrines of Laldas to understand the
changing form of religious culture and to describe the reasons behind those
disputes.

NOTES

1. Dungarisi Sadh published the biography of his guru Laldas called Sri Laldas
Mabharaj ki paricawali (The introduction of Laldas) in doha-caupai (couplets/
quadruplets). This is a narrative poem written in simple Mewati and
comprised of roughly 580 verses. It is broken up into 31 nuktas, which can be
translated as ‘small chapters’. It is the only historical biography of Laldas that
has been found.

2. Although Dungarisi is said to have compiled the verses of Laldas, other
portions of the text such as the biographical nuktavali seem to have been
added later. Since it is the work of many authors and the verses are not
identifiable, I am treating it as anonymous but will refer to the cited couplets
under the name of Dungarisi Sadh. The verses are of unknown dates. All
these couplets from the text are in Appendix A.1.

3. Unless otherwise indicated, the translations of the verses throughout the
book are mine. I take responsibility for any errors.

4. Masuzawa (2005) points out that the category of religion is based on a
particular understanding of what counts as ‘belief’ and ‘practice’. This
understanding is shaped by Christian theology and assumes that religion
involves belief in a transcendent reality and the worship of a deity or deities.
However, many non-European cultures do not fit this model of religion,
and their belief systems were often classified as ‘superstition” or ‘magic’ by
Europeans. Similarly, the model of ‘world-religions’ is problematic, too.
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5. These aforementioned popular stories of Laldas appear in the hagiography,
along with other tales of Laldas’s miracles. These also appear in the accounts
of the colonial ethnographer and British colonial settlement officer P. W.
Powlett, who undertook an extensive survey of Alwar state in the 1850s and
wrote the Gazetteer of Ulwar in 1878. Powlett (1878: 53-60) cites many verses
of the hagiography under the subheading ‘panthis or sects’ in the chapter
on religion. This provides some idea of the earliest date of the circulation
of this hagiography: probably sometime between the late seventeenth and
mid-eighteenth centuries. Powlett and other sources indicate the verses were
already in circulation before his survey work. Powlett describes Laldas as the
most famous saint of the area.

6. In exploring the identity of Laldas in general, Hayat (2016) notes the
distinctive nature of the saint, although he ultimately accepts the suggestion
of Laldas’s Punjab origin (Lahore, presently in Pakistan). Hayat’s conviction
about the time frame of the several meetings between Laldas and Shukoh, that
is, before 1654, follows the works of Hasrat (1952) and Qanungo (1952), while
Wilson assumes it to be in 1649. Hayat, however, agrees that the time period
and the number of the meetings remain ambiguous. There is no mention of
these cases in the historical manuscripts and sources. Indeed, sources refer
to the impossibility of any interaction between the Mewati Laldas and Dara
Shukobh, as the former is believed to have died in 1648.

7. Among all the available variants, Hayat (2016: 13) notes there are six
manuscripts and two texts that record these dialogues. Hayat’s list includes
eight works and a partial mention to one other work. Kept in various archives
and libraries in London and Berlin, the manuscripts and texts are available in
Persian, English and Hindi languages. Hayat meticulously notes the minute
differences in all these works.

8. Fieldwork, July 2016, Saharanpur.

9. In Hindu mythology, Bhagirath was responsible for bringing the river Ganga
from the heavens to the earth. Shiva, residing on mount Kailash, then
channeled her through his thick locks.

10. In Saharanpur, Laldas was a good friend of a Muslim saint called Haji Shah
Kamaal. The extraordinary friendship between the two is still a unique
symbol of communal harmony. Haji Shah Kamaal remained in the vicinity of
Laldas and took spiritual advice from him. A majar (tomb) of Shah Kamaal is
located next to Laldas’s temple. Both saints are said to have followed the same
lifestyle.
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11. Jaggas are a community of Brahmin genealogical recordkeepers in Mewat.
The state acknowledges that the Jagga documents are credible pieces of
historical and legal evidence.

12. Many cheap pamphlets about Laldas have the title ‘the great saint of Mewat
and the symbol of communal harmony’.

13. Bhakti and Sufism are movements of theistic devotion in Hinduism and
Islam. While Bhakti spread from south to north India from the tenth century
onwards (Hawley 2015a), the currents of Sufism arrived in India around the
thirteenth century from the Persian and the Arab world (Ernst and Lawrence
2016). Central to the practices of both traditions are mysticism and god-
centred meditation. Both Bhakti and Sufi ideas were also circulated through
collections of the teachings and sayings of numerous saints, disseminated
through songs and oral presentations, which were centred on devotion to one
God (in Sufi Islam and nirgun bhakti) or multiple gods and goddesses such
as Ram, Vishnu, Krishna, Shiva, Durga and Kali in other Bhakti traditions
(Hawley 2011; Prentiss 1999; Schomer and McLeod 1987; Vaudeville 1993).
Saints of both traditions inspired poetry, musical cultures such as classical
rags and gawwali, advocated socio-religious reforms and through their
teachings challenged and sometimes reinforced religious orthodoxy and
orthodox practices.

14. The ethnic label “Turk’ shows the multifarious nature and various ways of
identification with religious identity.

15. The coming of the Turko-Persian and Sufi versions of Islam to north India
added one more dimension to the diversity of traditions on the subcontinent.
The period from the seventh to twelfth centuries was marked by the
dominance of Shaivite traditions in which the god Shiva and many tantric
goddesses acquired supreme standing in the court culture of the ruling
classes. Closely related to Shaivite philosophy were the Naths and yogis,
whose anti-institutional ideas opposed the Brahminical hierarchies of society.
Later, the Naths and extreme Shaivite yogis had a particular interaction with
the Brahmanical as well as Bhakti and Sufi movements (Burchett 2019).
Nath (Jogi/Yogi) Shaivism, Bhakti and Sufism were, thus, reflexive currents
challenging orthodoxy and societal norms, and advocating alternative
realities. According to Ernst (2005), by the time Sufism arrived in India at
the beginning of the thirteenth century, the Nath yogis, strong proponents
of an anti-Brahminical society, were already organised into a group similar
to Sufis. The encounter between the two led to an exchange of practices, such
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as Hatha yoga being adopted by the Sufis (Bouillier 2015). Many scholars
also believe that Sufis later influenced the poetry of the nirgun bhakti saints
(Horstmann 2014) as well as their (inner) vision of God (Vaudeville 1987).

16. The term nuktavali is made of nukta + avali words, whereby the nukta stands
for ‘couplet’ and avali for ‘collection’, meaning ‘the collection of couplets’. The
nuktavali is the first part of the 600-page-long handwritten text. Although
the first part is compiled by Dunagarisi Sadh as the text mentions it, the task
is equally difficult to date the text and the circulation of hymns.

17. T am very grateful particularly to Anand Sadh, Ramnaresh Sadh and Sonu
Aggrawal, among others, for providing me with a copy of the text Sri laldas
nuktavali. Though the date of compilation of the text is not known, I assume
it to be from the 1940s to 1950s on the basis of the written style of Hind.i.

18. The English translation of the couplet completely loses its rhyming
characteristics. Readers of the Hindi language would be able to grasp this
nuance in the verse.

19. Linguistic duopoly refers to the dual connection of the Mewati dialect, a
spoken Indo-Aryan dialect, with the Hindi and Urdu languages. In the text,
nuktavali, words of Mewati, are used with Hindi, Sanskrit and Urdu words.
The style in the text is similar to rhyming scriptures. Bakshi (2012) argues
that ‘Mewati is possibly undergoing a shift towards Hindi-Urdu with Urdu
playing a key part due to its associations with Islamic identity’ (234). The
large presence of the Tablighi Jamaat-run madrasas is also pushing this shift
towards Urdu.

20. Ramanujan’s (1989) ‘intertextuality’ incorporates different forms of ‘reflexivity’,
a key for understanding the relations between various Indian literary
traditions of myths and folktales.

21. For instance, motives, words, symbols and narrative frameworks produced
in Sanskrit, Hindi and Urdu were extensively used in Mewati in a reflexive
manner in producing the Mewati versions of the Hindu epics the Ramayana
and the Mahabharata.

22. Mustaqim (Mustageem) is an Arabic term which also denotes the quality of
being ‘upright’ or ‘righteous’ in conduct.

23. All the verses cannot be cited here. They repeatedly appeal to Hindus and
Muslims to follow nirgun bhakti.

24. The common idea between most nirgun bhakti and Sufi saints was that they
identified God as one and as a formless entity. Many Bhakti and Sufi saints
were poets or at least their sayings have been collected and transcribed in
the form of poetry. Their philosophical positions ranged from monotheism
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and dualism to absolute monism. However, most saints were mainly
regional, expressing variations in teachings, devotional practices and
ritual observance. The world of Sufism and Bhakti cannot be understood
as uniform sects or movements; diversity, complexity, ambiguity, complex
interactions within and between the two are their major features. Avoiding
essentialist categorisation of both must involve what Carl Ernst (2005) calls
‘the polythetic approach to religion’ (20), in which ‘numerous examples of
hybrid and multiplex symbols, practices, and doctrines can be at work in any
particular religious miliew’ (21). Bhakti and Sufism in north India reached
their zenith between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries. Many saints
became identified as the founders of religions, panths, orders, cults and sects.
For instance, the Sikh religion was founded by a famous Bhakti saint Guru
Nanak.

25. The concept of wahdat al-wujid originated with the Sufi mystic Ibn Arabi
in the twelfth century and has since been developed and discussed by many
other Sufi scholars and philosophers. According to this concept, everything
that exists is a reflection of the divine reality, and all creatures are ultimately
one with the divine. In other words, the Creator and the created are not
separate entities but rather one and the same. God alone is the all-embracing
and eternal reality.

26. Wahdat al-wujid literally means ‘the Unity of Existence’ or ‘the Unity
of Being’. Wujiid, meaning ‘existence’ or ‘presence’, here refers to God.
This concept has been interpreted in different ways by different scholars
and practitioners of Sufism and has been criticised for being too abstract
or mystical. However, for many Sufis, the idea of wahdat al-wujid is a
fundamental tenet of their faith and a source of spiritual inspiration and
guidance. It is seen as a way to experience the divine presence in all things
and to cultivate a sense of oneness with the universe.

27. While there is little explicit representation of Islamic aspects in the text, a
careful reading of the couplets indirectly points to this aspect.

28. Here I borrow from Victor Turner’s (1969) theory of liminality and its
development by scholars such as Shail Mayaram and Dominique Sila Khan
(D. Khan 2004a: 1-10, 2004b; Mayaram 1997c, 2004a). In his analysis of
a three-phased ritual process, Turner (1969) notes that liminality is the
transition phase of an individual from one state to another (94-96, 101-08).
Participants are first detached from their previous social life and identity and
spend most of the time in an inter-structural zone, which is neither here nor
there. Liminal entities straddle thresholds; they are betwixt and between,
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representing margins and ambiguity. For instance, according to Turner
(1969), ‘deaths, being in the womb, invisibility, darkness, bisexuality, an
eclipse of the sun or moon depict liminal situations’ (94-130) and are stages
of separation from fixed points in society. Liminality can be a permanent
state or move into new phases (post-liminality) accompanied by transformed
identities.

29. The concept of liminality itself requires the social recognition of bounded
categories—a liminal entity generally falls between two such mutually
inconsistent categories; for more information, see Douglas (2002). Douglas
notes that the danger is perceived precisely because the liminal condition is
not ‘pure’, not clearly within the categories.

30. Brahminical Hinduism has been criticised for its narrow and exclusive
worldview. It tends to view the world through a lens of hierarchy and binary
oppositions, such as pure and impure, good and evil, and us and them. This
has led to a lack of tolerance for diversity and alternative perspectives and
has resulted in conflict and violence against marginalised communities and
religious minorities. Brahmanical Hinduism advocates visiting temples and
offering ritual services to an idol or image. It bolsters the role of Brahmins as
mediators between God and human beings. As per the sayings of many Bhakti
saints and poets, who criticised the authority of Brahmins in their teachings,
the mediation of Brahmins hinders any possibility of communicating
directly or having a meaningful relationship with God.

31. Liminality implies an anti-structural stance and emphasises the phase of
transformations and its emphasis on ambiguous scenarios. It is linked with
the ideas of threshold and transition, referring to a betwixt and between
status, or something which is neither here nor there. The term was used by
Turner to understand the life of a Ndembu youth in terms of phases. Youth
or the period of initiation was referred to as a period of transformation or a
liminal phase.

32. Based on this understanding, both Mayaram and Sila Khan (D. Khan 2004a,
b; Mayaram 1997b, ¢, 2004c¢) prefer the concept of liminality over syncretism
as it implies the existence of ‘a line of thought that emphasizes “fuzzy”
thinking as an alternative to binary logic of “either/or” (D. Khan 2004b:
212). However, Sila Khan uses ‘threshold’ instead of liminal in the study of
understanding Hindu-Muslim religious identities in South Asia.

33. One problem in Mayaram and Khan’s analyses of ‘liminal” or ‘threshold
communities’ is that all members of aliminal group are imagined to be ritually
and religiously engaged in following a uniform set of practices, although
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their identities are rightly pointed out to be liminal. Understanding the life
of liminal individuals of a liminal group as uniform leads one to believe that
all liminal participants behave religiously, ritually and politically in the same
way as other liminal members. It assumes that all liminal participants follow
a set of liminal or threshold guidelines beyond which liminal participants
do not go. In short, liminality has been considered a bounded category,
without scholars problematising and reflecting on internal diversity. On
the other hand, when such groups are taken as homogeneous, internal
contradictions are completely erased. In most accounts, liminal groups are
referred to homogeneously as if their liminal identity is synonymous with the
behaviour of every liminal individual. The assumption is that everyone else is
behaviourally the same in the betwixt and between period.

34. Taking into account the general consensus among scholars on the terms
‘Islamicate’ and ‘Indic’, the Mewat region represents a typical Indic world.
It refers also to any other particular tradition followed and influenced by
more than one religious community, which cannot be characterised purely
in terms of Hindu, Muslim, Christian or any other religious categories but
are generally influenced by South Asian religious narratives. However, Indic
practices indicate a context where relationships, religious practices and
beliefs in South Asia are not static even in liminal and shared pluralistic
contexts. Indic forms of interconnections prioritise shared values and shared
lives instead of a bounded, discrete and monolithic analysis of religious and
other closely associated categories.

35. Such messages are common among the saints of Nath, Bhakti and Sufi
backgrounds. The idea was to emphasise a form of religiosity meant for
all humans, the one beyond religious differences. Often, their teachings
promoted peace, love, harmony and equality by using a religious vocabulary.
In the Bhakti tradition, spiritual leadership was most often in the hands of
low and middle caste-class saints. The authority of the Brahmins and the
Sanskrit traditions was replaced by devotional songs in vernacular languages
to emphasise universal righteousness (Schomer and McLeod 1987).

36. Punjabi and Bengali Muslims were spiritually dependent on miracles and
magic to a degree incompatible with a genuine belief in any omnipotent god
(Eaton 2004; Mujeeb 1985). In the 1901 Census of India, Bengali Muslims were
reported to be joining in the Durga Puja, worshipping the Sitala and Rakshya
goddesses during epidemics and using Hindu astrologers and almanacs in
their everyday lives (Eaton 2004: 110-25). The cult of mother goddesses had
great popularity in the initial years of Islamisation in Bengal. For instance,
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the sixteenth-century Bengali poet Sayyad Murtaza addressed Fatima (the
daughter of Prophet Mohammed) as Jagat Janani (the mother of the world)
(Eaton 2004: 114).

Many anecdotes of offering a yellow heifer were repeatedly told to me.

The terms ‘Indic’ and ‘peasant’ continue to mutually define each other by
borrowing tropes, symbolism, language, semiotic and elements of religious
cosmology from diverse religious traditions, ways of being and various,
including but not limited to hunting-gathering and agricultural, modes of
resource use. Religious and caste communities of peasant origins commonly
share similar stories with identical plots. There is a long history of peasant
communities living an Indic form of life. These communities have their
own distinctive cultural practices and beliefs, and they have played an
important role in shaping the shared social and economic landscape. Their
socio-religious customs continue to be deeply connected with Indic practices
without strongly identifying with one institutional religious category or
another. For instance, all these peasant communities continue to engage with
what Afsar Mohammad (2013: 3) calls ‘localised Islam’ at the Sufi shrines
of Muslim holy saints known as pirs within a frame of peasant and rustic-
inflected devotional religiosities.

Another typical example of Indic is the worship of the Sufi saint Nizamuddin
Auliya as Krishna.

The Hindu sadhs belong to diverse communities (Brahmans, Gujjars and
Badhai) and are currently performing priestly rites at two different Laldasi
shrines. It is not clear when they began this role.

Nasimuddin suggested they eat meat outside the premises of the Laldas
shrine but not within the premises where they live.

This committee was recently formed. More information about it comes in
Chapter 4.

These protectors or guardians are called fakirs or sayyeds.

Interview with Sallu, 10 August 2016, Alwar.

People donated all kinds of things such as watches, money, images, calendars
and so on to be kept in the shrines once their wishes had been fulfilled.

See Callewaert and Friedlander (1992) and Friedlander (1996: 106-23),
especially for Saint Ravidas’s concerns for salvation in the social context of
the struggle between Bhakti saints and the orthodox Brahminical tradition.
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THE LALDAS SHRINES AND
INTER-RELIGIOUS DISPUTES

Sherpur, nine miles north-east of Ramgarh, is remarkable for the
tomb of Laldas, whose body is said to have come to Sherpur from the
neighbouring Bharatpur village of Nagla, six months after death and
burial. The tomb is a very substantial masonry building 100 feet long,
with a high dome, and walls 5 feet thick. The interior is vaulted and low.
The body of Laldas lies in a crypt several feet below the surface. Many
other members of Laldas’s family were interred at Sherpur. (Powlett
1878: 153)

When I began my fieldwork, I visited the Laldas shrine in Sherpur under the
impression that it was a temple. However, upon approaching the structure, I
noticed that its dome was somewhat atypical and gave it the appearance of
a tomb rather than a temple. Unlike north Indian temples, which typically
feature tower-like canopies, the shrine of Laldas had the usual architectural
style of an Indo-Islamic structure (as shown in Figure 3.1). Additionally, there
were a number of saffron-coloured flags hoisted at the top of the domes. As
I explored the site, it became clear that this building was not a conventional
Hindu temple, even though there were many Hindu symbols present.

A massive hoarding with the slogan pujaniya sant sri 108 baba $ri laldas
maharaj ji (The holy saint $ri 108 Baba Laldas maharaj), a common epithet
for a Hindu saint, stood above the main gate of the outer wall with the Hindu
svastika marks on both sides. From outside, the symbols and iconography
(except for the dome and the sayyeds’ graves at the four corners) gave the
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FIGURE 3.1 A side view of the Sherpur shrine

Source: Photo by the author.

shrine building its striking appearance of a temple. Overall, these Hindu
symbols currently overpower Islamic symbols and shared aspects in these
traditional shrines transforming the overall appearance and nature of the
order.

The Hindu devotees are committed to remove all the Islamic symbols
from the religious order, which also includes replacing the Meo Muslim
priests (sadhs) with Brahmins on the priestly seats. These attempts of omitting
all traces of shared heritage and Islamic architectural remains, such as the
domes and mosques, from the shrines indicate a strong desire among the
Baniya community to appropriate the saint according to their own devotional
practices. As a result, the Hindu Laldasis have been trying to erase or modify
the symbolic and architectural traces of a shared religious history from the
Laldas shrines. The matter has sparked numerous conflicts between the two
factions of followers.

Initially, some Muslim residents of Sherpur indicated to me the presence
of the two non-operational mosques inside the Laldas shrine complex, one on
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FIGURE 3.2 The decommissioned mosque at the Laldas shrine
Source: Photo by the author.

the top of the main shrine’s sanctum-sanctorum and the other in the exterior
courtyard in front of the main entrance (Figure 3.2). These mosques were
once utilised by Muslim villagers to offer namaz, but they are now closed.
In recent decades, Hindu Laldasis forced the decommissioning of these
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mosques. However, disputes over the Laldas shrines and these mosques first
arose around the time of the Partition of India in 1947 and are attributable
to the Hindu Laldasis’ ownership of the shrines following the emergence of
numerous conflicts with the Meo Laldasis.

Throughout the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there is
no historical evidence of disputes at the three major shared shrines of Laldas.!
But, during the twentieth century, these sites underwent a transformation and
are now contested religious places between the Hindu and Muslim Laldasis.
In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the demonstration of one religious
community’s dominance over the other with reference to shared/mixed shrines
has frequently occurred on a global scale (Hayden et al. 2016). One of the
parties that share a sacred site either seizes or demolishes the existing symbols
of the other religion from the shrines (Hayden 2002: 205). For instance,
Hagia Sophia in Istanbul was converted from a Greek Orthodox Church into
a museum and then into a mosque.? Similarly, in India, a great number of
shared sacred spaces are in danger of losing their identity as liminal/hybrid
ritual spaces and being labelled as ‘Hindu’ shrines (see Sikand 2002b).> These
holy sites have become centres of contention, with fierce religious rivalry. The
most notable example is the Babri mosque,* which became a disputed site
around the time of India’s independence (Ludden 1996). Likewise, Hindus and
Muslims have contested countless other sacred spaces with time, particularly
shrines of Bhakti and Sufi saints (Bellamy 2011; Sikand 2002b, 2003). Sikand
(2002b), for example, lists five shared shrines contested by Hindu and Muslim
factions in Karnataka alone. Most contestations were over identity, ritual and
ownership of space. I investigate here the interreligious disputes at the Laldas
shrines to identify what caused these antagonistic attitudes and sporadic acts
of violence between Hindu and Muslim followers of the saint. Passive forms of
intolerance and disputes surrounding these shrines may be better described by
using Hayden’s (2002; Hayden et al. 2016) study of sharing sacred spaces. Some
of the ways in which inter- and intra-religious and theological tensions result
in new material developments around mixed sacred sites indicate the nature
and changing patterns of dominance.®

Contestations often arise at Sufi graves and Bhakti saints’ shrines due to
frequent interactions between members of various religious groups, leading to
a gradual display of dominance over each other (Hayden et al. 2016). Although
many saints like Laldas preached the transcendence of religious boundaries,
adherents of ‘pure Islam’ advocated by Sunnis and ‘orthodox Hindus’ are
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attempting to reinterpret the teachings of these saints to conform to their
current worldviews. Consequently, members of both religious communities
seek to either demonstrate a saint’s irrelevance to a particular religion (by
Sunni followers of ‘true Islam’) or assimilate them into the current standard
definition of ‘religion’ (by most adherents of ‘orthodox Hinduism’). As a
result, with its preaching of a unique theological synthesis, the religious order
of Laldas has been converted from a liminal collection of beliefs into a zone of
intense religious conflict.

Contrary to the dominant scholarly view that disputes over sacred
sites are ‘the product of religious forces beyond the influence of political
actors’ (Hassner 2003: 4; Sikand 2002b), I argue that the contestations were
not only reflections of local and national politics but also evidence of the
evolution of new dimensions in local religious cultures. These developments
were undoubtedly also influenced by the changing dynamics and
co-relationships between social communities across time and space. Some of
the main religious differences were primarily related to the emergence of new
devotional patterns, newer forms of religiosity in conjunction with economic
transformations and the reinforcement of some traditional religious beliefs
among the Meos and the Baniyas. Laldas’s shrines and symbols, as well as
the Muslim custodians traditionally associated with the saint’s sites, have
been destabilised and transformed as the order’s identity is being redefined.
In the sections that follow, the emergence of competitive sharing, the passive
meaning of tolerance and examples of low-intensity violence in the vicinity of
the Laldas shrines are discussed.

THE EMERGENCE OF DISPUTES

Regarding the controversies surrounding the Laldas shrines, the historical
records of Alwar from the first half of the twentieth century shed some light
on the complexities of these interreligious contestations. From these records,
it emerges that these confrontations at the shrines date back nearly a century.
The first serious interreligious conflict occurred at the shrine of Dholidoob,
where the saint’s parents are buried; many Meos were arrested in 1914 and
1932 for offering namaz at this disputed site (Figure 3.3).” A police inspector
who investigated the incident also reported similar communal tensions at the
main shrine of Sherpur in 1939.% Laldasis of both Muslim and Hindu factions
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FIGURE 3.3 The Dholidoob shrine of Laldas, Alwar
Source: Photo by the author.

frequently levelled accusations against one another, claiming that the other
party was either ‘Islamising’ or ‘Hinduising’ the shrines, respectively. The
officer found no concrete proof to back up their respective claims, but several
court documents from Alwar’s archives confirm his version of the conflict
in question. The matter of offering namadz at these two Laldas shrines arose
sporadically throughout the first half of the twentieth century.’

In a lawsuit filed in 1945 in the princely court of the Maharaja of Alwar,
the Baniya Laldasis accused the Meo Laldasis of transforming the Dholidoob
shrine into a mosque by offering Islamic prayer (namdz) there.” The civil suit
filed by Hindu Laldasis on 21 November 1945 included the names of six Meo
Muslim individuals who allegedly ‘desecrated’ a ‘temple” by organising an
Islamic prayer. The court was urged to prohibit the accused from calling azan
and offering namaz.

A month later the accused Meos lodged an objection to this appeal, and
on 17 January 1946, the Munsiff Court issued a temporary restraining order
against the Muslim Laldasis. Afterwards, the appellate court later ruled that
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the Hindu Laldasis were entitled to full possession over the front part of
the shrine and the Meo Laldasis were entitled to perform namaz in the
back portion."

This decision did not put an end to the controversy due to the insistence of
both factions on removing completely the symbols of the other from the
shrine. Consequently, there were a number of other episodes of confrontations
between the two groups regarding defining the identity of the saint and the
nature of his shrines. When the matter became more serious, the prime
minister of the princely state of Alwar took an active part to deal with the
ongoing conflicts. He consulted both parties to reach an amicable agreement.
It was ultimately decided that the status quo would be preserved and that both
factions would retain their right to worship at the shrine. Hindu-style prayers
and Islamic namaz began to be offered in the front and the back portions
of the Dholidoob shrine. These developments were unique as the Laldasis,
according to the teachings of the saint, were not supposed to be much
concerned with arti (Hindu prayers) or namaz. Laldas had urged his followers
to rise above the religious identities and practices of institutional religions.
But almost 300 years later, his followers were contesting against each other to
define him within rigid institutional religious boundaries. However, there is
no trace of disputes around such notions before the twentieth century.

Both factions continued to report occasional complaints of disturbances
during their respective prayer sessions. The situation remained stable until
September 1946, when the Hindu Laldasis insisted on observing Laldas’s
sraddh in the shrine, a Hindu ceremony for commemorating the death of
parents and ancestors. This issue rekindled the conflict. The prime minister
ordered the deployment of police at the site and instructed the district
magistrate to fix separate times for namdz and drti. Hindu and Muslim
Laldasis again continued to attend the Dholidoob shrine of the saint. The
sraddh ceremony of the saint was observed on 24 September 1946 in the
evening following the namdz. The celebration of this event apparently
triggered a confrontation between the factions in which several Hindu
Laldasis were hurt, including four policemen.'> The whole incident eventually
led to the arrest of many Meos who were holding a pancdyat (a caste-council
meeting) related to the matter on the same day.

The debate and discussions surrounding the clash reflected the ongoing
debate about nation and nationality at that time, which revolved around the
status of Muslims in an independent India. The Hindu Sabha of Alwar, a
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FIGURE 3.4 A news report about the dispute, 1946, by the Dawn

Source: District Archives, Alwar.

regional branch of the All India Hindu Mahasabha,” immediately condemned
the attack on Hindus and demanded harsh punishment for those responsible
for the incident. In a similar manner, the Alwar branch of the Muslim League
defended Muslims in a lengthy letter to the prime minister of Alwar."
Concerns of both parties were confined to their own respective religious
communities, indicating the bounded notion of communities that had
become entrenched in the region in the twentieth century. This issue also
caught the attention of the media, religious organisations and political
parties. For instance, on 6 October 1946, the Dawn newspaper, which was
founded by Muhammed Ali Jinnah of the Muslim League, wrote: ‘Durgah
Desecrated in Alwar: Many Hurt Seriously in Hindu-Muslim Clash’ (Figure
3.4). In the same edition, the Dawn cited this incident as evidence of Hindu
oppression of Muslims to support the call for a separate nation of Pakistan:

(1]t is high time that the Indian Musalmans tell their leaders that they
are prepared to make all sacrifices which the Qaed-e-Azam [Mohammed
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Ali Jinnah] in his political prudence may demand, and now theyareina
position to stand on their legs in order to march to the gates of triumph.
(The Dawn 1946)

Hindu and Muslim politico-religious organisations actively framed
the discussion to serve their contemporary political objectives. Muslims
accused Hindu Laldasis of desecrating the mosque in the dargah, and Hindus
accused Muslim Laldasis of converting the temple of Laldas into a mosque.
Throughout the dispute, both Hindu and Muslim factions of Laldas remained
highly critical of different symbolic religious aspects present in the shrine.
Muslim advocates constantly referred to the Hinduising of the site and the
desecration of Islamic symbols. For instance, the president of the Alwar
Muslim League reported a conversation with the Imam of the mosque
of Laldas’s Dholidoob shrine, saying that the minarets in the west of the
premises had been dismantled and the holy Quran thrown away.® Muslims
also objected to the hanging of jhalar (furbelows) and garlands of flowers as
in a temple. Similarly, Hindus protested that Muslims were converting the
shrines into mosques by destroying Hindu symbols, such as idols and images
of the saint, furbelows and garlands. Regardless of the reality of the claims,
it is evident that these allegations of sacrilege were also an attempt to erase
evidence of a shared past of the religious order.

These religious transformations are closely related to changes in socio-
economic structure and the interrelationships of various social groups
sharing a locale. The changes in religious forms also track changes in
political dominance, locally and more widely—thus considering ‘religion’ as
a reflective sphere rather than necessarily a causative factor (Hayden et al.
2016). Here, Hayden’s notion of ‘religioscapes’ is useful in the sense that it
refers to social space being marked physically by the religious use of a shrine
by mutually competing religious communities. These religious groups not
only see themselves as belonging to different ‘religions’” but also form their
respective ‘religioscapes’ around a shared/mixed shrine (Hayden et al. 2016).
Moreover, when two of these religioscapes remain in contact for long, the
features of a sacred space in proximity to one another will reveal the power
dynamics between the two groups.'s

Although the entire dispute remained shrouded and attracted less
attention than the Partition violence in the state in 1947, these contestations
took on a new form in the post-independence period. Due to the persecution
experienced during the Partition, a significant number of Meos either
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migrated to Pakistan or opted to settle in regions outside of the princely state
of Alwar (Copland 1998; Mayaram 1997a). As a result, the Hindu Laldasis
gradually gained control of these contested sites during this turbulent period.
Once the Hindu Laldasis gained control of all the Laldas shrines against the
backdrop of anti-Muslim violence in the state, they strengthened it further
in the post-independent phase. So, between the 1950s and 1990s, the shrines
remained relatively peaceful due to Muslims” vulnerability in the area and
the comparatively increasing lack of interest in devotion to saints. The Hindu
majority, however, had already begun the process of gradually capturing and
transforming these shrines into temples. By this time, Hindu Baniya devotees
had formed a trust to manage the temple properties, organise fairs and
festivals, and keep the shrines as ‘Hindu temples’."”

This process of redefining the religious identity and practice of the Laldas
order was also aided by the stance of the Tablighis, who desired a complete
dissociation between local Muslims and such saints." Tablighi Jamaat activists
encouraged Muslims to neglect these shrines and the graves of saints. The
Tablighi form of Islam had already made inroads among the Meos following
the Partition 0f 1947 (Sikand 2002a; Mayaram 1997a). Many Tablighis asserted
that Allah did not protect many Meos during the violence of the Partition
because they were not ‘proper’ Muslims (Sikand 2002a; Mayaram 1997a). In
this way, the Tablighis began to change the traditional meaning and practice
of ‘local Islam’ by completely discarding the role of saints in Islam. Instead,
they attested a global form of Islam’ strongly premised upon the idea of
religious ‘purity’ dictated by Islamic texts such as the Quran and the Hadith.
The notion of religious purity required the Meo community to renounce their
‘mixed’ traditions and the conventional religious association with a saint in
favour of ‘authentic’ Islam by mostly its Sunni followers.

As far as the most recent dispute at the Sherpur shrine of Laldas is
concerned, it occurred in 2012 (Parashar 2012), when the Hindu Laldasis who
currently controlled the shrine tried to install an idol of the Hindu god Shiva.
The Meo villagers and sadhs resisted this move on the grounds that it would
bring about some ‘dramatic’ changes within the shrine. In response to this
opposition, the Baniyas made an appeal to the local branches of right-wing
Hindu organisations, such as the RSS, the Shiv Sena and the Bajrang Dal.”
The right-wing activists outpoured in large numbers from neighbouring
areas and demonstrated with firearms.?® For the first time in the history of
the dispute, Meo villagers were forced to flee their homes in order to protect
themselves. Meo villagers had not witnessed anything of this magnitude
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since the time of the Partition. Moreover, Muslims did not respond in the
same manner for two reasons: the Hindu majority’s clear domination and the
Tablighi Jamaat’s success in preventing saint veneration among the majority
of Muslims. In addition, Muslim political organisations were more concerned
with preserving peace and order than with combating Hindus. But the idol of
Shiva could not be restored finally. When the idol was placed on the premises,
it unexpectedly shattered into pieces, leading Hindu worshippers to interpret
it as a sign of the saint’s anger. Consequently, they abandoned the proposal,
and the disagreement did not escalate any further.

The Hindu Laldasis admitted in various legal proceedings that the
Laldas order belonged to both Hindus and Muslims, but a process of slow
Hinduisation had already begun and continues to this day (analysed in the
next chapter). Hayden (2002: 228) contends that

processes of competition between groups that distinguish themselves
from each other may be manifested as syncretism yet still result,
ultimately, in the omission of the symbols of one group or another from
ashrine.

This perfectly describes the current scenario at the Laldas shrines. The
omission of Islamic symbols and the simultaneous inclusion of new symbols
is a well-planned strategy to place the Laldas shrines within Hinduism. The
mosques in the shrines are completely abandoned, although not demolished.
On multiple recent instances of renovation, the minarets have been
remodelled to resemble temple domes. Saffron flags and Hindu symbols such
as the ‘Om’ give the shrines an overwhelming appearance of Hindu temples.
However, the Muslim sdadhs, the graves in the shrines and the presence of
two mosques on the premises continue to indicate the complexities of the
religious order.

I contend that since the time of saint, there has been a substantial shift
in the meanings of the terms ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’* The terms ‘Hindu’
and ‘Muslim’ existed prior to British colonialism; they were not exclusively
colonial inventions (Lorenzen 1999). Moreover, Hinduism was always defined
by diversity in religious beliefs, practices and cultural life.”? In fact, the term
‘Hinduism’ was not used in its contemporary political sense at least until the
late British colonial period.” The anecdotes of Laldas evidently proved the
complexity of these interactions in the evolution of institutionalised forms
of religious identities.>* Moreover, prior to the twentieth century, the Hindu
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and Muslim followers of Laldas were not concerned with situating the saint
in a specific ‘religion’. Before the twentieth century, religious identities were
more fluid and marked by a more complex religious engagement in shared
settings. An increasing conviction in the (need for) homogeneity of religious
communities was the root cause of the current contentious nature of shared
spaces. This idea also changed liminal and shared religious practices at the
local level. The concept of a single Hindu or Muslim community in Alwar
was gradually formed over time. As a result of numerous different influences,
including the shifting form of religious cultures across social communities of
varying economic backgrounds, these shared spaces began to reflect wider
disputes in the state. Furthermore, the changing political climate in India
has also contributed to the transformation of the dynamics of socio-religious
interactions. The rise of Hindu nationalism and the increasing polarisation
of communities in the twentieth century had further fuelled inter-religious
conflicts. The disputes at the shared shrines of Laldas were also influenced by
communal relations in Alwar, to which I turn my attention next.

COMMUNAL RELATIONS INALWAR

Since the political and religious worlds are often closely interwoven, disputes
at shared sacred places can mirror broader societal concerns. In the twentieth
century, India’s divisive colonial and post-colonial religious politics reached
their zenith, impacting all aspects of social and religious life, including
socio-religious interactions surrounding shared shrines. The political sphere
encompassed and profoundly affected the uniform notions of disparate
‘religions’” in making. Twentieth-century Alwar was no exception in this
regard.” Alwar, unlike other princely states in Rajputana, had a substantial
Muslim population.® Since the late nineteenth century, the Alwar state
underwent some profound political changes marked by anti-Muslim rhetoric.
Jai Singh (r. 1892-1937) and his nephew and successor Tej Singh (r. 1937
onwards), who ruled the state until 1948, implemented several pro-Hindu
measures. In 1911, Hindi superseded Urdu as the state’s official language
and became the only medium of instruction in schools (Copland 1998: 117).
In 1925, a new rule outlawed the establishment of private Urdu-language
maktabs (schools) and forbade the construction of new mosques (Copland
1998: 117). In 1930, the government ceased its customary financing of the
Tazia celebration and offered a substantial aid to Hindu festivals (Mayaram
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1997a: 60). In a state where one-fourth of the population was Muslim, these
measures unavoidably influenced people’s attitudes and shaped sentiments
along religious lines.

Moreover, both rulers publicly embraced Hinduism throughout this
period. Jai Singh reportedly assumed the persona of a pious Hindu saint (taking
on the rajrisi title), dressed simply in saffron clothes, presided over religious
rituals and organised Hindu dharm sabhas (Hindu religious organisations) for
the purpose of preaching Hinduism to the masses. Hinduism was becoming
more prevalent in the government, public places and the school curriculum.
Earlier, Jai Singh had presented himself as an exoticised representation of native
sovereignty at the beginning of the twentieth century, an Indian king who
spoke fluent English and drove a Rolls Royce (see Mayaram 1997a: 53-84). In
his subsequent transformation into a nationalist icon, he frequently displayed
overtly ‘Hinduised’ religious behaviour. For example, he avoided using leather
goods and wearing Western clothing in favour of svadeshi (homemade) items
and clothing, shook hands with the British while wearing gloves and modelled
the layout of the kingdom after the ramrdjya (kingdom of Ram) of ancient
Ayodhya, including giving the streets names from the Ramayana (Mayaram
1997a). He saw himself as a descendant of Ram. He served as the president
of the Sanatan Dharma Sabha and a member of the board of governors for
Banaras Hindu University, two of the top Hindu organisations of the time
(Mayaram 1997a). Overall, the state resisted colonisation and westernisation
by adopting indigenous Hindu symbols. These measures were not just anti-
British but also anti-Muslim in nature.

Hence, Alwar experienced a change in state policy defined by the
adoption of Hindu symbols. Hindus also dominated the top positions in the
bureaucracy. Hindus occupied about 95 per cent of prominent positions in
the 1930s (Copland 1998: 117). The people’s demand for democratic reforms
in the state, such as the establishment of a responsible government based on
popular representation under the supervision of the Maharajas, bolstered
competitive feelings among the socio-religious groups manoeuvring for
power. Consequently, competitions between religious communities in
Mewat originated in the realm of high politics, despite the fact that the issues
of mobilisation varied depending on the economic and social backdrop. The
necessity to mobilise people for local councils and governmental bodies
further exacerbated the religious sentiment. Under the rubric of responsible
government—a demand of local movements such as Prajamandal in the
1920s throughout Rajputana (see Hooja 2006: 969-1096; Sisson 1971; Stern
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1988: 288-318)—princely rulers were compelled to appoint members of civil
society as ministers in their councils. The plea was analogous to the Indian
nationalists’ demand for increasing Indianisation of services and posts.
As a direct consequence of this, there was a fierce competition to mobilise
communities on the basis of their caste and religious allegiances.” The
entire state of Rajputana, including Alwar, saw an increase in the number
of political activities taking place in both rural and urban areas (Hooja
2006: 969-1096; Sisson 1971; Stern 1988: 288-318). The electoral processes
for forming local governmental entities increased the sentimental potential
of the public in an effort to gain power for leaders belonging to their own
religion and caste. Throughout post-colonial democratic politics, these
alliances continued to remain active. In the Punjab province of which
Mewat was a part, numerous religious organisations like the Arya Samaj
were established in the late nineteenth century (Jones 1976, 1995). These
reform organisations further aggravated communal feeling in the state
through their programs (see Copland 1998, 1999: 116-19; Mayaram 1997a:
53-84, 2004b; Sikand 1997, 2002a, 2004, 2006).

Alwar, being a part of Mewat, drew the attention of the Arya Samaj due to
the fact that a significant number of Meos and other Muslims, like the Jogis,
still traced their ancestral lineage back to Hindu deities and goddesses. After a
few decades, alongside its other objectives, the Samaj attempted to ‘reconvert’
Muslims back to Hinduism. Through its controversial suddhi campaign, the
Arya Samaj directed its initial reconversion efforts at the Muslim castes that
had liminal identities—such as the Meos and the Muslim Jogi bards*®*—or
who had retained some connection to Indic symbols and practices.”” The
rhetoric used against Muslims had the additional goal of isolating them from
everyday public life.*®

Suddhi, which literally means ‘purification’, was an integral ritual part
of traditional Hindu practices. Adherents would perform a set of rites, such
as bathing in the Ganga River, going on pilgrimage or feeding Brahmins,
to atone for their impure status. Defilement could result from a variety of
circumstances, including crossing the sea, killing a Brahmin and so on (Jones
1976: 129). Rituals of suddhi in orthodox Hinduism, such as feeding cows and
Brahmins, were taken from the Manu-smriti, a book of ancient Brahminical
laws (Jones 1976: 90-100). From 1910 onwards, the Arya Samaj reinterpreted
the concept of suddhi by including new practices such as the chanting of the
gayatri mantra and the performance of yagna (fire ceremonies), among other
means.
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According to historical accounts, the earliest instance of widespread
religious conversion occurred in March 1908 in the Deeg region of Bharatpur
that borders Mewat. Sikand (1997) notes that the Arya Samaj allegedly went
around poisoning the minds of the ignorant and simple village Muslims by
telling them that their ancestors had been forcibly converted to Islam by the
Muslim kings. Mayaram (1997a) elaborates on the significant role that the
states of Alwar and Bharatpur played in the process of organising suddhi.

