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Abstract 

Dīn and Duniyā: Debating Sufism, Saint Shrines, and Money in the Lucknow Area 

Quinn A. Clark 

 This dissertation asks how Muslims in north India today understand four paradoxical 

aspects of Sufi saint shrine traditions. The shrines of Sufi saints are sometimes regarded as 

apolitical, sacred, all-inclusive, and anti-elite religious spaces. At the same time, they are sites 

that are politicized, illegally bought and sold as commercial real estate, fuel for Islamic sectarian 

divisions, and often controlled by upper-caste Muslim elites. Based on the analysis of historical 

archival materials and twelve months of ethnographic fieldwork in Lucknow (Uttar Pradesh), 

this dissertation argues that shrines are sites that straddle the dīn-duniyā distinction in Islam. Dīn 

(understood as “religion” in the modern period) is the atemporal, immaterial domain of true 

spirituality, whereas duniyā (“world”) is the realm of this-worldly material concerns and 

temporal impermanence. As sites imbued with the ethereal barakah (love of God manifest as the 

power of a blessing) of Sufi saints that aid individuals in drawing near to God by transcending 

“worldly” desires and also material commodities that are aggressively competed over by 

adversarial stakeholders (e.g., the state, real estate mafias, sectarian rivals), these shrines are 

paradoxically both of dīn and of duniyā. When asked how one can differentiate between dīn and 

duniyā—for example, when a Sufi politician is acting a religious manner or in a worldly 

manner—many of my interviewees explained that one can distinguish between these two 

domains based on the material presence of money. In this dissertation, I argue that the concept of 

money (paisā; also, “money” in English) acts as a symbol to help Muslims in Lucknow navigate 



 
 

this paradoxical quality. By attributing to the materiality of money those aspect of shrine 

operations associated with duniyā, interviewees effectively identified the boundary line dividing 

dīn from duniyā, thereby resolving the ostensibly contradictory nature of, for example, the 

politicization of an apolitical space. As a key signifier in the broader neoliberal context of 

Lucknow and the global politics of Sufism, money is an important concept by which Muslims 

make sense of the social, economic, and political complexities of Muslim life in the north India. 
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A Note on Orthography 

 

When I have transliterated words, I have done so according the Library of Congress’ system for 

Urdu. I have transliterated Arabic and Persian words according to the same system for Urdu. I 

have also transliterated interviews according to the Urdu system of transliteration even when 

Hindi and Urdu were mixed. 

 

I have not transliterated terms that are commonly accessible in English-language mass media