The Arya Samaj mounted a successful suddhi (purification/conversion)
campaign in and around areas where there was a large Muslim presence.
Teams of Arya Samajists accompanied by a Brahmin would travel to villages
in an effort to convert the heads of villages and households comprising
Malkans and Meos. These two communities of Muslims were described as
being 250 years old’ and 500 years old’, respectively (65-66). In official and
Arya Samaji narratives, Meos were considered ‘half Hindus’ and needed to
choose between becoming ‘fully Hindu’ or being exterminated (Mayaram
1997a).

As communalism had already taken root within the state, the inter- and
intra-religious confrontations frequently occurred. In 1932, a communal riot
broke out in the city of Alwar over the issue of religious processions during
Holi and Muharram (Mayaram 1997a: 71-75). In the same year, there were
many other clashes between Meo peasants, the state, the Chamars and the
Baniyas. Opinions of scholars vary about the nature of these events. Mayaram
(1997a) asserts that very few Meos took part in the Alwar city riots. Copland
(1999) disagrees with Mayaram regarding the presence of Meos in the 1932
Alwar riot, characterising it as a case of communal and religious conflict.
Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, there was significant
Hindu-Muslim animosity in several parts of Mewat. As a result, it was
easier to consolidate people’s sentiments along religious and communal lines
against the backdrop of deteriorating communal relations.

The Partition of India put the final nail in the coffin of Hindu-Muslim
relations in Mewat; in Alwar, there were widespread religious riotings. Locally,
the Partition was called as bhaga-bhagi (push and run). Alwar had a mixed
population of Hindus and Muslims, and there were several incidents of violence
and tension between the two communities in the months leading up to the
Partition. Throughout this period, the right-wing political campaign not only
fostered an anti-Muslim political ideology but also promoted the use of force
and violence against Muslims. The rulers of Alwar and Bharatpur endorsed
this entire Hindu nationalist agenda against their Muslim subject. On 18 April
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1947, Narayan Bhaskar Khare, a member of the Hindu Mahasabha, a Hindu
right-wing organisation, was named the prime minister of Alwar. He held
sympathies with the RSS and endorsed the massacre of Mewati Muslims.*
Police reports suggest that after the Hindu-Muslim riots in Tijara, there was
a strong communal hostility in the Naugaon and Sherpur areas of Ramgarh.*
Throughout the Partition process, soldiers of the princely kingdoms and
neighbouring Hindu peasant communities assaulted Meo villages with the
objective of safaya (‘clearing up’) (Mayaram 1997a: 178-83). Mayaram (1997a:
181) provides an account of these forced conversions in 1947 by a captain in
the Alwar state army:

The women, if they were of marriageable age, were all taken. They
were shuddh [purified] after drinking ganga jal [sacred water of the
Ganga River] and could be taken. No, the Meos were not Muslims,
they were half Hindu. In their marriages they had both pheras and
nikah [Hindu and Muslim rites]. They were not with the Muslim
League. They did not want to go to Pakistan. But we had orders to
clear them. Not a single Muslim was left in Alwar. Alwar was the first
state to clear all the Muslims. Bharatpur followed. Yes, Bharatpur
also supported the RSS.

Copland (1998) states that entire villages were destroyed, dozens of
mosques were desecrated, thousands were slain or forced to convert to
Hinduism under the threat of death and tens of thousands were forced to
flee for their safety (215). He further describes the unprecedented number of
killings as ‘ethnic cleansing’ (202). The Meos were given the choice to either
convert or be killed. If they agreed to convert, the suddhi squad would shave
the men’s beards and ask them to eat a piece of pork (Mayaram 1997a: 181).”
Some of those who converted received land grants from the Alwar state.** The
situation in Alwar worsened after the Partition of India in August 1947. There
were reports of large-scale violence and massacres in which both Hindus and
Muslims were targeted. Many people were forced to flee their homes and seek
refuge elsewhere. The violence continued for several weeks, and it is estimated
that several thousand people lost their lives in Alwar and the surrounding
areas during this period. The Indian government eventually sent in troops to
restore order, and peace was gradually restored in the region. However, the
communal tensions and violence that occurred in Alwar in 1947 remain a
tragic chapter in India’s history.
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The heightened focus of reform organisations on Muslims not only
contributed to the promotion of communal and religious divisions but
also instilled a sense of obligation among Mewati Muslims to adopt a more
pronounced Islamic identity. In some cases, this pressure resulted in their
further Islamisation. Islamic organisations like Anjmun Hidayatul Islam,
Intekhab-e-Tehreek and the Muslim League responded to the Arya Samaj’s
suddhi (conversion) campaign in the early twentieth century. These responses
were shaped by the increasing communal tensions, growing political
awareness and competition between the two religious communities during
that time (Mayaram 1997a; Sikand 2002a, 2004). In response, these Islamic
organisations urged Muslims to hold steadfast to their faith. The suddhi
campaign instilled fear among Indian Muslims as it posed a threat to the
unity and integrity of the Muslim community in northern India. According
to Minault (1982), ‘Suddhi and tabligh were two sides of the same coin’ (193),
but the idea of Suddhi was rooted in a fervent religious fanaticism.”

By the end of the nineteenth century, debates had already emerged
between religious authorities of the Arya Samaj, religious clergies, ulemas
(teachers) of the Islamic Deobandi school and Christian preachers on the
issue of the supremacy of their respective religions (B. Metcalf 1982: 198-
234).3¢ The Islamic scholar and one of the founders of the Deoband school,
Maulana Muhammad Qasim, wrote a number of polemics directed against
the Arya Samajis, showing that ‘the theme of Muslim defence against newly
aggressive Hinduism was to become increasingly important’ (214). It is in this
socio-religious environment of the 1920s, almost 50 years after the foundation
of the Arya Samaj, that the Tablighi Jamaat became active in Mewat. The
Tablighi Jamaat, founded in the 1920s by a Deoband trained Islamic ulema,
Maulana Ilyas, also focused on Mewati Muslims, with the objective of
turning them into better Muslims. It promoted the slogan ‘O Muslims,
become Muslims’ (Ilyas 1989; Troll 2008). Ilyas’s fundamental concern was
to change the behaviour of ‘nominal’ Muslims like the Meos so that they
performed Islamic conduct such as offering namdz five times a day. He sought
to refine and discipline the dini (religious) life of Muslims. Ilyas was born and
brought up in Nizamuddin, Delhi, near the dargah of the Chishti Sufi saint
Nizamuddin Auliya.”” He later moved to Deoband in Uttar Pradesh to receive
an Islamic education at the madrasa there (Nadwi and Kidwai 1979; Numani
1991; Robinson 1988: 20-23).

The Tablighi Jamaat’s main focus remained on disciplining the lives
of Muslims according to the teachings of the Quran and the life of Prophet
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Mohammed. The faith renewal movement, as B. Metcalf (2000) calls it, had
little success in the beginning, but the violence accompanying the Partition
of the subcontinent in 1947 changed Hindu-Muslim relationships in the
region. In the wake of the separatism and communal violence of twentieth-
century India, religious identities came to be defined clearly. Demands from
neighbouring Hindu communities and princely states to define Muslim
religious identity vis-a-vis Hinduism translated into overwhelming support
for the Tablighi Jamaat organisation by the Meos. Although the Meos had
been practising a local version of Islam for centuries, the realisation of their
Muslim self in relation to Hinduism was generated from their collective
experience of alterity, the mutual and exclusive definition of ‘the other’ in
terms of religious categories. Partition violence prompted the hardening of
boundaries around Muslim identities.

As was demonstrated in the previous chapters, up until the late 19th or
early twentieth century, the shrines of Laldas were shared places of prayer
and religious interaction that were tolerant of different beliefs and peaceful in
nature. In general, the differences were constructed along other measures of
identification, such as caste, sect, clan, village and ethnic difference rather than
on the religious differentiation of ‘Hindu or ‘Muslim’. It was not until much
later, when the circumstances changed, that the two identities of ‘Hindu’ and
‘Muslim’ crystallised and elevated themselves to a higher priority than other
identities, such as that of caste and sectarian order. As a direct consequence
of this, the concept of toleration and the sharing of a sacred space came under
attack as uniform notions of religious communities emerged.*® Accordingly,
diverse sets of religious practices around Bhakti and Sufi saints like Laldas
who opposed identification with and categorisation in terms of ‘Hindu’ and
‘Muslim’ were also subsumed under these categories. This uniform type of
power espoused by reformers and political elites appeared for the first time
in the twentieth century (described in Chapter 5) and worked against the
diversity of religious practices and identities.

Nevertheless, before the twentieth century, this religious encounter,
despite disputes and violence, was marked by consciously and unconsciously
embracing mixed cultural-religious symbols and not so much by the notions
of bounded segregation in public culture so that it contained a more dynamic
form. This does not imply here that religious boundaries are not fluid today.
Rather, both ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Islam’ still display multiple forms of plural
religious practices functioning around a fluid religious consciousness
and a malleable religious boundary. But institutional forms of religious
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consciousness around ‘Hindu” and ‘Muslim’ identities (uniform, orthodox,
political, inclusionary and exclusionary® and the narrow one as often
traditionally defined by political and religious elites) gradually acquired more
importance and a powerful existence. Nowadays, a visible and binary form of
religious identities (Hindu and Muslim) does exist among Indians alongside
the plural religious practices. These differences and identitarian trends can
also be discerned in the religious ways in which devotees positioned their
religious practices. Often, they continued to follow their own specific set of
traditions marked by their respective community orientations. In the next
section, it is shown how the Laldas shrines and the order underwent a radical
transformation in the last three decades based on devotional differences.

DISPUTES AND DIFFERENCES IN DEVOTIONAL STYLES

Laldas identified himself as ‘both Hindu and Muslim and beyond, all at the
same time’. Unlike Kabir, who put forth a sharp critique of both religions
(Lorenzen 2011: 20), Laldas, though closer to the kabirpanth, advocated an
innovative religious synthesis for his followers. He combined practices of
‘Hinduism’ and ‘Tslam’ within the bhakti milieu of the time, departing from
the teachings of his guru, Kabir. For example, Kabir rejected the boundaries
of caste and religion, but Laldas appeared to partially accept religious
boundaries by deploying messages of religious unity. These differences were
based in their class and caste background as the saints of middle caste-class
status (like Laldas) often acknowledged religious boundaries (Gold 1992),
whereas gurus of ‘lower-caste’ backgrounds, such as Kabir and Ravidas, did
not (Friedlander 1996, 2023; Lorenzen 1987).

As noted in the previous chapter, Laldas drew religious inspiration for
his preaching from Gadan Tijara, a local Chishti saint. On this issue, Gold
(1992) notes that Hindu sant piety has greater structural connections to
Indian Sufism than to any other form of Indian mysticism. In the previous
chapter, it was also discussed that various verses of the hagiographic text
named the ‘Bhakti’ and ‘Sufi’ modes of piety as the ‘true’ path, as opposed to
the institutionalised forms of Islam’ and ‘Hinduism’. In that story, Laldas and
the Chishti saint Gadan Tijara concurred, implying that the Sufi path and
the nirgun bhakti worship are complementary. For Meo Muslim peasants,
Laldas represented an additional step; a religious framework in which the
values of asceticism—as Burchett (2019) demonstrates, influenced by the
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yogic teachings of Bhakti, Nath Yoga and Sufism in the preceding centuries—
could coexist with those of a settled household.*” Meo peasants preferred
the meditational style of devotion within a family set up. Renunciation or a
complete withdrawal from worldly affairs was not the supreme goal of many
Meos. Thus, strong renunciatory principles such as those of Nath Yogis are
typically portrayed as submissive to Laldas’s power.

The confrontation between Laldas and the Naths is narrated in another
tale from the hagiography. His teaching attained a superior status over the
Naths after a spiritual contest with a Nath guru called Naga Sadhu. The Naga/
Nath Sadhu once asked Laldas to feed his 1,400 disciples. Laldas successfully
met this challenge by supplying vast quantities of food from his kamandal
(urn)." This contest also metaphorically shows two philosophically and
religiously different worldviews based on sectarian (panth) differences.
Although Laldas’s devotion was rooted in the nirgun bhakti tradition, he
introduced one major change: the promotion of household ascetic values in
line with Vaishnava devotion. Here, a distinction needs to be made between
two kinds of asceticism born out of the Vaishnava and Shaiva traditions.
Vaishnava bhakti emphasises the importance of remaining engaged in the
household and domestic system, while the Shaiva traditions, particularly
the Nath teachings, often advocate for detachment from the household and
material life. As described earlier, Saint Laldas’s Kabirpanthi belief in nirgun
Ram was also closer to the Islamic conception of Allah about the idea of one
formless God; so it did not put him in conflict with his background as a Meo
Muslim. Laldas’s ascetic ideals were for a settled Meo household in line with
the Meo Muslims’ genealogical claims.

As a relatively powerful class of peasants, the Meos were eager to
preserve their worldly advantages and superior standing.*? Asceticism,
such as that practised by the yogis of the Nath and other monastic orders,
which emphasised detachment from material concerns, did not represent
the supreme value system for them. Laldas’s teachings, unlike those of the
Nath, did not prohibit worldly attachments or power. This issue is further
exemplified in the text nuktdvali, which begins with a condemnation of
begging, a central doctrine of the Nath tradition to curb one’s ego by asking
for alms. Laldas’s emphasis placed on this point is not only different from Nath
doctrines but constitutes one of the most striking and fascinating aspects of
his teachings. The saint may be considered an advocate of household labour
to feed oneself than to beg on the street, as the excerpts that follow will
demonstrate:
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Lalji bhagat bhikh na mange,

mangat aawe sharm

ghar ghar haudat dokh

hai kya badshah kya haram. (Powlett 1878: 56)

Devotees of Laldas do not beg

Begging is shameful

Wandering from house to house is wrong
Even if they be those of kings or queens.

This verse conveys the idea that the followers of Laldas should not resort
to begging as a means of sustenance. Begging was considered shameful and
inappropriate, and the saint emphasised the importance of self-sufficiency and
dignity, encouraging individuals to earn their livelihood through honourable
means. Furthermore, the saint instructed his followers to concentrate on
God’s service by keeping his name in their hearts:

Lalji sadhu aisa cahiye

dhan kamakar khay

hirde har ki cakri

parghar kabhu na jay. (Powlett 1878: 58)

Says Lalji, the Sadh should be [the] one
Who earns the food he eats
Let God’s service be the heart’s,

And go not about begging.

Moreover, he dismissed yog in favour of bhakti and gyan (devotion and
knowledge). For instance, one of the couplets suggested, ‘It is easier to throw
oneself into burning fire and die than to bear the daily torture of yoga. It is
like a constant fight with oneself and without arms’ (Maheshwari 1980: 127-
28). The main messages conveyed by these couplets attributed to Laldas are
to exercise self-mastery over one’s thoughts and feelings, to make a living
via honest labour and to treat people with compassion among other similar
precepts. Ultimately, his teachings were a mirror of the Meo agricultural
world, which was partly ‘Islamic’ and partly ‘Hindu’ in character, connected to
both belief systems by multiple socio-economic and cultural strands. Laldas
himself was married (he had six wives), looked after cows and performed

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991

96 BETWEEN MUSLIM PIR AND HINDU SAINT

‘miracles’. Simultaneously, the nirgun bhakti that he preached served as
a meaningful cultural symbol that resonated with the Sufi Islam that Meo
peasants adhered to while retaining the Hindu connections encoded in the
Meo pal genealogy.

Philosophically, the distinction between nirgun (God as formless and
without attributes) and sagun (God as visible and with characteristics)
may seem vague (Vaudeville 1987).*> Due to the similarities between the
two closely intertwined types of religiosities, scholars generally believe
that the line between the two is extremely blurry (Hawley 1995; Gold 1992;
Lorenzen 1995). Sagun, in a simplistic understanding, means ‘worshipping
god with a physical form’ or ‘anthropomorphic body’. However, the nirgun
concept is closer to the Islamic concept of Allah (Alam 2004), both of which
complemented the religiosity of the Meo Muslim Laldasis as distinct from
institutional religions. Although roots of both visions already existed in
Vedic and Puranic Hinduism and Sanskrit kavya (literature) (Doniger 2014:
151-56), the sagun form was an expression of orthodox Brahminical image
worship in Hinduism, whether in temples or elsewhere.**

Moreover, nirgun bhakti was an attack on both the Brahminical
Hinduism of temple worship and caste society.*® Several caste and class
groups adopted and altered these divisions according to their own values
(Gold 1992: 26). For example, the gurus from the lowest level of caste society,
such as Kabir, Ravidas and Dadu,*® rejected the Brahminical form of the
Hindu religion and caste hierarchy categorically, whereas later preachers,
such as Laldas, who came from a middle-caste background, were ambiguous
in their criticisms of these institutions. Saints who did not belong to ‘lower
castes’ appear to have partially accepted religious boundaries as a means of
negotiating differences. Laldas, for instance, proposed a religious synthesis as
opposed to a full rejection of religious borders. This was firmly entrenched in
the liminal and rural social and religious experience of the Meos.

On the other hand, the middle-class Hindu Baniyas were connected to
the Meos through a system of traditionally organised commercial and social
relations.”” Baniyas are a highly dispersed assortment of traders, merchants,
shop owners and affluent businessmen whose economic status might
vary enormously.*® Although the Baniyas, as a class, maintained an upper
hand over peasants in India (Hardiman 1996), their source of income also
depended on peasants who utilised their money-lending and usury practices.
In Mewat, through their various roles such as village grain dealers and small
money lenders, the Baniyas were closely tied to the Meo agricultural world
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until a complete disintegration of their relationship of interdependence in
the last three decades.”” In the past, powerful Hindu, Jain and the Marwari
merchants® had worked closely with the state and had financed pilgrims and
patronised temples and shrines.

By the end of the nineteenth century, there was a new middle class of
Baniyas (Bayly 1992: 369-75), whose position grew even stronger in the late
colonial period (Hardiman 1996: 62-92).%" Since the Baniyas are traditionally
involved in trade, commerce, imports or exports, business and shop-keeping,
money and wealth are fundamental to their daily concerns. Nirgun bhakti,
or devotion to God without form, did not appeal them, as many devotees of
Laldas suggested that they often prayed to an idol. Before beginning their
day, a darsan of a deity, in this case Laldas’s, was the main part of morning
rituals. The act of darsan (seeing a divine image or idol) is the central part
of Brahminical Hinduism (Eck 1998). Baniyas expected to see the saint
Laldas and anticipated that he would always be physically present to assist
with business-related difficulties and grant boons.*? This requirement of the
Baniyas is expressed in contemporary bhajans (religious songs) distributed
in new pamphlets, in which Laldas saved a merchant whose ship was sinking
in sea:

Sahar agro modi shah, take grah dravya ki cah
jaki jahaj samundra me atki, puchat phire bat ghat-ghat ki
jab baba tumko yad kiya, pahuce jahaj ubari tumne beda par kiya.>

In Agra lived Modi Shah, he desired wealth and prosperity

His ship was stuck in the sea, [he] wandered in need of help

When he remembered you, Baba [Laldas], you appeared and resolved
his issue.

The merchant, Modi Shah, found himself in a dire situation and sought
help from others. As he reached out to various individuals, he received
conflicting advice and opinions. However, amidst the confusion, intrigued by
the tales he had heard about Laldas, Modi Shah decided to pray to the saint,
hoping to find solace by his presence. While praying to Laldas, Modi Shah
expressed his desperation and made a heartfelt promise to offer him a tenth of
his goods if they were to be saved (Powlett 1878: 55). Laldas had a reputation
for his kindness and wisdom. Moved by the sincerity of the merchant’s plea,
Laldas, who possessed an extraordinary ability to perceive the thoughts and
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prayers of others, heard the distant cry for help. Acting out of his inherent
benevolence, Laldas ensured that the merchant’s materials were safeguarded
and remained unharmed (Powlett 1878: 56). However, when Modi Shah tried
to express his gratitude by offering a gift of thanks to Laldas, the saint humbly
declined. Laldas, being a selfless soul who harboured no desire for material
possessions, directed the merchant to donate the gift to those less fortunate
instead. He believed that the true essence of generosity lay in aiding the
impoverished and needy.

In a similar vein, the hagiography, popular narratives and cheap
booklets also describe the story of a wealthy and influential Kayath, a clerk
from Agra, who suffered from leprosy. Afflicted by this debilitating disease,
the Kayath faced immense hardships in his life. When he learned of Laldas’s
extraordinary kindness towards the shipwrecked merchant, his heart
stirred with hope (Powlett 1878: 56). Driven by curiosity and a desperate
desire for relief from his affliction, the Kayath decided to seek out Laldas
on a full moon night, knowing that it was the saint’s preferred time to
interact with people. When the Kayath finally encountered Laldas, the saint
perceived the suffering in his eyes and immediately recognised the torment
he was undergoing. With great compassion, Laldas instructed the Kayath
to renounce his worldly possessions and embark on a path of righteousness.
Eager to find relief from his condition, the Kayath faithfully followed the
saint’s counsel and relinquished everything he owned. As the Kayath
bathed at the confluence of two rivers in Allahabad after a ritual ceremony,
a moment of profound transformation occurred (Powlett 1878). The leprosy
that had burdened him for so long was entirely eradicated, and he emerged
from the sacred waters reborn, free from the physical and emotional pain
that had plagued him.

These stories illustrate the prevalent expectations surrounding Laldas, a
revered saint, who was believed to possess the power to alleviate the struggles
of everyday life. People sought his assistance in their worldly pursuits,
yearning for support and guidance. Laldas’s acts of kindness and selflessness
resonated deeply within the hearts of those he encountered, instilling in them
a renewed faith and the belief that compassion and righteous living could
bring about desired transformation and relief. Moreover, these stories invoke
the popular expectations from the saint that were premised on the well-being
of worldly life desiring assistance in everyday struggle.

Another important belief among Baniyas is the importance of family and
community. Baniyas are known for being tightly knit and supporting each
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other in business and personal matters. Family and community are seen as
the foundation for success in life. Laldas supported a devotion that coupled
household asceticism with the fulfilment of one’s social responsibilities.
This was more appealing to the Baniyas but in a sagun mode of worship. The
nirgun Ram of Laldas and the belief of his Meo followers were similar to the
conception of an Islamic deity. By contrast, the Baniyas prefer the sagun form
of Ram—an ideal husband, obedient son, a promoter of law, order and caste
hierarchy. A sagun deity is believed to assist in fulfilling one’s responsibilities
to family and community, as well as in making a living through commercial
pursuits. Therefore, the Baniyas historically required the bodily presence of
a deity in times of business-related problems. Baniyas had a strong devotion
to Laldas for prosperity and good fortune. They often worshipped the saint
before beginning any new business venture, hoping to gain his blessings and
ensure success. Their commitment to what Bayly (1992: 381) calls ‘a highly
orthodox and Brahminical style of life* prompted the transformation of the
imagery of Laldas. Baniyas began appropriating the saint into a sagun and a
more orthodox and Hinduised form of Vaishnava worship in order to obtain
his physical presence. They needed to see a physical form (Figure 3.5) of
Laldas to perform daily puja, which involved the offering of prayers, flowers
and food to the saint.

Several temples in Mewat and the adjoining areas now contain an idol
of the saint, and many new ones are being built in the Hindu style with idols
of Laldas installed. Newly built temples are run entirely by Hindu members,
mostly by Baniyas. This transition from the nirgun to a sagun form of the
saint also entails changes in meaning-making; his teachings are interpreted
in the context of the ways of life of Hindu merchants and their connection to
Brahminical forms of worship.

There have been considerable differences in Baniya and Meo religious
cultures in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. But these differences
became seminal in the twentieth century, when the social and economic
relations between Baniyas and Meos totally dissolved. Changes in rural
economic relations and the emergence of a new economic order in India,
commonly referred to as the liberalisation of economy, further led to the
collapse of their mutual dependence (Mohanty and Lenka 2016; McCartney
2009; Patnaik 2001; Vakulabharanam and Motiram 2011). For instance, as
the 1990s progressed, Meo peasants were less reliant on Baniyas for petty
loans. The perpetual economic distress for middle-class peasants like the
Meos had relatively improved with the liberalisation of economy.* The state
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FIGURE 3.5 The deity Laldas in an anthropomorphic form for darsan

Source: Photo by the author.

made significant efforts to improve the condition of peasantry contributing
to the demise of traditional economic relations in the rural areas. This is the
primary reason why all new temples of Laldas have been constructed after the
1990s, when the Baniyas could afford to disregard their traditional social and
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economic ties with the Meos.* Historically, both communities required each
other’s assistance in daily life. Once this need was replaced and reshaped by
the forces of liberalisation in the 1990s, resulting in the free mobility of labour,
the emergence of a new banking system and loans advanced by the state to
peasants, the Baniya Laldasis began to fiercely oppose the Meo Laldasis. They
also began to strengthen their religious loyalties with ‘Hindu” and ‘Muslim’
separatist politics. Following this period, the Baniyas, in the backdrop of the
developing political power of Hindutva, exerted considerable effort to alter
the Laldas religious order.

To sum up, the shared devotion of Laldas began to change with the
Baniyas’s rise to prosperity and the rupture of their customary bond with
the Meos. Also, prior to the twentieth century, Hindu-Muslim politics
were less polarised and the Meo population outnumbered the Baniyas.
The local Baniyas have earned the backing of other local Hindu castes and
Hindu organisations, such as the RSS, the BJP, the Bajrang Dal and the
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (World Hindu Council, or VHP) in the previous
30 years. The Meos as a Muslim community are now far more vulnerable
facing a united Hindu opposition. The Baniyas have always been among
the most vocal supporters of Hindu nationalism in India (Jaffrelot 2009;
Sharma 2007). Consequently, the disputes around Laldas have now
taken on the character of a religious conflict between Hindu and Muslim
communities, rather than between Hindu and Muslim Laldasis or Baniyas
and Meos. At the same time, social groups engaged in shared devotion
were also undergoing economic and social transformations as well as
religious ones. These processes also frayed the shared religious fabric, and
the transformation of society and politics affected shared worship spaces.
This subsequent shift in religious opinion concerning Laldas has been
greatly aided by the money and power of wealthy Baniyas who deny Meos’
claims that Laldas was a pir, claiming instead that he was a Hindu saint. The
Baniyas have signified this assertion recently by constructing new temples
in the style of Hindu temples.

The objective of the next chapter is to understand what socially, spatially
and religiously changed around the religious persona of Laldas. In particular,
it looks at the processes adopted and considerable efforts made by Hindu
devotees to appropriate Laldas. It is often the symbolism of the shared shrines
that initially undergoes modifications, rather than the removal of (impure)
faith in saints like Laldas, who are being currently assimilated into Hinduism
by Hindu followers and encouraged to discard by Sunni Muslims.
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NOTES

1. As shown before, these three major sites belong to the tombs of the saint, his
parents and his sons and daughters at different places in Alwar. There are
other numerous places known as Laldas temples now in the region where he
is said to have spent some time during his life.

2. From its construction in AD 360 until the capture of Constantinople by
the Ottoman Empire in 1453, Hagia Sophia served as an Eastern Orthodox
Church. Up until 1935, it was a mosque before becoming a museum. The site
was converted back into a mosque in 2020. It was converted immediately with
the conquest of Constantinople in 1453 to demonstrate Muslim dominance;
converted into a museum by Ataturk in 1935 to demonstrate power of the
secular state over religion; re-converted by Erdogan now to demonstrate the
end of the secular state; see Aykag (2018); and Oztig and Adisonmez (2023).

3. Shared shrines have attracted research aimed at examining, on the one hand,
their role in promoting tolerance, peace and interreligious engagements
(Albera and Couroucli 2012; Bowman 2012) and, on the other, the nature of
competition between religious communities, the forms of communal and
ethnic strife, and levels of intolerance (Barkan and Barkey 2014; Hayden
2002; Hayden et al. 2016). However, in the case of India, some shrines appear
to promote religious conviviality and active social engagements between
members of different religious communities (Bigelow 2009, 2010) while
others display more contestation—albeit short-lived—and passive tolerance
(Hayden 2002; Sikand 2002b).

4. The Babri mosque was located in the Faizabad district in Ayodhya, the
mythical birthplace of the Hindu god Ram. It was one of the largest mosques
in the state of Uttar Pradesh. According to the mosque’s inscriptions, Mir
Bagi, on orders of the Mughal emperor Babur (after whom it was named),
built it in 1528-29 CE. In 1992, the mosque was demolished by activists from
Hindu right-wing groups (Ludden 1996).

5. There are debates among scholars about whether shared shrines promote
tolerance and peace or not. These debates have been multifarious and context
specific. Tolerance is the main theme in cosmopolitan scholarship. The basic
idea of tolerance is about respecting ‘others’ who are different in creed, colour,
gender, religious belief, ethnicity and so on (Appiah 2017). Political dynamics
play a significant role, with shared sacred spaces becoming contested or fluid
depending on the local social and religious narratives. While some shrines
promote peace and others interethnic and religious conflicts, this depends

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991

THE LALDAS SHRINES AND INTER-RELIGIOUS DISPUTES 103

on what is happening in and around a particular shrine. For instance, in
the Punjab region of north India, which experienced the most devastating
impact of Partition violence in 1947, the tomb of a Sufi saint at Malerkotla
became a central object in sustaining peace. Bigelow (2009) shows that the
shrine at Malerkotla facilitated interpersonal engagement across social and
religious lines, which helped the communities reject communalism.

. The ideas of ‘competitive sharing’ and ‘antagonistic tolerance’ were originally

developed by Hayden (2002; Hayden et al. 2016), who investigated the nature
of tolerance among an assortment of faiths at shared sites in the Balkans,
the Mediterranean regions and India. Hayden suggests that there generally
appears to be ‘antagonistic tolerance’ and ‘competitive sharing’ within the
dynamics of those involved with sharing religious shrines. In Hayden’s (2002:
205) words, this kind of sharing of a religious space is ‘compatible with the
passive meaning of tolerance as non-interference but incompatible with the
active meaning of tolerance as the embrace of the other’.

. Dholidhoop Shrine, 1946, basta no. 72, file no. 39L/P/1946, Rajasthan State

Archives, Bikaner.

8. Ibid.

11.
12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

. Ibid.
10.

‘The personal communication of Prime-Minister with District Judge of
Alwar state’, in A Brief History of the Case as Derived in the Munsiff Court
1946, 13 February 1946, Alwar, basta no. 72, file no. 39L/P/1946, Rajasthan
State Archives, Bikaner.

Ibid.

Ibid. ‘A confidential letter of the district magistrate to the prime minister of
Alwar State’, personal communication, 25 September 1946.

All India Hindu Mahasabha was formed in 1915 during a Kumbh Mela to
protect the interests of Hindus in India. The organisation was highly anti-
Muslim in its political rhetoric.

Dholidhoop Shrine, 1946, basta no. 72, file no. 39L/P/1946, Rajasthan State
Archives, Bikaner.

Ibid.

As Hayden et al. (2016) suggest: the features of these religioscapes will be the
focus of competition in the form of either ‘competitive verticality’ between
minarets or bell towers or ‘competitive audibility’ between azaans, or prayers.
The present name of the trust is the Laldas Mandir Avam Vikas Samiti
(the Laldas Temple and Development Committee). It looks after the work
of organising annual celebrations, executing developmental works and
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managing offerings at the shrine. Almost all the members of this committee
are Baniyas.

18. As discussed in Chapter 5, the stand of the Tablighis also partly helped the
Hindu Laldasis to legitimise the Hindu status of Laldas, rather than the
traditional view of him as a liminal figure.

19. Founded in the year 1925, the Rashtriya Sawayam Sevak Sangh (RSS, meaning
‘National Self-Help Group’) has advocated since then for the transformation
of India into a Hindu nation. Their idea is based on political mobilisation
of Hindu sentiments against Muslims and other religious minorities. All
these organisations claim to belong to one Hindu nationalist family; for
more information, see Jaffrelot (2009); and Sharma (2007). The RSS avoided
direct involvement in politics. Instead, they focused on physical training,
military drills and promoting the teachings of Hinduism. The RSS works as
an umbrella organisation for the VHP and the Bajrang Dal.

20. I'learned of this incident through interviews with Sherpur residents in 2016.

21. When Islam arrived in India around the twelfth century, it intermingled
with and influenced local ideas to add further layers of diversity to the
subcontinental religious world. Dalmia and Faruqui (2014) note that almost
40 major Sufi saints of different backgrounds belonging to different silsilas
(Sufi saintly lineages), such as the Chishtiyya, Qaddiriya, Suhrawardy,
Madarriya and Nakhsbandi, traversed the territory over a span of a few
centuries. The coming of Islam and its associated silsilds added more cultural
streams, and the local communities responded by wholeheartedly adapting
them into their previously held beliefs. Borrowing from Cynthia Talbot’s
work (2009), I argue that Indian Muslims were deeply embedded in their
local societies and cultures while participating in the cosmopolitan world of
Islam. As Talbot puts it, local connections of people and communities were
never weakened by their allegiance to Islam’ (213).

22. According to Thapar (1989: 216), ‘Hinduism is a mosaic of distinct cults,
deities, sects, and ideas’, that arose out of interaction, acculturation,
incorporation and constant engagement in the vibrant social life of many
caste communities. In this context, it may be argued that when Islam came to
India (through Sufis, soldiers, traders and rulers), Hinduism was already so
diverse that Islam, particularly the Sufi version, would not have been alien to
its diversity. In other words, the coming of new religious traditions inevitably
added to the range of this already diverse religious world.

23. There is a debate among scholars about whether Hinduism was or was not a
colonial construct. While strong arguments suggest it was not (see Lorenzen
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1999; Pennington 2005), its evolution as a religious category was mediated
by colonial milieu and thoughts of Indian urban nationalist elites and their
use of religious symbols. I opine that the category ‘Hinduism’ acquired new
meanings during colonial rule, but a sense of ‘Hindu” was already there.
It was to this incipient Hinduism that Kabir, Gorakh, Laldas and other
religious figures were referring to. However, this Hinduism was an orthodox
Brahminical construct according to the sayings of many saints.

24. Institutional forms of Hindu and Muslim identities and practices were
mainly associated with Brahmins and Mullahs respectively and were closely
tied to political power. It solidified more in the twentieth century.

25. During late Mughal rule in the seventeenth century, Bharatpur and Alwar
were carved into two regional kingdoms by rulers from Jat and Rajput
caste backgrounds, respectively. From the beginning of indirect British
colonial rule in the area after the battle of Laswari in 1803, the two kingdoms
were under indirect British rule like other parts of Rajputana until India’s
independence in 1947.

26. Meos were listed as the single largest caste in Alwar (Cole 1932:129; Copland
1999: 118). Thus, Muslim homogeneity at least on caste norms was an
important fact in Alwar.

27. Although caste has always been important in India, such moves of
democratisation by the colonial state gave Indians a new impetus to define
its importance. Caste discourse became closely associated with colonial
politics, including in indirectly ruled princely states. Cohn (1987: 230) writes
that ‘through the asking of questions and the compiling of information in
categories which the British rulers could utilise for governing, it provided an
arena for Indians to ask questions about themselves, and Indians utilised the
fact that the British census commissioners tried to order tables on caste in
terms of social precedence’.

28. Jogis are also call Naths. These two terms have been interchangeably used.

29. Historically, for Arya Samaj reformers, the Muslims of Mewat and adjoining
regions were ideal suddhi candidates as their practices and beliefs drew on
both religions. The organisation made Agra, a town 100 kilometres from
Mewat, a centre of suddhi activities. Initially, the Rajput groups, known as
Malkans, who had converted to Islam underwent this process of reconversion.
The Rajput Shuddhi Sabha—an offshoot of the Arya Samaj established in
1909 for the reconversion of the Muslim Rajputs—claimed to have converted
more than one hundred thousand Malkan Rajputs of western Uttar Pradesh
by 1910 (Hardiman 2007: 24-26). Further attempts at conversion among the

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991

106 BETWEEN MUSLIM PIR AND HINDU SAINT

Malkan Rajputs in the 1920s sparked uproar among Muslims, who suspected
a systematic plan to convert Indian Muslims to Hinduism. Tensions around
Muslim conversions became so politically and socially charged that Gandhi
was impelled to write a letter in Young India in 1924 criticising the Arya
Samaj Suddhi campaign (Adcock 2014).

30. In response to the British imperial focus on classification and difference,
Indian nationalists used symbols of religion in their political mobilisation,
thereby making society more religiously conscious. Gandhi, for example,
adopted Hindu symbols in his nationalist politics of mass mobilisation
(Minault 1982; Robb 1986). State policy and the goals of religious reform
organisations all contributed towards a rise in the general animosity between
Hindus and Muslims.

31. Members of the right-wing Hindu organisations such as the Arya Samaj, the
Hindu Mahasabha and the RSS had close associations with the Congress
party before 1947. Many political figures changed their loyalties frequently.

32. Meo Disturbance in Meo Area 1947, basta no. 58, vol. I, file no. D.o.R.-47,
Revenue Department, Alwar State, Alwar District Archives.

33. Offering pork was a means to test converted Muslims’ desire to renounce
Islam.

34. Grants of Jagir to converted Meos 1947, basta no. 58, file no. D.o.R.-47,
Revenue Department, Alwar State, Alwar District Archives.

35. The $uddhi movement had already converted more than 150,000 Malkan
Muslims by 1925 (Sikand and Katju 1994: 2216), and other Muslim
communities like the Meos were being targeted. In this context, Muslim
religious leaders believed that only the active teaching of Islam (tabligh) could
save their religion from the brink of extinction in India (Sikand 1997). Both
orthodox and non-orthodox ulemads united to resist suddhi.

36. The Arya Samaj and the Deoband, Metcalf (1982) shows, used Christian
techniques of proselytising, such as printed materials. Both Hindu and
Muslim revival movements used newspapers, pamphlets and cheap books to
engage in what was then called ‘pamphlet warfare’ (211).

37. Nizamuddin Auliya (1238-1325 CE) was, probably, the second most
important saint in the Chishti order after Saint Moinuddin Chisthi. His tomb
at Delhi has been a place of popular veneration. The Tablighi Jamaat’s main
centre is located in the vicinity of Nizamuddin Auliya’s dargah.

38. Brass (2010) talks about the non-existence of a single Muslim political
community before the twentieth century. The formation of separate and
bounded Hindu and Muslim political communities is, thus, a twentieth-

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991

THE LALDAS SHRINES AND INTER-RELIGIOUS DISPUTES 107

39.

40.

41.
42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

century phenomenon. Although these categories existed in the pre-colonial
period (Lorenzen 1999, 2011), they were organised around a fuzzy and fluid
religious consciousness.

Inclusionary of diverse religious streams under the respective labels of
Hinduism and Islam and exclusionary of each other’s closely related religious
traditions and practices such as Nath, Sufism and Bhakti. Nath and Bhakti
traditions are subsumed under Hinduism, and Sufism under Islam.

Alwar is an important monastic centre of the Nath order. The Bharthari
Dham (temple) of a great Nath yogi Bharthari is in Alwar. Nath yogis usually
advocated leaving material attachments, household duties and family life
behind to attain power and liberation.

This story was recorded in the saint’s biography written by Dungarisi Sadh.
As noticed earlier, in their genealogical claims, the Meos connect themselves
with the Hindu warrior gods and figures.

This division has been challenged by many scholars. In fact, imagining a
nirgun deity is very difficult.

Doniger (2014) shows a nirgun-sagun tension in the Brahmin-authored
Puranas such as Bhagwat Gita. She writes, ‘Epic and Puranic Hinduism
abound in examples of resistance to the nirgun ideal’ (152).

One of the key criticisms of Brahminical Hinduism is its association with
caste discrimination and social inequality. The caste system is deeply
ingrained in Hindu society, and the Brahmin caste has traditionally held a
position of power and privilege. This has resulted in a system of social and
economic inequality that has marginalised and oppressed ‘lower castes’, such
as Dalits or ex-untouchables, for centuries. Another criticism of Brahminical
Hinduism is its treatment of women. Women have been subjected to social
and religious restrictions and discrimination within the Brahminical
Hinduism. They have been denied equal opportunities in education and
employment and have been subjected to patriarchal norms and practices that
have restricted their freedom and autonomy.

Kabir and Dadu are considered ‘low-caste’ Muslims while the saint Ravidas
was an ‘untouchable’. Historically, the existence of these gurus is still a matter
of debate.

See Chapter 1 for my usage of the term ‘Baniya’ and their connection with the
Meos.

The relationship between the Baniyas and the Meos and the issue of
domination was far more complicated. Hardiman’s work (1996) considers the
Baniyas as a dominant group in western India on the basis of usury practices.
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In this system, the Baniyas, particularly the Mahajan and Shahukar, were
backed by the state. However, in Mewat, usury practices have not been
studied. Going by the current and historical situations, I find Meos to be
more dominant numerically, politically and socially in Mewat. Although
the Baniyas are economically well off, a large section of the Meos is equally
economically powerful. The Meos’ dominance is greatly affected by the
rise of Hindu-Muslim politics. Baniyas use Hindu-Muslim politics as well
as social-religious ties with other Hindu castes and the Baniyas of outside
Mewat to fight against the Meo domination.

49. The reasons for the disintegration of the economic and social arrangement
of the Meos with the Baniyas are multiple and interlinked. These are
liberalisation, the free movement of labour, invention of new technologies,
the increasing growth of banking system and the provision of loans by
government.

50. Marwari means a person from the Marwar region of Rajasthan. The Baniyas
of this region are called the Marwari Baniya. They are spread all over India
and are a wealthier class than other Baniyas. There were fewer Jain Baniyas in
Mewat and they, too, are idol worshippers.

51. Most Baniyas in Mewat are still small shop owners. The rise of their influential
economic status as a class is recent in origin. For instance, in Punahana, most
of my Baniya informants claimed success in their businesses, a result of their
devotion to Laldas in the last 20 years.

52. Hardiman (1996: 84) notes that many Jain Baniyas of Rajasthan justified their
worship of Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth, arguing ‘Lord Mahavira (the
founder of the Jain religion) was a renouncer who would not provide blessings
for material gain, forcing them to turn to Lakshmi’. Carrithers (2000) refers
to the spiritual cosmopolitanism of the Jains as ‘polytropy’.

53. See Appendix A.2 for the full song.

54. The closest similarity between Laldas’s teachings and Baniyas’s conventional
belief was vegetarianism. Both Jain and Hindu Vaishnavite Baniyas in
Rajasthan were strict vegetarians (Hardiman 1996: 65-67).

55. Unlike poor farmers, whose conditions worsened, and were forced to commit
suicide in various parts of India, the middle-class peasants benefitted from
this policy change; see Mathur (2010).

56. Many Meos and Baniyas opined that we had cordial relations with each
other in the past. Their relations were premised on the need for each other
in commercial and economic activities centred around agricultural products
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of Meo peasants. Many Baniyas with small businesses still buy milk, wheat,
pulses, grams and other food stuff from Meos to sell it in the local market
and to supply them to Delhi. This kind of interdependence and economic
relations were common in rural areas. Baniyas with their economic power
advanced loans to small- and middle-caste peasants.
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THE COMPLETE HINDUISATION OF THE LALDAS ORDER

The formulation of the persona of Laldas from a nirgun bhakti follower
to a sagun saint and deity is central to the rise and success of the religious
order. The complete conversion of Laldas into a ‘Hindu’ saint requires a
profound restructuring of his identity. This undertaking involves assigning
him a new role while simultaneously erasing or modifying his traditional
religious image, which had been distinguished by a shared form of religiosity.
The changes observed within the Laldas order also signify a deliberate
undermining of the saint’s religious teachings and principles. This subversion
of Laldas’s original teachings implies a shift towards a more homogeneous
understanding of the order, where the liminal elements of his beliefs are now
incorporated into the broader narrative of neo ‘Hinduism’.

This new imagery of Laldas has been achieved by first transforming the
traditional shrines spatially and then constructing new temples in various
parts of north India to practice anthropomorphic image worship. It is also
an effort to achieve a new social construction of a religious space. In fact,
spaces contested for ideological, economic and religious reasons generally
reflect efforts to create new meanings for them in a changed context, leading
to spatial transformations (Low 1996). Currently, the shrines of Laldas are
examples of what Lefebvre (1991: 164-68) refers to as ‘dominated space’ and
‘appropriated space’.! More importantly, the spatial changes at the religious
shrines of Laldas signify ongoing efforts to transform the meanings of a
traditional sacred space. This is being achieved by the process of what Low
(1996, 2009) describes as ‘the social construction of space’? In this process,
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new symbolic meanings imbued with new religious significance of Laldas are
created. Devotees’ social interactions, memories and daily use of the material
setting effectively transform Laldas’s traditional shrine spaces into new
arenas of ritual scenes and actions, ultimately Hinduising what was once a
shared/mixed sacred space.

Most of these changes are quite recent in origin and are undertaken
by the financially rich Baniya community. Moreover, their socio-economic
power and traditional devotional beliefs also contribute to these spatial and
architectural transformations at the traditional shrines. In analysing the
domination of Hindus at these traditional religious sites, the main attention
is paid to the structure, control, and agency of followers, on one hand, and
new religious discourses and practices surrounding these sacred spaces,
on the other. Spaces are contested precisely because they concretise the
fundamental and recurring, but otherwise unquestioned, ideological and
social frameworks that define everyday practice (Low and Lawrence-Zuniga
2003: 18).

This transition of Laldas into a new form is impossible without
simultaneously introducing new symbols, to which Hobsbawm and Ranger
(2012) would perhaps refer as ‘the invention of tradition. The ongoing
processes of invention applied to the saint and his religious order highlight
Hobsbawm and Ranger’s notion that ‘many traditions which appear or
claim to be old are often quite recent in origin and sometimes invented’ (1).
Laldas’s liminal identity has thus been changed into a Hindu identity as a
result of the pressure exerted by the Baniyas to adopt Hindu symbolism and
remove the Islamic ones.’ In the following sections, the current spatial as
well as social-religious, economic, symbolic and imaginary transformations
in the traditionally shared shrines of Laldas are explained as ‘Hinduising’
endeavours by the Hindu Laldasis.

THE INVENTION OF TRADITIONS: STRATEGIES OF APPROPRIATING LALDAS

Building new temples, celebrating Hindu fairs and festivals in his name
and writing and reinventing legends, myths and songs are some of the
ways in which the religious order of Laldas is being brought into the fold
of mainstream Hinduism. Each of these processes is analysed in detail to
illustrate the current changes and new additions to the order. These changes
are also premised upon the idea of serving the saint by Hindu devotees in
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various ways, such as by providing material donations to sram dan (donation
of labour). For instance, whenever a new temple was built or the renovation in
the main shrine was undertaken, the devotees always framed such initiatives
as performing seva (service) to Laldas.

TEMPLES

In Mewat and surrounding regions, many Laldas temples have mushroomed
inthelast 20 years. These temples are in the style of north Indian Hindu temple
architecture. Generally built on a platform, the central objects of worship
in these temples are the well-adorned images/idols of the saint (Figure 4.1).
Rather than worshipping the graves at traditional shrines, anthropomorphic
stone idols are now the main objects of veneration among the Hindu Laldasis.
In the middle of the nineteenth century, Powlett (1878: 53) had noticed a
popular story about the incarnation of the saint that ‘Laldas entered the world
in this “kaljug” [dark age] because God was neglected, and men in their folly
worship stones’. Clearly, the saint’s primary emphasis was on refraining from
idol worship. Contrary to the saint’s original values of worshipping a formless
God, as previously noted, the wealthy Baniyas currently worship the saint in
the sagun form (God with attributes) of the Vaishnava bhakti tradition. These
developments have turned the peasant household ascetic ideals of Laldas
(ideals meant for the Meo peasants in the past) upside-down, transforming
the religious order into an orthodox sagun Vaishnavite form of Brahminical
Hinduism.*

In Brahminical Hinduism, the worship of idols is not seen as the worship
of an object but rather as the worship of the divine presence that is believed
to inhabit the object. The murti (idol) is seen as a representation of the divine
and is revered as such.” While not all Hindus practice idol worship, it is a
common practice among Brahminical Hindus and an integral part of their
religious and cultural traditions. Traditionally, the sagun bhakti appeared
to be an orthodox form of Brahminical devotion which did not want to
compromise the authority of Brahmins since many religious figures of the
nirgun bhakti generally rejected image worship, temple, ritual, pilgrimage
and so on (Schomer and McLeod 1987; Vaudeville 1993). The orthodox
Vaishnava tradition has although acknowledged that salvation is open to
all regardless of social status; ritual barriers between high and low castes
have not been seriously challenged on a practical level. More importantly,
the religious leadership has remained almost exclusively in the hands of
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FIGURE 4.1 One of the new temples of Laldas
Source: Photo by the author.

Brahmins (Schomer and McLeod 1987: 8). Thus, the recent transformation
of the religious order of Laldas by the Baniyas is consistent with Brahminic
Hinduism that affirms the role of rituals, the mediation of the priestly class
and the necessity of institutional religious practices for the devotees. For
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example, in many new temples of Laldas, Brahmins serve as priests, instead
of Meo sadhs who were traditionally the main custodians and clerics at all
shrines of Laldas.®

Historically, image/idol worship was essentially a more popular
practice among Brahmins and high-caste circles than among lower-caste
Hindus (Tarabout 2010: 56-84). ‘Low-caste’ communities worshipped
a wide variety of objects, while Brahmin temples most likely housed
anthropomorphic images and idols of Hindu deities. Together with
objects, sounds, animals and rituals, the image was one piece of Hindu
representation of the sacred. In particular, anthropomorphism was only
one mark of ‘Hinduism’ among many and showed a particular form of
religious orientation which best reflected the mode of praying of ‘upper-
caste’ Brahminical Hindus in the orthodox Vaishnaivite form (Lipner 2017).
Although the relationship between Brahmins and image is considerably
complex, Brahminical devotional practices certainly shaped image worship
over time. For instance, image/idol worship was not a major object of
concern from the fifth and eleventh centuries CE among classical Indian
philosophers, but Vaishnava temple worshippers—in other words orthodox
Brahmins—popularised this practice (see Colas 2010). Thus, all the current
religious practices that prioritise image/idol worship in temples over any
other meaningful representation of God must be seen in the context of
Brahminical Hinduism that directly or indirectly attempts to preserve the
ritual and social position of Brahmins as priests intact.

Gradually, the practice of image worship evolved and reached its
deepest manifestation within the Baniya merchant and trading community.
This was primarily because it satisfied their spiritual aspirations and aided
them in effectively carrying out their business endeavours. The famous
example of this orthodox Vaishnava form of worship is Gandhi. It is worth
noting that his perception of Ram differed significantly from that of Kabir’s
Ram (Agrawal 1994, 2010, 2021). Gandhi’s affinity towards a sagun (with
attributes) manifestation of Ram can be attributed to his own Baniya caste
background and the prevalent beliefs within his community. Likewise, the
ongoing transformation of Laldas by the Baniya community can be seen as
their attempt to incorporate him into their traditional devotional framework.
This objective has been achieved through many initiatives, such as the new
temples built by the Hindu Baniyas. As recalled by many Baniya interviewees,
a tangible presence or visual image of Laldas assured them of the saint’s
assistance whenever it was required. Be it daily life struggles or hardship in
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business, the physical presence of Laldas in new temples was assumed to be
psychologically satisfying to devotees who could see the saint, touch or feel
him, argue and fight with him or worship and pray to him. Therefore, they
began to install idols to not only to respond to Laldas’s growing appeal but
also make him physically present. However, the emphasis on the visual led
to an imaginary religious persona of the saint, which differs from temple to
temple. All the idols installed in the newly constructed temples are distinct
in appearance from one another. For instance, in Punahana, the Laldas idol
wore no turban, while in a nearby Jat village in the same area, the saint’s idol
was adorned with a permanent turban and garlands (Figure 4.2).

= vaies.

-
-
-
-

FIGURE 4.2 Various new temple idols of Laldas with turbans
Source: Photos by the author.
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There was also a degree of differentiation and contestation within the
religious order’s inventions. For example, some temples had simultaneously
built a grave to signify Laldas’s samadhi status while others objected to it.” If
a temple was located in a village, the peasant devotees usually had a symbolic
grave to signify his yogic persona, whereas Laldas temples in urban areas and
towns did not include any such representation by the Baniyas. More often,
peasants perceived saintly virtues in austerity and sacrifice (tyag) for the sake
of others. Laldas’s samadhi was the representation of his sacrifice or tyag
for public welfare. Various social sections of the Mewati society perceived
religious values of the same personage differently from each other.

There is a set of contradictions in all these processes that indicate
how peasant and non-peasant communities, like the Jats and the Baniyas
respectively, differently associated their religious practices with Laldas.
The idol installation and vivification processes also varied and followed
separate patterns from temple to temple. In the temple of Punahana, this
ritual process was performed by a Brahmin priest.® On the other hand, the
temple in the nearby town of Hathin invited the traditional Meo Muslim
priest (sadh) from the main shrine to undertake the vivification ceremonies.
Although a Meo Muslim still inherits the seat of priesthood at the main
shrine in Sherpur generation after generation, a Hindu Brahmin is appointed
in most of the newly constructed temples to oversee daily rituals and offer
prayers. These new temples denote not only the rapidly expanding religious
order of Laldas but also the near completion of the saint’s transformation
into a Hindu deity.

NEW GENEALOGY

In the whole politics of appropriation, the saint’s ancestry and Meo
genealogies indirectly complement Baniya’s claim on Laldas. The genealogy
of Laldas reflects the Meos’ connection with Hindu gods and warrior figures.
The majority of Hindus today believe that Laldas is the current reincarnation
of Yudhishthira, the eldest of the Pandava brothers, from the Hindu
(Indic) epic called the Mahabharata. Many local temple committees have
published brochures and booklets over the past decade telling this story in a
hagiographic form (Figure 4.3).

The main objective of these stories is to depict Laldas as a timeless
figure who has existed in different incarnations throughout the four distinct
Hindu epochs, representing the cyclical concept of time in Hinduism. Recent
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FIGURE 4.3 Newly published booklets and pamphlets about Laldas
Source: Photo by the author.

pamphlets illustrate this by presenting his latest and past reincarnations in
the following manner:

satyug me harishcandra huye, treta me prahlad,
dvapar me pandav huye, kalyug me baba laldas.

In satyug, [you were] Harishchandra, Prahlad in the tretd epoch,
A Pandav in dvdpar, and Baba Laldas in kalyug.

The Laldas incarnation story asserts that he was born as Raja
Harishcandra in an ‘upper-caste’ family in satyug, in the Hindu epoch
treta into the asura (demon) category as Bhakta Prahalad, followed by two
more incarnations in dvapar and kalyug epochs as Yudhishthira among the
Pandavas and Laldas among the Meos, respectively. The primary purpose of
this incarnation narrative is to emphasise that Hindu gods and saintly figures
have not only manifested themselves in supposedly ‘high-caste’ categories,
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such as Brahman and Kshatriya, but also in the middle-caste status peasant
communities like the Meos and even among asuras (demons), as seen in
the case of Bhakta Prahalad. This highlights the notion that divinity can
transcend caste boundaries and encompass diverse socio-religious contexts.

The printed materials spread the message that Hindu characters and
deities have always transcended caste, community and religious-class (god and
demon) related boundaries. To fulfil this objective, stories in these pamphlets
constantly cite the examples of Hindu gods and saintly figures taking
incarnations into socially and religiously diverse communities. Assuming
that this is not the first time a Hindu religious figure has been born outside
a ‘high caste’ of the Hindu religion, the publications imply that it has been an
ongoing trend. To provide the saint’s recently invented ‘Hindu’ identity with
an ideological legitimacy, a shifting range of incarnated identities is, thus, used
here as evidence of Laldas being ‘Hindu’. By doing so, a kinship relation and
a genealogical lineage between Lal-Khan/Laldas (who belonged to a Muslim
community with a comparatively ‘low-caste’ peasant status) and the Hindu
figures has been invented. Given the distinctive differences between the Meos
and other Muslim communities, Laldas needed to be legitimised by these
stories of Hindu gods and figures who transcended religious boundaries. At
the same time, these stories provided with an invented genealogy that could be
helpful in incorporating Laldas as a ‘Hindu’ figure.

Meo genealogies also bolster the Laldas’s ‘Hindu’ image through the
Meo community’s self-perception of a ‘Hindu’ past. The Meos do not deny
the genealogical connection between Laldas and Hindu gods, since they also
relate themselves to characters from the Mahabharata and with other notable
Hindu religious figures. Nonetheless, the genealogy of the Laldas incarnation
as Hindu characters helps current Hindu Laldasis’ attempts to appropriate
the saint and his order in Hindu form. In addition to the Meo community
genealogy, there is also a list of ancestry connecting the saint to various Meo
Muslim families of Laldasi origin. Hindu devotees sometimes disputed
Laldas’s genealogy, whereas his ancestry was largely acknowledged. The
reason for Laldas’s contested genealogy is the shared nature of the sectarian
order’s beliefs.

The Meo ancestry is recorded by Brahmins called the Jaggas (record-
keepers). The chronicles of the Jaggas are regarded as rich and reliable
historical sources by the state. Often, a specific Jagga family preserves records
of its peasant patrons for multiple generations. Once a year, the Jaggas visit
the family and record all the significant occurrences, mostly births, deaths,
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marriages and so on. Commonly termed as sajra, the family lineage details
an individual’s whole ancestry. In the case of Laldas, the ancestry or sajra
(see Figure 4.4) details the full family tree from the time of his birth in the
sixteenth century until the present day, providing a wealth of historical

FIGURE 4.4 The sajra (family lineage) of Laldas

Source: Hiralal Jagga.
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material that identifies his lineage and details his current descendants."
The present custodians of the Laldas shrine at Sherpur are his descendants
from the Duhlot pal of the Meos. The saint propagated devotion to the god
Ram, but the Duhlot clan links its origins to the Hindu god Krishna, an
incarnation of Vishnu.

According to his ancestry, provided to me by Hiralal Jagga, his father’s
name was Chandmal and his mother’s was Samda. He was born in Dholidoob
near the present-day Alwar district in his maternal grandfather’s house. A
shrine is located there, and it is also his parents’ burial place. The current
Meo priests who sit at Sherpur and Bandholi (a shrine of his son Kutub) are
descendants of the saint, currently representing the 11th generation. Among
all the sons, only his second son Pahada was married. He is said to have been
the progenitor of the current line of the sadhs, who are also fulfilling the
duties of a custodian.

Asthe sajra tells us, the saint Laldas simultaneously lived as a householder
and as an ascetic. He had six wives, seven sons and seven daughters. The
shrine at Sherpur contains 16 graves of his family members (Figure 4.5).
According to the popular story in Mewat, his first son, Kutub, meaning ‘polar
star’, lived for only 18 days. The reason for Kutub’s short life was that the polar
star cannot be held in captivity.

The birth of Kutub is linked with a series of other events in Laldas’s life
extolling his personal virtues. A voice at a mosque (Harmandir), where Laldas
had gone to worship, predicted the birth of a son who would be a polar star
(Kutub). Laldas responded to the announcement with a single word: ‘bhalal’
(goodness). A few months later, to put his faith to the test, a daughter was
born instead of a son, who died immediately (Powlett 1878: 54). Laldas was
not sad since he believed that God worshippers (harbhagatan) should always
be pleased. Soon after, God talked to him about the ‘Kutub’ once more. Laldas
showed no signs of impatience or nervousness. A second daughter was born,
but she died as well. Laldas stated, ‘T have faith in God’ (sain ko mero biswas)
(Powlett 1878: 55).

The birth of Kutub after 18 months of pregnancy is presented as a
remarkable event in the saint’s family, serving as an example of wondrous
occurrences associated with him. Although the child was only 18 days old,
he spoke and chastised his mother for not showing him his father. Laldas
was summoned and had a conversation with the child, after which the child
passed away in a state of contentment. A devoted sddh cleaned and clothed
the corpse, and his sister Sarupa (firstborn) pleaded with her father to erect a
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FIGURE 4.5 The graves of Laldas (fop left) and those of his sons, parents and wives
(clockwise)

Source: Photos by the author.

shrine in his honour (Powlett 1878: 55). The child’s remains were transported
to Bandholi, where the two dead infant sisters (Riddhi and Siddhi) had
reportedly been buried. The path was blocked by a wide creek, but as Sarupa
continued walking, a dry passage surfaced. The body was then brought to
Bandholi, where a dargah (tomb) was built, and which now enjoys a great
reputation of a shrine or temple. For generations, Laldas’s descendants have
been living in the vicinity of these shrines.

As already stated, all the descendants are called ‘Meo sadh’, and their
beliefs and practices are different from other Meo Muslims. They do not
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observe a complete Islamic life despite being Muslims. When Hindus first
attempted to expropriate the sampradaya (order), the Meo sadh’s relationship
to the shrines was also questioned. Inside the main wall of the Sherpur
shrine, there was a housing complex, consisting of some kacca (mud)
houses and three smaller shrines. The pink-and-white buildings that housed
numerous graves were encircled by an exterior wall that served as the back
wall of many rooms. These rooms also functioned as the temple office, shrine
lodges, kitchens, stores and so on. In the middle of the shrine compound, the
thatched houses with mud walls belonged to the families of former Meo sadhs
(the priests of Laldas) who had been living here since before the outer wall
fencing was constructed (Figure 4.6).

In 2016, every building within the temple complex, except the sadhs’
residence, was undergoing renovations. Inside the shrine wall, the Meo
Muslim residents of the sadh background were under immense pressure by
the Hindu Laldasis to move somewhere else so that the shrine could fully be

FIGURE 4.6 The kacca houses of the traditional Muslim sadhs
Source: Photo by the author.
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developed into a grand Hindu temple. The temple management continued to
request these sadhs to vacate the premises. Hindu Laldasis regularly offered
deals to these Muslim residents from time to time. But the Meo Muslim
residents rejected such offers because, as one of the sadhs stated, leaving the
shrine would imply an end to their claim on Laldas.

The Meo sadhs used the saint’s ancestry to support their traditional
custodianship claim. Currently, the district court has also accepted their
claims.”” However, the Hindu Baniyas are making strong efforts to remove
the Muslim sadhs from the positions of priesthood in the traditional Laldas
shrines, seeking to replace them with Hindu Brahmin priests. In an interview,
a Hindu Laldasi of the Baniya caste background stated that the replacement
of the Muslim priests is the Hindus’ current goal.” In this debate, the record
and production of ancestry lines and genealogical records provide a concrete
historical significance. Genealogical information thus functions not only to
satisfy the basic need of knowing how one is associated with other people
within a community but also to create a cultural document. In the case of
Meo Laldasis, the ancestry line legally supported their claims and provided
‘evidence’ to their connection with the saint.

PILGRIMAGE

Annual fairs and festivals have long been reported at the saint’s main shrine
in Sherpur. Powlett (1878: 59) wrote:

... fairs are held at Laldas places three times a year. At Sherpur, on asoj 11
(October), on asdarh punam (full moon) about July, and on mdgh punam
about November.

Powlett also reported the total gathering of at least 10,000 pilgrims from
neighbouring areas. Whereas in the past this gathering of pilgrims was made
up of Hindus, Muslims, Jains and Sikhs from distant places, currently it has
acquired a distinctive Hindu character. These days, such yatras (pilgrimages)
commence from a particular temple and end at the tomb. During a
60-kilometre pilgrimage from the Punahana temple to the Sherpur shrine,
I noticed the immensely Hinduised nature of the religious order.” Hindu
Baniyas carried saffron flags, a ribbon was tied around their heads and they
were constantly chanting the Laldas calisa (mantra) and prayers, followed by
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a slogan, laldas baba ki jai ho (hail to Baba Laldas). Pilgrimages like this one
are routinely organised by different temple committees.”

Apart from regular pilgrimages from one temple or another to the
tomb, each temple organises regular shobha yatras (pageants) in its locality. I
attended one of these pageants during which a small idol of the saint dressed
in white saintly attire sat in the middle of a beautifully decorated palanquin
carried by four men. The Hindu devotees—mainly Baniyas—followed
the procession, which passed through Hindu-dominated local streets and
mohallas (parts of the town) in a Muslim-majority area. These pageants were
generally organised to spread the fame of Laldas locally and attract other
Baniyas who had not yet developed ties with the saint. It was expected by the
temple committee members of various temples that with the rising fame of
the Laldas it was the responsibility of every devotee to undertake initiatives
related to the overall growth of the order.

PRAYERS AND BHAJANS (HINDU RELIGIOUS SONGS)

As mentioned in earlier chapters, the old religious text known as nuktavali
was divided into various parts which included both life stories and bhajans
in different genres, ranging from classical Indian rags to dialogues and
discussions with the saint. These days, newly composed religious songs
have been added to these traditional materials. These new additions are
found in published materials such as the cheap pamphlets and booklets (see
Appendix A.2). The main motive is to articulate a Vaishnava-style sagun
bhakti and to make Laldas a household figure in Mewat. The new prayer
songs have similar themes and styles to those composed to worship a sagun
Hindu god such as Vishnu, who is present all the time in front of the eyes
of a devotee in the form of an idol. For instance, the art7 song of Laldas
cited ahead, which Hindu devotees sing every morning and evening in the
temple of Punahana, renders this style of sagun-like Vaishnava worship
more explicit:

om jai baba laldas, om jai baba laldas

sab dukh hari sankat tari, aya tere pas (om jai baba laldas ...)
balya avastha me van jakar tumne tap kina

devan kari pariksha, vaha pe bajake mradu vina (om jai ...)
lakdi becan alwar jakar, karat pet uddhar

cale bharota unca sarse, deo karat jai jai kar (om jai ...)"
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Hail to Baba Laldas, hail to Baba Laldas

O destroyer of all the sorrows and problems, I came under your
patronage (hail to Baba Laldas ...)

You meditated in the jungle in the childhood

Gods tested you, while playing the soft music of veena' (hail to Baba
Laldas ...)

By selling woods in Alwar, satiated the hunger

The bales (you carried) remained untouched and high above the head,
gods hailing victories (hail to Baba Laldas ...)" (Appendix A.2)

This hymn, which is sung during the morning and evening drti prayers,
has not been mentioned in any of the historical accounts of the colonial
ethnographer Powlett or in the text of Dungrisi Sadh.” Such prayers were
not commonly sung at the traditional shrines of the saint. This song closely
resembles the Hindu manner of praying in front of the idol of a god. Thus,
it is clearly a recently invented tradition to fit the needs of the Vaishnava
sagun bhakti tradition. At the main shrine, the same arti is sung in front of
the saint’s grave.

TEMPLE COMMITTEES

The management of the religious order operates at two levels: the temple
committee at the main shrine and various local temple committees in the
areas wherever new temples are built. Committees are named in the style of
Sri Baba Laldas ji Maharaj Mandir Vikas va Seva Samiti (Sri Baba Laldas-ji
Mabharaj Temple Development and Service Committee—a recently adopted
name) (Figure 4.7). The name of a temple is usually followed by a place
name, which generally refers to government-registered bodies of different
temple committees under the same name. However, the conscious use of a
phrase ‘temple development’ in the nomenclature points to the fact that the
integration process is still underway. All members of the local bodies except
the main committee at the main shrine are Hindus, mostly members from
the Baniya community. Since the main shrine is a place for shared worship,
the Muslim priest had to be included when the committee was first formed in
the 1960s.

Apart from the disputes between Hindus and Muslims about the identity
of the shrine, a legal case about the formation of committees is pending in the
court. This case provides more information about the history of the temple
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FIGURE 4.7 Invitation for a jagran by a temple committee

Source: Photo by the author.

committees.”” On 14 June 2010, another case was registered on behalf of ‘Sri
Laldas Dharm Pracharak Sangh’ (Sri Laldas Religious Missionary Union),
which became a registered body on 17 November 1966 under the Rajasthan
Public Trust Act of 1961. Without going into too much detail about the case
here, the legal battle shows the role of various kinds of temple trusts, many of
which are recently formed. Eventually, the temple and the trust gained control
over a substantial amount of resources, primarily land, connected to several
shrines and baithaks (resting place) of Laldas.? In the past, wealthy followers
generally donated land to all the religious places connected to Laldas.
The Baniyas, thus, have also staked their claim to the shrine properties by
establishing these temple committees.

METHODS OF ADVERTISING

Popular narratives of Laldas as a ‘Hindu’ saint are widely circulated through
cheap pamphlets and social media platforms, such as Facebook and WhatsApp.
In this way, the invention of traditions is often the means to legitimise newer
forms of religious practices. There are a series of advertising processes by
which the Laldas order and the saint are being given a new outlook.
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These temple committees take Hindu-style measures to promote the
religious order. For instance, to popularise the religious order and to give it a
Hindu identification, they organise kirtans and bhandara (music and feasts),
celebrate the saint’s birthday and circulate news of any event through local
newspapers. Members of the temple committee at Punahana were regularly
invited to visit a believer’s home for kirtan. The idea of kirtan was first
advised by a very devout follower, the late Ramdas Aggarwal (a Baniya), who
was said to have been blessed by the saint. Ramdas had gone through many
struggles until he was introduced to the saint in the early 2000s by a friend.
His family was in significant debt as his business was not profitable. In these
circumstances, he thought he would try appealing to the miraculous saint
Laldas. A miracle happened in his life and he became rich after visiting the
shrine of Sherpur. He subsequently formed a deep association with the saint
and continued venerating him wholeheartedly. Later in life, he devoted
himself completely to the service of the saint after handing over the business
to his sons. The story of Ramdas made the religious order more famous
among merchants, traders and other Hindus in Punahana who expected
similar miracles in their lives. In collecting stories of the saint, I was advised
repeatedly during fieldwork to go and visit Ramdas’s family as they were the
ones most blessed by the saint.

Every Sunday, as a part of disseminating the teachings of Laldas, a group
of his devotees performed devotional songs in private houses under the banner
of ‘Laldas Kirtan Mandali’ (Laldas Music Society). Among local Hindus, the
Baniya community overwhelmingly supported the religious order of Laldas.
Their monopoly over the saint acted to exclude ‘lower castes’ from worship.
However, ‘lower-caste’ individuals continuously made significant efforts
to counter this by organising devotional musical programme consisting of
prayers offered to Laldas. Invitations to such events were always accepted
promptly by ‘Laldas Kirtan Mandali’, although many Baniyas felt a little
uneasy about participating because they might have to accept water and food
served by ‘lower-caste’ people. Usually, Baniya visitors to the homes of ‘lower-
caste’ devotees politely refused food and water offered to them.

The practice of bhandara (ritual feast), common in north India, is
another ritual practice adopted by Hindu Laldasis at the main shrine and new
temples. Although the act of performing bhandaras has multiple meanings
and significance for a person, from fulfilment of wishes to celebrating major
life events such as births, deaths and marriages, over time this practice was
adopted by Sikh and Hindu devotees of Laldas. It not only helped popularise
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the religious order but also gave Hindus the opportunity to perform selfless
service to the saint.

The new advertising endeavours undertaken by devotees and various
Laldas temple committees extended to both print and electronic media, as
well as broadcast and social media, in order to widely circulate the stories of
the saint’s miracles. Cheap pampbhlets, audio and video cassettes of songs, CDs
and bhajans on YouTube were popular hits. Devotees of Laldas also connected
with one another using social media platforms such as Facebook. As his
religious order increased in fame, more and more people began to come from
Delhi to visit the Laldas shrines. They used social media to connect with other
devotees, informing each other about events such as bhandara, seva or the
celebration of festivals. For any material needs at the main shrine, the social
media groups and individuals also circulated information on these online
platforms. Various devotees responded very quickly, taking responsibility for
providing the required materials in the form of dan (gifts), a return gift offered
to the saint. Social media was thus used not only to circulate information but
also for mobilisational purposes such as requesting a collective sram dan
(gifts of labour), if the shrine had to be cleaned, painted or repaired. As a
result, numerous webpages were created that were devoted to Laldas to
actively respond to the queries from new urban devotees. Due to an active
mediatised engagement and other forms of communication, the religious
order has achieved a new height in the form of both material resources and
new devotees. The immense flow of material resources has contributed to the
overall transformation of the shrines.

THE ROLE OF MONEY

In the transformation of the meaning of religious order, the Baniya
community’s wealth is instrumental in the articulation of a new social
and religious ideology. Money has played a significant role in the rapid
transformation and spread of the Laldas religious order. As the religious order
has a strong hold among the affluent community of Baniyas, it has attracted
an enormous amount of money and resources in the last couple of decades.
For instance, all the temples are being built on a grand scale, using expensive
marble stones. Many smaller temples of Laldas have been transformed into
marvellous-looking religious places throughout north India. These temples
were rather small and simple until two decades. Building grand temples was
possible due to this excessive flow of material resources and money. Although
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it is impossible to locate the reasons for this sudden increase in the flow of
material resources, the period of this transition certainly has roots in the
rise and circulation of stories about the saint’s miracles. Baba naye bhakto ko
jald pakadate hai (the saint fulfils the wishes of new devotees very quickly)®
was a statement circulating among devotees that attracted many people. Out
of approximately 500 Baniya households in Punahana, the followers of the
saint have risen from 20 households in the early 2000s to about 400 in 2019.2*
The motivation behind their belief in the saint stemmed from witnessing the
prosperous growth of certain Baniya businesses after they began adhering to
the religious teachings and practices of Laldas.

The celebration of any event related to the saint is marked by extravagant
expenditure and grand displays, thanks to the abundance of resources
available. The expenses incurred for these events are covered by the
respective temple committees, primarily through donations. In the past,
these donations mainly consisted of items such as oil, corn, millet and sugar.
However, in present times, the shrines and newly constructed temples benefit
from a regular influx of cash donations. The majority of these monetary
contributions come from Hindu Baniyas who perceive the saint to be the
provider of everything in their lives.

The excessive flow of money and resources, in the form of cadhava
(offerings), has also given rise to a new type of succession dispute over the
priesthood between the two Meo priestly families at the main shrine. A court
case to determine the true successors of the Muslim priests has been going
on in the high court of Rajasthan.” The succession dispute is connected to
a larger dispute between Hindus and Muslims in 1998. During the outbreak
of the conflict, the then priest Sallu fled, fearing for his life at the hands of
the workers of the Hindu organisations, the Shiva Sena and the Bajrang
Dal. Since, the main caretakers of the shrine were forced to flee, the district
administration hastily chose another Meo to be the priest. The then district
magistrate who had come to resolve the issue gave the keys to another Meo
sadh from the village. He did it to open the shrine, ensuring that the daily
rituals and prayers could continue to take place. When the original caretakers
arrived back at their residence, they discovered that another priest had taken
their place and refused to hand over the keys. They took this issue to the court
and are still waiting for the decision to be delivered.* It is mostly the families
of these displaced sadhs who still live inside the shrine. They believe that they
were deceptively removed from the position so that the Hindu management
of the shrine could appoint a Meo priest of its liking. The animosity between
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the ‘temple’ management committee controlled by Hindus and the main
custodians of the shrines is still intact.” The current nature of the succession
dispute over the priesthood owes much to the increase in offerings of money
and other materials that the serving priest has the right to keep. This episode
that sparked the controversy regarding the priestly succession among the
Meo sadhs led to the discussion of replacing them with Brahmin priests.
Therefore, the status of these traditional Meo Muslim priests of Laldas, who
lived close to the shrines, was now under question.?

It is impossible for the Meos to halt the transformation of Laldas’s
shrines as the wealthy class of Hindu Baniyas are among his main followers.
However, Muslims’ opposition to the Hinduisation process is reserved
only for the mosques present inside the saint’s shrines, which are restricted
from functioning at the hands of Hindu devotees. All these processes have
contributed to shaping a distinct contemporary identity for the religious
order and the saint that is altogether different from the past. The overall
transformation of Laldas is simultaneously facilitated by the transformation
of the Meo community from a ‘Hindu-Muslim’ group to a markedly Muslim
community who discourage Meo devotion to Laldas as antithetical to Islam,
just as they oppose the veneration of many other Sufi saints. They now
identify Sunni Islam as the true religion. The primary reason for the Muslims
disputing the claims of Hindus over Laldas and his shrines relates to the
control of space. If they can control Laldas shrines, these shrines may provide
for the Tablighi Muslims a space within which to encourage the true path of
Islam. This reasoning impacts the number of Muslims attending the shrines
of Laldas. Religious forces often strive to define a shared religious space in
line with their respective ideological leanings by constructing and imparting
some distinctively new characteristics to traditionally constructed religious
spaces. Such processes are social as both the production and the construction
of space are contested for ideological or economic reasons (Low 1996: 862).
Likewise, the traditional shrines of Laldas are socially produced sacred
spaces, but socio-religious forces are currently working towards redefining
their meaning.

With the rise and success of the transnational Islamic faith renewal
movement known as the Tablighi Jamaat, the Meos have come to imagine
themselves more as Muslims. In Chapter 5, the impact of the ideological stand
of the two reformist organisations, Arya Samaj and Tablighi Jamaat, with
regard to Sufi and Bhakti saints of Mewat is discussed. It aims to understand
the implications of the reformist notions on shared faiths and shared shrines.
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The situation around the shrines of Laldas and other saints in Mewat reveals
the tension between the two kinds of followers of Laldas on the one hand and
between the Sufi and Tablighi Muslims on the other.

NOTES

1. Lefebvre (1991) shows that the concept of domination of space is inseparable
from the concept of appropriation of space. Both processes go hand in
hand. In Lefebvre’s words: ‘Dominated space and appropriated space may
in principle be combined—and, ideally at least, they ought to be combined.
But history—which is to say the history of accumulation—is also the history
of their separation and mutual antagonism. The winner in this contest,
moreover, has been domination’ (166).

2. Low (1996, 2009) contrasts ‘the social construction of space’ with ‘the social
production of space’. “The social production of space’ emphasises how in
the past spaces were socially, religiously, politically and economically
produced, alienating them from their natural settings. By contrast,
‘the social construction of space’ gives an account of the symbolic and
phenomenological experience of space as governed by contemporary socio-
religious processes such as religious conflicts, control, ideological and
commercial exchanges, and technological developments. Thus, spaces are
historically engendered (socially produced) into physical-material settings
by various factors, but forces constantly try to construct new meanings
around the use of space.

3. Previously, Laldas’s liminal condition was a kind of inter-structural zone in
which he advocated a unique religious synthesis, being neither a Muslim nor
a Hindu. In the post-liminal phase, however, the dominant imagery of Laldas
is of a Hindu saint marking a transformation of the religious order and his
religious persona.

4. In Vaishnava form of worship, Brahmins have the ritual right to worship
deity’s idols in temples. As stated earlier, Brahmanical Hinduism reinforces
the authority and traditions of Brahmins in Hindu society by various
religious means including, but not limited to, maintaining hierarchy,
following doctrines of purity and pollution, worshipping idols and assigning
a central importance to priests and rituals among others.

5. The concept of idol worship is based on the belief that the divine can manifest
itself in physical forms, and that the worship of these forms can help devotees
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connect with the divine. The murtis are seen as a medium through which
devotees can communicate with the deity and receive blessings.

6. A follower of Laldas is generally called sadh meaning a ‘yogi’ or ‘meditator’.
The traditional shrines were mostly attended by Meo sadhs officiating as
priests. The title sadh nowadays is also used by non-Meo followers of the saint
who are not priests.

7. A samadhi is a temple, shrine or memorial containing the remains of the
deceased (similar to a tomb or mausoleum). Samdadhi sites are frequently
constructed in this manner to honour Hindu saints or gurus, whose spirits
are believed to have entered a state of meditative consciousness at the time of
death.

8. Idol vivification at Punahana temple happened on 26 January 2016. The date
is mentioned on an invitation card which contained details about the saint,
prayers, bhajans and calisa (usually a prayer made up of 40 hymns) attributed
to him. I am grateful to the Brahmin priest of the temple for providing me
with this information and source materials.

9. Each Laldas temple has a temple committee. All these temple committees are
linked to the main temple committee of Sherpur at the main shrine.

10. It is important to note here that the use of ancestry is somewhat different
from genealogies. Ancestry generally concerns itself with a family rather
than a whole community. It helps to establish a descendant’s claim on an
ancestor’s heritage, although sometimes it can generate negative impacts.

11. The ancestral lineage of Laldas has given rise to a conflict between Hindu
and Muslim Laldasis in the region, as both groups vie for ownership of
the traditional shrines associated with Laldas. This dispute also extends to
various branches of Meo sadh (priestly) families, who also compete with each
other for the priestly positions within these shrines. The conflicting claims
and rivalries reflect the complex dynamics surrounding the religious and
communal ownership of the Laldas shrines.

12. Sri Laldas Religious Development Organisation vs Sallu, District Magistrate
Court, Alwar, 34, 37, 38, 39, Specific Relief Act, 1963, 14 June 2010.

13. Interview with Mahesh Sadh, 19 July 2016, Punahana, Haryana.

14. T attended this pilgrimage during the course of my fieldwork at the beginning
of 2016.

15. Field notes dated June 2016. Also see ‘Baba Laldas ka mela 20 ko’, Dainik
Bhaskar, 16 June 2016, https://www.bhaskar.com/news/RAJ-ALW-M AT-latest-
alwar-news-021003-374748-NOR.html, accessed 10 September 2017, for more
details.
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16. I am unable to cite the full song here. This excerpt gives an idea of the way
new songs are styled after typical Hindu arti songs.

17. An Indian classical music instrument.

18. Cited from, Sri baba Laldas ji mahdraj murti pran pratistha and bhavya
jagran, public invitation booklet (2015), printed by Goyal Printers, Punahana,
Mewat, Haryana. The English translation of the worship song does not rhyme
like the Hindi version. It is provided to help non-Hindi readers understand
the meanings in the song. For the full song, see Appendix A.2.

19. Powlett cites a large number of hymns, prayer songs and oral stories that
include similar hymns mentioned in the hand-written text of Dungarisi.
This also shows the historicity of the oral songs and stories related to the
saint.

20. A copy of the court case was provided to me by a lawyer friend who practised
in the District and Session Court of Alwar, which is where the hearing of the
dispute was taking place. There were no such committees in the past until
disputes began occurring at the traditional shrines. To legitimise their claims
over the Laldas shrines, all of a sudden, Hindu followers formed a committee
in 1963. One of the Meo sadhs told me that this was also a strategy to control
all the resources of the shrines. The names of these temple committees have
been changed a few times.

21. According to the filed petition, Sri Laldas dharm pracharak sangh banam
Sallu putra Mohammed Khan vagera, 14 June 2010, District and Session
Court, Alwar, Case/Acc No. 006452. The case is filed for stopping Muslims
from allegedly preforming an Islamic prayer in a supposed Hindu temple.

22. Baithak, literally meaning ‘meeting-place’, are those places in Mewat where
Laldas either meditated or spent some time preaching.

23. Field notes. The research participants usually mentioned many names during
interviews whose wishes were granted by boon of the saint; Ramdas’s name
was mentioned again and again.

24. These statistics were mentioned to me during an interview with the then
secretary of ‘Sri Laldas Temple Development, Punahana’. The figures were
mentioned in his private notebook. Though it is not a significant piece of
evidence, in light of other events it certainly shows a growth in the number of
followers of the religious order.

25. Sallu versus Igris alias Pappu, 2005, 7 July 2006, Civil Judge and Judicial
Magistrate Court, Alwar, Diwani Case No: 1/2005. A judgment in this case on
two occasions is given in favour of the previous priest Sallu which is disputed
again by appealing in the high court of Rajasthan, Sallu versus Igris alias
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Pappu, 1 February 2010, Upper District Magistrate Court, Alwar, Diwani
Case No: 08/09.

26. Sallu and others versus Igris, Junior Magistrate Civil Court, Alwar, jo 39. r.1-2,
151, 2005.

27. Pappu is distantly related to the traditional custodians of the Sherpur shrine.
He does not belong to the main line of the descendants of Laldas.

28. Sri Laldas Religious Development Organisation vs Sallu, District Magistrate
Court, Alwar, 34, 37, 38, 39, Specific Relief Act, 1963, 14 June 2010.
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RELIGIOUS REFORM AND SHARED SHRINES

During his regular Thursday visits to the Sufi tomb of the saint Shah Chokha,'
Ram Singh, a schoolteacher of the Baniya caste from the town of Punahana,
never forgot to donate money to Tablighi Jamaat volunteers. He believed that
visiting a Sufi dargah and providing funds for Islamic education and mosque
renovation were acts of service to God.? Ram Singh lived close to the Laldas
temple in Punahana (Figure 5.1). He or a member of his family visited the
temple daily, either in the morning or evening. Ram Singh openly regarded
Laldas as a Muslim, saying, hamare baba musalman the par hamen unki
pahcan se koi lend dend nahi (our saint was Muslim, but we do not have any
problem with his identity).

In 2015, the new temple of Laldas was built on the premises of an Arya
Samaj school. The school building also served as a regional centre for the Arya
Samaj. An open courtyard was located in front of the temple. Visitors arrived
daily and waited in the courtyard while the Brahmin head priest,> made the
required arrangements for Laldas’s morning and evening prayers. Most of the
devotees were shopkeepers in the nearby central market in Punahana and
came to the temple for quick prayers to the saint. This market was dominated
by Hindus, particularly the Baniyas who owned shops for selling items of
daily use. On the outer circle of this market, which separated Punahana from
Nakanpur (a very old Meo village that is today part of the Punahana town
municipality), there were shops for selling garments, mobiles, and vegetable
and fruits, among other items. These shops were predominantly owned by
Muslims.
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FIGURE 5.1 Laldas temple in the premises of the Arya Samaj in Punahana

Source: Photo by the author.

The town was also home to considerable populations of Hindu ‘low castes’
such as Valmikis, Jatavs, Sainis (Malis), Nais and Punjabi immigrants from
Pakistan. The everyday dynamics of social life in this town were significantly
influenced by the presence of these communities. The demographic numbers
of Hindus and Muslims were almost nearly the same, but the region had a
Muslim majority. Hindus and Muslims interacted with one another, but there
was a sense of insecurity among the Hindus, especially the Baniyas, due to the
Muslim majority in the area. Hindu caste communities built strong networks
with right-wing organisations such as the RSS, the Bajrang Dal and the Arya
Samaj in response to their minority status, anticipating potential conflicts
in the future. The more militant of these organisations—for instance, the
Bajrang Dal and the RSS—had recently consolidated their political influence
in the area. The Arya Samaj participated in political matters but directed
more attention to social issues and practices such as marriages ceremonies,
establishing temples and schools, and criticising non-Vedic practices. It
claimed to be actively involved in the social sphere rather than in politics,
though its work undoubtedly had political implications.
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The Arya Samaj was historically opposed to worshipping idols in temples.
Since its foundation in 1875, the Arya Samaj engaged in aggressive religious
proselytising.* Initially, the Samaj exclusively targeted Hindus, denouncing
practices such as idol worship and calling for a return to the teachings of the
Vedas. For Arya Samajis, true Hinduism consisted of only those practices
and customs mentioned in the Vedas (Jones 1976, 1995; Fischertine 2013). All
other forms of religious behaviour were considered to be erroneous additions
to Hinduism. Influenced by the colonial knowledge of orientalist scholars,
Arya Samajis came to believe that ‘Hinduism’ in the late nineteenth century
had become degraded and needed revival.® In terms of politics, the Arya
Samaj has been known for its nationalist and anti-colonialist views. The Arya
Samajis believed that Hinduism was under threat from foreign influences,
particularly from the British, and advocated for the revival of Hindu culture
and traditions. They also played an active role in the Indian independence
movement, with many of their leaders participating in political activism and
civil disobedience (Jones 1976, 1995). The idea of a Hindu Rashtra (nation)
is central to their ideology, and they believe that India should be a Hindu-
majority state with a government based on Hindu principles.®

The Laldas temple was situated within a complex that housed several
other interconnected temples. Adjacent to the narrow entrance of the
complex stood the temple of Jaharpir, also known as Gogapir or Goga Medi,’
which also contained a small temple dedicated to Lord Shiva. Parallel to the
Laldas shrine and on the right side of the Jaharpir temple, there was a temple
devoted to the goddess Durga, separated by a thick wall from the Arya Samaj
school building. Around 50 meters away, there was an Arya Samaj temple,
and behind the complex, there was a Vishnu temple.

Among the temples within the complex, the Laldas temple stood out with
its striking red sandstone structure. The walls of the Jaharpir temple, painted
white in the past, had faded, creating a gloomy ambience inside. Similarly,
the newly constructed temple dedicated to goddess Durga had brown cement
plastered walls that remained unpainted. This temple, too, appeared to be dull
at the time of my visit. Unlike the Laldas temple, the other temples received
little money as donation, leaving them in a poorer economic situation. Almost
all visitors to Laldas bowed to Jaharpir and Durga Mata but seldom entered
their temples (Figures 5.2 and 5.3). Within the temple complex, most former
members of the Arya Samaj had begun following the saint, Laldas. However,
the Arya Samajis present on the temple premises could not openly express
their resentment against this change. The fact that Laldas and Jaharpir were
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FIGURE 5.2 The temple of Jaharpir
Source: Photo by the author.

FIGURE 5.3 Goddess Durga’s temple
Source: Photo by the author.
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‘Muslim’ saints venerated by Hindus constituted an even greater offence in
the eyes of the Samaj and the priest of the Durga temple.

The elder brother of Ram Singh, called Shyam Singh, who was an
uncompromising Arya Samaji, said, ‘All who live in India are Hindus;
therefore, we should not think much about Hindu and Muslim except their
respective praying methods.® He continued, ‘Muslims pray rightly to one
God though their books and praying methods are wrong’. Astonishingly, he
also lamented, “... the Arya Samaj has not succeeded in bringing our Muslim
brothers onto the right path but at least Muslims do not worship idols like
Hindus? Unhappy with his own family members and their new god Laldas,
he maintained a distance between his own ‘religion’ and that of his family.
Shyam Singh’s uneasiness was evident when his family decided to host a
laldas kirtan (devotional musical singing) in their house. Shyam Singh was
anguished by what he saw as his family’s fallen religious values. He himself
lived according to the Arya dharm (doctrines)—using earthen vessels for
cooking, chanting Vedic mantras (couplets) and using Ayurvedic products.
He did not make a substantial distinction between Hindus and Muslims
and considered that members of both religious communities are following
faulty religious paths. In fact, he admired textual Islam for its emphasis on
monotheism and for forbidding idol veneration.

In a similar vein, the priest who officiated at the goddess Durga’s shrine
complained that Hindus were deserting their own ‘religion’ in favour of
Muslim saints. He was bitter about the decrease in the number of visitors
coming to the temple: log apna dharam bhiil rahe hai (people are forgetting
their religion) was his recurrent concern.”” This priest was aware that the
charisma of the Laldas and Jaharpir saints was a major reason for their wide
following. He tried to compete with the rising popularity of the Muslim
saints by telling stories about the power and charisma of the goddess Durga.
The traditions of these Muslim saints had historically developed on the basis
of their miraculous powers. The priest of the Durga temple often invoked the
same logic to tell stories to match the miracles of Laldas and Jaharpir.

One such miracle story shared by the priest drew on events in 2011, when
a small idol of the monkey god Hanuman in the courtyard of the Laldas
temple was damaged in a Hindu-Muslim skirmish, following violence in
the nearby town of Gopalgarh, in which about 10 people lost their lives (Igbal
2011; Chakrabarty 2011). The Hindus of the town and the priest believed
that Muslims were the perpetrators of the damage. Around the time of this
incident, the priest of the Durga temple claimed that some men attempted to
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damage the Durga idol but were repelled by the power of the goddess, who
blinded them: ye durga ma bahut camatkari hai (this mother Durga is very
miraculous)." The priest’s claim that the goddess was miraculous parallels
the narratives of miracles performed by the Muslim saints. The powerful
religious order of Laldas had an adverse impact on the popularity of these
traditional centres of Hindu religious beliefs and worship.

In Punahana, the volunteers of Arya Samaj adopted a strategy of avoiding
direct confrontation with the followers of Laldas, whom they perceived as idol
worshippers. This observation was made based on conversations I had with the
headmaster of the Arya Samaj school. He engaged in respectful discussions
with the followers of Laldas but did not actively try to persuade them to join
the Samaj. In his statements, he skilfully employed a compartmentalised
logic, distinguishing between ‘us’ (Arya Samajis, non-idol worshippers) and
the ‘others’ (Hindus who worship idols), demonstrating a clear separation of
beliefs. The headmaster’s tone conveyed a sense of superiority for the Arya
Samaj. During my observations, I noticed that he would occasionally engage
in conversations with temple visitors, attempting to convince them that one
could achieve success in life through good actions rather than by worshipping
an idol. However, he struggled to debunk stories of the saint’s miracles or
provide guidance to individuals seeking assistance from Laldas to address
their everyday challenges. The headmaster was frequently asked by temple
visitors whether Dayanand Saraswati, the founder of Arya Samaj, aided
people in need by performing miracles.? The worshippers in this context
had a desire to have a direct visual encounter with the saint or pir, to engage
in darsan (the act of seeing and being in the presence of a revered image or
deity). In Brahminical Hinduism, there is a strong emphasis on the visual
aspect, where devotees seek to see the divine image (as noted by Eck [1998]).
However, the Arya Samaj, with its emphasis on the textual aspect of worship,
did not offer this visual and sensory perception of God to Hindus.

Since Hinduism is a mosaic of different traditions, Hindus may move
from the worship of one God to another depending on their context or stage
of life; they may also worship multiple gods simultaneously. Such religious
behaviour often led devotees in multiple religious directions, what could be
described as ‘polytropy’ (‘poly’ = many, ‘tropy’ = direction) (Carrithers 2000),
mainly to seek divine assistance from many religious figures.” Similarly, the
Baniyas and other Hindus in Punahana were inclined to follow different
religious beliefs and worshipped numerous gods according to their practical
requirements and life stages. The local Arya Samaj had serious reservations
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about this cluster of temples but was unable to build an anti-idol and anti-
Muslim consensus because of the fragmented and polytropic nature of
Hindu religiosity. Many of Laldas’s new devotees had to relinquish their
previous devotion to a particular goddess in order to embrace their newfound
affiliation with Laldas and receive his blessings and miracles. People often
turned to Laldas when their expectations were not met by other Hindu gods
or religious figures. The Arya Samaj’s insistence on strict adherence to ritual
texts contrasted with the dynamic and mobile nature of Hindu devotion,
making their messages less appealing to the wider Hindu population.

To maintain their relevance and influence among Hindus in Punahana,
the Arya Samaj took an assertive stance on various socio-political matters.
One such instance highlighted their position on an inter-religious marriage.
When a Hindu woman from a ‘lower-caste’ background decided to marry
a Meo Muslim man against the social norms, the situation quickly took on
the familiar dynamics of a Hindu-Muslim dispute. The local Arya Samaj
insisted that for the couple to have a future together, the man must convert
to Hinduism. In a meeting, local Hindu organisations came to a consensus
that unless the man converted, the Hindu community would not accept the
woman living with him. Meo Muslims responded by citing legal frameworks
and regulations that protect the rights of individuals to choose their own faith
and enter into interfaith marriages.

This incident revealed the tensions and complexities surrounding
inter-religious relationships and the differing perspectives of Hindu and
Muslim communities in Punahana. The Arya Samaj’s insistence on religious
conversion reflected their commitment to maintaining the Hindu identity
and protecting what they perceived as the sanctity of ‘Hindus". However, it
also highlighted the clash between personal choices, religious freedom and
societal expectations in a multi-religious context."

There was also the question of what the Arya Samaj understood by
conversion in recent decades. For them, it was not a matter of ‘honour’,
since the woman belonged to a ‘lower-caste’ community and her body, they
presumed, was already ‘defiled’. Therefore, Hindus transformed the issue
of caste honour into religious honour by subsuming caste into a grand
discourse about saving ‘Hindus’ and ‘Hinduism’, shifting the entire matter
to the religious domain. Local Muslim and Hindu organisations debated
the issue from the perspective of their own religious interests. However, the
Arya Samaj’s insistence on conversion resonated with their historical suddhi
campaigns to which many organisations, including the Tablighi Jamaat, had
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once furiously resisted.” Historically, both reform organisations interacted
in a peculiar manner to counter each other’s claims. The Jamaat hoped that
the whole world will become Muslim in the future while the Samaj wanted
Muslims to become Hindus. They expected Hindus and Muslims to not
only know the truth but to embody it in behaviour. The Tablighi Jamaat has
attained success among the majority of Muslims, whereas the Arya Samaj has
failed to reach its objective.

Undoubtedly, fundamental differences between Hindu and Muslim
social structures and religious practices have impacted the success or
failure of these reform movements. The failure of the Arya Samaj to remain
a dominant movement can be attributed to the ‘Hindu’ mode of devotion,
despite its long history and initial political success. Its concept of ideal
Hinduism is not reflected in the behaviour of Hindus, the majority of whom
do not adhere to its principles. However, their agenda of converting Muslims
has been appropriated by other right-wing Hindu groups such as the VHP
and the RSS. There are striking parallels between the teachings of the Tablighi
Jamaat and those of the Arya Samaj. Both organisations want to create ideal
prototypes of Muslims and Hindus. The Arya Samaj and its dharma mirrored
Abrahamic religions (Jones 1976) and preferred its adherents to know and
use the sacred scripture (the Vedas) to guide their lives, comparable to the
Tablighi’s emphasis on the Quran (B. Metcalf 1993; Noor 2012). Members of
the Arya Samaj and the Tablighi Jamaat also held similar opinions about the
role of saints and shrines in one’s life, eschewed idol worship and preached
monotheism.

MAKING MUSLIMS ‘MORE MUSLIM’

The Tablighi Jamaat defined the collective Muslim self of the Meos in the
twentieth century by engendering the belief in them that adherence to ‘proper
Islam’ was the only way to deal with their present degenerative condition.
According to the Tablighi Jammat, every Muslim in Mewat had a duty to
subscribe to the meaning of ‘true’ Islam. The sudden success and popularity of
the Tablighi mission should be located in the context of the fear, intimidation
and communal divisions of the period, as well as theological interpretations
and identity transformations underway. Many scholars consider that the
Tablighi Jamaat reform movement, which played a crucial role in shaping the
Meos’ Muslim identity in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, is a purely
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Islamic movement (Mayaram 1997a: 53-84, 2004b; Sikand 2002a, 2004, 2006).
On a closer analysis, the religious preaching of the Tablighi Jamaat movement
maintains continuity with a form of peasant religiosity first articulated by
Bhakti and Sufi saints. I argue that the Tablighi Jamaat’s closeness to ascetic
religious values helped to make it a highly successful movement among
the Meos, as it allowed Meo Muslim peasants to maintain continuity with
their previous religious-philosophical world. However, on a symbolic level,
the Tablighi Jamaat completely negate any faith association with saints like
Laldas, arguing that associating faith with such saints may force Meos to
desert Islam once again. The Tablighi logic assumes that only purifying one’s
religious belief can help save a Muslim from the ills of the worldly life.

In the local context of Mewat, the influence of the Tablighi Jamaat was
pervasive across various aspects of life. One could observe men of different
age groups dressed in white kurtas and pyjamas, with Muslim skullcaps,
regularly traversing the horizontal L-shaped metalled road (as depicted
in Map 2). These Tablighi activists engaged in soliciting donations from
pedestrians, seeking financial support for the construction of a new mosque,
the repair of existing ones or to cover the expenses of madrasa education for
children.

It was not uncommon to witness these activists carrying a substantial
bundle of rupees, despite the fact that the region was economically
impoverished and characterised by low income households. This indicated
the presence of a generous enthusiasm among the local population for
contributing to religious charities. The act of soliciting donations for religious
purposes seemed to resonate with passers-by, symbolising religious piety and
inspiring their willingness to contribute. The Tablighi Jamaat’s activities in
seeking financial support reflected their commitment to religious causes and
their ability to mobilise resources for the development and maintenance of
Islamic institutions in the area.

Such observations also pointed to the growth of religious consciousness
among the Meo and other Muslims in Mewat. ‘Religion’ had an overwhelming
presence here. For instance, roadside bookstalls sold books written in Urdu
that told stories of Muslim kings, discussed ethics in Islam and outlined
the duties of a Muslim wife towards her husband. There was an exponential
growth in the number of new mosques in various parts of Mewat. A
Google Maps search shows the preponderance of mosques—many newly
constructed—in the area. The Tablighi Jamaat controlled almost all the key
madrasas and mosques in the area, including those in Alwar and Bharatpur.
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As far as its style of functioning was concerned, the Tablighi Jamaat in
Mewat and elsewhere worked through a network of mosques. The concept
involved the voluntary participation of fellow Muslims contributing their
money and time. In order to learn about the life of a Tablighi follower, I asked
my informant Islamuddin to help me get in touch with the main centre, or
markaj, of Tablighi activities in Punahana. The duty of this markaj was to
recruit local Tablighi volunteers for proselytising, receive jamaats (groups
of adherents) from outside Mewat and send reports to the Tablighi Jamaat
headquarters at the Banglewali Masjid in Delhi. This local markaj also
organised a communal weekly meeting on Friday, where a large gathering
of Muslims prayed together. The prayer meetings were generally followed
by a process of recruitment of volunteers for Tablighi work in the area and
elsewhere in India. Muslims were encouraged to devote time to living a
religious life full of piety, honesty and care for fellow human beings.

Four main spheres of Tablighi life—household, mosque, markaj and
proselytising—were governed by the ideals of the Quran and the Hadith,
frequently told and reminded by the Tablighi preaching. I wanted to
participate in Tablighi life, so I asked Islamuddin, who promised to take
permission from the head maulavi of the markaj after the Eid namaz. My
journey with a Tablighi group, thus, began with an Eid namadz in the markaj
of Punahana in July 2016. On that day, there were at least 10,000 people for the
Eid prayer at seven oclock in the morning. The faces of the namadzis looked
elated since the tedious, stomach-turning and thirst-driven summer days of
Ramzan were over. After the prayers, Islamuddin conveyed my intentions
to the maulavi when we were exchanging greetings. The maulavi smiled
and granted permission for us to visit the neighbouring village mosques on
Saturdays, but not to stay overnight with the Tablighi workers.

During my day visits to the mosques where the Tablighi proselytisers
usually stayed, I found that the main emphasis of the Tablighi mission
was to make Muslims aware of the ‘true’ religious practices of Islam. The
notion of tawhid, meaning ‘oneness of God’, is the fundamental tenet of the
Tablighi activities based on davah work (premised upon inviting people to
pray together). The most important among the six principles (chhe bdtein) of
Tabligh is the kalima shahada (the Islamic declaration of faith, “There is no god
but Allah, and Muhammad is the messenger of Allah’) (Sikand 2006: 180)." In
its theological approach, the Tablighi Jamaat aims to persuade Muslims of the
importance and centrality of the tenet, one God and the supremacy of Allah.
Consequently, Tablighi preaching often encouraged Muslims to ignore Sufi
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and other shared shrines like that of Laldas in Mewat because it leads to a
perversive association of faith with an entity other than Allah. It is considered
a sin/crime of equating a human, object, image or a saint with Allah. My
Mewati Muslim interlocutors repeated these views in their narratives.

Tablighi itinerant groups frequented the Muslim villages and spent
several days in mosques of villages and towns on spiritual retreats. The mode
of functioning of the organisation was based on the support of religious
volunteers who were willing to share their money and time for the cause of
Islam. Several groups often arrived at the same time in a village to undertake
proselytising work. As soon as a new group of jamaatis arrived in the village,
they were taken on a tour by the village headman. These Tablighis then invited
the Muslim residents to accompany them to davah (invitations for theological
discussion) at a mosque.

The Tablighi volunteers were not interested in making new converts
from other religions. Rather, they only wished to make Muslims adhere to
a proper Islamic life. No Tablighi ever interacted with any Hindu villager to
impart the teachings of Islam. In fact, some Hindu villagers used to ask them
the importance of living a simple life away from home, to which they often
responded with a smile. Male Muslim villagers and itinerant Tablighis usually
prayed together every evening and then discussed various aspects of Islam.
Sometimes, the discussions dealt with the nature of a particular religious
practice of the Muslims in Mewat. The veneration of saints like Laldas,
Shah Chokha and others was a common topic. For these itinerant Tablighis,
mosques were temporary residence. They cooked their own food and took
care of their daily necessities so as to give little trouble to their host villagers.
They brought their own food items, cooking utensils, quilts and bed sheets
and other necessary equipment for their stay. The Tablighi volunteers were
detached from their normal household lives and encouraged to live simple
and ascetic lives, eschewing luxuries, living on a meagre diet and choosing to
communicate very little (Noor 2012).

In the village, there was a consistent presence of Muslim residents
who eagerly extended invitations to Tablighi groups for communal meals.
This feast, known as davat, held great significance as it encompassed the
notion of inviting individuals for theological discussions and debates in
accordance with the Islamic concept of davah. Throughout the Quran, there
are numerous references to Islamic davah, emphasising the importance
of inviting both Muslims and non-Muslims to engage in philosophical
dialogues and discussions about Islam. However, in places like Mewat and
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other parts of India, these invitations were restricted solely to Muslims. The
Tablighis typically initiated the invitations by first inviting Muslim men in
the village, and then a resident, based on their financial means and capacity,
would request the travelling preachers to dine with their family. Islamuddin,
my informant and an active member of the Tablighi movement, consistently
extended invitations to the jamaatis (members of Tablighi groups) in his
village for dinner, intending to delve into religious matters during these
gatherings.

The life that the Tablighi Jamaat workers and other Tablighi Muslims
lived in mosques while on tabligh (proselyting) depicts the continuation
of religious behaviour common in the practice of Bhakti and Sufism. Even
though the Tablighi Jamaat is an Islamic revival movement, there is a close
structural parallel between the organisation’s approach regarding producing
a ‘pure’ form of Sunni Islam among Muslims and the Meos’ devotion to
Laldas and other Sufi and Bhakti saints. Both religious traditions advocated
asceticism and frugal living practices, as is the case in tablighi missions. In
fact, Ilyas, the founder of the Tablighi Jamaat, was initially promoted as a
charismatic Chishtiyya Sufi master. The Tablighi movement inherited certain
Sufi practices, which they then modified for their purposes (Gaborieau 2006;
Troll 1985). Similarly, the Deoband school is concerned with reformism,
but the mode of life and the preaching of major Deobandi advocates have
revolved around the Chishti form of Sufi Islam (B. Metcalf 1982). It is possible
to find an ascetic theme and belief in a mystical experience in all the sayings
and correspondence of the first amir (meaning ‘head’ or ‘commander’) of the
movement, Maulana Ilyas (Troll 1994). Although the Tablighi Jamaat rejects
institutional Sufism completely, numerous of its practices derive from Indic
spiritual and philosophical values of austerity and asceticism advocated by
saints of Bhakti, Sufi and other monastic backgrounds. In particular, the
mode of piety, worship and retreat on a spiritual tabligh, the time spent in
the mosques and the forms of preaching by its adherents are some of the
commonalities. In fact, the Tablighis often adopt Sufi forms of preaching,
vocabularies and modes of communication (Gaborieau 2006; Troll 1985).

There are structural and sometimes unrelated parallels between the
Tablighi Jamaat, Sufism and Bhakti ideals. The success of the organisation
among the Meo peasants is, to a large extent, a product of the combination of
these practices. Despite acknowledging the connection between Sufism and
the Tabligh, many scholars do not acknowledge that the Tablighi movement
is essentially rooted in an Indic form of spiritual mysticism and the close
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similarities between Islamic Sufism and the Bhakti and Nath doctrines.
Specifically, for the Meos, as discussed in Chapter 2, the Bhakti religion of
Laldas was as important as Sufism in Islam. It is reasonable to assert that the
success of the Tablighi Jamaat among Meo peasants can be attributed, at least
partially, to the organisation consciously or unconsciously incorporating
some vestigial doctrines of both nirgun bhakti beliefs and Sufism into their
preaching. In a more precise sense, the Meos’ religious experiences and the
transformation of their religious world from a Hindu-Muslim one to a more
marked Muslim one even now is not in complete contradiction with a rustic
form of peasant and Indic religiosity. Rather than looking at the peasant
world and their religiosity from a Hindu-Muslim perspective, it is more
useful to look at the shared religious life which the Meos still cherish even
after undergoing radical religious transformation at the hands of the Tablighi
Jamaat in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. For instance, the kind of
an itinerant life a Tablighi Meo Muslim lives while preaching Islam to fellow
Muslims is not in a complete contradiction with Sufi and Bhakti values that
Meos once imbibed in everyday religious and cultural practices like the ones
associated with Laldas.

The book does not delve into the transnational success of the Tablighi
Jamaat among Muslims outside of India. However, it is worth noting that
the success of the Jamaat can be reasonably attributed to the organisation’s
implementation of meditation and spiritual retreat programs, such as dhikr,
within mosques. These programs provide opportunities for Muslims to
engage in contemplative practices and deepen their spiritual connection, thus
contributing to the appeal and effectiveness of the Tablighi Jamaat on a global
scale. For instance, Tablighi practices include Islamic-tinged asceticism, such
as retreats of 40 days or longer in a mosque, obligations to perform prayer,
the remembrance of Allah (dhikr/dhydn) and keeping one’s heart pure. All
of these practices are reminiscent of the traditional spiritual-religious ways
advocated by saints across religious orientations.

Tablighi Jamaat philosophy may also provide an ideology of resistance to
the worldly life of ordinary Muslims in India by exhorting them to turn away
from material concerns. Given the low socio-economic condition of Muslims
on the one hand and the political dominance of Hindus on the other, the
Tablighi teachings about the importance of the afterlife become significant.
In terms of politics, the Tablighi Jamaat has historically been apolitical and
has avoided direct involvement in political activities. However, the movement
has been known to have conservative views on certain social issues, such as

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991

148 BETWEEN MUSLIM PIR AND HINDU SAINT

gender roles, and has been criticised for its exclusionary practices towards
Muslim women, non-Muslims and its narrow interpretation of Islam.

How, then, is the Tablighi Jamaat different from the older traditions?
For one, most of the differences are in symbolic arenas. The Tablighi Jamaat
emphasises the idea of ‘Muslimness’ in a uniform sense, rather than the
idealism of the saintly traditions (sant parampara). Essentially, without
altering the religious-philosophical world provided by Sufism and Bhakti
beliefs for Meos and other Muslims, the Tablighi Jamaat’s main concern is
to create a neo-Muslim whose identity and being are rooted purely in Sunni
Islamic traditions. The impact of such continuous activities across the
region was to create and reinforce a powerful religious discourse of purity.
This working method of the Tablighi Jamaat has currently transformed the
organisation into a powerful transnational movement. However, its success
in Mewat has created a rift between two groups of Muslims, the Tablighis and
the Sufis. My fieldwork gave me some ideas of the practices that the Tablighi
Jamaat considered particularly non-Islamic including visiting a shrine by
Muslims.

LOCAL NON-ISLAMIC PRACTICES OF SHIRK AND BIDAH/BIDAT

The term bidah/bidat refers to heresy or innovation in theological Islam,
and believers in the Sufi or other saints are called bidati (innovators). The
phenomenon of bidat emphasises the nature, character and importance of
Islam developed after Prophet Mohammed’s life. It emphasises that Muslims
should not follow or introduce any new change in their life other than lived
and told by the Prophet and his sayings which are contained in the Hadith.
Sufi practices are, thus, considered a later addition in Islam and are hence
discouraged as bidat because they are not derived from the ‘Islam’ told and
lived by the Prophet. For example, celebrating urs (the yearly festival) of the
Sufi saints, sacrificing animals in the saints’ name, praying to or supplicating
the dead or the saints or anyone else besides Allah (this includes slogans like
ya dada Laldas madad kariyo, ‘Please help grandfather Laldas’) fall into the
category of bidah and shirk.

The crime of shirk is a crime against God. The word shirk in Arabic
means ‘regarding someone as the partner’ or ‘ascribing a partner or rival to
Allah’. This term was used by the Tablighi Jamaat to discredit the beliefs and
actions of Sufi Muslims, especially their association with saints which they
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translated as ‘acts of idol worship and polytheism’. The veneration of Laldas
or other saints was conceived as a challenge to the monotheism of Islam and
the sole authority of Allah, who alone is responsible for bestowing mercy and
blessings and forgiving sins. One of the major disagreements between the
Tablighi Jamaat’s view of Islam and Sufism was therefore in regard to the place
of Sufi saints in Islam. The main aim of all Islamic reformist organisations
since their emergence in the eighteenth century in India® has been the
promotion of tawhid (the unity of God) and the criticism of shirk (actions that
compromise the idea of one God) (see Robinson 2008). As a consequence of
this, all Sufi beliefs and customs have currently come under intense criticisms
by the Tablighis. In Robinson’s words, ‘at their most extreme, these attacks
aimed to wipe out Sufism altogether’ (262).

This debate in Islam is an old one. The famous rivalry between the
two schools, Barelavi and Deobandi, has historically contributed to the
emergence of such debates about Islam in India.” In Mewat, the Tablighi
Jamaat, a loosely connected missionary offshoot of the Deoband School, and
its workers generally assumed the role of Deobandi ulemads in this context. At
the local level, the tensions between two factions of the Meos also reflected
their respective loyalties to Alwar and Delhi.?* Alwar is home to a renowned
majar (tomb) constructed of striking white marble, dedicated to the Sufi saint
Ruknuddin Shah. Followers of Sufism in the region were frequently referred
to as alwariya, signifying their practice of visiting Alwar to pay homage to the
saint. Today, this term has taken on a derogatory meaning, indicating a sense
of shame. This shift in connotation is a testament to the success of Tablighi
discourse not only in Sherpur but also in other parts of Mewat.

During fieldwork, observations of popular practices and everyday
conversations and materials collected from ulemds and the village
residents showed that shirk was a recurring theme. Many Muslim villagers,
usually men, gave the impression that the Tablighi Jamaat considered
saint veneration a severe form of religious blasphemy. Many academic
interpretations privilege the syncretic veneration of saints, usually as a
reaction to the anti-syncretism preached by purist reform movements.
Nonetheless, tawhid is the foundational principle in Islam that the Jamaat
wished to restore. All of the movements in Islam, whether Wahhabism,
Sufism or the Tabligh, insist on the oneness of God. The debate is about
the authenticity of subsidiary Islamic symbols and practices associated with
saints. Different strands within Islam have contested these for centuries,
and they continue to do so. For the sake of ethnographic situatedness and
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because of the complexity of this issue in Muslims’ lives, it was imperative
that I look for locally rooted debates of shirk and bidah/bidat ‘without
privileging the idea of “many Islams™ (Osella 2015: 5).

In Mewat, I learned that the Tablighis are taught to control their bodies,
desires and worldly lusts, and encouraged to focus more on self-discipline,
piety and honesty. While travelling from one mosque to another, Tablighis
strived for ‘the prophetic mimesis’ (Noor 2012: 149), that is, to emulate
the ideal Prophetic type. Followers tried to adopt the teachings of the
Hadith—the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad—in their daily life. Since
it was impossible to replicate the life of the Prophet, the Tablighi followers
paid more attention to their intentions (niyat) (Noor 2012: 149). There were
many mimetic prototypes which the Tablighi Jamaat recommended to
Mewati Muslims, including adopting ‘proper’ Islamic sartorial practices.
The common Tablighi apparel of white kurta-pyjama and skull cap was
not unique in the area, and the discourses around this form of clothing
are significant. For instance, my landlord Imran, who was of a Tablighi
background, rebuked his younger son for his fashionable attire when he
invited me to have dinner with his family. As we were enjoying the food and
discussing the future marriage of his elder son, he yelled at his wife and the
younger son: ‘I see, no discipline in this house. One wears what he wants
as if this is Bollywood and I am making films here.” He was complaining
about the young man’s bracelet, shiny shirt and long hair. Imran’s concerns
about his son went beyond mere worries about his future; they stemmed
from a deep preoccupation with adhering to proper religious behaviour.
He expressed his anxieties by drawing a parallel between his son’s actions
and those of Hindus, suggesting that his son’s engagement in acts of bidah
(religious innovations) resembled behaviour that Imran associated with
Hindus. Imran’s fixation on religion and his commitment to purist Islamic
discourse played a significant role in shaping his personal and family life.
Imran believed that both Hinduism and modernity posed a threat to the
Islamic faith. As a result, he saw his son’s clothing choices as an indication
of the growing sense of danger to Islamic identity and faith. Many common
Muslims had similar feelings due to the religious discourse of the Tablighi
Jamaat. Another event clarifies the Tablighis’ fear of threats to ‘proper’
Islam. I met a 20-year-old man who was an alleged thief with a history
of drug addiction. He grew up as a motherless child and, when his father
remarried, he was left to struggle on his own. He visited the shop in front of
my landlord’s house frequently.
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Every evening, the space in front of the shop was lively with people
cracking jokes and bursting into laughter. His sudden appearance always
increased the merriment of the gathering. Mocking questions were often
directed at him or somebody would taunt him for committing un-Islamic
acts like stealing. This contempt frequently brought him to tears. He would
usually try to defend himself in religious terms, citing the model of conduct
for an ideal Muslim in Mewati society. Typically, he would say, T will become a
better person, attend the Tabligh Jamaat’s cilla [a 40-day retreat in a mosque],
and eventually go on the Hajj, if Allah wishes’. He also considered, like many
other Muslims, that the Tablighi way was synonymous with ‘pure’ Islam and
the only one through which he could purge his sins.

In everyday life, Muslims in Mewat were aware of theologians’ (ulemas)
views and enjoyed debating, discussing and repeating them. Opinions about
‘pure’ Islam were formed within these spheres of civil society, such as the
spaces where day-to-day interactions took place, where people gossiped and
exchanged news, at chai stalls, shops, mosques and other sites of everyday
life. To my surprise, the Tablighi theologians generally avoided engaging in or
discussing issues that were tied to the state or political authority in the public
sphere.

However, this expectation that common Muslims in Mewat should
behave according to Tablighi teachings put unseen pressure on Muslim
individuals of Sufi and saintly inclination. Munis, a poor scrap worker, felt
guilty for not reading namdz regularly when he was approached by Tablighi
Jamaat workers. His excuse was that, although he wanted to pray regularly,
his work kept him busy. Despite not being a regular namazi, he understood
shirk doctrines. He became angry when he noticed that his wife had put an
amulet around their child’s neck and tied a thread in his hand as emblems
of the barkat (blessing) of the Sufi saint, Shah Chokha. He warned her not
to do so again as the Tablighis would consider it the act of unscrupulous and
unauthorised charlatans. When his wife asked, ‘How do you know it does not
work?” he replied, “The power of the saint I do not contest, but the Tablighis do
not like it so don’t do it for their sake.

According to the doctrine of shirk preached by the Tablighi Jamaat, no
living or dead person, animal, plant, idol or any material object should be held
in religious veneration. Traditional Sufi Muslims or the Muslim followers of
Laldas and Shah Chokha gave an unusual response to the remarks, insisting
that they were ‘praying with’ and not ‘praying to’ a saint (Osella 2015: 8).
For example, they generally added the term ‘ya Allah’ before the traditional
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slogan of ya dada laldas or dada chokha madad kariyo (O Dada Laldas and
Dada Chokha! Please help!). Now, Sufi Muslims exclaim, ‘O Allah, O Dada
Laldas! Please help!” This invoking of Allah first before the saints was a direct
result of Tablighi reaction and led to the creation of a supreme place for Allah
in Mewati Islam.

Despite the complexity of the issues at stake in this sectarian debate
between Sufis and Tablighis, the most important concern is the ultimate
agency of one supreme God, Allah. Even if God bestows power to
innumerable saints and objects, the important question for Muslims is their
intentionality (niyat) when they tie a thread, go to a shrine or call upon a saint
(Osella 2015).' From my interactions with Muslim interlocutors, it emerged
that a range of issues seemed to affect their thinking: social class, caste,
religion, needs, desires, education and modernity. However, the fundamental
questions remained: How are we different from Hindus? And what should we
do to become ‘ideal’ Muslims?

It is also important to mention here that under the impact of reformist
activities, Sunni Islam has assumed an important and positive place in many
aspects of the life of Indian Muslims. For example, in Mewat, this form of
‘Islam’ has been successful in eradicating certain caste discriminations related
to access to a worship space (generally mosque), sharing of food with a ‘lower-
caste’ person and annihilating other caste taboos around food and drinks.*
This was not the case at least 20 years ago. Until then, untouchability was a
prevalent customary practice followed by the Meos, especially with regard to
the Mirasi bards (Dom caste). Nowadays, as one Meo put it to me, Islam me
hukka pani sab jayaj hai (Islam allows sharing of food and water-pipes).*

Another important feature of these intra-religious debates is that
although the point of contention about Sufism in Islam is theological, both
Sufi and Tablighi groups drew on the same scriptures, the Quran and the
Hadith, to support their respective claims. Within Islam, pluralism is a well-
established and commonly accepted fact: the same sura (hymn) is generally
used by supporters of Sufism and by reformists who rally against it (Osella
2015). In Mewat, both the Tablighi Jamaat and the Sufi Muslims organised
religious congregations, or jalsa, to prove their respective acts of veneration
valid. Magbul Khan, a friend from a Meo village, extended an invitation for
me to attend a Sufi jalsd in his village, while Islamuddin accompanied me
to a Tablighi jalsa on the border of Haryana and Rajasthan. As we set out
on a late summer morning, our faces shielded by cotton scarves, the sun’s
heat was already intense. After an hour’s drive, we arrived at a vast enclosure
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spanning approximately 15 square acres, resembling a grand wedding canopy.
A raised platform stood at one end, facing the expansive open space within
the enclosure. Islamic sermons echoed through loudspeakers, emphasising
the importance of surrendering to divine commands, leading a simple life
and treating fellow Muslims with respect and courtesy. The place swiftly filled
up, reaching its maximum capacity. Local newspapers reported the following
morning that over 100,000 individuals had attended the event. Such large-scale
events were regularly organised by the Tablighi Jamaat.

Despite the attendance of so many people during this jalsd, it was not
chaotic or unpleasant because of the unprecedented discipline of the crowd.
This basic principle of the Tablighi Jamaat’s teaching was clearly visible in the
way the crowd behaved at this religious congregation. People greeted strangers
smilingly and also helped them to navigate the cramped conditions. Such self-
discipline is expected from every Tablighi and contributes to the power and
efficiency of the organisation. Consequently, the Tablighi Jamaat has been
able to function with little controversy until 2020, when many Tablighis were
prejudicially criticised by the right-wing-leaning Indian media. They were
erroneously accused of organising regular gatherings and preaching tours
during the Corona pandemic as an act of purposely spreading the virus.** For
the first time, the organisation became a topic of (negative) public discussions
throughout India.

The Tablighi Jamaat is, however, a peaceful transnational movement,
present in over 150 countries. Its annual three-day mass congregation,
known as ijtemad, is an essential part of its mission. Most of its volunteers
try to participate in the ijtema at some point in their life somewhere in the
world (mostly in South Asia). The ijtema plays a significant role in the lives of
Tablighi Muslims and is the largest congregation of Muslims after the Hajj.
The popularity of the ijterna is demonstrated by the fact that the ijterna near
Dhaka in Bangladesh in 2009 attracted more than 5 million people (B. Siddigi
2010) and did so again in 2018 (Hossain 2018).%

When I attended the Tablighi jalsa, many maulavis spoke about the
importance of following the path of the Prophet. Quranic verses were cited
to show the importance of living a moral life. Metcalf (1993: 590) suggests
that the practice of the Tablighi Jamaat is aimed at reviving the past, stating,
‘its very program is understood to make the past live’. I heard repeatedly the
famous dictum agar andar iman hoga to bahar mahaul banega, meaning
“if there is faith inside then the outside environment will be better’. The
fundamental difference among Muslims was articulated along the lines of
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‘our Islam (Tablighi) versus their Islam [Sufis]. The crowd listened to these
discourses intently.

By contrast, at the Sufi jalsd in Maqbul Khan’s village, verses from
the Quran were cited to counter the notions of the Tablighi Jamaat. The
discourse of the main maulavis from Bareli—a centre of Sufism in India—
focused on the ‘radical’ religious politics of the Tablighi Jamaat. The issues
of religious harmony and a shared religious culture were first invoked and
then consolidated by re-telling of the life stories of the famous Chishti saints,
Moinuddin Chishti?* and Nizamuddin Auliya. The maulavis pointed out that
many people in South Asia became Muslims through the teachings of these
saints and emphasised their service to Islam.”

In their quest to discipline Muslims, the Tablighi Jamaat preached
that any association with saints may make believers stray from the ‘true’
path. The idea of ‘proper’ religious conduct has always been an important
theological issue. Modernity and politics have impacted the way in which
religious consciousness functions within the uniform notions of religions
and religiosity. Such reformist efforts from both the Hindu and Muslim sides
work against diverse religious practices to replace it with uniformity. The
followers of the Tablighi Jamaat, therefore, mainly attempted to distinguish
themselves from non-Muslims and from Muslims on the wrong path such
as Sufi believers. The organisation’s negative characterisations of religious
behaviour and its overemphasis on one single truth are also attempts to
homogenise contemporary Muslim issues and identities. The Tablighi Jamaat
believes that a larger transnational ummah (Islamic community) can only
come about through creating oneness and uniformity.

The changes in Meos’ religious culture had a noticeable impact on their
shared sacred spaces, including Laldas’s and other shrines. I regularly visited
the Shah Chokha tomb (as depicted in Figure 5.4) to observe the Tablighi
perspectives on saints and shrines. This particular tomb served as a prime
example of the Tablighi approach to utilising Sufi shrines, as it had recently
undergone a transformation from being a Sufi site to becoming a Tablighi
centre for Tslamic’ preaching. The teachings of the Tablighi Jamaat primarily
revolve around disciplining Muslims’ behaviour and reinforcing their
Muslim identity. These teachings could be conveyed through various means,
ranging from religious narratives and theological debates to even violent
confrontations.”®

I also spent a considerable amount of time with the head maulvi, sitting
around in the courtyard of the dargah waiting for visitors. One day the
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AT

FIGURE 5.4 The tomb of Shah Chokha
Source: Photo by the author.

maulvi made a request. He said, ‘Doctor Sahib, you know, our children are
lagging behind in modern education. We cannot afford to hire an English
teacher; would you kindly teach our madrasa children some lessons while

you are here?’
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While I initially agreed to offer English lessons, I realised unforeseen
situations, meetings and events arose more frequently than I had anticipated.
Asaresult, T had fewer opportunities than expected to engage in this teaching
endeavour. Nevertheless, the limited interactions I had during the few English
lessons were valuable in helping me establish connections with the children.
These children were mostly clad in kurta-pyjamas and Muslim skull caps.
Most of the time, they were either reciting verses from the Quran in high-
pitched rhythmic voices or playing rough and rustic-style games, including
spinning whirligigs, kicking soccer balls made of clothes or simply chasing
each other. The interaction with these children helped me to understand the
early socialisation of a Tablighi Muslim.

Initially, the children were suspicious of my presence. At the beginning
of my fieldwork, any attempt to photograph them met with an unpleasant
collective stare. This hostility soon disappeared, and we bonded cheerfully
after a few English lessons. Later, whenever I entered the dargah, somebody
would always welcome me with a bottle of water. At other times, such as
during the Thursday rush of visitors, many children would encircle me asking
the purpose of my visit and my progress with the book they presumed I
was writing about dada (Shah Chokha). Even though the madrasa children
were playing near the saint’s grave, it gradually became clear to me that
they had strong opinions about it. They barely went inside the sanctum.
These interactions with the children first directed my attention towards the
ideological tension brewing on the issue of saint veneration among Muslims.
Every Thursday, when children of the village gathered to receive offerings
such as sugar balls from visitors to the dargah, the children of the madrasa
were forbidden to take such edibles. Their self-control was often breached
when delicious sweets (ladoo or rasgulla) or rice pudding (khir) were on
offer and sometimes caused chaos. The children and teachers of the madrasa
missed no chance to enjoy such occasions. Their ideological objections to the
offerings seemed fragile in the face of temptation.

Within a 30-kilometre radius of the shrine, some villages and houses
are identified as either bidati (Sufi) or Tablighi. The strong influence of this
reform organisation on Meos had, thus, divided the Mewati society along
the line of pro-Sufi and anti-Sufi theologies. Most Meo men strongly advised
their family members against visiting the shrines of Laldas and other similar
saints, resulting in newer religious trends within South Asian Muslim
communities. Since the majority of the Meos no longer actively participated
in or encouraged the traditional practices of shared devotion, the saintly
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shrines were considered places of apostasy. At some places, Sufi graves were
completely neglected or reportedly destroyed so that Muslims can no longer
pray there. The Tablighi Jamaat was focused on discouraging Muslims from
any form of worship other than that of Allah so that believers were not led
into fitna (chaos) or irtidad (apostasy). On the other hand, Sufi Meos also
countered Tablighi Meos by mocking them as the new Mullahs of Islam:

sanp ne chhodi kanchli, khet ne chhodo leo,
barkha mandi par gai, jab se hue maulvi Meo,
hue maulvi Meo, piron ki kare kain gilla,
bhar bhar kunda khaye leven na kisi ki salla,
nakti unki khusni, mathe unke syah,

jaise cudahran ka fatiha, aise unke byah.

The snake has shed its skin, the wall is stripped of plaster,

The rain has failed since Meos became Islamic scholars [maulvi],
These Meo scholars criticise the pirs,

They eat vessel full of food and don’t take advice from others,
Their trousers are short, their heads are black,

Like the death rites of sweepers [‘low caste’] are their weddings.”

The Tablighis were also constantly trying to persuade the Sufis to follow
their path. This concern to discipline Muslims’ religious behaviour was deeply
rooted in Muslim responses to the activities of the Hindu reform organisation,
the Arya Samaj and others. These days, one of the principal identifications of
a Muslim is whether a person is a Sufi Muslim or a Tablighi Muslim. Their
deep-seated animosity is often evident in their everyday conversations. Those
with a leaning towards Sufism commonly label the Tablighis as ‘terrorists’
due to their perceived promotion of a radical conformity in Islam, while the
Tablighis, in turn, refer to the Sufis as bidatis (innovators).

At various shared shrines, this call for ignoring the saints helped the
rival group to incorporate a Muslim saint within their own system of beliefs.
For instance, Laldas and Shah Chokha are neglected by the Tablighi Jamaat,
and it encouraged other Muslims to do so, at the same time making it easier
for Hindus to fully claim the saints as a part of the ‘Hindu’ religion. Tablighis
have a vested interest in asserting their control over these shrines, driven
not only by the economic value of these spaces but also by the belief that it is
crucial to impart ‘pure’ Islam in locations visited by Muslims who may have
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deviated from the right path. The Tablighi Jamaat sees these shrines as an
opportunity to educate and guide individuals who may have strayed from
the principles of the faith, ensuring that they receive teachings aligned with
their interpretation of authentic Islamic practices. As a result, competitive
battles unfolded, not only between Hindus and Muslims but also among the
two Muslim groups, the Sufi and Tablighi. At the Laldas shrines this battle
was indirectly won by Hindus leading to a complete Hinduisation of the
shrines.

Presently, the rise and success of the Tablighi reform movement in
Mewat has created visible and invisible pressures which have important
social, political and cultural implications. One of the major effects of Tablighi
preaching, especially for Muslims, is the creation of a situation of political
aloofness in which only ‘pure’ Islam in the form of the Tablighi mission can
rescue them from their degraded life. The Tablighi Jamaat appeals to members
of the ummah all over the world to forego unacceptable Islamic behaviour
such as the veneration of Sufi saints with the slogans like ‘O Muslims! Become
Muslims!” The reason behind the religious transformations of the Meos and
other Muslims of the area was connected with the influence of the Tablighi’s
work. While there may not have been significant philosophical differences
between the teachings of the Tablighi Jamaat and the devotional practices
that people were already attached to, a significant shift was occurring in
how individuals defined their Muslim identity. The Tablighi Jamaat played
a central role in this transformation by emphasising the importance of
certain practices and behaviours that were seen as integral to being a devout
Muslim. This shift in focus was redefining the parameters of Muslimness and
influencing the way individuals understood and expressed their religious
identity. In the Tablighi Jamaat narratives, Muslim identity was linked to
following ‘pure’ Islamic religious practices.

Although without any doubt, given the ordinary Muslims’ conditions
in India, the Tablighi Jamaat may also be considered ‘a resistance and
withdrawal movement from worldly affairs against a dominant consumerist
culture and politics’ (Metcalf 1999: 1283). But the Tablighi Jamaat has also
produced an inflexible hierarchical situation between the powerful and the
powerless, such as between the Meos and other low-caste Muslims (the Jogis
and Mirasis), between men and women, and has widened the rift between the
Sufi and anti-Sufi theology in Mewat. Such a change has put shared shrines
and the faith of followers under a lot of pressure. The examples of concealment
in Chapter 6 show how devotees negotiate with the rising reformist pressure
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in their personal lives that illustrate passive resistance to a certain extent in
line with the discussion in Chapter 7.

NOTES

1. The tomb of Shah Chokha is located 3 kilometres away from the Laldas temple
in Punahana. I often visited the tomb to observe the reformist impact of the
Tablighi Jamaat on this shared worship space.

2. In Hinduism, giving money, regardless of the religious beliefs of the receiver,
is considered to contribute to one’s punya (reward). Similarly, itinerant
Muslim ascetics would, in the past, receive alms in the form of grain from
Hindu households. Many of these Muslim ascetics belong to Muslim ascetic
orders such as wandering fakirs (beggars) or Jogis. Even in the present, the
distinction between Hindu and Islamic symbolism and beliefs does not affect
the giving and receiving of alms. Religious distinctions do exist, but they are
not the only factor affecting the interaction between Hindus and Muslims in
the public sphere.

3. Having a Brahmin priest in new temples is a strategy of fully incorporating
Laldas as a Hindu religious figure as discussed in Chapter 4.

4. The Samaj expanded its influence through various social endeavours, such as
promoting women’s education, agitating for the eradication of untouchability
and advocating reform measures for equality among Hindus.

5. Colonial oriental scholars produced knowledge that claimed India was in
a degraded situation and blamed Muslim rulers for it. For instance, James
Mill (1817) divided the history of India into three parts: Ancient Hindu
India, Medieval Muslim India and Modern British India. He considered that
late eighteenth-century India was going through a ‘dark age’ as a result of
Muslim rule. The Arya Samaj was a product of this milieu and followed this
line of thought.

6. However, it is important to note that the Arya Samaj is a diverse movement
with a range of opinions and perspectives. Some members advocate for a more
liberal and progressive interpretation of Hinduism, while others emphasise a
more conservative and traditionalist approach.

7. Like Laldas, Jaharpir is a famous saint of Rajasthan who also has a dual
religious identity of a saint and a pir. He was an ardent follower of Shiva.

8. Informal conversation with Shyam Singh, Ram Singh’s elder brother and a
staunch Arya Samaji.
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9. Shyam Singh spent most of his time in the Arya Samaj temple. Whenever
I visited the Arya Samaj temple, the attendance was very low compared to
other temples. I did not see more than two or three people each time.

10. Informal conversation with the priest of the Durga Temple.

11. Ibid.

12. This reasoning often came from devotees of Laldas who recounted several
stories, while talking to the headmaster, from their personal lives centred
around experiencing miracle due to their belief in Laldas.

13. Diana Eck (1998: 22) terms it a ‘polytheistic imagination’ of Hindus.

14. It was quite harrowing to notice this kind of oppression of women by
men of both religions. Both religious sides practice gender, caste and class
discrimination, asserting the right to make decisions about the lives of others.

15. The matter of the couple remained unresolved for some time. Later, I was
informed that the woman and the man were separated.

16. The six kalimas in South Asian Islam refer to the six parts of a Muslim’s
belief derived from the Hadith (words, actions and the sayings of the Prophet
Mohammad). They are tayyibah (word of purity), shahada (declaration of
faith in oneness of God), tamjeed (Allah is the greatest), tawhid (oneness
of God), astagfar (forgiveness for sins) and radd-e-kufar (seeking in Allah
refuge from disbelief).

17. The success of the Tablighi Jamaat has attracted many scholars to study
its organisational structure and mode of functioning (Gaborieau 2006;
Masud 2000; Mayaram 2004b; B. Metcalf 2000; B. Siddiqi 2018; M. Siddiqi
2014; Sikand 2006). Scholars differ on the nature of the Tablighi Jamaat
movement. One group denies the influence of Sufism on the Tablighi Jamaat
(for instance, Ernst and Lawrence 2016; Masud 2000), while the other finds a
connection between Sufism and the Tablighi Jamaat (Gaborieau 2006; Reetz
2006; Sikand 2007; Troll 1994).

18. The first such attempt was carried out by a maulavi Shah Wali Allah (1703-
62), who believed the root cause behind the Indian Muslims’ decline or loss of
power was their ignorance of the Islamic sacred scripture.

19. The two divisions, Sufi and Reformist (orthodox school), in Muslims among
many differ from each other on the issues of ways of worshipping Allah, the
place of Sufi saints in Islam, haram-prohibitions (music, painting, eating
meats cut in one stroke and so on). One of the contestations between the
two ideologies in India finds expressions in the traditional rivalries between
Barelavi and Deobandi schools of thought; see B. Metcalf (1982, 2002).
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20.

21

22.

23.

24,
25.

26.

27.
28.

29.

Delhi is the centre of the Tablighi activities organised from the Banglewali
Masjid.

Osella (2015) has observed the same reaction among Muslims in Kerala,
South India.

Muslims in Mewat generally intermingled with everyone except the caste of
‘sweepers’ who were considered ‘impure’ for eating ‘pork’.

Quoted to me by an elderly Meo and brother of one of my informants. I used
to spend evenings at their adda (gathering place) in front of their home,
joined by other villagers. Our regular leisurely conversations were very
informative.

The majority of Indian media spread the (fabricated) news as Corona-Jehad.
Visit https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/millions-attend-world-
largest-muslim-gathering-180123064824287.html, accessed 23 March 2018.
Moinuddin Chishti (1141-1236), the twelfth-century Islamic Sufi saint, was
the founder of the Chishti order whose dargah at Ajmer in Rajasthan in India
is a famous place of pilgrims among Hindus and Muslims.

Eaton (2004) considers the role of Sufis in conversion. Also see Eaton (1993).
The example of another type of violent confrontation can be seen in Pakistan,
where the Sufi groups of Barelavis have killed many non-Muslims over
blasphemy charges and sued Muslims to discipline their behaviours.

This couplet is also cited by Aijaz Ahmad in his paper; see A. Ahmad (2015: 76).

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991

6

CONCEALMENT AND SECRECY

HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT

He who hid well, lived well. (René Descartes)!
Wherever there is power, there is secrecy. (Taussig 1999)

How did devout followers of a saint respond when a dominant reform
organisation deemed their beliefs and ritual practices as impure? Did
they abandon all the ‘impure’ beliefs, or did they find ways to navigate the
influence and power of the reformist ideology? In such circumstances, faith
begins to operate through acts of concealment and secrecy,”> which become
potent tools for managing societal and religious pressures. Some of these
practices of concealment/secrecy among the Muslims of Mewat ran afoul
of the puritanical Tablighi Jamaat, which discouraged the veneration of
saints as bidat (innovation/heresy) and shirk (polytheism), considering
them as antithetical to Islam. Concealment and secrecy practices represent a
significant form of social knowledge that helps sustain social institutions and
human relationships (Simmel 1906).

Fluidity across religious boundaries between ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Tslam’
is not a new idea; it has been analysed in a large number of scholarly works
(Amin 2016; Assayag 2004; Bigelow 2010; Flueckiger 2006; Gilmartin and
Lawrence 2000; Gottschalk 2000; D. Khan 2004a; Mayaram 1997a).> While
these works effectively display the flexibility of religious boundaries, they
fail to delve into the implications when reformist groups arise and promote
the notion of a rigid, uniform and pure religious boundary. In Mewat, as in
other parts of India, reformist groups strongly emphasised the segregation of
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religious communities based on their identities and ritual practices. However,
little attention has been given to the phenomenon of resistance to, or passive
negotiation with, these powerful reformist forces that oppose religious
blending.*

Many Meo and non-Meo Muslims, mostly women, still venerate these
saints, although they conceal their devotion to evade the wrath of Meo men
and other Tablighis. Their stories of concealment reveal intricate processes
of contestation and accommodation between the Sufi and Tablighi Jamaat
ideologies, the divergent beliefs of male and female in a family, and different
dynamics of the relationships between the powerful and the powerless.®
To operate effectively, secrecy as a type of societal knowledge relies on
three essential elements: individual actors who engage in concealment; an
audience, from whom the secret is concealed; and a power structure that the
secret undermines or challenges. Muslim devotees of Laldas, Shah Chokha
and other saints hid their ‘true’ faith from close social groups, such as the
male members of families, village superiors and Mullahs.® In these stories,
the Tablighi Jamaat was the overarching power, Laldas’s and other saints’
followers were concealers and their family members were the audience and
sometimes agents of the Tablighi Jamaat. It is crucial to note that power
here is not regarded as a static phenomenon, nor is it concentrated in a
single authority. Instead, power is perceived as a relative and widespread
phenomenon that exists in various ideological forms, distributed throughout
different levels and areas, akin to the network of veins in a body as described
by Foucault (1978a, 1982).” My analysis considers the Tablighi Jamaat as a
bastion of the power of male Meo Muslims in the Mewat area simply because
of its immense appeal ideologically and otherwise.

Drawing on everyday stories of people, the aim here is to reveal how
secrecy functions to secure a desired world alongside the ‘real’ one.®
Although there were many similar cases of secrecy and concealing practices
by Muslim followers of Laldas, Shah Chokha and other saints, the majority
of the anecdotes presented here are from the Sherpur shrine and the Shah
Chokha tomb in order to provide a thorough contextual account. Muslim
visitors felt more at ease when visiting the Laldas shrine in Sherpur. This was
primarily due to the fact that the shrine was not under the jurisdiction and
control of the Tablighi activists. Muslim visitors to the shrine did not come
into direct contact with the Tablighis, who were stationed across the road in
front of the main gate of the Sherpur shrine. In contrast, at the tomb of Shah
Chokha, the Tablighis had complete control over the entire complex. Both
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Sherpur and Shah Chokha were Tablighi-influenced villages; however, unlike
the village of Shah Chokha, the number of Tablighi workers in Sherpur was
much smaller. The Meos’ strong backing for the Tablighi Jamaat mission had
resulted in the establishment of a unified code of religious behaviour for the
majority of Muslims in the area. However, there were still many Muslims
who had not completely discarded their previous religious beliefs, customs
and practices, despite the strong presence of Tablighi ideology. In order to
protect these, they found concealment and secrecy very useful. The objective
of the ethnographic narratives discussed here centred around concealment
is to explore the significance of concealing practices as a means of passive
dissent employed by believers to navigate the pressures arising from their
devotion to saints. Following Hugh Urban’s (1998: 218) suggestion, the focus
here is not so much on ‘the content of secrecy and instead toward the forms
and strategies through which secret information is concealed, revealed, and
exchanged’’ Some of the ways in which secrecy works as a useful form of
skills and knowledge representing a certain degree of passive resistance in the
face of unwanted attempts to discipline people’s religious practices and beliefs
may have universal forms."

ETHNOGRAPHIC STORIES OF SECRECY AND CONCEALMENT

AHMAD’S SECRECY

The first story is that of Ahmad, a Meo Muslim taxi driver. Ahmad was born
in the village of Bisru, currently a Tablighi village, at a distance of almost
5 kilometres from the temple of Laldas in Punahana. The story began one
early morning, when Ahmad drove a group of Hindu devotees (who were
his clients) on a ritual pilgrimage to the holy place of Vrindavan in the north
Indian city of Mathura. The city is famous for being the birthplace of the
cowherd god Krishna (who himself is an incarnation of the god Vishnu) and
the site of Krishna’s playful childhood stories. Throughout Ahmad’s career
as a taxi driver, he had several opportunities to visit sites associated with
religions other than Islam. Despite these excursions, he had never felt drawn
to these faiths until the day he witnessed a miracle.

Upon arriving in Vrindavan, Ahmad and his group of religious visitors
discovered that the temple dedicated to Lord Krishna would be closed in the
afternoon. Therefore, they decided to wait within the temple complex. As
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the afternoon progressed, Ahmad realised that the time for zuhr, the midday
Islamic prayer, was approaching. In order to fulfil his religious obligation,
Ahmad chose to perform namdaz, prostrating himself within the temple
complex. While in prayer, he closed his eyes and immediately had a vision of a
finely dressed figure adorned with marigold garlands. Despite the unexpected
sight, Ahmad tried to dismiss it as a mere daydream and refocused on his
prayer. Surprisingly, the same vision appeared again when he closed his eyes
for a second time, leaving Ahmad bewildered. Initially, he attributed it to
his own imagination and temporarily ceased praying. Afterwards, he went
to wash his face using water from the tank that was on the premises, before
resuming his further attempts to pray. The same image kept following him
and manifested itself as a shadow in the tank-water, just as he was going to
splash some water on his face so that he could feel more refreshed.

The incident frightened him. He decided to go inside the temple that
evening without sharing this incident with his customers about what had
recently transpired. Following the customs of his Hindu clients, Ahmad
purchased flowers, sweets and a coconut to present as an offering to Lord
Krishna. To his amazement, the idol of Lord Krishna inside the sanctum was
the exact same image that had appeared in his vision a few hours earlier.

In an effort to comprehend the possible significance of this event,
Ahmad began collecting information about the god. Ahmad belonged to the
Damrot clan of the Meo community. It is worth repeating here that the Meo
Muslims assert a special kinship relationship with the god Krishna through
their lineages (pal). As mentioned previously, five of these thirteen pals have
Jaduvansi ancestry (the descendants of Krishna). Ahmad’s clan, the Damrot
of Bisru village, attributes their identity to the belief that Jaduvansi Meos are
descendents of the god Krishna (Jamous 2003: 1-25).

The episode, and the awareness of his pal and community’s history,
prompted a profound religious transformation in Ahmad’s life. He developed
an immense respect for Krishna. While remembering Allah or Laldas or
any other saint, he never forgot to acknowledge the authority of the Hindu
god as well. Despite the fact that he prayed simultaneously to Allah, Laldas
and Krishna without distinguishing between them, he never displayed his
association explicitly with the latter two. Krishna and Laldas occupied a place
of religious importance in his life but were the objects of secret worship."

The story of Ahmad, while unusual, is not unique in its representation of
meaning. Many people in South Asia have faith in the spiritual beings of other
religions. In general, such tendencies are seen as ‘polytropic’ or ‘syncretistic’
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religious behaviour (Carrithers 2000; Roy 2014 [1983]). For instance, when it
comes to the religious activities of Jains, the religious distinctions between
‘Hinduism’ and Tainism’ completely dissolve (Carrithers 2000). Not only do
the Jain and Hindu religious identities exhibit characteristics of religious
malleability and fluidity beyond religious boundaries, but so do other
religious identities. Presently, however, the majority of incidents of religious
boundary crossing involve Indian Hindus, Christians, Jains and Buddhists
who believe in various Sufi shrines and ritual practices of other religions.
Presently, examples of Muslims crossing religious boundaries do not occur as
frequently or on a similar scale now.”? Historically, there are many examples
of Hindu-Muslim cultural interaction resulting in mixed practices among
both religious communities. What could be referred as ‘Indic eclecticism’
or ‘religious pluralism’ was once replete with examples of Hindu-Muslim
eclecticism.

What is significant about Muslim eclecticism is the contemporary
choreography of religious faiths in an era characterised by narratives of
religious separation that have caused changes in religious consciousness. This
division can be explained in part by the political mobilisation of religious
communities into separate entities, but it can also be explained in part by
individuals’ lived realities. The place of saints, particularly Sufi saints, has
long been a source of contention in Islamic theology. For many Islamic faith
renewal movements, veneration of saints is sinful or forbidden because it
is not sanctioned by the Quran or Hadith. The veneration of Sufi and other
saints, particularly among Muslims in India, is viewed as a corrupt form
of Tslam’ inherited from ‘Hinduism’ and idolatry, a perversion at best and
apostasy at worst.

This is further supported by an incident I witnessed within the precincts
of Shah Chokha’s tomb. During one of my regular visits to the madrasa, an
older student named Saiket asked me in a casual conversation, ‘What is the
point of worshipping a dead person?’ referring to the grave of Shah Chokha.
This appeared to be a discourteous comment that may have annoyed a large
number of visitors. In response, I said, ‘Why do you believe that?’ Saiket
responded, ‘Islam prohibits the worship of the dead ... He is not different
from us. He is one of us. If I die one day, would you start worshipping me?’
The issue further became clearer one Thursday when I was in conversation
with a devotee of Shah Chokha, Magbul Khan (he invited me to a Sufi jalsa
in his village). Saiket stopped to join our conversation and subsequently he
and Saiket engaged in a heated discussion over the role and significance of
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saints in Islam. Saiket accused Magbul Khan of being a Hindu in his religious
practice since he visited the dargahs of Sufi saints. Here is an excerpt of their
conversation, which reveals some important issues of dissension between the
Tablighi Jamaat and the Sufi followers about saint veneration in Islam:

Saiket: Hindus worship dead people, stones, trees, rivers, animals and
anything that they find interesting. There is no difference between
you and a Hindu?

Magbul Khan: Yes, I respect him, not worship him. He is our bujurg
[ancestor/elderly man] and closer to Allah. Why should we forget
him?

Saiket: I have seen Muslims bending in front of him. The head of a
Muslim should only bend for Allah. No one other than Allah
deserves this conduct. You have equalled the status of Allah and a
dead human being by worshipping him.

Magbul Khan: We do not bend in front of the saint. We lower down
our head to show respect as one does in front of his/her parents.
You seem not to respect your elders. Do you disrespect your father
because he is a human being and living on earth?

Saiket: It’s not about respecting a person. We also go to the tombs but
only to pray for the deceased so that Allah may grant them a place
in zannat [heaven] not to pray for ourselves. We recite Darood-
ul-Sharif [the verses of the Quran for a dead person]. All of you
[mentioning names of the nearby Sufi leaning villages, Papra,
Mamlika and Sikri] come here and ask for favours from the saint
as if Allah is nothing in front of him. If you need anything, then
why don’t you directly ask from Allah sitting inside your home or
praying at a mosque? The mosque is the right place to go and pray
about things that you desire for.

Magbul Khan: We do not contradict the power and authority of Allah.
Dene wala to Allah hi hai [Allah is the giver]. The Sufi saint is just
a medium to reach to Allah. Suppose, if you want to meet the
principal of a school, for that matter, you would have to meet his/her
secretary first. Then, he would allow you to see the principal. Also, if
you want to go on the roof of a building, you need a ladder to reach
there. Similarly, the Sufi saint is that secretary or the ladder for us.
There are people who are closer to Allah and they are not simple
human beings. They are pious human beings like our dervish. We
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petition Allah through them. Allah never ignores the requests of
such pious human beings. This is the way to get things done by
Allah with the help of the saint. The Quran allows it completely.

Saiket: It’s a lie that the Quran allows such things.

Magbul Khan: Then, you need to come to our jalsa [a festive assembly]
to listen to our maulavi’s taqreers [theological discussions].

Saiket: All you are doing is committing shirk [crime against Allah],
hence you are a bidati [heretic].

Tablighi workers from many villages held similar views as Saiket, and
such encounters between Tablighi Muslims and Sufi Muslims were frequent
and unpleasant. Sometimes arguments escalated to accusations and to minor
violence. Tablighi workers held extreme views on the worship of Laldas
and Shah Chokha saints which was disliked by Sufi-inclined Meo Muslims.
During fieldwork, I noticed several verbal disputes leading to minor scuffles.
I observed another dispute one day when I was conversing with Fakruddin,
who visited the tomb regularly with his grandson. Some young villagers of
Shah Chokha whom I knew also joined the conversation, which soon turned
into a verbal spat between them and Fakruddin and his grandson. Fakruddin’s
grandson grabbed the collar of a person who had made a disrespectful remark
about the saint saying, ya mare huye budhé tum chodo kyo na (why don’t you
leave this dead old man alone). I had to intervene to stop the fight. Most
villagers were now Tablighi supporters, and the dargah was under the control
of a Tablighi maulavi; due to this, there were frequent encounters between
Sufi and Tablighi believers. Meos and other Muslims adhering to each group
were easily identifiable from the names of their villages, and the Tablighi-
influenced villages outnumbered the Sufi ones.

Most Muslim residents of Mewat and Shah Chokha and Sherpur villages
had been profoundly influenced by Tablighi preaching and appeared to be
committed to the Tablighi’s version of Islam. There was barely any celebration
in the year 2016 when I visited the Shah Chokha tomb. Many elderly devotees
claimed that the urs gathering at the dargah was much smaller than it used
to be. A small number of people offered a communal prayer and distributed
biryani.® There was no music. There appeared to be heightened tension
between the villagers of Tablighi ideology and the traditional devotees of the
Sufi saint from neighbouring villages. In 2011, there was a violent feud over
the celebration of the saint’s urs. Most villagers of Shah Chokha were against
holding any kind of cultural event, especially one that included gavvali
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singing and the usage of loudspeakers. The Sufi faction insisted on celebrating
the event in their accustomed manner, despite the Tablighi villagers resisting
furiously. The simmering tension turned into a violent clash with both
sides hurling stones at each other. Although no one was seriously hurt, this
incident was part of ongoing clashes from time to time. The origin of such
confrontations can be traced to the late 1980s, when a similar dispute took
place within the premises of the dargah. A famous Meo maulavi of the area,
Hasan Khan Gangehi, had taken charge of the madrasa. An ardent follower
of Tablighi ideology, he discouraged villagers from visiting the saint’s tomb.
This led to a fight between the two camps of Shah Chokha villagers who were,
at that time, equal in number."* Gangehi’s actions were viewed as disrespectful
to the saint by many Sufis. A large caste pancayat was organised and later
removed Gangehi.

When disputing the charismatic authority of a saint venerated by
Muslims, Tablighis often framed Sufis as ‘other Muslims’ in their narratives.
These ‘other Muslims’ were Sufi believers who did not adhere to the Tablighi
doctrines and believed in the charisma of Sufi saints.” Contrary to this
theological and ecclesiastical claim of the Tablighis, many Muslims in South
Asia and elsewhere revere the Sufi saints or the saints of other religions (see
Albera and Couroucli 2012; Bowman 2012; Dalrymple 2004). For Indian
Muslims who continue to pay visits to saints and shrines like Laldas for a
variety of reasons, including religious and materialistic, the development and
success of religious reform ideologies like that of the Tablighi Jamaat have
produced both a visible and an invisible pressure.

This type of (political) pressure, which was fabricated in the name of
reform and piety, has, nonetheless, opened a new window for understanding
the sociology of disguising one’s ‘true’ beliefs. Ahmad’s story offers a point
of departure for contemplating the issue of religious synthesis as well as the
performance of secrecy and concealment. At first glance, ‘religion’ seems to
be a matter of experience and personal preference for him, rather than one
of identifying association with a certain religious identity. Ahmad chose
to hide his faith by keeping it secret. What makes Ahmad hide his faith in
Krishna, a god whom the Meos themselves once admired and to whom they
still link their origins? Why did the transition to a uniform and pure version
of Islam’ succeed in a community whose history and rich folk narratives
demonstrate the equal importance of both ‘religions’ in their social lives,
as we saw previously in the context of the Meos’ veneration of Laldas? The
Tablighis, through their current interpretation of Islam, have effectively
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created an environment that discourages the traditional Meo rituals and
customs. Engaging in activities that go against ‘Sunni Islam’ is now seen as
embarrassing or subjecting oneself to the scrutiny of other Muslims. Even
Muslims that one does not know personally can cast doubt on the veracity
of an Islamic ritual, such as paying homage to the graves and shrines of the
pious saints. The members of the Tablighi Jamaat who worked outside the
shrine of Laldas in Sherpur and at the Shah Chokha tomb, as well as the
Muslim villagers who lived there, were known to engage in heated debates
with Muslim visitors who came from other parts of India. They often argued
about the position of saints like Laldas and Shah Choka in Islam and the
objectives of their pilgrimage. This form of humiliation in the public has
grown into a common habit. In the case of Ahmad, such enquiries might
come from members of his family. His relatives were strongly opposed to the
veneration of Sufis and actively discouraged any activity of this kind. Some of
Ahmad’s cousins were active clergy for the Tablighi Jamaat. In light of these
circumstances, Ahmad was unable to share his experiences fearing that his
beliefs would be completely dismissed. This line of inquiry from Muslims,
whether they were known to the believer or not, generated societal pressure;
nonetheless, the believer’s trust in saints or Hindu gods and goddesses did not
necessarily vanish as a result. Instead, the tactic was to conceal such beliefs
and to practice the act of secrecy.

Ahmad chose not to reveal his experience to anyone, sensing that he
might be mocked for his belief. He decided to hide his belief in Krishna and
engaged himself in secretly practicing his faith. Purposeful concealment or
secrecy is ‘one of the greatest accomplishments of humanity’ (Simmel 1906:
462). Secrecy helps to negotiate an intimate form of power to enable smooth
functioning of family relationships and societal values, and to evade the wrath
of patriarchal control. Secrecy, thus, secures a second world (the desired one)
alongside the real one and implies that one wishes to live the former. Every
human relationship is, therefore, to a certain extent based on various aspects
of veracity and mendacity about social life. In these relationships, every lie,
whatever its content, is a promotion of error with reference to the mendacious
subject. Moreover, for the lie consists in the fact that ‘the liar conceals from
the person to whom the idea is conveyed the true conception he possesses’
(Simmel 1906: 445).

In Ahmad’s case, the true conception of his experience was open to
multiple meanings and interpretation of religiosity other than to the issue
of valid and invalid religious practices sanctioned by Tablighi Islam. The
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multiple meanings of ‘religion’ are generally layered within oneself, where
every layer contains ideas, symbolism, values and notions of the religious
others. To a lesser or greater extent, every individual in daily life performs
actions, religious or non-religious, by taking symbolism, religious rituals,
beliefs and practices from adjacent cultural-religious groups (including
the hostile ones) consciously or unconsciously into account. In addition to
Ahmad’s personal experience, the following stories shed light on various
facets of concealment and secrecy as well as the dynamics of these practices
in response to varying degrees of societal and familial pressure, within the
context of the veneration of the Laldas and Shah Chokha saints.

THE RELIGIOUS DILEMMA OF THE TWO SISTERS

The sisters Rabiya and Fatima (Figure 6.1) were born into a Meo household
where their parents were strict practitioners of the doctrines of the Tablighi
Jamaat. Their devout parents, especially their father, sincerely observed the
religious duties of a Tablighi Muslim on a daily basis. Every Saturday, their
father used to go to the Tablighi Jamaat markaj in Punahana to learn the
basics of the Islamic religion and its true path, as dictated by the religious
clergy. The evening communal prayer at the markaj was generally followed by
the long hours of sermons and theological discourses by the clergies. At first,
the speeches by the Tablighi Jamaat’s maulavis (Islamic preachers) revolved
around the significance of adopting a pure way of Islamic life, before giving
examples of the Islamic religious figures and narrating their biographies.
Based on these stories, every member of the Tablighi Jamaat was expected to
perform ‘the act of prophetic mimesis’ (Noor 2012: 149). At regular intervals,
the attendees were constantly reminded of the actions and behaviours
expected of a devout Muslim in accordance with Islamic scriptures. These
reminders highlighted various practices that were deemed incompatible with
the Tablighi or global version of Sunni Islam, which had been adhered to by
people for generations.

The sisters Rabiya and Fatima whose husbands had become close friends
with me, a friendship that started in the premises of the shrine, were closely
associated with the two mutually opposing perspectives among the Meos.
Akbar, husband of Rabiya, shared his and his younger brother’s marriage
story and, one day, invited me home to talk to their wives. Both sisters, as
they narrated, were accidently married into a family of Sufi adherents, a fact
their Tablighi father only realised much later. As stated earlier, under the
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FIGURE 6.1 From right to left: Fatima, Fatima’s husband, and Rabiya and her children

Source: Photo by the author.
Note: When I took this photo, both sisters insisted that their photo must be in my book. I also had
to give a print copy to them.

influence of the Tablighi Jamaat, there were a significantly greater number
of Meo Tablighi villages than Sufi-dominated villages. Both groups rarely
accommodated each other’s perspectives. The tension between these factions
within the Meo caste regarding the veneration of saints had intensified to the
extent that marriages between villages of different clans and kinships, which
were previously common, were now discouraged.

The everyday rhythms of both sisters’ lives connected the two families,
which oscillated between the traditions of Sufism on the one hand and the
anti-Sufi theology of the Tablighi Jamaat on the other. Prior to their marriage,
both sisters had never visited any tombs or shrines since their father
considered it an act of bidat (innovation/heresy). Having been raised in a
Tablighi environment, Rabiya and Fatima’s lives revolved around the belief in
monotheism or the supremacy of one God. Initially, their father was unaware
of the Sufi-oriented ideology upheld by their husbands’ families. As soon
as he became aware of it, he immediately warned his daughters to not visit
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any shrines, assuming they had adopted their husbands’ family traditions.
He explicitly told both sisters that if they disobeyed his wishes, he would
permanently cut off ties with them. Faced with this dilemma, they promised
their father that they would never set foot in a shrine.'®

In fact, after their weddings, as soon as the two sisters reached their new
home, they were taken with their husbands to the tomb of Shah Chokha and
the shrine of Laldas to seek the saints’ blessings before embarking on their
married lives. It was a tradition in the village of the bridegrooms’ family
to acknowledge the authority of the saints on any occasion of importance
in their lives. Be it the birth of a child, a marriage or employment, people
who lived in the Sufi villages would often pay homage to the saints. Rabiya
and Fatima had no choice but to adhere to their new family’s customary
practice.

A few years later, the elder sister Rabiya was expecting a baby.
Unfortunately, her child did not survive the birth. The problem did not end
there, and doctors could not save her next three babies over the following
years. Rabiya’s harrowing experiences not only undermined her personal
faith but also profoundly shattered her religious convictions. During this
time, she had accompanied her husband to the shrine of Laldas and the
tomb of Shah Chokha as an obedient wife, following in the footsteps of her
husband. She confessed to me that “We two sisters had no faith in either
Laldas or Shah Chokha. Their shrines did not appeal to us.” But, after the
hardships and tragedies of losing her babies, she decided to commit to a
complete faith in the saints. Rabiya remembered, T made a wish of offering
a caddar [piece of cloth offered to the grave of Sufi saints] to the saints in
case our next child survived’" This time a miracle happened, and the fourth
child survived. I asked Rabiya what impact this had on her previously held
beliefs? Rabiya replied, T was simply told not to believe in the charisma of
Sufi saints as they are nothing more than a dead personality. Now, no-one
knows the saint Laldas’s or Shah Choka’s power better than me.”® She started
visiting the shrine and the tomb at least once a month and performing all
the required rituals. This transformation from a non-Sufi adherent to a Sufi
adherent resulted from Rabiya’s self-revelation.

This situation created tension for the two sisters, particularly for Rabiya,
as it highlighted a contradiction between what she had been taught by her
Tablighi father and what she had personally experienced. Despite all this,
the sisters’ faith in the saints had increased, disregarding the emotional
blackmail of their father, who frequently demanded that they should not visit
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the shrines. On many occasions, he openly declared that he would disconnect
all future communications and relationship if the sisters were found to
practice the faith of their in-laws by worshipping the Sufi saints. To sustain
kinship and family relations, both sisters kept their belief in the saints secret
from their father, especially the miraculous experiences they had had. On the
other hand, they also had a feeling that their father knew about their religious
attachment to the saints. Here, Rabiya felt that her father might have sensed
that his daughters have gone against his wish. Therefore, he also participated
in maintaining the secret of their faith by not openly acknowledging it. At this
point, known secrets prove to be an important factor in maintaining secrecy
on the part of both participants. For instance, in the process where women
hide their faith from men, the men must equally participate in the entire
process by acknowledging and respecting the women’s acts of concealing. The
trick to keeping this type of secret is ‘don’t ask and don’t tell” (Taussig 1999).
As Taussig (1999: 7) writes:

We are troubled by our own complicity, but we do not speak because we
know that without such shared secrets any and all social institutions—
workplace, marketplace, state and family would founder.

Taussig’s comments on secrecy suggest that both the person who hides facts
and the person who pretends to not know mutually respect each other’s
stance by indirectly allowing the former to keep a ‘known secret’. Rabiya’s
father pretended to get angry, but, in reality, he respected his daughters’
decision under the disguise of not knowing anything. On the contrary,
Rabiya openly shared everything with her mother, fully aware that her father
would eventually come to know about it.

Secrecy has been linked with various crucial functions in human society,
such as helping to ‘shape human relations’ (Simmel 1906). When the mask of
secrecy is exposed or ‘defaced’, this act has the power to ‘destabilize social
and political institutions’ (Taussig 1999: 7). Most often, at the core of secrecy
lies power. A secret is secret because it cannot be articulated in the face of
power. However, almost simultaneously, secrecy—or more particularly public
secrecy—entails a crucial paradox. For every secret to be realised someone
must not only conceal something but someone else must know or suspect this
concealment (Beidelman 1993: 1). In Rabiya and Fatima’s case, the audience
for the secrecy was slowly growing; therefore, it had the potential of becoming
a public secret or known secret.*® Over the years, not only close family
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members but also their distant relatives had an inkling of their closeness to
the saints, but nobody asked about it.

Secrecy as a social phenomenon, thus, is an important aspect of
everyday human relationships. This is a powerful form of social knowledge
that relies on conscious denials of social reality. Such shared secrets are not
meaningless and devoid of significance. They contain very useful information
which sustains not only human relationships but also social and political
institutions. For instance, secret deals between governments in diplomatic
relations, the lies told by parents to their children, secrecy in socially illicit
sexual relations—these are mainly disguised as secrets in order to belie the
social construction of a reality. In most cases, a widely shared belief by a large
number of people makes hiding a compulsive norm, creating a public secret
which cannot be openly acknowledged. Therefore, ‘public secrets’” are those
secrets that ‘the public chooses to keep it safe for itself, which in turn, help
them to slip into denial’ (Daniel 2006: 2). The next example reveals a process
of concealment among people who lived outside Mewat and who had invoked
the name of Laldas, Shah Chokha and other saints at some point.

ABID’S LONGING FOR AND BELONGING TO THE SAINT

Large numbers of Meos and other Muslims from the Mewat region had
migrated to distant places, mainly the Gulf countries as well as the regions
of Mumbai and Gujarat, to find work. These migrants often visited the Laldas
shrines and Shah Chokha’s tomb upon returning home. They were easily
recognisable as ‘outsiders’ because they did not frequently visit the shrine or
the tomb—I noticed them, even though I was a first-time visitor. In moments
of distress and disappointment, most of them looked for help or solace from
their local religious deities and figures like Laldas. The story of one such
person, Abid, is pertinent to this discussion.

Abid, aged 41, lived and worked in the Middle East. He looked frightened
when I first approached him in the premises of Laldas’s shrine. His uneasiness
stemmed from the apprehension of being caught in an undesirable situation
of visiting a shrine and expressing his admiration for the saint that he
secretly admired but publicly hid. The members of his extended family were
supporters of the Tablighi Jamaat and his family discouraged veneration of
the saints. For Abid, the social burden of carrying the symbolism of religious
purity in a society which had changed rapidly in religious terms of Wahabi?
ideology was too much. The reformist politics had persuaded a major chunk
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of the population in the area of the importance of puritanical Islam in a way
that the reformist view formed mainstream public opinion. In this situation,
concealment or secrecy gave Abid a chance to accommodate, negotiate and
exercise his personal belief vis-a-vis these dominant purist religious values.

While living in Saudi Arabia, Abid has faced many hardships including—
as he revealed to me—the loss of his valuables, including his passport and
work permit. Following an unsuccessful search spanning two days, filled with
countless prayers and acts of worship, Abid eventually reached the decision to
invoke the name of Laldas. Even though he was in the most pious place in
the world for the Islamic religion, he felt he had no option except to look for
help from the saint. He shared with me that within two hours of invoking the
name of the saint, he received a phone call about his lost valuables. He took
an immediate vow to offer a caddar to the saint upon his return to India. He
further said, ... our gods are ours, we should never forget them. They always
look after us no matter wherever we are and whatever we do.”* Abid’s use of
the term ‘our god’ reclaims a local form of popular Islam in India, showing
Sufi saints are considered gods not only by Hindus but also by Muslims
(Mohammad 2013).

Abid did not differentiate between the Hindu and Islamic conceptions
of gods. Rather the two strands of Islam, Sufi and Tablighi, had a peculiar
interpretation in his views. He identified his religious belief locally with
the saint rather with a place meant to be the centre of Islam in the world.
Without denigrating the status of any religious figures, Abid maintained, *...
all religions and gods are equal, one should have freedom to invoke what one
believes in’.** According to him, neglecting the saints of Mewat constituted a
huge mistake by the Meos, including his family members. Abid did not begin
his daily routine or any work without reciting the name of the shrine. For
him, the saint connected him to the almighty (that is, Allah) because he is
the medium, a ladder to reach him, since such saints are very close to Allah.
However, under the changed circumstances produced by the success of the
Tablighi Jamaat doctrines, he was no longer able to express devotion to the
saint publicly. What is important here is that during our entire conversation
he was very conscious of my presence. My encounter with him happened
on the occasion when he was visiting to fulfil his vow. When he entered the
shrine, he had completely covered his face with a cotton towel. He was afraid
of being seen publicly. This and other actions indicated his uneasiness about
visiting the saint. For instance, his son parked his car nearly a kilometre away
from the shrine, even though vehicles normally drove right into the premises.
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He very politely declined my request to take a photo of him, and his face was
covered when he came in and went out. Yet his action of visiting the shrine
necessarily invokes the principles of concealment. His story shows that when
it comes to religious belief, personal experience is a strong motivator, and a
person will practice secrecy to avoid rifts with society and family.

HARUNI'S TRICK TO NEGOTIATE PRESSURE

Due to pressure from reformist groups, previously held beliefs do not
necessarily disappear or succumb but instead adherents find their own ways
to cope with an unwanted situation. In another narrative, a woman named
Haruni, aged 60, successfully maintained her faith in the Sufi saint Shah
Chokha, although overtly denying that she worshipped him.** On my regular
visits, I used to sit at her small grocery shop for conversations about day-to-day
life. Her life struggles were beyond imagination. Her husband was completely
disabled after a paralysis attack, so the burden of running a household and
taking care of four children fell upon Haruni. With the help of a government-
run welfare program of the Mewat Development Agency, she managed to
obtain some funds to start the shop. Throughout this entire period of struggle,
she retained complete faith in the charismatic authority of the saint. Despite
many formal conversations, for a very long time she was hesitant to disclose
any information about her faith in the saint. She used to ignore all my efforts
to direct her attention to the issue of worshipping the saint in her village. The
main reason for her for not being willing to speak about her faith was the
opposition from male members of her family to the idea of visiting the shrine.
Her father-in-law used to fight with her over this issue. Due to her unpleasant
experience, she felt compelled to conceal any outward manifestation of her
faith in the saint. However, she did not relinquish her personal beliefs easily
under the family and social pressure.

One particular issue to notice is that within the framework of male and
female relationships—whether daughters and father (in the case of Rabiya and
Fatima), or male in-laws and wives (in Haruni’s case), the issue of opposing
their belief in a saint was primarily mediated by exposure to the teachings of
the Tablighi Jamaat. Mewat was characterised as one of the least developed
regions in India, with an alarmingly low overall literacy rate. Notably, the
female literacy rate was considerably lower compared to that of males.” As a
result, women had limited exposure to Islamic scriptures. In addition to the
literacy gap, traditional patriarchal norms played a significant role, restricting
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women from participating in male-dominated spaces. For instance, women
were not allowed to sit with men during Tablighi Jamaat programmes. The
Tablighi Jamaat also operated with a focus on prioritising male involvement
and participation. In such contexts, it was interpreted as the role of males to
discipline their wives, daughters and any females in the family by imparting
the Tablighi Jamaat’s doctrines and by preventing them from performing
un-Islamic acts.?® Tablighi Jamaat was largely a male-centric organisation;
women had a very limited exposure to its public activities.”” Particularly in
the area near the shrine of the saint, the majority of Muslims believed in the
Tablighis’ doctrines. The Tablighi Jamaat had thus established a framework
of power with constraining/disciplining objectives, operating through the
mind-set of male adherents.?®

It was often female family members who concealed their faith in order to
avoid conflict with male family members. Concealment also helped female
believers to sustain family relations, thus protecting social institutions and
relationships with men of their families. Following Hegel, Taussig (1999)
speaks of the dangers of defacement, the flow of negative energy, tensions and
self-destructions of social relationships. Secrecy and defacement involve a
significant relationship where, as described by Taussig (1999: 8, 221-30), ‘the
secret is not destroyed through exposure, but subject to a revelation that does
justice to it’ by being brought into the open.?” But in this way if something
meant to be secret is exposed (revealed) then it negatively impacts societal
and political institutions, resembling ‘the labour of the negative’ (Hegel
1910).* Especially for Muslim women who visited these shrines, hiding faith
in the saint Laldas and other saints helped them to evade unnecessary fights
with their Tablighi husbands, fathers and family heads.

Haruni was an uneducated woman who was told all the time by her
father-in-law what was Islamic and what was not. The practices of the Tablighi
Jamaat had become a male sphere, where everything was a matter of male
honour. What females believed and worshipped had the potential to bring
dishonour to male family members and might even make a man hang his
head in shame in front of his Tablighi peers and other villagers. The maulavi
urged the Muslims of the village to abstain from paying a visit to a shrine or
the tomb in the village. In such a challenging situation, Haruni faced great
difficulty in upholding her religious inclinations. She found herself grappling
with the complex task of managing multiple sources of authority, both within
and outside her household, all of whom aimed to control her religious beliefs
and suppress her inclination towards Sufi faith. She had to navigate a path
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that would enable her to deal with the influence of various agents representing
the ideological power of the Tablighis. Later, when Haruni began to trust me,
she disclosed her tactics of managing the pressure and secretly maintaining
her faith in the saint. She revealed that at least once a month she visited the
shrine of Laldas and did the same thing at the tomb of Shah Chokha in her
village. To implement her plans effectively, she usually sent a child first to
enquire about the maulavi’s presence on the premises of Shah Chokha. She
kept sending a child to enquire until she heard of a suitable opportunity. As
soon as the maulavi was absent from the premises, she went there and paid a
quick tribute to the holy saint.

Hence, the devotees, predominantly Muslim women, of the saints
in Mewat relied on concealment and secrecy to navigate the reformist
pressures of Tablighi Islam, promoted by their male counterparts within
their families. In a selfless act of service, many Meo men willingly embarked
on preaching tours of the Jamaat, encouraging female family members to
abandon the veneration of saints entirely. Despite ongoing debates and
disputes regarding the role of saints in Islam, the history of the Laldas and
Shah Chokha remained deeply ingrained in village narratives, intricately
linked to the lives of the people. The inhabitants of Sherpur and Shah
Chokha continued to identify themselves as descendants of these saints in
various ways, thereby demonstrating the endurance and resilience of certain
social practices and structures despite concerted opposition. Nonetheless,
the pressure on the shared beliefs and practices of Muslims in the region,
particularly those who adhered to Sufi and Bhakti saints, intensified. Their
devotion to Laldas or other religious figures necessitated the concealment
of their true faith.

FORMS OF EVERYDAY RELIANCE ON THE SAINT: HAZRA'S STORY

Hazra (70 years old) and her elderly husband performed the duties of
custodians at the tomb of Shah Chokha. On the very first day when I entered
into the premises of the tomb, I first came across the maulavi, who met people
who were visiting him to seek guidance on spiritual or worldly problems. At
2 oclock, the maulavi went to offer namdz with other Muslims. I then sat
next to Hazra and started talking to her. Hazra told me that her sons had
abandoned her, and she was very upset with the situation. She then started
contradicting what the maulavi had been previously saying to me. She said,
T believe in Dada Shah Chokha wholeheartedly, but I could not say that in
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front of him’* She recalled that many of her wishes had been fulfilled thanks
to the grace of the miraculous saint. Like Rabiya, Hazra had lost some of
her children at birth, and she was hopeless and depressed. Then one day she
decided to visit the tomb before the birth of her next child. Miraculously her
next child survived, and the list of surviving children quickly rose to eight,
including four daughters.*

She also fondly remembered a recent incident where her bag, containing
20,000 rupees, was stolen. After an unsuccessful search, she turned to the
saint for blessings. In her plea to the saint, she declared, ‘If I don’t recover my
money, I will stop believing in you’* Shortly after, she spotted a man in the
market carrying the same bag. In such instances, the worship of a Sufi saint
often correlates with the fulfilment of desires. The attainment of worldly and
material needs highlights the intricacies involved in the religious practices
of individuals who are expected to adhere to a ‘pure’ religious path. The
all-encompassing reform organisations and their endeavours to establish
religious boundaries had become an everyday concern for many Muslims
in Mewat. Nevertheless, instances of concealment resulting from pressure
exerted by these reformists were not limited to the Muslim community alone.
There were also numerous occasions where Hindu visitors, driven by political
obligations and external pressure, routinely concealed their religious beliefs
in an obvious Islamic figure.

THE RELUCTANT HINDU FUNDAMENTALIST: SHIVA SHANKAR’S ANXIETIES

Shiv Shankar Singla, 65 years old, lived in the Ballabhgarh region of
Faridabad which borders Mewat. He was a shopkeeper by profession and a
Baniya by caste. He had a long-term association with the Hindu reformist
group, the Arya Samaj and with a right-wing political group, the RSS. The
political opinion of the RSS is that India should be a Hindu country rather
than a secular nation as it is at present. This kind of political mobilisation
is often achieved through religious means. Shiv Shankar always blamed
Muslims for denigrating the nation, based on the myth of the golden period
in ancient India.** Religious notions and symbols can be used in mass
mobilisations, and political-religious pressure created in the name of reform
and purity creates spaces for the concealment of aberrant faith practices.
Despite his hatred for Muslims, he explained his visit to the tombs of the
Islamic saints of the area by saying pir baba to sabke hai (Sufi pir belongs to
everyone).*
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Behind his religious devotion to the Islamic figure (Shah Chokha) but
hatred for Muslims as a community lies the concept of the miraculous or
charismatic personality of the saint.** Charisma is usually a revolutionary
force that involves a radical break with the pre-existing order, regardless of
whether that order is based on traditional or legal authority (Weber 1968). The
concept of power linked to a charismatic personality, such as that of the Sufi
saints, is perceived as legitimate power that does not require enforcement.
Shankar’s belief in the charismatic Sufi was part of a universally accepted
legitimate power as the power of a supernatural being cannot be questioned.
In Shankar’s case, the Sufi saints represented an ultimate source of power
rather than being a representative of any institutional religion. However, his
understanding of the Islamic religion and his opinions about the Muslim
community were shaped by the everyday behaviour of ordinary Muslims
rather than his personal association with Muslim saints. More importantly,
Muslim saints, in particular, possess power lying beyond a Hindu’s religious
threshold (Bellamy 2011). But this kind of power is rooted in otherness. Hindu
devotees often visit the tombs of Muslim holy persons to harness such powers
in otherness (Bellamy 2011).

Every Thursday, Shiv Shankar either went to the tomb of Shah Chokha
or offered a small piece of green cloth in the name of the saint at his personal
religious space at home. Why Shankar left his strictly principled belief in the
Arya Samaj ideology of a non-idol, non-human worshiper is an interesting
story. His eldest daughter was diagnosed with breast cancer. The doctors
dismissed any possibility of saving her life. Shankar not only travelled across
regions and met healers, doctors and medical specialists but also tried every
form of medicinal practice. Somebody suggested that he should visit the
shrine of the saint Shah Chokha.*” As this was contrary to his life-long beliefs,
it was a difficult suggestion for him to follow.

However, seeing his daughter’s condition not improving, he thought he
should give it a try. Shankar, along with his ill daughter, went to the shrine on
a Thursday and performed rituals there. Miraculously, as Shankar recalled it,
his daughter started showing signs of improvement in her health within a short
span of time of their visit to the shrine. Mesmerised by this experience, he felt
bad about his long-held ignorance, as he pointed out to me. Profoundly shaken
internally, he chose to keep his experience a secret, refraining from sharing it
with anyone. Motivated by the desire to shield his daughter’s reputation and
driven by a profound fear of ridicule from others, he consciously chose to keep
his belief hidden from public knowledge. Nevertheless, despite concealing it,
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he continued to steadfastly embrace the role of Sufi saints and rituals in his
daily life. Concealment is thus an important aspect of social life that allows
humans to navigate socially built non-navigable domains. Thus, ‘knowing
what not to know is the most powerful form of social knowledge’ (Taussig
1999: 8). In other words, pretending to be unaware of or not revealing known
things helps human beings to maintain already existing belief systems and
institutions.

In summary, religious faith in saints and the methods of negotiating
pressure with the ideologies of power that try to discipline that faith find
ways and means to sustain. The shrines of Laldas and numerous other tombs
like that of Shah Chokha have historically been the centres of devotion
among Hindus and Muslims in the Mewat region. The evolution of the
reform movements, stronger among the Meo Muslims in the region, has led
the majority male Meo Muslims to adopt uniformitarian Islamic religious
practices. Historical circumstances had contributed to the emergence and
success of the transnational movement, the Tablighi Jamaat. Currently,
however, the movement has been successful in applying a uniform code
of conduct to the religious behaviour of the majority Muslims. One of the
primary goals of the Tablighi Jamaat is to disband all associations of Indian
Muslims who had liminal identities and links with non-Islamic traditions.
The veneration of saints is the most severely criticised practice by the Tablighi
Jamaat. In this context, people who still want to maintain their faith in
saints such as Laldas and Shah Chokha for whatever religious reasons face
difficulties.

Despite the changing circumstances, there were still Muslims who
maintain faith in the saints but were unable to openly express it due to social
and moral pressures. The public display of their association with the saints
can lead to conflicts, as I regularly observed during fieldwork. As a result,
believers, particularly women who hold a less powerful position in the region,
adopted the practice of secrecy or concealment to navigate the pressure
and passively resisted the imposed ideological power. Unlike Muslim men,
Muslim women faced the dual pressures of the reform organisation and
family members in their lives. Some female visitors to shrines had to conceal
their faith in the saints to avoid jeopardising family relationships. Men, in
an effort to preserve their male ‘honour’ within the community, regulated
women’s visits to Sufi shrines. Therefore, by examining the sociological
practice of concealing faith, one can gain insights into the internal dynamics
of the Muslim society in Mewat.
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Not all shared practices or what are negatively described as ‘impure
beliefs’ in Islam or in Hinduism (in case of the Arya Samaj) succumb to
the power of reformist uniformity. Instead, human beings are socially and
culturally equipped with the skills that help them to navigate social barriers
and pressures. Concealment or secrecy is one of the most accomplished
forms of skill and shows how human social knowledge helps sustain not only
individual desires to worship freely but also social institutions such as family,
marriage and kinship ties.

Chapter 7 explores how, in the wake of religious separatism, Jogi and
Mirasi bards articulate positive messages—containing forms of passive and
civil resistance—about religious harmony, unity and synthesis through
their new poetic songs. The desire to passively resist an unwanted situation
of religious disciplining at the hands of Tablighi activists culminated in the
poetic songs of the bards of the Meo community. An analysis of the lives of
the impoverished and powerless bards vis-a-vis the reformist pressure of the
Tablighi Jamaat constitutes a further example of passive resistance against
the Islamic reformists and the former patrons, the Meos. Accused by the
Tablighis of non-Islamic practices, the bards articulated their concerns
through positive messages in new poetic songs.

NOTES

1. This is the epitaph inscribed on Descarte’s tombstone; he may have chosen it
himself.

2. Concealment and secrecy are closely related ideas, although there are some
minor differences. Concealing, sometimes, could be an unintentional act
while secrecy is a practice. I am aware of those differences, but I am using
these terms interchangeably in their shared general sense because it was
difficult to figure out the true nature of hiding one’s faith from an audience.
Over time concealing could transform into secrecy and secrecy into public
secrecy. In defining secrecy, scholars Warren and Laslett (1977) refer to those
behaviours that the mainstream public considers immoral or illegal, which
therefore have to be hidden.

3. These are just few works among a plethora of literature.

4. Resistance to pressure and domination is a highly complex phenomenon
which employs both passive and active means in its operation. But writings
of the subaltern school in India, with its claim to recover the lost voices of
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subalterns in the writing of history, adopted a narrow idea of resistance.
They focused only on visible forms of resistance, such as insurgency, peasant
rebellion and tribal revolt (see Bhadra 1985; Guha 1997, 1999). For critiques
of this lacuna of passive resistance in the subalterns works, see Hugh B.
Urban (2003: 493-519); Bayly (1988: 310-20). Hugh Urban’s writing describes
the passive resistance in the context of religious sphere, but his focus, too, is
on secrecy as a weapon of the marginalised. See Urban (1998: 209-48, 2003,
2008: 66-83).

5. All the participants for interviews were either regular visitors or occasional
saint worshippers. Apart from normal conversation for a brief period at the
shrines and the tomb whenever I met a new person, interesting and pertinent
stories were followed by an extensive interview with the person. To respect
anonymity, all the names in this chapter have been changed. I chose the
stories of only those people who fully agreed and had no problems with
mentioning what they told me. I anonymised every character by changing
names and places.

6. The idea of passive resistance was obvious because many women used to get
very angry about the reformist ideas being imposed on them. Some elderly
women used to argue with maulavis and other unrelated Muslims over the
veneration of saints. However, they mostly did it with unknown Muslim men.
About their male family members, many women expressed unhappiness
about constant religious disciplining by them.

7. Although I am aware of Foucault’s works, I have no intention of engaging
with them in this book to avoid an unnecessary digression from the main
themes. My fieldwork observations reflected Foucault’s concerns about the
relationship between knowledge and power. I cite him to acknowledge his
body of work.

8. Most stories of concealment were recorded from women. Most of them were
in a hurry to leave the place as soon as possible. On some occasions, elderly
women were more vocal; one woman said, ‘we are not afraid of anyone’.
However, this woman was from a far-off village. They openly criticised the
stand of Tablighis for stopping and persuading people from visiting the
shrine. The stories discussed in this chapter are among multiple similar
stories that I came across. T have chosen the ones which best reflect the themes
underlying our discussion here.

9. Secrecy also implies ‘cultural knowledge important for rituals in initiation
and medical practices’ (Beidelman 1993, 1997) and helps the ‘secularization
of religious identity’ (Malesic 2009). With regard to secrecy of faith and
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13.

14.

15.

16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

21.

22.
23.
24,
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26.

public life, Malesic suggests that Christians should conceal their identities
in American public life so as to better protect it from the public sphere.
Citing Christian traditions, he further argues that this approach would allow
Christians to live their religious life without threatening the multicultural
fabric of society and the faith of their religious others.

For instance, in Managing Invisibility (2014), Hande Soézer describes
dissimulation and identity maintenance among Alevi Bulgarian Turks
through protective concealment, a well-thought-out strategy to maintain
group cohesion vis-a-vis a dominant majority. Similarly, such practices were
also prevalent among Shia Ismailis across the world.

Ahmad revealed his secret to me after along time when he started trusting me.
Although this seems like a sweeping generalisation, at least in Mewat the
process of religious uniformity has been on the rise. Many Muslims shared
that they visit Laldas, whom they consider as their pir, but they denied praying
at religious spaces of other religions unlike in the past.

The reference to the size of the gathering was pointed out by many elderly
attendants, who claimed it used be much larger in the past. In 1882, Channing
noted that the gathering was of almost 10,000 people. In 2016 it was only
around 500 people.

There are now only two families in Shah Chokha who openly claimed to be
Sufi supporters.

The total number of Muslims who believe in Sufi saints has drastically gone
down after the success of the Tablighi Jamaat in the area.

Interview with Rabiya and Fatima, 9 March 2016, Nuh, Haryana.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid.

It is important to differentiate a ‘public secret’ from other types of secrets. A
public secret is known by a large number of people.

Abid used this term. Wahabi refers to an eighteenth-century Islamic reform
movement that originated in Saudi Arabia. There are a number of works
available on Wahhabism.

Informal conversation with Abid, 25 June 2016, Sherpur, Alwar.

Ibid.

I am grateful to Islamuddin for putting me in touch with Haruni.

District Census, Mewat, 2021. Decennial Census Operations, Gol.

There are also separate Tablighi groups for women. These proselytise among
Muslim women, but they are very few in number.
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27. Although Barbara Metcalf (2000) talks about the participation of women in
Tablighi activities in her work, this is not a common practice in Mewat or
elsewhere. Such examples are exceptional in nature.

28. However, at the same time, I am also aware of the fact that both Muslims
and the Tablighi Jamaat could be positioned as powerless groups vis-a-vis the
Hindu majority in India.

29. Taussig takes this phrase from Walter Benjamin’s work, The Origin of German
Tragic Drama (1928).

30. Hegel’s (1910) philosophy is known for its dialectical approach, which involves
the interplay of opposing concepts or forces leading to their synthesis. The
labour of the negative in Hegel’s philosophy represents the transformative
and creative power of contradiction and opposition. It illustrates how
conflicts and negations lead to the development and evolution of concepts,
entities, and ultimately, our understanding of the world.

31. Informal conversation with Hazra, 30 January 2016, Punahana.

32. Ibid.

33. Ibid.

34. Terming ancient India as a golden period in Indian history was a colonial
orientalist construction to defame Muslim rulers.

35. Writing about charisma, Weber (1968) suggests an allegiance is shown
to the person who carries the unique attributes and abilities by virtues
of performing unimaginable tasks. Such charismatic appeal creates the
authority of the person.

36. As pointed out in an earlier chapter, the Arya Samaj discourages any form of
human or idol worship and expects followers to live their life according to the
Hindu sacred scriptures, the Vedas. Returning Hindus to the Vedic ideology
is its main motto. The RSS, on the other hand, does not intervene in ways of
worship. The RSS’s focus remains on politics.

37. Interview with Shiv Shankar Singala, 3 February 2017, Punahana.
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Where there is power, there is resistance.
(Foucault 1978a: 95-96)!

At the Sherpur shrine of Laldas, I was introduced to Jogi and Mirasi bards
during a religious performance.? These bards were traditionally supported by
the Meos under the jajmani (patron-client) system, which gave the dominant
Meos control over these socially and economically marginal Muslim
communities. The landless and small landowner bards were hit most by the
slow collapse of this patronage system. Additionally, the rise and popularity
of the Tablighi Jamaat led most Meos to condemn their musical performances
as perversion from Islam, which had once been greatly admired by them.
Since the Tablighi doctrine frowns upon music, most Meos today see the
bards’ performances as incompatible with Islam. Consequently, the Jogis and
Mirasis felt pressured to abandon their performances, even though this was
their livelihood, and they cherished their artistry.

As socially and economically marginalised communities, the Jogis
and Mirasis had to negotiate the opinions and stances of their erstwhile
patrons, whose hostility to their performance now threatens their everyday
survival. The Jogi and Mirasi minstrels are employing the lyrics of their new
poetic songs as a form of passive resistance in response to the Meo patrons’
interpretation of religious piety. More specifically, these minstrels are
promoting a version of righteous behaviour that is universal and does not
depend on organised religions.’
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Earlier, it was noted that when Muslim devotees of saints faced pressure,
they resorted to tactics such as secrecy and concealment in order to deal with
the Tablighi idea of religious discipline. The examples in Chapter 6 were not
related to issues of livelihood but rather to the right to freely profess one’s
religious beliefs in saints. It was evident that the attempted imposition of the
religious authority of the Tablighi Jamaat had severe consequences for many
individuals beyond Sufi believers. This same theme is now being explored
in relation to Muslim bards and their passive resistance against their former
patrons, the Meos. The Meos frequently encouraged the bards to abandon their
musical profession, join the Tablighi Jamaat and adopt its reformist principles.
Considering the Indic theme of cultural interaction in the formation of all
these communities, it is important to analyse the past and present forms of
their interrelations and the nature of their religious subjectivity. However,
the emergence of the Tablighi Jamaat under the changed circumstances
of the political economy* in Mewat altered the mode of social interaction
among these communities. Hence, it is essential to provide an overview of the
events that unfolded after the social dynamics in Mewat underwent a gradual
transformation following the breakdown of the jajmani system.

THE PATRONS AND THE CLIENTS

The jajmani system, also known as patron-client relationship, was a
significant aspect of rural relations around peasant communities in India,
with social, political, economic and cultural dimensions that have been
extensively studied (Breman 1993; Commander 1983; Fuller 1989; Gould
1986; Mayer 1993). Meo peasants served as patrons for many castes in Mewat,
utilising the services of the service castes for ritual and economic purposes
and offering them gifts or payments in exchange. In the Meo jajmani system,
the Meos’ land-ownership was the primary determinant of the power
dynamics between patrons and clients. Their domination was not necessarily
confined to requiring labour of ‘lower castes’ and being able to offer them
payment.® The service castes or clients also performed various rituals in the
social life of the Meos, and their social status varied. Meo dominance can
be seen in all aspects of Mewati Muslim life, social, political and economic
spheres including control over landholdings. According to F. C. Channing’s
late nineteenth-century settlement report, Meo peasants controlled most
of the land in the southern part of the Gurgaon district, which includes
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present-day Meo-dominated areas of Nuh, Ferozepur and Punahana tehsils
(Channing 1882: 17-20). Ownership was under the bhaicara (brotherhood)
settlements, in which all holders were related to each other by blood ties
(18). Similarly, most positions of social, political and economic importance
in Mewat were and still are generally controlled by the Meos. The numerical
domination of the Meos is also reflected in politics. For example, none of the
elected politicians in Mewat’s three Muslim-majority legislative units (Nuh,
Punahana and Firozpur Jhirka in Haryana) have ever been from a non-Meo
Muslim background.®

The jajmant system was a complex social and economic system in which
the service castes fulfilled various roles for the Meo peasant community and
were compensated for their work with a portion of the grain harvest. While
the system was hierarchical and based on notions of social status, it was
also characterised by a sense of obligation and reciprocity between patrons
and clients. The relationship was not necessarily always based on the idea of
exploitation. In some cases, such as the kamiya (labourer) and malik (master)
relationship in rural colonial Bihar, the master would provide food to their
labourers during times of hardship, like drought or severe famine (Prakash
2003). The dissolution of the jajmani system has had a significant impact on
the landless castes such as Jogis and Mirasis, who were once closely tied to
the Meos and relied on them for their subsistence income. This is illustrated
by the experience of one of my interviewees, Harun. Harun was a young folk
artist from the Muslim Jogi caste who had developed his traditional art of
storytelling and singing into a professional career by performing in schools,
for state-sponsored programs and at various national and international
forums for the promotion of folk arts. According to Harun, he was forced
to take his art beyond the traditional confines of Meo culture.” He used to
accompany his father and grandfather to perform at Meo marriage festivities
in the late 1990s. During traditional Meo marriage ceremonies, relatives
from the bridegroom’s side used to stay for four-five days in the village of
the bride’s family.® The bards were employed as the main public entertainers
on these occasions, which presented them with abundant opportunities.
Harun mentioned that under the influence of the Tablighi Jamaat’s ideology,
the new trend was to stop them from performing in the traditional marriage
ceremonies of their Meo patrons. He recalled further that it was an acutely
distressing experience to see that, just as they were about to perform, they
would be stopped in marriage after marriage by the Meos saying, ‘Don’t sing,
we will give you your share of money’.’
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Under the traditional jajmani system, the Jogi and Mirasi were entitled
to receive money or grain for their work. Although the Meos still felt obliged
to pay their traditional clients, they were no longer interested in their services
because of their non-Islamic nature. ‘More than a matter of money, it was
a complete disrespect to our profession’, Harun further claimed. Not being
dependent anymore on the Meos or on begging alms for subsistence, Harun
believed in using his art to earn income as a respected professional. This
disintegration of the patron-client system did not happen suddenly but over
along period.

Over the past few decades, patronage towards folk artists has
significantly decreased. Although many elderly Jogis and Mirasis continue to
remember and recite folktales and folk stories, the extent of this practice has
considerably reduced. The primary reason for this is the loss of their audience
and the simultaneous emergence of alternative forms of entertainment,
such as television, which gained popularity in the 1990s. This shift is also
attributed to the growth of a new market economy, especially after India’s
economic liberalisation in the 1990s.° These new circumstances meant a
weakening of the tie between patrons and musicians. Thus, the artistic skills
of the bards, which had once flourished under the patronage of the Meos,
were no longer required in the changed mode of economic production and
social relations. The majority of these bardic caste members have, thus, been
turned from a group of folk artists into labourers due to the necessity to earn
a living. Without patronage, landless (or small landowning) culture-oriented
communities like the Jogi and Mirasi fell under the yoke of free labour market
forces. Consequently, the subsistence of the landless castes mostly depended
on them selling their physical labour. For instance, many of the respondents
from these two communities seasonally migrated to Mumbai and Gujarat in
search of generating some additional income until the next harvesting cycle,
at which point they returned to work in the area. Presently, the customary
bardic profession is perceived as having minimal value, so performers are
forced to seek better opportunities or struggle hard to maintain their daily
survival. The majority of the younger generation did not want to take up the
bardic profession as a medium of livelihood.

Members of these communities, Meo, Jogi and Mirasi, also criticised each
other. The contradiction between public and private behaviour of Muslims
from Meo and other Muslim castes may, however, be best understood by
studying what James C. Scott (1990: 4-9)" calls ‘the public transcript’ and ‘the
hidden transcript’—the open and off-stage interactions between subordinates
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and those who dominate. According to Scott, the public transcript refers to
the open (public) interaction between subordinate and dominant groups.
On the other side, every social group produces its own hidden transcript
in which the private discussions among the members of the group contain
offensive remarks about the other in contradiction to what they normally
say publicly.”? Thus, to identify the passive resistance practised by the bards
of the Jogi and Mirasi castes, one needs to rely on James Scott’s description
of ‘hidden transcripts’. Both groups create public and hidden transcripts
in their own ways. A hidden transcript is, thus, an off-stage product that
subordinate groups use behind the backs of the powerful. While sharing the
public transcript, both subordinate and dominant groups embody etiquette
and politeness.”

Scott refers to ‘hidden transcripts’ in the context of discussion about
the public roles played by powerful and powerless groups, and the mocking,
vengeful tone both groups display off stage. In the case of the landless castes
of the Jogi and Mirasi, the bitterness of their thoughts was hidden from the
socially and economically superior Meos but was expressed in front of fellow
caste members. In their respective ‘public and hidden transcripts’, in Scott’s
terminology, the public transcripts upheld the idea of Muslim equality and
homogeneity, while the hidden transcripts revealed an awareness of socio-
economic difference. The expressions used by ‘low-caste’ Muslim communities
echoed Scott’s analysis of what the practice of dominance generates: “... the
insults and slight to human dignity that in turn foster a hidden transcript
of indignation’ (Scott 1990: 7). In everyday life, the dominant Meos invoke
their caste superiority and the ‘low-caste’ status of others both consciously
and unconsciously. For instance, my close friends and informants from the
Meo caste often made disrespectful remarks in the presence of ‘low-caste’
individuals. Such behaviour had two implications: first, it displayed Meo
dominance; second, it denied ‘lower-caste’ members their human dignity.

Moreover, the presence of two self-conscious beings was evident in my
frequent encounters with individuals of different castes in the villages of
Mewat indicating disjunctions between public and private narratives. Often,
the public behaviour of the village residents was entirely different from what
people shared with me during personal interviews. Publicly, everyone talked
of equality, brotherhood and harmony, but in one-to-one conversation, the
central stage in my interviewees’ narratives was occupied by differences
and criticisms of each other. Their relationship also proved Hegel’s analysis
with regard to the dynamic arrangement of social relations. In the Hegelian
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treatment of power, the mutuality of the relationship between the dominant
and the dominated was a very dynamic one.* From this relationship or
encounter, two distinct, self-conscious beings emerged (Hegel 1910: 163-219).
Caste and labour relations under the jajmani system and current tensions
in their respective narratives reflected two distinct Hegelian self-conscious
beings. The self-consciousness of the subordinates (Hegel’s ‘bondsmen’) is
realised through their work and labour.

Since the bards cannot leave their art as it is still a source of livelihood, an
idea of passive resistance and the positive articulation of religious synthesis
based on the messages of universal righteousness is taking root in their new
songs. As most Meos believed in the reformist ideals of the Tablighi Jamaat
that discouraged the culture of art and music, traditional musicians had
been left without patronage. The next section explores the impact of Islamic
reformism on the traditional bardic practices.

ISLAMIC REFORMISM AND MUSLIM BARDS

Jogis and Mirasis’ cultural resources for oral performance were drawn from
Indic historical traditions that emphasised universalism, expressing ideas
beyond the narrow confinement of religious categories. Communities like the
Jogis and Mirasis were traditionally both ‘Hindu” and ‘Muslim’, and beyond
at the same time, while being closely interwoven into the power structure
of the caste society. This type of universalism among such groups has had
a long and important history in the subcontinent. The Bauls” of Bengal, for
instance, conveyed in their songs the idea that ultimate reality did not lie
in dogmatic creeds and doctrines but within oneself. Central to the Bauls’
religious imaginary was divine love that is common to both ‘Hindus” and
‘Muslims’ (see, for instance, Capwell 1988; R. Datta 1978; Urban 2003).!* The
Bauls faced disapproval from orthodox Muslims and Islamic organisations,
leading to occasional issuing of fatvas (legal decisions) against them by
Muslim reformist groups.” Similar to the songs of the Bauls, the themes
of universalism and divine love found their way into the Mewati bards’
performance. In one of their poetic songs, they sang a metaphoric Krishnaite
song of divine love, human feelings and universal values:

krisn is riip me jab apka darsan hove
aur ap dulha bane aur janki dulhan hove
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prem ki bat jamane mein nirali dekhi

aur prem se prem ki falte huye dali dekhi

ki prem darasal hai, adarsh hai jivan ke liye

aur prem mein santi milti hai sada man ke liye
ki prem hi vair ki diwar hata deta hai

aur prem hi dusmani varso ki mita deta hai
prem insan ko insan band detd hai

aur prem pathhar ko bhi bhagvan bana detd hai.

Krishna when I see you in this form

And you are groom and Janaki is your bride

The idea of love is very amazing in this world

And [1] see the branch of love blossoming from love

That, love is real, ideal, for life

And in love the heart pacifies

That love separates the wall of grudge

And it is also the love that mitigates the years-long enmity
The love makes a human, human

And the love also turns a stone into god."®

This song was generally sung at urban venues. It adopted lyrical tones in
imparting a message about universality and the essence of human life. The
interviews conducted with other bards of Jogi and Mirasi origins opened
up a window into the personal experiences of the Muslim bards in the face
of pressure from the reform organisation. The stories of one of the Mirasi
musicians, Ustad Rammal Khan (aged 55 years), from the Alwar district in
Mewat, who had turned his house into a sangeet kendra (music centre) reveal
various responses to these pressures.

Ustad Khan imparted teachings in harmonium, veena (an Indian
chordophone) and various other musical instruments to children from both
Hindu and Muslim backgrounds. Ustad Khan’s Hindu students, attending his
training centre, respectfully referred to him as guriji, while Muslim children
chose to address him as wustad.” Hindus (especially girls) outnumbered
Muslim learners at his centre. His well-organised and very clean house was
located in an urban basti (slum) in the Alwar city. Upon entering the house,
one would be greeted by images of musical instruments adorning the walls.

On the day of my meeting with him, Ustad Khan’s Muslim appearance
was signified by a skullcap, which immediately gave me a sense of his religious
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beliefs. After offering refreshments—a cup of syrupy tea and snacks—he
took me directly to a room filled with various musical instruments. On one
wall of the room hung a portrait of a collective namdz offering at Mecca in
Saudi Arabia. To my surprise, on the other side of the room, there was a large
portrait of the Hindu goddess Sarasvati (the goddess of knowledge). Just
below the portrait, a bundle of incense sticks was lit, filling the air with a
delightful fragrance. Like his Mirasi ancestors, Ustad Rammal Khan believed
in both religions. During our informal discussion he said, “This is our heritage
and livelihood’. Every morning, either he or one of his daughters cleaned the
room and prayed in front of the image of the goddess. At the same time, his
family also offered Islamic prayers. Such practices indicate the possibility of
religious connections and influences that existed across faiths and religious
boundaries historically.

During the conversation with Rammal Khan, I inquired about the
theologians or Mullahs’ opinions on his profession. He revealed that his art
had faced pressure from within the Muslim community, particularly from
Tablighi workers who attempted to convince him to abandon his work in
favour of Islam. Rammal Khan explained that this had not been an issue
in the past and added, ‘Religious disciplining is a new concept in Mewat; it
was not a major concern for Muslims and Meos in particular’® Although
Rammal Khan believed that the teachings of the Tablighi Jamaat were useful
in promoting Islamic religious values, he also thought that they had created
divisions not only between Muslims regarding Sufi ideology but also between
Muslims and Hindus. To illustrate this point, he recited a couplet from an
Urdu poet, Shafiq Jaunpuri (1903-63), concerning the implications of the
Tablighi Jamaat’s work:

vo andhera hi bhala tha ki gdam rah pe the
rosni lai hai manjil se bahut door hamen.

That darkness was still better so that our steps were on the path
The light has brought us very far from the goal.”

This couplet expressed Rammal’s views on the reformist teachings, that the
knowledge that generates no love in the heart is not knowledge. His anxieties
were directed against the unwanted imposition of discipline by the reform
organisation. He could not openly express his views against many Meo
Mullahs and the members of ummah (the notion of a community based on
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the idea of brotherhood in Islam). Rammal Khan told me that whenever a
group of Tablighi workers approached him, he would take them into the
room filled with the instruments. The reformist thinking on music found
immediate expression by designating the instrument room ‘a place of haram’
(a place of prohibited practices in Islam)** where namaz cannot be offered.
Nonetheless, Rammal Khan used his music as a starting point for dialogue.
He always raised the question of his livelihood to counter the reformist
ideologies. He would often say to the reformists, “This is my work. If I leave
it, my family and I will die’?® He further used to say to the workers of the
Tablighi Jamaat, ‘Give me a regular income, and I will leave the work, and
join you’.?* The rationale behind his arguments was thus not a theological one
but was entangled with his everyday life and survival. The Tablighis could not
respond to these questions by Rammal Khan.

In the late twentieth century, the jajmani system experienced varying
degrees of disintegration, with some social relations completely breaking
down, while others persisted or underwent changes based on the relevance
and resilience of specific occupational groups. Although the Meos currently
strive for a Sunni Muslim identity and practice, it was challenging for the
bards to abandon their profession in favour of Islam, as advocated by the
Meos and Tablighi clergies. For the bards, their livelihood was at stake. In
contrast, the affluent peasant status of the Meos allowed them to embrace a
purist Islamic movement without jeopardising their means of living. In such
circumstances, the construction of a ‘new’ religious identity was intricately
intertwined with everyday livelihood concerns.

In order to fill the void left by the cessation of patronage, bards like
Harun, Yusuf and Rammal Khan sought alternative avenues for employment.
For example, when the Manganiyar community (literally, beggars) in western
Rajasthan lost the support of the Rajputs, they turned to non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) and the global music industry to maintain their
cultural traditions (Ayyagari 2012, 2022).* Likewise, many Mewati bards
economically survived by performing at local Hindu cultural-religious
events. Festivities and ceremonies like jagrans (‘all-night awake’), Hindu
marriages and the birth of a child provided new performance opportunities.
More renowned artists, though few in number, had opportunities to perform
at local, national and even international levels. The second-grade artists
formed music bands to perform whenever opportunities arose. This new
pattern of employment differed from the traditional patronage system, in
which bards were tied to Meo families regardless of their talent. Instead,

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991

196 BETWEEN MUSLIM PIR AND HINDU SAINT

bards were now hired for various social, religious and political events, such
as singing bhajans at temples, performing for foreign tourists and dignitaries
in palaces and recording songs for the thriving local music industry.?® While
these activities helped sustain the culture and the artists to some extent, they
could only support a small number of musicians, and the new opportunities
also demanded new technical skills.

THE STYLE OF RENDITION

As their main vocation was to sing and perform folktales, successive
generations of the Jogi and Mirasi bards were trained to become oral
performers and storytellers. Their tales were passed on from generation to
generation, by either fathers or grandfathers, through memory and recital
practices. Both minstrel castes used to sing and recite the two great ‘Hindu
epics’, the Mahabharata (locally known as pandun ke kade, the couplets of the
Pandavas) and the Ramayana, called lanka ki cadhai (the raid on Lanka) for
their Meo patrons. Both the performers (Jogi and Mirasi) and the audience
(Meo) were Muslims who enjoyed the cultural performances of the two ‘Hindu
epics’. Likewise, there are multiple oral recitations of the Meos’ experiences
with colonial and pre-colonial states, folk tales of feuds between the local Meo
heroes and other symbols of power, and the relationship with other castes and
groups in the area. The bardic castes sang mythic instances of Meo bravery in
relation to pre-colonial, colonial and princely states (Mayaram 1997a, 2003,
2004a). The Meos were centrally placed in these performances by virtue of
being the patrons of these bards.

Apart from narrating and performing the Meo community’s history, the
Jogi and Mirasi castes were also singing accolades about a living person to
increase their earnings during some particular events. Mewat’s history and
important Meo political events had been recorded orally for the past several
centuries by these groups in the form of what I call the ‘human archive’”
The effectiveness of this human archive was entirely dependent upon the
capability of the bards to recollect folktales and stories that amounted to
several hundred hours of narration.

Most of these folktales belong to a genre called mewati bat*® (see
Mayaram 2003: 318-19) and are sung in the form of couplets designed and
performed in the manner of a dialogue with an audience. The mewdti bat is
closer to the prevalent western Indian oral genre of the vat (tale), widespread
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across Rajasthan. In Mayaram’s words, ‘the Rajasthani vat means “tale/epic”
or “prose narrative” [and] is rooted in Sanskrit varta (accounts) traditions’
(Mayaram 2003: 315-19). A closely related term vrat stands for ‘fasting’. A
vrat (meaning vow/fasting) also has religious significance when females in
South Asia undertake a vow of fasting in the name of a particular deity, either
for the well-being of the entire family or most commonly for the long life of
their husbands. In Sanskrit vrat kathas (fasting tales), a story is often recited
by a Vyas® (pundit) to an audience mostly made up of religiously fasting
women (Wadley 2005: 36-52). These fasting ceremonies usually end in the
evening, with the audience listening to a tale attributed to the particular god
in whose name the fast was observed. During the narration of the folktale, a
vrat katha requires the audience to intervene actively from time to time. This
is done simply by nodding or hailing the god’s name—a gesture signifying
the audience’s attentiveness. Likewise, the Mewati and other bards employed
similar methods®* in most of their folktale performances in a style of
performance known as doha-dhani saili (doha dhani style).!

In classical Hindustani music, the rendition of various rdgs conveys
the feeling (ras) or desire of spiritual and worldly love. In the folk music of
Rajasthan, as Shalini Ayyagari (2012: 13) shows in the case of the Manganiyars,
the feeling is expressed through the dohds or ‘the poetic couplets’. In the doha
dhani style of folk music, the Mewati bards fused a classical music genre rdag
dhani with doha (couplets). Thus, it shared features of both classical and folk
music and thus attains what Peter Manuel (2015: 82) terms ‘an intermediate
sphere’—a betwixt and between zone neither fully classical nor fully folk
music. All the traditional folktales of Mewat including the telling of the Indic
(Hindu) epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, corresponded to the doha
dhani style of folktale renditions. Generally, the couplets (dohd) were sung
by a lead singer, followed by an in-depth description (dhdani) of each couplet.
The second part (dhant), which was both sung and narrated description, was
always accompanied with instrumental music, melodies and rhythms.

While the traditional style of oral storytelling used the bat form, the new
songs in which passive resistance ideas surfaced belong to another popular
folk music genre called rasiya (literally, ‘epicure’). More particularly, the songs
belonged to the Mewati-style rasiyd—a subgenre. Historically, the Mewat has
also been influenced by the Braj literary and music cultures. Inspired by the
myths of Krishna and Hindu themes of love and devotion, the area has also
experienced an intermingling of diverse cultural traditions. Although the
region is now heavily influenced by Islamic culture and religion, it retains
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the zest of the vernacular Braj tradition and culture. Brajbhasa, the language
of the Braj area of Mathura, Agra, Aligarh and Bharatpur, was primarily
associated with vernacular literature and music about the god Krishna (Busch
2010a, b). Mewat constituting a neighbouring region of the Braj was heavily
influenced not only by the Braj language and culture but also by mainstream
‘Hindu’ (Indic) traditions.

The Braj region has also been a leading centre in the development of
numerous folk poetry and folk musical styles. Inspired by the themes of
krishnaite bhakti (devotion) and romantic tropes about the love of Radha and
other peasant girls, the folk art of these bards intersected the divine and the
profane world.* In the milieu of the love affairs of a god, the folk genre rasiya
spread into adjoining local areas in diverse local forms. In modern times, a
new form of rasiya has been adopted into saucy and spicy songs depicting
mundane feelings about love, teasing and erotic desires (Manuel 1994, 2015).
Rasiyd when sung has the power to evoke love, romance and erotic emotions.
However, the Mewati bards did not model their current songs on the spicy
style but instead modelled their prosody in the traditional manner of rasiya.
Performed in this way, rasiya can generate powerful feelings in one’s heart.
Using the traditional-style rasiya prosody in Mewati bat form, all the new
songs performed by the bards expressed messages of religious unity and the
transcendence of religious differences.

It is noteworthy that during the recitation of the initial verses of a ‘Hindu’
religious text known as the shiv katha (the story of Shiva), the Jogi singers
would chant the name of Allah and the Prophet as a gesture of reverence.
They then invoked their ustad (master or teacher) who had taught them their
artistic skills. These Islamic invocations were then followed by the main
attractions of the night—singing, dancing and reciting Lord Shiva’s wedding
story:

avval soch allah, pahal mabiad manaii
mita jikr ka fikra, git hajrat ka gai
mero dile umange daryav, hitkam miirsad si cahi.

Allah is the supreme idea, first and foremost [I] worship him

the concern of mentioning him is fulfilled, now I sing the song of
Hazrat [Mohammed]

My heart is full of passion like the ocean, it seeks the permission from
my teacher.”
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The only instrument these balladeers used was the Bhapang (see
Figure 7.1), which looked like Shiva’s damru (a small hand drum) but
produced different melodies. The name of the instrument involves a
curious blend of the Vaishnava, Shaivite and Nath panth (path/orders).
The first Hindi word bha stands for Bhole (another name for Shiva), pa for
pundit means the god Vishnu, and ga for guru Gorakhnath—whom all
the Jogis consider their patron saint. Like the Muslim Jogis, the Mirasis
commemorate the patron Hindu goddess Bhavani (Durga) before beginning
a performance. The Mirasis used to offer homage to Bhavani at her shrine
at Dhaulagarh near Lachmangarh in the Alwar district of the Mewat region
(Mayaram 1997b: 7).

FIGURE 7.1 A Bhapang

Source: Yusuf Khan.
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The stories about the origin of the Bhapang provided further insights
into the origins of the Muslim Jogis and the various synthesising processes
of ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Tslam’. For instance, in the following couplets, Allah is
responsible for creating the Hindu god Shiva in the process of creating life on
earth:

ya duniya me dekho bhapang kaha su ayo,
dharan nahi, ambar nahi, nathe surajbhan
Sesani pe kutbi taro, huye ujado bhan
Sankar ko allah-tala ne pahlo but banvayo
ya duniya me dekho bhapang kaha sti ayo.

See brother! How Bhapang originated in this world,

there was neither the earth and the sky nor the sun and the moon
only the polar star gleamed above

first of all, Allah made the body of Shankar [god Shiva]

See brother! How Bhapang originated in this world.

Thus, their art derives sacred inspiration from the (Indic) symbolism of
Hinduism, involving strands from diverse religious traditions: Nath, Shaiva,
Vaishnava and Islam. In the Jogis’ performative traditions, elements of both
‘Hinduism’ and ‘Tslam’ figure prominently. For instance, the verses above
bring together the elements of both religions, dealing with the demands of
monotheism through the creation of Shiva by Allah. Shiva is popularly known
as baba adam (literally, grandfather adam, the first man sent to the earth
by Allah in Islamic theology) and thus has a high status in the narratives of
Jogis. This kind of reverence for Shiva translated into musical renditions of
genealogical narratives that indirectly connected the Jogis to the Nath and
Shaivite traditions:

bhapang-2 sab kare, bhapang hai apne hath
bha se bhole, pa se pandit, ga se gorakhnath
gorakh ke augarh huye, augarh ke ismail nath
vaki hum aulad hai, suno hamari bat.

Everyone iterates Bhapang-2, Bhapang is in our hand,

‘Bha’ for Bhole, ‘pa’ for Pandit, ‘ga’ for Gorakhnath,

Augarh became disciple of Gorakh, of whose disciple was Ismail Nath,
We are the sons of him, listen to our words.
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The Muslim Jogi tradition suggested that Ismail Nath (note the Muslim
first name) is responsible for founding the Muslim Jogi sub-order within the
Nath belief system. Through their performances, the Muslim Jogis connected
with both Shiva and Allah at the same time. But I argue here that their choice of
ascetic ideals to articulate their collective self is rooted in their marginalised
socio-economic experience. In contrast to the Meos’ claim to ksatriya status,
the Muslim Jogis believed that their community descended from the Hindu
ascetic god Shiva and his disciple Gorakhnath. Gorakh, a revered guru of
the Nath order, advocated the renouncement of household life and material
attachments in order to be a true yogi. Such ideas are essential to the Nath
tradition. In Nath folklore, there are also stories of kings (Bharthari and
Gopichand) renouncing their kingdoms to join the order, and Gorakh saving
his Guru Machhendranath from sexual and worldly desires, signifying the
futility of the material world (Gold 1999). Individuals were inspired to leave
household and material attachments behind to attain the true meaning of
life. Although these ascetic ideals of the Nath order were transformed by the
insertion of a household category among the Naths (Gold 1999; Gold and
Gold 1984), the inspirational values still run high among the lower socio-
economic groups, including peasants.

Both kinds of Jogi bards, the Hindu Jogi and the Muslim Jogi, derive
their identity from the Nath cult of the Shaivite tradition (see Briggs 1998
[1938]).** Oral traditions claim that Ismail Nath settled in the Bengal region
where there was an inevitable confrontation between him and the goddess
Kamakhya of tantrism or the Shakti cult:

kangrii des me kumka devi jane duniya sari,

jahan base Ismail jogi

sahja jogan ko hai ismail, vaki carca bhari

kumka devi ki bas me karke, jogi muslim dharam calayo.

Kumka devi lives in Kangru dés [region], the whole world knows,

In the same region settled Ismail Nath Jogi,

Ismail is the son of Sahja Jogan, people talk a lot about him,

After controlling Kumka Devi, he spread the religion of the Muslim Jogis.

Thus, a Nath yogi was responsible for the dissemination of the Muslim

Jogi form of Islam. Kamakhya Devi, whose main shrine is in Assam in eastern
India (historically part of colonial Bengal), was famous for black magic and
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tantric practices (Fell 2000; Urban 2001).* Apart from this, the differences
between religious communities seem not to have been organised in terms
of religious identities. For instance, according to the origin story of the Jogi
bards, the emergence of Islam among the Muslim Jogis took place in Bengal
under the patronage of Shiva, when Ismail Nath controlled the negative forces
of the goddess Kamakhya, an idea which is rooted in the Indic nature of the
creation of sacred things.

Colonial ethnography put the Meos in the category of ‘lax Muslims’
(Mayaram 1997a, 2004c). Their blended culture gave them a complex religious
identity. Like the Meos, the Jogi and Mirasi bardic castes have a blended
religious history and a liminal identity. For instance, as already mentioned,
the Muslim Jogi community, like the Hindu Jogis, worships both Shiva
and the founder of the Nath order, Gorakhnath. All Jogis consider Shiva
and Gorakh as their patron god and lord (Nath) respectively. Similarly, the
Meos still consider themselves as the descendants of the Hindu gods and
mythological figures. Therefore, a significant aspect in the histories of the
Meo, Jogi and Mirasi communities is the issue of the religious synthesis of
some common strands of Hinduism and Islam in their life, marked by shared
narratives of the Indic world.

NEW SONGS OF HINDU-MUSLIM COMPOSITE HERITAGE

In 2010, an interview with the highly renowned Bhapang artist Umar Farookh
Mewati* was published in a local edition of a newspaper (see Figure 7.2).”” The
headline in Figure 7.2 reads, dil me Allah, kanth me Shiva (Allah in heart,
Shiva in voice). Umar belonged to the Muslim Jogi caste. He and his many
associates of both Hindu and Muslim Jogi caste backgrounds voiced the
idea of religious indifference. They advocated Hindu-Muslim unity through
lyrical artistic expression. The lyrics of the poetic songs sung by Umar
Farookh and his associates can be seen as passive resistance and a desire to
be attached to a Hindu-Muslim dual cultural heritage. The lyrics of the new
songs by these bards constitute a type of hidden transcript.*®

Indeed, power can manifest in various ways and not solely through
negative means that lead to physical resistance. It can also have positive
outcomes by ‘generating forms of pleasure, systems of knowledge, goods,
and discourse’ (Abu-Lughod 1990: 42). In the same manner, the bardic castes
produced songs in order to create a discourse based on positive messages. The
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FIGURE 7.2 The newspaper cutting of Farookh’s interview

Source: Yusuf Khan.

new songs concern the question of power. But they also take a high moral
position by creating a tone and language that express resistance through
harmonious messages. They do not openly criticise Muslim reformism,
Hindu fundamentalism or political behaviour. They take an anti-hegemonic
stand and express a firm belief in a shared religious culture. For instance, the
song cited here eloquently raises the issue of artistic concern about religious
differences. It respectfully adds a different perspective to the divisive nature
of current socio-political processes:

idhar ko masjid, udhar ko sivala
ek pe tasvi, ek ko mala

vahi alif, vahi kakke main

vahi kasi, vahi makke main
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ranj ko samjhe nahi
ya rab kya andher hai
bat to kuch bhi nahi bus samajh ka pher hai.

this side mosque, that side temple [of Shiva]

one is bowed [as in during namaz], the other is offered garland [mala]
the same sound in both dlif and kakkeé [Urdu and Hindi alphabets
respectively]

he is in Kashi [Banaras], he too in Mecca

no one understood this difference

O, my lord! what is this darkness

Nothing is this issue except a matter of understanding.”

The new songs of the bards have evoked the notion of religious
synthesis against a background of Hindu-Muslim antagonism. The lines
cited earlier suggest a spiritual-philosophical interpretation of the oneness
of God. Despite differences of symbols, the couplet assumes a fundamental
commonality across religious divides. The lines of the couplet have
themes of presenting the true human essence beyond narrow religious
classifications. In the changed circumstances, the bards opted to express
their uneasiness and concerns of religious disciplining through their
artistic medium and folk musical compositions. After the loss of their
traditional audience, current performances raise issues not only of identity
and cultural heritage but also of livelihood. Significant in these changes
is the way that the medieval Indian themes of the Nath, Sufi and Bhakti
religious streams**—which conventionally stressed upon the conception of
transcending Hindu-Muslim religious divides—are moving towards the
expression of a discourse of religious synthesis. Despite their compulsory
identification with Islam now, the bards continue to advocate for a
Hindu-Muslim composite heritage. By expressing messages of universal
righteousness in their songs, the Mewati bards indirectly questioned the
ascendant Islamic purist ideologies and reform groups on the one hand
and the divisive Hindu versus Muslim politics on the other.* From such
oppositions, the Muslim bards drew on an Indic theme and the symbolism
of Hinduism to represent a ‘Muslim self’ in contrast to the rhetoric and
symbolism of the unfamiliar version of Islam (the Tablighi one) that

represents the ‘Muslim other’.*2
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The songs for local consumption were circulated in audio-visual
forms through recordings on mobile chips, pen drives and CDs. These
songs did not express the resistance theme, as this risked attracting the
wrath of the Meo patrons. The local music industry also did not record
songs containing messages of passive resistance or promoting religious
unity by celebrating mixed religious practices. Such songs were unlikely
to find consumers. For these bards, remaining in the Meos’ favour
was still necessary for political and social reasons, even if it means not
performing anymore.*’ Only the more famous bards could afford to voice
passive resistance in the songs. They performed most often for non-
Meo gatherings in large cities and urban areas. Employed to display the
distinctiveness of their culture, the singers would start by emphasising
the unique religious blending.

Unless otherwise shared with a documentary film-maker or given to
a researcher like me, the lyrics of the songs are restricted for personal use
only. They are sung on specific occasions to express special feelings about the
vitality of the bards’ art and livelihood, the value of religious unity and above
all culture. Anonymous and obscure references in the couplets are open to
multiple interpretations by different audiences. For a gathering in cities, the
references could refer to Hindu-Muslim politics at the national level. To
someone familiar with the area, the lyrics could express uneasiness about
Tablighi Islamic theology. For the bards themselves, as many of them recalled
in interviews, the lyrics are both a reference to their own plight and a message
to both Hindus and Muslims.** While different groups may interpret the
lyrics differently, what is obvious to all listeners is the uneasiness the lyrics
evoke about the ideologies of religious extremism, puritanism and divisive
politics.

The loss of the Meo audience has without doubt negatively impacted the
bards’ lives. Nonetheless, their main concern within the subsistence economy
remains to articulate positive messages of their Indic historical tradition.
What are these characteristics of Indic life? And how do they help the bards
navigate the pressure of reformism or the politics of Hindutva and Islamic
reformism? One of the songs written by Umar Farookh, but also widely
performed by other minstrels, is helpful in unpacking these Indic meanings.
Before reciting a few lines on the tune of Bhapang, Umar Farookh used to
make a disclaimer: T am from a Muslim Jogi family, but I am a follower of
Shiva too. I keep a special feeling in my heart’. Somebody from the group
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would then ask him, “What is that special feeling?’ and the musicians would
begin the song. The couplet generally starts like this:

ki hum hatho me gita rakhénge

aur siné main quran

hum kaba bhi rakhenge aur kasi bhi
aur mel badhaye apas main

vo dharm aur iman rakhenge
hindiiyo ka mandir, muslmano ki masjid
sikho ka gurudvara, ishaiyo ka girja
yaha girja, vaha girja

idhar girja, udhar girja

aur ye caro usi ke dar hai

cahe jidhar girja.

that we will keep the ‘Gita’ in our hands

and the ‘Quran’ in our hearts

we will keep Kaaba [Mecca] as well as Kashi [Banaras]
and that which promotes harmony

is the religion and faith we will keep

temple of Hindus, mosques of Muslims

the gurudwara of Sikhs, the church [girja, literally, ‘bow down’ in
Hindi] of Christians

you can bow down here or there

bow this side or that side

all four are his abodes

bow down wherever you want.*®

While this appears to be a well-thought-out strategy to please a Hindu
audience, it also served as a stage from which the bards could voice a
contrary opinion to that of the powerful. Thus, neither the bards’ former
patrons, the Meos, nor the Tablighi Jamaat were confronted directly.
Hindu gatherings would cheer when they heard Muslims invoking
the name of Shiva. The bards’ critique of their Meo patrons’ version of
religious purity is thus performed not to Meos but to a different audience.
In practice, the critique did not reach the ears of Meos. Irrespective of the
change in the patrons’ behaviour, the bards still respect the social-religious
relationships. However, contrary to the Meos’ stand, they emphasise
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religious righteousness that is universal and thus needs no organised
religion.

Among the possible explanations for the lyrics of the couplets above is the
Muslim bards’ contemporary concern for religious unity and brotherhood.
It is entirely ahistorical to assume a historical past without violence or
skirmishes happening. Violence, feuds and struggles have been present in all
historical epochs. At a very fundamental level, the bards of Mewat reflect the
reality of ‘new age religious intolerance’ (Nussbaum 2012).* This new age of
religious intolerance is more exposed in the wake of growing consciousness of
the two fundamental cognate categories of ‘Hindus’ and ‘Muslims’. Interest in
this intolerance was renewed in India after the demolition of the Babri mosque
in 1992. Like all other social identifications, religious identification seeks
solidarity in what could be called the burden of fundamental commitment
created under the impression of false consciousness. ‘False consciousness’
alludes to the broader processes of contemporary Hindu-Muslim politics.
Fear and danger, for example, are predicted to be existing all the time citing
some previous instances of actual violence such as the partition violence of
1947. The fear of such violence is used by social, religious and political groups
like the Tablighi Jamaat, the Arya Samaj, the Congress and the Bhartiya Janta
Party (BJP). However, in such situations, this false consciousness created by
political and religious elites makes it seem that there is danger and fear all the
time in everyday life. The Mewati bards respond to this fear manufactured
by political-religious elites. The bards refer to the mixed origin of cultures to
present a rich and complex heritage. Their cultural references demonstrate
a long tradition of resisting institutions and institutional ideas. The couplet
cited earlier is not merely a reflection about the past but also draws material
from the cultural context of medieval India, Nath, Bhakti and Sufi themes to
resist the ideological and political power domination in the present.

Previously, the bards did not face the same danger of making their
patrons unhappy. Their messages about transcending religious boundaries
drawn from Nath, Sufi and Bhakti teachings could, in those times, find
easy expression in highly personalised and self-referential couplets. More
importantly, the songs of the Mewati bards take a didactic approach and
respectfully present the issue of the religious divide without radically
denigrating or mocking the stand of the Meos and their ideological and
social power. Their art—and their need to earn a living—requires that they
remain civil in expressing disagreements and anxieties. However, their songs
are neither completely hidden nor entirely offstage. But these days they are
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performed for a different audience. More importantly, the very act of making,
producing and performing these didactic songs provide a domain through
which the performers can convey messages they cannot express directly, and
they do so by disguising them in an artistic form.

The lyrics of orally performed new songs, thus, act as a strategic tool.
Their performances thus help them express issues of religious identity and
everyday livelihood through poetic artistry. Scott comments throughout
his writings on the passive resistance of subordinate groups (or subalterns)
through means such as folk songs, gossip, jokes and mimicries. Such domains
create a hidden transcript which can be displayed openly (Scott 1990: 77-90)
but which often works indirectly behind the back of power.

Sometimes, the tone of a language in an artistic work shows the intensity
of the resistance, with a more direct verbal demonstration of anger. In the
aforementioned case, however, the philosophical orientation of the lines
does not compromise the civility of the art. Despite the existential danger
to their folk art, the bards maintained a civil discourse. In response to the
ideologies of the religious fundamentalists, the Jogis and Mirasis performed
passive resistance and acts of dissent through a positive articulation of their
worldviews. The bards’ desire to regain a lost audience is not as evident in the
songs as is their foregrounding of the question of shared culture and identity.

Another song written and compiled by the Jogi bards (recited and
provided to me by Yusuf, the son of Umar Farookh) is worth citing here.
It evokes a sense of an ideal human (insan). Many saints including Kabir,
Nanak, Gorakh, Ravidas and Tukaram evoked in their teachings the notion of
a ‘human’ who represented neither a Hindu nor a Muslim. Similarly, in their
lyrics, the bards evoke the idea of a true human being who could be anyone
based on good actions. The lines of the song below imply a lesson about
Hindu-Muslim unity relevant to current circumstances. Yusuf revealed the
song lyrics as follows:

(i) ser-i-hindi ka kahna hai ki musalman bura hai
muslim bhi yahi kahta ki hindii hi bura hai

na hindii burd hai, na musalman bura

aa jayeé burai pe to vo insan bura hai

ye hi hindi-muslim me rad-o-badal hai

udhar abe-zamzam, idhar ganga jal hai

(i1) idhar bhi to sita pe tohmat lagi thi
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udhar bhi to maryam pe ungali uthi thi
udhar abu zayd paida huya tha

idhar kans, ravan bhi paida huye tha
udhar bhi khuda pe sitam dhane vale
idhar bhi prabhu ko bura kahne vale
duniya me dekho kitna-kapat chal hai
(iii) mandir bikate, masjid bikte
saikho, brahaman, mullah bikte
masjid ke vo cande bikte

gita bikati, quran bikte

yaha tak ki vo ima(n) bikte

madina ka vo panv bikta

ganga ka vo jal bhi bikta

dono ko milakar dekho, dono ek jal hai.

(i) The Hindu patriot claims Muslims are bad

Muslims also iterate that Hindus are bad

neither Hindus nor Muslims are bad

the one who commits bad actions is a bad human

this has been falsified/altered [rad-o-badal] among Hindus and
Muslims

that side is the well of Zamzam, this side the water of Ganga
(ii) this side too was Sita blamed

that side too was finger pointed out at Maryam

that side Abu Zayd was born

this side too Kans and Ravana were born

there are people on that side who enrage khuda [god]
there are people on this side too who ridicule prabhu [god]
See, how much cheating and fraud prevail in this world
(iii) temples sell, mosques sell

Sheikhs, Brahmins, and Mullahs sell

the donations of that mosque sell

the Gita sells, and the Quran sells

Even that integrity sells

The water of Madina sells

that Ganga’s water too sells

put two together and see, both are the same water.*”
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What is significant in the song is the distinction between ‘we’ and ‘they’
in the form of ‘this side and that side’. The division is not articulated along
the lines of religious self-identification of the bards with Islam. Despite being
Muslims themselves, the Muslim Jogi and Mirasi bards and writers position
themselves as representing Hindu religious symbols and culture in comparison
to the Islamic self. The symbols of the Arab or Islamic world in the song—
Abe-Zamzam, Maryam, Abu Zayd, Khuda, mosques, the Quran—are put into
the category of ‘that side’. The parallel is the symbols of religion and culture
of ‘this side> Ganga’s water, Sita, Kans and Ravana, temples, the Gita and so
on. The two categories of ‘this side and that side’ are not simply geographical
differences between the Indian and the Arab world but express the Muslim
bards’ embeddedness in ‘local’ religious symbols. The lyrics express a culturally
deep-rooted Hindu, or more particularly an Indic, derivation of notions of
‘good and bad, sacred and defiled, justice and injustice, and honesty’.

The bards’ self-identification with ‘this side’ is represented through familiar
mythic-historical characters like Kans, Ravana and Sita. Traditionally,
the bards sang or narrated stories about the virtues of these figures in the
cultural performances of Mewati folk tales and folk songs. While proud of
their Muslim identity, through songs like the one mentioned earlier, the bards
suggest that what is more meaningful to them is to maintain the tradition of
Hindu-Muslim synthesis.

Another notable point in the song is the issue of female sexuality.
Maryam and Sita are paralleled with one another to compare shameful
instances where women’s chastity has been questioned in both religions.
Here, ‘Maryam’ is the name Muslims use for the Christian religious figure
and the mother of Jesus called ‘Mary’. The tradition of associating Christian
figures with Islam is an old one. But the Tablighi Jamaat used this reasoning
to link such figures to an Islamic claim for Mohammed’s (570-632 CE)
preceding era, thereby incorporating the figures of other religions under
Islam. According to this logic, many of the gods, pious beings, messengers
and charismatic authorities of other religions are among the thousands of
prophets sent by Allah before the final one who brought Islam. In Islamic
belief, therefore, Maryam (Mary) is not a Christian figure but the mother
of one of their prophets. The Muslim bards’ conscious choice of Maryam to
represent an instance where a woman’s chastity was questioned, as happened
with Sita in the Ramayana, is also an attempt to juxtapose parallel symbols
of different religions and their cruel attitude to women.*® The parallel of the
two women figures is also mediated by the discursive rationale of Islamic
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theology, considering both women related to Muslim ‘prophets™ Maryam,
the mother of Jesus, and Sita, the wife of Ram.

The Tablighi Jamaat tries to deny the claims of the Meos and Jogis to
be descendants of the Hindu gods Ram, Krishna and Shiva by placing these
gods in the long list of prophets within Islam.* I noted an immense respect
among the Meos for the two Hindu gods, Krishna and Ram. The Meos like
to invoke the names of Krishna and Ram as autaris (incarnated ones) and as
their prophets. During sermons in religious gatherings, the Mullahs of the
Tablighi Jamaat advised the Meos to abstain from using the language and signs
of disrespect for these two and other Hindu gods.*® Similarly, among Mewati
Muslims the Hindu god Shiva is remembered as baba ddam (the Christians’
Adam). Hindu as well as Mewati Muslim mythology claims that Shiva was
the first creation to be sent to the earth by Allah. In Mewat, these gods and
the Muslims’ stories related to them are thus a symbol of the Indic world.
The pertinent question here is what messages the bards are trying to convey
through their songs. They express the assumption that religions are human
constructs, and that the ultimate truth does not lie in our religious identities
but in our actions. In response to the reformists and other seen and unseen
pressures at social-political levels, the bards invoke the idea of being a good
human first. For the bards, Hindu and Muslim identities can be likened
to water from separate sources. Once the waters are blended, it becomes
indistinguishable as to its true origins. Similarly, the lyrics convey the idea
that Hindus and Muslims, like water from distinct sources, are fundamentally
the same in essence. When kept within separate containers, just as how society
categorises people, the waters can be associated with either the stream of the
Ganga or the water from the well of Zamzam. However, once they are mixed,
it becomes impossible to distinguish the two different sources of its origins.

NOTES

1. The fundamental concern of resistance is power. Power in a Foucauldian
sense is not static; it is a historically evolved and culturally perpetuated
phenomenon dispersed through various means. Power relationships are
hierarchically organised around groups and individuals in any social-
economic set-up (Foucault 1982: 777-95).

2. The Jogi and Mirasi are two different communities; they used more or less the
same oral resources in their folk artistry. Socially different from the Mirasis,
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who were ‘untouchables’ for the Meos 30 years ago, the Muslim Jogi caste
enjoys a comparatively higher social status. The Jogi community exists across
the religious divides as Hindu Jogis and Muslim Jogis, unlike the Mirasis,
who are only Muslim. Until recently, the experience of both the Jogi and the
Mirasi communities has been of extreme poverty and marginality contrary
to the experience of the Meo community. Both communities were dependent
on the Meos under the patron-client (jajmani) system.

3. It was a passive resistance for various reasons. Many bards felt uneasy to
voice their opinions in front of Meos, but they were vocal about these issues
behind their back. Many musicians were also unhappy because Meos used to
coerce them to stop playing an instrument in front of a gathering. There were
various such instances where these bards were not allowed to perform during
marriages.

4.1 am using the term ‘political economy’ more in the sense of cultural
materialism here to understand the link between the Meos, their peasant/
landholding status, centrality in the jajmani (patron-client) system and the
implications of the reformist politics of Meos upon the subordinate groups
such as the Muslim Jogis and Mirasis, and for Meo and non-Meo women.
The disintegration of the jajmani system has both positively and negatively
affected religious practices in Mewat.

5. The use of the term ‘domination’ here does not mirror the concept of power
in the Foucauldian sense of power as a medium of coercion and oppression.
Rather, I am using the term in the Hegelian perspective of social relations, in
which domination also operates in cultural terms in subtle ways.

6. See a list of all the winning MLAs so far from three legislative assemblies here:
https://www.mapsofindia.com/assemblypolls/haryana/ferozepur-jhirka.html,
https://www.mapsofindia.com/assemblypolls/haryana/nuh.html, https://www.
mapsofindia.com/assemblypolls/haryana/punhana.html, accessed 3 June 2018.

7. Interview with Harun, 15 July 2016, Alwar, Rajasthan.

8. This period has now been reduced from four or five days to one night or
so, which has also negatively impacted the bards’ profession (Mayaram
2003: 318).

9. Interview with Harun.

10. The policies of economic liberalisation expanded the market and made it
more service oriented and created conditions for the movement of labour.
Both foreign and domestic investment increased after the liberalisation
process. However, the impacts of this policy on the poor and its role in
increasing income inequality in India are still debated.
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11. James Scott is the pioneer thinker on the issue of everyday resistance to
power through passive means. His numerous published works analyse the
hidden meanings in the actions of powerless groups. Borrowing from his
understanding from the book, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden
Transcripts (Scott 1990), the purpose in this chapter is to look for messages of
resistance in the new songs of the minstrel castes in the wake of pressures like
religious discipline and intolerance.

12. Thus, the public transcript requires a certain degree of civility, a willingness
to smile at others and a little acting. Contrary to the public transcript,
the hidden one exposes the reality of the social relationship between the
dominant and the subordinated. When the mask of the hidden transcript
is removed, both the powerful and the subordinated are found to use
opprobrious expressions about one another, mostly off stage and within their
respective like-minded group members.

13. Scott’s (1990) observation holds true when he states that the public transcript
often necessitates the exchange of pleasantries and smiling at others, even if
our personal opinions or evaluations of them do not align with our outward
behaviour during social interactions.

14. Hegel makes it quite obvious that ‘the social relation in which domination
operates is always based upon some cultural form as a practice, and this
form is inherently contradictory’ (Miller, Rowlands and Tilley 1995: 64). In
analysing the master—slave relation, Hegel (1910: 182-88) shows that power is
dialectic in nature.

15. The Bauls are a liminal group like the Meo Muslims and the Muslim Jogis.
They are considered ‘low caste’ and are despised for their anti-institutional
behaviour. They play an instrument known as the ektara. Engaged in esoteric
practices, the Baul songs emphasise religious universalism.

16. These works cite Baul songs that necessarily express a different viewpoint to
institutionalised religious orientations. For example, one Baul song reads,
“The Lord is fixed at the door of devotion; whether Hindu or Muslim, in his
vicinity there is no discrimination’. A similar Baul song of Lalan Fakir, the
head figure of the sect, points out a Kabir-like critique of sectarian motives,

If you circumcise the boy, he becomes a Muslim—what’s the rule for
women, then? I can recognise the Brahman man from his sacred thread;
but then how am I to know the Brahman woman? Tell me, just what
does caste look like? I've never seen with these eyes of mine, brother.
(Capwell 1988: 129)
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17. Urban (1999: 29) writes that ‘the Bauls were among the most immediate
object of this reformist attack. The apparent licentiousness, immorality
and religious syncretism, not to mention the unorthodox, seemingly
antisocial and antinomian lifestyle of the Bauls represented, for the
reformers, the worst corruption of Islamic culture by Hindu polytheism
and idolatry’.

18. I am thankful to Mirasi Sadab Khan for providing this song. The song was a
part of krisn-lila stories that he performed for.

19. The Hindu/Sanskrit word gursji and the Urdu word ustad have the same
meaning, that is, ‘teacher’ or ‘master’.

20. Informal conversation with Rammal Khan.

21. The English translation is mine. For more information about the poet Shafiq
Jaunpuri, visit www.rekhta.org, accessed 10 March 2018.

22. The Islamic prohibition or hardam categorises permissible and prohibited
actions. Polytheism is a strictly prohibited act in Islam. It is assumed that
keeping idols and images generates faith and causes one to deviate from the
devotion to Allah. Rammal explains that he was undergoing moral policing
at the hands of regular Tablighi Jamaat visitors.

23. Informal conversation with Rammal Khan.

24. Tbid.

25. The Manganiyars is a community of bards in west Rajasthan like the Jogis
who depended on Rajput patrons.

26. These opportunities to perform were also limited and available to well-
connected bards.

27. The reason I call the Jogis’ and Mirasis’ memories a form of ‘human
archive’ is simply because of their ability to remember tales of historical and
mythological importance. Their tales and songs do not differ from an official
state archive. If the memory of the folk singers could be contested, so could
the facts kept in archives. I interviewed many bards and singers who helped
me to understand not only Meo and Mewat history but also their tradition of
telling folktales and folklore.

28. Mewadti bat is a style of folktale rendition. The term bdt means the lines in
quotidian dialogue or conversation.

29. Vyas is a Brahmin scholar specialised in reading religious stories and tales.
He is invited to narrate vrat kathds (fasting tales) such as satya narayan ki
katha, a story widespread across north India and attributed to Hindu god
Vishnu (Wadley 2005).
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30.

3L

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

To continue with this style of oral reciting, the Jogi and Mirasi engaged in
dialogues on the stage, with the lead singer posing a question and somebody
in the group offering an answer.

The term doha-dhani is made up of two words: the term dohd means ‘couplets’
and the dhani stands for ‘a form of classical rdg music’.

For instance, the rit7 poetry and the folk music genre rasiya originated and
prospered in the Braj region. More details about rit poetry can be found in
Allison Busch’s works (2010a: 267-309, 2011).

This and the following are excerpts cited from my interview with Bhapang
artists of the Muslim Jogi community. I am immensely indebted to Yusuf
Khan and his father—the late shri Umar Farook Mewati—an internationally
renowned Bhapang artist, for providing me with detailed information about
the Muslim Jogis, their history and performance. The collection of dohds or
more particularly the Mewadti bat was translated by me with the assistance of
a Mewati friend, Aadil. Fieldnotes, August 2016.

For more information on the Nath order, the classic work of G. W. Briggs
is important. Although much has been written primarily about the Hindu
Jogis, Briggs’s work provides a detailed account of different kinds of Jogis
found all over India and Nepal. Briggs’s work also helps in understanding
various nuances of the Jogi (Nath) cult.

This opposition to a Shakti cult appears to be a narrative strategy to
differentiate the practices between them and the Naths, even though the
Jogi traditions valued both religions equally. In this case, however, there is
an opposition between the two cults; thus, these oral traditions show the
differences were sect based instead of religious communities.

Umar Farookh wrote a good number of new songs. He formed a group with
many Mirasi and Jogi friends to promote the art. The group has performed
at numerous national and international events. After his sudden demise in
2017, his son Yusuf is determined to take the art to a new level. I conducted
a few meetings and interviews with Umar Farookhji and his son Yusuf. I am
immensely indebted to both for not only providing materials for this chapter
but also their assistance in making me understand the material and their
careful translation of certain words.

‘Rajasthan Patrika’, Alwar edition, 10 February 2010, Bharatpur Hindi
Pustakalaya, Bharatpur.

Less obvious forms of resistance were overlooked in the writing of these
Subaltern scholars. In contrast to the Subalterns, the famous works of James
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Scott (1990, 2008) on themes such as ‘weapons of the weak’, ‘domination
and resistance’ have led to considerable writing and debate about the passive
resistance of the marginalised. But in this context, too, there is little scholarly
engagement with the issue of passive resistance to religious reform ideologies
conveyed through the artistic means of folk songs.

39. The song was given to me in both handwritten and video forms. Translation
of songs was done with Yusuf’s help. Any error in the translation is entirely
mine.

40. Apart from singing local versions of the great epics, Ramayana and
Mahabharata, the bards mostly sang life stories of various religious figures
of Nath, Bhakti and Sufi backgrounds. These themes were very prominent in
their songs that I would unfortunately not explore here due to the thematic
limitations.

41. Hindu reformist groups such as the RSS, the VHP and the Arya Samaj see
these bards’ performances of ‘Hindu’ religious epics and songs as a connection
to Hinduism. Therefore, they target them to convert to Hinduism. This
aspect of the impact of Hindu reformist politics on Jogi and Mirasi musicians
is not dealt with in this chapter because it primarily concerns with Islamic
reformism. The impact of Hindu reformist politics upon Muslims is explored
elsewhere (see Kumar 2022b).

42. The bulk of the fieldwork for this chapter was carried out among those
Muslim Jogi and Mirasi singers who still practice their art in Alwar. Much
of their lifestyle still oscillates between symbolism of art that draws on
Hinduism (for example, praying to the goddess of knowledge, Sarasvati) and
their personal religious faith (Islam). Not only do these groups see themselves
as rooted in a caste society but also consider their local practices such as
venerating Hindu gods and goddess as a completely natural phenomenon.
Thus, their indigeneity creates a different Muslim self, one that is rooted in
local practices. An idea of the ‘Muslim other’ appears in their narratives,
indicating a version of Islam alien to India.

43. The bards are seen as Muslims. The Meos are social and political elites among
Muslims in the area. So, it is imperative to remain in the Meos’ favour for
several reasons.

44. This was expressed by many bards and singers such as Jumme Khan, Umar,
Yusuf, Rammal Khan and others.

45. Thissongwas collected from Yusuf. The songisalsoavailableina documentary
film; see Sudhir Gupta, ‘Three Generations of Jogi Umer Farookh’. The
documentary was filmed in 2010, by the Public Sector Broadcasting Trust &
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Prasar Bharati, http://www.cultureplugged.com, accessed 17 April 2018. The
English translation is taken from Sudhir’s documentary.

46. 1 am using the term ‘the rise of new religious intolerance’ to refer to the
emergence of a different kind of religious consciousness. This consciousness
was shaped as much by the British colonial forces as postcolonial politics.

47. This song was provided by Yusuf. Again, the translation is mine completed
with Yusuf’s help.

48. In the epic Ramayana, Sita was condemned by the god Ram as an unchaste
woman when she returned from the captivity of the demon king Ravan.
She had to undergo a fire test to prove her innocence. Similarly, Maryam’s
chastity was questioned when Jesus was considered to be conceived before
she married Joseph.

49. The Tablighi Jamaat claim that before the arrival of Prophet Mohammed,
Krishna and Ram were among the millions of messengers sent by Allah.

50. This is not to suggest that such practices among the Meos have disappeared
entirely but that the majority people now accept the Tablighi Jamaat’s version
of Islam. As this study has shown, many mixed practices are still alive but
have significantly shrunken compared to the past.
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AN EPHEMERAL LINE IN THE SAND

In order to comprehend various interconnected aspects, such as the
historical transformation of identities, shared places of worship and blended
socio-religious customs, it is imperative for scholars of religion to adopt a
comprehensive viewpoint that considers the dynamic nature of evolving
religious cultures. Understanding the diverse religious landscape of South
Asia requires going beyond rigid categorisations of ‘Hindu’ or ‘Muslim” and
instead recognising the historically embedded connections and conflicts
among ‘locally’ developed religious practices. Without acknowledging these
complex interrelationships, it is impossible to grasp the full extent of Indic
religious diversity. Pre-existing elements of religious cultures may take
different and separate routes, can mould and be moulded by social and
political forces. But, despite these changes in the (re-)structuring of a new
religious worldview, certain shared devotional aspects remain in vestigial
forms.

When the Laldas religious order was established in the sixteenth
century, it was based on various strands of ‘Sufi’ and ‘Bhakti’ doctrines
that promoted the transcendence of two institutional religious identities,
‘Muslim’ and ‘Hindu’. In accordance with the teachings of the saint Kabir,
Laldas formed a unique religious synthesis that gave priority to a popular
expression of a distinct religiosity. The religious traditions associated with
Laldas underwent a gradual transformation, eventually being categorised
under a specific religious category. In this process, the concept of ‘religion’
itself, which is a dynamic and evolving network of power, also transformed
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its meaning. Whether it was the devotion of a ‘Sufi’ or ‘Bhakti’ saint or the
creation of ‘locally’ based ‘Islamic’ and ‘Hindu’ reformist movements, they
all interacted with one another in a highly intricate manner, often adopting
features of their religious opponents in order to accomplish their own
goals. The emergence of the Laldas order in the sixteenth century needs
to be explored in this context of diverse religious trends vying to establish
supremacy over each other. His teachings centred on the promotion of non-
binary identities deeply rooted in the local context of Mewat. He is revered
to this day for his ability to bestow blessings and perform miracles. Studying
the historical interconnections between different conceptions of ‘Sufism’ and
‘Bhakti’ allows for a clearer understanding of popular religiosity associated
with Laldas, which stands in contrast to institutionalised expressions of
‘Tslam’ and ‘Hinduism’.

In South Asia, beneath the uniform description of religious categories,
there exist intricate networks of alliances and conflicts encompassing
diverse religious orders, beliefs, cultures and practices. These multifaceted
interactions often transcend the idea of ‘religion’ and emphasise the notion
of an ideal ‘human’ in ‘Sufi- and ‘Bhakti’-inflected devotional sensibilities.
It is crucial to acknowledge and embrace a pluralistic and diverse range of
religious orientations that defy simplistic binary divisions when addressing
complex issues of religion, faith and identity. Instead of adopting a binary
mode of thinking, scholars should aim to critically challenge it and explore
the various responses to attempts aimed at imposing such a binary perspective
on pluralistic religious identities that are forced to acquire homogeneity by
reformist agendas.

The book highlights that until the beginning of the twentieth century,
the notions of ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Islam’ were associated with forms of religious
consciousness that were fuzzy in nature. For instance, religious antagonism
was often expressed in terms of one sampraday or panth (order/path/
sect) against another, rather than being framed as a Hindu versus Muslim
dichotomy (Dalmia and Faruqui 2014: xxi). Exploring the stories of Laldas
and their relevance to ‘local’ identities and religious practices sheds light on
the evolving nature of this religious order. Importantly, the book argues that
in this process, institutional religions did not overshadow the significance of
sect/order. But they gradually became the dominant framework for behaving
and thinking. Nowadays, ‘religion” and religious identities generate more
‘cacophony’, surpassing discussions of other social identities, such as caste
and sect, at least in the public domain.
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More importantly, the formation of caste, clan, village and diverse
religious identities can be better understood by considering the significant
role played by primordial social attachments, such as kinship relations and
descent lines. Many individuals and communities establish connections to
saints, deities, animals or other humans, which in turn shape their sense
of identity. These primordial attachments serve as the foundation for the
formation of various identities, highlighting the intricate interplay between
social and religious affiliations. However, caste and religion are identities
often articulated along the lines of differences.! In many theorists’ treatises
on social identities, ‘difference’ has occupied central stage, with the routine
usage of homogenised notions of ‘culture’ and ‘society’ (Jenkins 2008: 24).
The attention to difference to emphasise caste and religious collectivities is
still prevalent in most academic writings in India. This issue of repeatedly
describing collectivities as one uniform group such as ‘the peasant’, ‘the
Meos), restricts scholarly works from critically presenting internal diversity
of the objects and community they choose to study. With the advent of
colonial modernity projects and the emergence of socio-religious reform
groups, there has been an increasing trend of seeking religious homogeneity
by categorising diverse religious orientations as belonging to specific religious
communities. However, change and continuity have been immanent in these
mutually constituting and competing forms of religiosities. These religious
sensibilities also reflected the socio-economic connection of Meo lineages
with both ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Islam’ in the past as well as indicated the presence
of incongruent symbols within a collectivity.

Boundary making or identity construction of a collectivity is a long-term
historical process. The origin of claims about the legitimacy of religious, caste
and reformist group boundaries is often significant, as are the implications of
those boundaries, closely tied with the construction of ‘religion’ and “faith’ as
categories of thinking, analysing and behaving. The monolithic and bounded
conceptualisations of religion, religious identities and symbols became a way
of both differentiating socio and religious communities and unifying them
into a nationalist force.

However, the boundaries are constantly evolving, getting shaped and
reshaped by multiple forces ranging from social and economic changes to
the rise of newer forms of religious politics. When religious boundaries were
more fluid, the freedom to practice one’s faith was rooted in an unconscious
religious self and the cultural imaginations of a social group. This unconscious
identity was, in turn, the result of socio-economic processes which generated,
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as analysed in previous chapters, diverse cultural forms, such as multiple
versions of religious epics, folk stories, myths and forms of genealogies rooted
in the socio-economic experiences of communities like that of the Meos and
Muslim Jogis.

Of course, change and continuity also reflect the changing dynamics
of internal group structures. Groups, categories, boundaries, religious
practices, beliefs and identities are in constant interaction. History shows that
religion, culture, belief and identity (once these categories were used in the
public domain and accepted by people) commonly shape one another. But
the previous practice of classification in terms of collectivities often ignored
the fact that ‘a collectively is a plurality of individuals’ (Jenkins 2008: 103).?
How does this plurality of individuals relate to a collectivity of religion,
community, caste, village and so on? Rather than focusing on the religious
behaviours of different kinds of collectivities, it is more fruitful to look at the
interaction and co-activities among individuals in daily lives or sharing a
shrine to understand change and continuity. In doing so, the focus should
remain on ‘individuals in co-activity’, such as in revering a shared saint or site,
engaging in similar religious and cultural practices within a cultural zone—
as was explored here in the context of the Braj, Mewat and Rajasthani—but
also at diverse ways of negotiating co-activities in conflict. The sharing of the
shrines of Laldas by various religious communities also presents a challenge
to understand the idea of sharing and mixing beyond syncretism.

LALDAS AND SYNCRETISM

Is the traditional image of Laldas closer to what most scholarship on religion
would consider as syncretism? Can the inclusion of ‘Bhakti’ and ‘Sufi’
elements and norms within the Laldas order be classified as syncretism, or
does it deviate from this concept? The idea of syncretism generally refers
to the synthesis of different religious forms.’ In most analyses of religious
synthesis the concept of syncretism is interpreted as having both positive
and negative attributes. For many scholars, any form of religious mixing
is syncretism.* The metaphors evoked to describe religious mixing and
synthesis often imply that religions are organic (for example, terms like
‘hybrid’ or ‘half breed’), ‘alchemical’ (mixing) or ‘constructed’ (bricoleur)
(Stewart 2000: 22). Despite its varying usages and the meaning attached to
the phenomenon, syncretism has never lost its central significance. It points
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out different aspects of religions, sects, identities and other domains of life
that are engaged in interaction. However, analyses of syncretism have failed
to provide a sufficient explanation for the convergence of various factors into
one entity or identity. Much controversy has also erupted over the possible
implications of the phenomenon, which has been accused of unconsciously
giving more attention to supposedly ‘high’ forms of institutionalised religious
traditions such as Hinduism, Islam, Christianity and so on. Furthermore,
it also misrepresents the co-existence of diverse values and symbolism as a
derogatory idea. However, in some other contexts, religious synthesis has
been described as having positive connotations as ‘a form of resistance to
cultural dominance, as a link with lost history’ (Stewart and Shaw 1994).>

Within Christian theological discourse, syncretism is frequently
employed in a negative manner to describe phenomena within non-Western
churches that do not neatly conform to Western Christian traditions. Some
see syncretism as a disparaging, ethnocentric label applied to religious
traditions (such as independent African churches) that are deemed ‘impure’
or ‘inauthentic’ because they are permeated by local ideas and practices
(Stewart and Shaw 1994). However, from the nineteenth century onwards,
the discipline of religious studies shows that syncretism was present in the
earliest forms of Christianity (Droogers 2008: 9). Thus, the Christianity of the
West is itself ‘syncretic’, and even more so than when employing the distinctly
Western construct of ‘religion’ (Richard 2014).

Building on the Western understanding of syncretism, many scholars
have uncritically extended the use of syncretism in Indian contexts. Medieval
Indian society is often believed to have displayed significant cultural tolerance
when it comes to religious and cultural synthesis. As Islam and Christianity
expanded their presence in India, both religions integrated themselves
within the existing framework of beliefs and practices rather than completely
discarding them (S. Bayly 1989: 73-86). In studies of Bengali, Punjabi and
other regional societies where Islam had a deep impact on the lives of the
masses, syncretism is adopted as a conceptual tool to explain the complex
processes of religious intermingling (Burman 1996, 2002; Courtright 1999;
Das 2006; Roy 2014 [1983]). For instance, Asim Roy (2014 [1983]) pointed out
that Bengali Muslims and Hindus continued to share textual forms, myths,
rites and festivals until the late nineteenth century. Many cults, Bhakti saints
and Sufi pirs, who attracted communities and individuals cutting across the
religious divide, have been subjected to analysis under the term ‘syncretism’
by scholars. These studies aim to present a narrative of positive interaction
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and peaceful coexistence, which contrasts with the present-day hostility
observed between the two religions (Burman 1996, 2002; Courtright 1999;
Das 2006; Roy 2014 [1983]). Thus, the phenomenon of syncretism came to
imply that it promotes the objectives of harmony and tolerance. However, the
term was generally applied without any differentiation to refer to all kinds of
religious movements that appeared to be complex, hybrid or ambiguous, even
when positive outcomes are not apparent.

In Muslim reformist theology, shirk (polytheism) and bidah (innovation)
are considered Hindu influences. They have long been linked to Muslim
politics in India, since they deal directly with the boundaries between the
two communities (Van der Veer 1994b: 202). Reformers engage in discussions
within the confines of the Quran and Islamic theology, focusing on
interpreting and implementing religious teachings and principles according to
Islamic scripture and theological frameworks. Syncretism is never considered
as an important religious value, common to both Hindus and Muslims. Both
Islamic theology and academic discourses considered syncretism in India as
a Hindu phenomenon that was crucial in encouraging the worship of Sufi
saints (Van der Veer 1994b: 202). Although the belief systems in Mewat are
multivocal and multifaceted, currently the discourses of purity and religious
separation are privileged over those of religious diversity.

The centre of Hindu-Muslim synthesis in India is mostly the shrines of
the Sufi and Bhakti saints like Laldas. Both Hindus and Muslims have their
own patterns and reasons for visiting these shrines. Several questions arise:
Can the nature of such shrines be identified as syncretistic solely on the basis
of sharing? Or, do Hindu participation and Hindu influence in the worship
of Sufi saints amount to syncretic values? If a Hindu visits a Muslim shrine or
vice versa, is syncretism the right framework within which to interpret such
actions? Some scholars have suggested that the answer is ‘no’ (D. Khan 2004b:
213-14; Van der Veer 1994). Merely visiting a shrine is not syncretism until
and unless the values and symbols of various kinds coexist together (Van der
Veer 1994).

With regard to Laldas, the use of syncretism accords a secondary status
to shared religiosities as distinct forms of ‘religions’ compared to Islam
and Hinduism, especially when all religions are a construct (Asad 1993;
Dubuisson 2003; Bloch, Keppens, and Hegde 2009; Pennington 2005). By
characterising the Laldas order as syncretistic, it implies that the institutional
structure of both Hinduism and Islam influences it, suggesting a blending or
impurity within the order. This interpretation also enables present-day Hindu
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devotees to claim ownership or affiliation with Laldas. Laldas, along with
numerous other bhakti figures, has played a significant role in the emergence
of distinct religious traditions that are not inherently syncretic in nature.
While Hindus and Muslims have both been involved in these traditions, their
participation alone does not make these traditions syncretic. Assigning the
label of ‘syncretic’ to Laldas would not only suggest a perceived superiority of
mainstream religions but also undermine the fundamental concept of diverse
trends in bhakti as a unique expression of religiosity that aims to transcend
religious boundaries. Therefore, scholars analysing shared religious figures
like Laldas should not privilege the institutionalised forms of religion while
adopting syncretism as a theoretical concept. One of the major limitations
with the concept of syncretism is that it is confined to a narrow focus on
boundary making and does not view ambiguities positively (Mayaram 1997c:
39). Syncretism seldom deals directly with its object, preferring institutional
versions of religions over folk/popular ones and orders like Laldas.

But then the question arises: How should one see the religious order and
shrines of Laldas if not through the lens of syncretism? The religious order
characterised by shared saints like Laldas ought to be viewed as composite
heritage sites, signifying more than a mere convergence of institutional
‘religions’. Instead, they symbolise the emergence of new ‘religions’ in their
own distinct forms. Several verses of the nuktavali referred to the inward
search for a direct personal experience of the divine emphasising the
concept of tawhid (the oneness of God) and endorsing Hindus and Muslims
for selflessness, love and devotion in their relationship with God. Diverse
religious cultures can occasionally coexist, borrow from and influence one
another. For instance, Laldas not only questioned the relevance of religious
and caste categories but also followed and blended nirgun bhakti (formless
devotion) to the Hindu god Ram with the devotional practices of Sufism
and its concept of the wahdat al-wujiid (the unity of God) and mustagim
(the correct path). Both the nirgun bhakti of Laldas and the wahdat al-wujid
complemented each other in his conception of God, exhorting everyone to
walk on the right path. Laldas’s teachings, although not explicitly tied to
any particular religious tradition, encompass universal spiritual principles
that align with the broader concept of mustagim. Moreover, the path of
Laldas and the notion of mustagim are interconnected through their shared
concept of spiritual guidance and righteousness. His teachings emphasised
the significance of moral conduct, self-discipline and the pursuit of spiritual
enlightenment. Laldas highlighted the need for individuals to align their

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009423991

AN EPHEMERAL LINE IN THE SAND 225

actions with higher principles and values to lead a meaningful and purposeful
life. The saint did not reject the Sufi notion of piety marked by themes of love
and devotion to God, even if he advocated a bhakti view of God and ‘religion’
in his teachings.

One gets an essence of the ‘religion’ of Laldas from numerous sayings
and couplets attributed to him illustrating that diverse religious orientations
may form their own distinctive ‘religioscapes’. Laldas firmly believed in the
unity of all religions and preached a message of non-difference between
them. Similarly, he rejected caste distinctions and emphasised the equality
of all human beings. The saint encouraged his followers to lead a virtuous
life, to practice meditation and to live a life of contentment and detachment.
Therefore, religious orders like Laldas are distinct ‘religions” in their own
right with values of universal righteousness.

Laldas believed that ‘religion’ should promote moral and ethical values,
such as compassion, honesty and selflessness. He expressed that these values
are essential for leading a virtuous and fulfilling life. Syncretism does not
recognise this kind of diversity in the religious worldview of many Indic
saints. Instead, the term privileges the idea of ‘world-religions’, neatly
categorised with clear doctrinal principles, implying that these religions are
the only ‘real’ religions that exist globally. There are many other religious
traditions and practices that are not included under the category of ‘religions’
because they are considered to be ‘impure’, ‘mixed’ or in other words
syncretistic. Some of these forms of religiosities may have equal or greater
significance for people in different parts of the world. Moreover, the term
‘syncretism’ assumes that all religions are coherent and unified entities, with
clearly defined boundaries and doctrines. However, each of these ‘religions’
is made up of a diverse set of beliefs, practices and traditions, and there is
often significant variation within each tradition, both across time and across
different geographic regions.

In discussing the religious diversity of Laldas, ‘Indic’ is a more useful
term to describe shared practices which were generally influenced by many
localised themes of devotion across religious boundaries. Indic refers to
religious practices beyond the boundaries and doctrines of Hinduism, Islam
or any other religion. It is a way to understand the diverse and numerous
practices marked by shared idioms that cannot be restricted to one religion
or the other. Indic practices have certain common tropes specific to South
Asia, such as the veneration of cows even by Muslims or the veneration of a
Muslim or Christian saint in the form of a Hindu god by Hindus. Peasants’
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world often contains a rich repertoire of such engagements consciously and
unconsciously shared with each other. Any attempt to separate these saints,
shrines, groups, and individuals based on a single and bounded category
would be unrewarding. The shrines, saints, and their histories, when
examined from ‘the longe durée perspective’ (Albera and Couroucli 2012: 5-9)
highlight the changing nature of religious mixing and sharing over time. The
lens of syncretism can hinder our ability to fully comprehend the diversity
within the religious world. Attempting to understand such diversity solely
through present-day religious classifications does an injustice to the historical
context of orders like Laldas.

MIXING, SHARING AND BORROWING

‘Mixing’ of diverse values and boundaries characterised Laldas and his order,
therefore, his spaces should be approached analytically as ‘mixed spaces’
(Bowman 2010; Hayden 2022), considering ‘mixing’ as historically the norm
of every aspect of daily life than mere ‘aberrations’. Although interaction
between the religious communities may lead over time to change the ways
in which mixed spaces may be both shared and contested (Hayden 2022),
‘mixing’ still remains the paradigm of continuation and change around
religious personas. Scholars in religious studies, anthropologists, historians
and sociologists who study the idea of ‘religion’ should take intermixing as an
origin point of their analysis to question and investigate the construction of
‘religions’ as bounded categories. Religions and religious views in India like
elsewhere have diverse origins, producing a complex religious world that is an
amalgam of multiple religious traditions.

When individuals from different religious backgrounds interact or when
a specific religious tradition expands to new regions, there is a potential for
cultural exchange and adaptation. A notable example of this can be seen
in the Caribbean, where the African diaspora fused elements of African
traditional religion with aspects of Christianity, giving rise to mixed religions
like Vodou and Santeria. These practices reflect the dynamic nature of
religious expression and the capacity for traditions to evolve and incorporate
‘local’ customs and beliefs. Similarly, Buddhism adapted to local customs and
beliefs when it spread to China, resulting in the development of Chan (Zen)
Buddhism. These multiple religious practices and traditions were also shared
across religious communities. A sense of commonality engendered through
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common sharing of culture binds ‘local’ communities, whose members
belong to different religions, into a closely-knit thread of inter-communal
dependence and alliance, that enhanced, enriched and made cohabitation
a historically possible phenomenon. Although this type of local alliance
is often susceptible to dangers and conflict, common cultural practices
play a vital role in the sustenance of co-existence, irrespective of religious
divides. Such practices include language or dialect, symbols such as the cow,
sacred locations, pilgrimages, shared saints, and shared myths and stories
constituting an Indic world that defies and surpasses a binary classification
of ‘Hindus’ or ‘Muslims’. Beside their religious loyalties, each community and
caste group contribute its own set of socio-religious values towards making a
specific region culturally vibrant and liveable.

As the frontiers of Islam moved eastwards around the twelfth century, it
had a striking influence on the lives of non-Muslims in Mewat and elsewhere.
New converts did not abandon ‘local’ practices. This is still evident in
practices such as marriage and caste norms prevalent among Mewati Muslim
communities. The present cultural practices of the Meos, Jats, Ahirs and
Gujjars along with other peasant castes in the area are a result of the synthesis
and sharing of common cultural traits. For instance, the religious path of
Laldas emerged in the sixteenth century at a time when the devotional aspects
of the saint’s teachings reflected the concerns of a rural world that were at odds
with both institutional Islam and Hinduism. Many couplets of Dungarisi
Sadh attest to this idea. Since then, the meanings of the shrine, saint and his
teachings have undergone transformation over time. Those transformations
are vital to understanding the process of social and religious changes.

Contrary to existing works on the Meos and the area, it is evident here that
despite being a Muslim community, as a result of mostly Sufi influence, the
Meo’s peasant status prompted them to root their sense of a collective peasant
self in Hinduism and the Indic symbolism common to other peasants. For
instance, it was the peasant status of the Meos that required a connection to
Hindu gods such as Ram and Krishna, two warrior-king figures, to legitimise
a cultural claim over their land in the context of emerging ideas about private
property in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Thus, practical necessities
often led to semiotic changes in the cultural-religious order of a community.
However, such cultural and religious ordering of a popular world may not
always have an ulterior motive. This phenomenon potentially demonstrates
both a collective desire among the middle-class peasants and diverse strategies
employed to establish themselves as a landed community. Indeed, the Meo
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community like others endeavour to construct a meaningful understanding
of reality and an ‘ideal world’ for themselves, with power and prestige being
paramount concerns. This drive for social recognition and influence shapes
their collective aspirations and motivates their actions in various spheres
of life. This desire compelled the Meos to function as a cohesive collective,
while at the same time, individuals within the community sought individual
autonomy. This juxtaposition brought together the individual and collective
intentions, desires, religious beliefs and cultural practices, creating a dynamic
interplay between personal aspirations and the shared values and norms of
the community. For instance, the majority of Meos as a community desire
to form an ideal Muslim self for themselves as Sunni Muslims, while several
Meos deviate from such a collective intention due to its exclusionary nature.
Many Meos still promote shared religiosities deeply ingrained in devotional
traditions and follow ‘locally’ rooted cultural forms, such as language, dress,
food, customs, habits, marriage practices and rituals similar to ‘Hindu’ peasant
castes, surpassing the attempt to generate monolithic religious blocks.

OPPOSING AND APPROPRIATING

Disputes at shared religious spaces are manifestations of a new trend of
competition between religious communities who mutually oppose each
other’s religious symbols at a shared site. The common cultural-religious
sharing of saintly figures and religious orders by Hindus, Muslims, Christians
and other religious groups has in recent times generated what Robert Hayden
et al. (2016) call ‘antagonistic tolerance’ and ‘competitive sharing’. This has
been defined as a negative definition of tolerance which is not based on the
idea of an active embrace of the other. This trend has become a worldwide
affair persisting on a global level from the Mediterranean regions to South and
South-East Asia and other parts of the world (Hayden et al. 2016). Therefore,
many shared religious spaces worldwide are undergoing transformations
by making forceful architectural and symbolic changes at the shared sacred
spaces to fit the criteria of a region and culture centric hegemonic ‘religion’ by
eliding the traces of a shared history and a common past.

However, contestations at shared shrines may not be fully understood
by only analysing social and political relations around such spaces. Such
changes are closely tied to changing forms of the idea of ‘religion’ and
religious cultures prompted by a combination of religious, political and
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economic forces. To adopt a comprehensive approach, it is crucial to consider
various aspects, such as the conceptualisation of God, the diverse forms of
ritual practices, the nature of competing belief systems, the meaning-making
efforts of the groups involved in sharing a shrine and the transformation of
intercommunal relations. These factors, along with political changes, need to
be taken into account in order to understand how and why a shared shrine
has evolved to possess its distinctive form and modern identity.

In current thinking, Hindus and Muslims, in India are trying hard to
locate shared saints and their religious shrines with either one religion or
other, by appropriating these shrines as either a temple or a Sufi dargah.
Contestations at the Laldas shrines in Mewat are evidence of the emergence
of new patterns in religious cultures. These include the power of the Baniyas
who adhere to sagun Vaishnava bhakti contrary to Laldas’s nirgun teachings,
alongside the emergence of the robust notions of Islamic purity among Meo
Muslims. ‘Religion’ as a political category has thus infused with other social
categories, boundaries and practices of social and political relevance. The
emergence of notions of Islamic purity played an important role in the rise
of Muslim intra-religious contestations at the shrines of Laldas which had
crucial links with Meos becoming Sunni Muslims, a sign of transformations
in a ‘locally’ rooted religious culture.

The instances of conflicts observed at the Laldas shrines serve as
indicators of the shifts in religious culture and religious consciousness. These
conflicts highlight the need to legitimise mixed, liminal and shared practices
within the present-day context, reflecting the evolving nature of religious
practices and the challenges associated with accommodating diverse beliefs
and rituals. This separation of complex Indic phenomena such as the figures
of Laldas and other saints like Shah Chokha into neat and tidy religious boxes
was a gradual process that is certainly related to the discourse of colonial and
post-colonial modernity and politics that needed clear definitions of religious
boundaries but was equally affected by economic forces and changes in India.
Already divided along caste lines, ‘Hindus’ continued to identify themselves
as a bounded community in opposition to the ‘Muslim’ other. Since the first
half of the twentieth century, the politics of Hindutva essentially became anti-
Muslim.6 In the twentieth century, Hindu and Muslim religious and political
communities were in the process of hardening their boundaries and purifying
their religious behaviour. These notions of segregation were first manifested
in the political arena and later in shared sacred zones. The hardening of
religious boundaries was shaped by both local and national politics, reform
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organisations and changes caused in religious cultures by transformations
in their devotional apparatus and religious worldviews. After the gradual
disintegration of traditional forms of social relations formed around peasant
and landholding communities like the Meos and caused by the slow collapse
of this system (a collapse that is still ongoing), the shared devotional spaces
and the interdependence of Hindu and Muslim communities in Mewat were
negatively affected. The religious culture and devotional pattern is usually
tied to their respective socio-economic status, and their meaning-making
is usually mediated through religion.” Changes in religious worldviews of a
community thus most often reflect changed socio-economic experiences.

Although, historically, inter- and intra-religious-theological debates have
always occurred, this active display of antagonistic attitudes at shared shrines
is a comparatively recent trend that originated in the twentieth century partly
due to the rise of communalism in India. Identities are typically contested
at sites of border crossings and transgressions. However, differences were
put aside during the fairs and festivals when the shrines became particularly
vibrant religious spaces. Religious boundaries still existed, but cooperation
between people (the Muslim priest, Hindu, Muslim, Jain, and Sikh devotees,
the ‘lower-caste’ attendants and the temple trustees) seemed enhanced, and
differences became ephemeral. It is possible that ‘antagonistic tolerance’ or
‘competitive sharing’ is among a number of strategies deployed by claimants
to the shrines.®

As was observed in the preceding chapters, these divergent processes
of and contestations about defining identity and the religious practices
around the shared shrines of Laldas have left enough space for the slow
Hinduisation of the saint and his religious order. Respective agents of
power such as the Baniyas (the Hindu merchant class) at the Laldas shrines
(the saint’s main followers apart from the Meos) and Tablighi Muslims
in Mewat in general, including at numerous shrines such as that of Shah
Chokha, are harbingers of current religious transformations. While none
of the features of Laldas’s ‘Hindu’ status can be completely denied since he
preached formless devotion to Ram, he attracts relatively little attention
among Muslims nowadays due to the strong impact of the Islamic
reformist Tablighi Jamaat among most Muslims of Mewat and their purist
ideas about not worshiping such saints.

By the operation of transformation processes and the invention of
traditions in Hinduism, Laldas is being gradually converted into a Hindu
saint. Numerous connections between symbols of Hinduism and other
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religious streams and sectarian orders made the conversion of identity and
appropriation of Laldas an easy process. Since Hinduism is not a clearly
defined religion but represents a mosaic of different traditions, orthodox
Brahminical Hinduism was able to appropriate any tradition with a link to
the diverse set of Indic practices. An example of this interplay can be seen
in the case of Laldas, where his religious order is being assimilated into
Hinduism due to the association of the saint with the chanting of Ram’s
name. The Baniyas were historically the followers of an orthodox Brahminical
form of sagun image/idol worship in Hindu temples. In order to attain their
traditional form of bhakti and worship, the nirgun follower of Ram, Laldas is
being given an anthropomorphic form in the new temples, with Brahmins
appointed as priests, in contrast to the Meo sadhs at the traditional shrines of
Laldas.

Simultaneously, the Baniyas, through their wealth and influence, are
actively creating new religious traditions to assimilate Laldas as a Hindu saint.
Here, it is worth noting that close intercommunity relations for economic
purposes traditionally kept some social and religious differences under
control, especially between those communities which were interdependent
upon each other, so that public disputes between communities were
minimised due to shared interests. The 1990s in India greatly disrupted
the traditional arrangement of social and economic relations necessitating
changes in socio-religious relations.

This study has further shown that the rise of the Tablighi Jamaat
among the Meos can be seen as the continuation of a religious tradition and
philosophy among the Meos as advocated by the saint Laldas. The Tablighi
Jamaat emphasises an extreme form of religious piety, living a simple austere
life, endorsing prayers, retreats and meditation. These religious-philosophical
traditions of the ‘Bhakti’ and ‘Sufi’ saints were not totally different from
popular practices of the Tablighi Jamaat. Thus, the Meos could act in continuity
with their traditional orientation when they adhered to the Tablighi version of
Islam. The life Tablighi Muslims live in dhikr (remembrance of God) in the
mosque is similar to the teachings of ‘Sufi’ and ‘Bhakti’ saints and the life they
lived and promoted. This demonstrates that shared religious values exist in
vestigial forms among the Meos. Therefore, shared saints, religious symbols,
stories, narratives and shared beliefs and practices are hard to erase from the
‘locally’ rooted conceptions of ‘religious life’ despite the notion of purity being
strongly present. Then the doctrines of purity must indirectly imbibe culture-
specific traditional religious values, as the Tablighi Jamaat does in Mewat,
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by introducing similar forms of religious notions once prevalent in the past.
For instance, the Tablighi Jamaat adopts various Sufi doctrines once greatly
admired by Meos without properly acknowledging the importance of it.

Hegemonic theological considerations with political implications
have long monopolised the domain and discourse of several closely related
disciplines in analysing the connections between the formation of nation,
nationalities, secularities in South Asia; therefore, scholars have rarely
moved beyond the old-fashioned obsession with these themes. The reason
was precisely related to the emancipation of India (and other countries)
from a colonial subjugation and deciding the course of its future as a nation
prioritising collectivity over individuals. The oft-repeated phrase of ‘the
idea of India’ pushes the agenda of nation as a collectivity, composed of
separate chunks waiting for their respective places to be found and fixed by
political ideologies, systems of governance and democratic institutions while
discarding the role of individuals shaping and acting upon these boundaries
with their deeply felt personal experiences of belonging.

The significance of this study is to show some of the ways in which
the religious world is a complex web of social-cultural connections that
are constantly transforming. A change in any aspect of believers’ social,
religious and economic spheres brings changes to related aspects of their
lives. Sometimes these changes are hegemonic—led and imposed by the
economically and politically dominant groups in society. Additionally, if the
notion of religious purity acquires a hegemonic form, the most pressing issue
emerges regarding the response of devotees about their faith in a shared saint.
Do all traditionally shared forms of beliefs, customs and rituals, judged to
be impure, disappear? This issue is hardly analysed in any academic writing.
Scholars need to recognise and value the significance of diversity in ways of
dealing with the contemporary religious pressure upon devotees of shared
shrines to reform and purify without assuming them to be passive recipients
of new changes. Human beings can exercise agency, manipulate power and
maintain what deems to be important to them even under most compelling
situations. Often scholarly works tend to focus solely on the establishment
of boundaries between religious communities, overlooking the crucial aspect
of individuals directly or indirectly opposing such boundary-making efforts
by religious reformists. The experiences of Meo women and other Muslim
individuals exemplified a broad spectrum of transformations and reactions
in relation to a dominant interpretation of ‘religion’. These responses
encompassed intricate transformations in devotional practices, the resilient
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nature of some specific religious beliefs and symbols and subtle acts of passive
resistance to undesired changes.

NOTES

1. In particular, in the late nineteenth century the politics of caste and religion
adopted new narratives. For instance, when the British army began to recruit
Indians on the basis of whether they were members of a martial caste, many
castes from all over India filed petitions, each claiming a higher status than
other castes (Constable 2001).

2. Anthropology is necessarily comparative in nature: it is never an isolated
study of networks and relations in a particular society (Gingrich and
Fox 2002: 1-24). Jenkins (2008: 121) warns that ‘the open-endedness
of everyday life should recognise the routine imminence of change and
transformation’.

3. Syncretism is a term used to describe the blending of different cultural or
religious traditions into a single system. It is a ‘contentious and contested
term’ (Stewart and Shaw 1994) that has undergone many transformations
in meaning privileging the problematic idea of ‘religious purity’ and ‘high
religions’. The ancient meaning of syncretism was used by Plutarch to refer
to unity among Cretans. The sixteenth century’s theological use of the term
was to denounce syncretism as the illegitimate mixing of pure religious units.
Since then, the term has been then subjected to differing meanings and values
(Adogame, Echtler and Vierke 2008: 5-8).

4. A large body of literature has been devoted to the study of syncretism,
variously understood as acculturation (Herskovits 1941), hybrid or mixture
(Turner and Turner 1978), a means of transforming religious symbolic
systems (Droogers 1989), politics of religious synthesis (Stewart and Shaw
1994) and a process intertwined with contextualisation (Adogame, Echtler
and Vierke 2008).

5. Some scholars may view syncretism negatively for reasons such as cultural
appropriation, dilution of traditions, cultural imperialism and potential
conflicts between different groups. However, it is important to note that
syncretism can also have positive outcomes such as promoting cultural
exchange and creating new cultural expressions. Ultimately, whether
syncretism is viewed as good or bad depends on the perspectives and values
of the individuals and communities involved.
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6. A new dimension to this anti-Muslim politics appeared with the rise of
Mandal politics and after the Babri mosque demolition in 1992.

7. The leading theorist of cultural materialism, Marvin Harris, claims that
social-cultural life is often a response to practical necessity on the earth. In a
somewhat similar sense, social life and practical necessities are displayed in
the cultural behaviour of people, including their religious practices. A change
in any aspect brings changes to other aspects of human life as well.

8. By the time I realised this aspect, I was approaching the end of my fieldwork.
The main reason for not exploring this aspect further was, thus, time
constraint.
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adda
alam

amir

Anjuman-i-Khadim-ul-Islam

Arya Samaj
asur
auliya

azan

baba

Bajrang Dal
Baniya

bara

barkat

bat
bhaicara
bhajans
Bhapang

GLOSSARY

gathering place
disturbed, insane, angry
head or commander of army (organisation)

literally, ‘the servants of Islam’, a Muslim political
outfit formed in the 1930s

a Hindu reform organisation
demon

Muslim saint

call for namaz

literally grandfather, older man, religious and
spiritual personalities

a Hindu right-wing militant organisation

a Hindu caste of merchants

courtyard, fence

blessing

conversation, dialogues, a poetic style in Mewat
brotherhood

religious songs

a music instrument of the Muslim Jogis in Mewat
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bhandara

BJP

bhaga-bhagi
bhakti
bidat/bidah

Brajbhasa

bujurg
Brahmin

caste pancayat

caddar/galeb
cadhaava
calisa
carpai

chhe batein
Chishti
cilla

dada

dadi
dak-meoras
Damrot
dan

dargah

darsan

davah
davat

dharma

GLOSSARY

religious feast

Bhartiya Janta Party, a right-wing Hindu political
organisation

Partition event in Mewat
devotion

innovation/addition in Islamic teaching of the
Quran and the Hadith

a dialect spoken in the parts of Mathura,
Bharatpur, Hathras and Aligarh and Bulandsahar
popularly known as the Braj area

elder
a Hindu caste of priests

a council of caste not recognised by the
government

a piece of cloth designated for graves
offerings

mantras consisting of 40 hymns

cot

the six principles of the Hadith and the Quran
a well-known lineage of Sufi saints

a 40-day Tablighi retreat in a mosque
grandfather, saint, respected elder
grandmother

the Meo postmen during the Mughal Period
a Meo pal/lineage

gift, presentation

a tomb of a Sufi saint

seeing a holy person or the image of a deity in
Hinduism

invitation for discussion and debates in Islam
feast

religion/religious doctrines or moral duty
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dhikr/zikr/dhyan
din

dini

doha
doha-dhani
damru

duhlot
Durood-ul-Sharif
Id

ektara

fana

fakir

fatvas

faujdar
fitna
gvals
gotra
guru

Hadith

haram
harem
hujra
ijtema
insan
itihas
irtidad
Jagga

jagrans

329

remembrance of Allah

religion

religious life

couplets

a form of classical music (see rdg)
asmall hand drum and a symbol of the god Shiva
a Meo pal

verses of the Quran recited at a grave

an Islamic festival

a musical instrument made of one string
annihilation

Muslim vagabond ascetics; a Muslim caste of
beggars

legal rulings sanctioned by Islamic scholars
(muftis)

a Mughal garrison officer or police officer
chaos

stockmen/shepherds

lineage

teacher

the collection of the teachings and sayings of the
Prophet Muhammad

prohibitions in Islam

domestic spaces meant for women only
drawing rooms

Islamic congregation

human

history

apostasy

a community of genealogists

all night-awake
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jajmani

jalsa
jamaat
jamaati
jati

jhalar
Kabirpanthi
kabra

kacci sadak
kaka

kalma
kalyug
kamins
kamiya
khidmattiya
khudkasht
kirtan
ksatriya

madrasa

mahdasabhas
makbara
malik
mandali
markaj
maulavis
meld
mohalla

Muharram

GLOSSARY

a rural system of patron and client relationship;
peasant castes always performed the role of
patrons for service castes

a congregation

a group

members of the Tablighi Jamaat
caste

furbelow

belonging to the sect of Kabir
mausoleum

unmetalled road

uncle

the lines of the Quran

the last Hindu epoch of fours marked by disorder
services castes

labourer or servant

bodyguards of royal emperors
personal cultivation

Hindu musical praying

Hindu warrior caste-class

an Islamic school primarily for imparting
religious teachings

major associations
tomb

master

group

centre

Islamic preachers
festival

parts of a town

an occasion of mourning among Shia Muslims
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murids/khalifa/pirjadgans disciples

mustaqim a straight path; also interpreted as ‘the right path’
in Islam

Naga Shaivite ascetics

namaz Islamic prayer

Nath Shaivite ascetic sect

nizamat district

nirgun formless or without attributes

niyat intention

nuktavali collection of couplets

pakka solid; metallic

pal a Meo territorial unit

pancayat alocal political body, meeting of elders

panth aguru cult

parampara tradition/custom

parivar pramukhs family heads

pir a term for Islamic (Sufi) saints

pratik symbol

Puran a Hindu religious text written in Sanskrit

qavvali a form of music associated with Sufi saints and
sung at their dargahs

raja aruler

rag style of Indian classical music

Ramzan an Islamic month of fasting

ras sentiment

rasiya a vernacular form of music

roja fasting during the holy month of the Ramzan

RSS Rasthriya Swayam Sevak Sangh (National Self-
Help Group), a right-wing Hindu organisation

sabadis sayings

sadh Muslim priests and followers of Laldas
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sadhu
safaya
sagun
sajra

samadhi

sampraday
sant
sarpanc
sampradayik sadbhav
Shivkatha
silsilas

sayar

shirk

shobha yatra
Suddhi
shudra

sraddha

Sufi

sura
svadeshi
svastika
Tabligh
tantric
tapas
tapasya
taqqiya

taqreer

GLOSSARY
sage
clearing up
with attributes or physical qualities
ancestry in Mewat

a state of intense concentration achieved through
meditation. In yoga, the final stage, at which union
with the divine is reached (before or at death)

religious order/religious path/sect/cult
saint

village headman

communal harmony

the tale of Shiva

Sufi saintly lineages

poet

association/polytheism
pageantries/ritual procession
purification, conversion, a purified community
low caste-class Hindus

a Hindu ritual performed to pay homage to one’s
deceased parents and ancestors

Islamic mystic saints, a Muslim individual who
practises tasavvuf or mysticism

the section/verses of the Quran
homemade

the Hindu symbol of auspiciousness
Mission for Islamic preaching
related to Hindu esoteric traditions
heat

meditation

concealing the true identity

religious discourses and reasoning
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tawhid
tehsil

tyag
ulema
ummah
ustad
vat
vrat

VHP

Vyas

wahdat al-wujid
yagna

yatras

yogi

zannat

zuhr

333

oneness of God

a Division of a district for administrative purposes
in India

abandoning

an Islamic scholar

concept of community in Islam

an Urdu term for teacher or master

epic or tale

vow, fasting tales

Vishwa Hindu Parishad (World Hindu Council),
a right-wing Hindu organisation

a Brahmin priest skilled in narrating religious tales
unity of being/god

Hindu sacrificial rituals around a fire altar
pilgrimage/processions

a meditator, religious person or mendicant
heaven

midday Islamic prayer
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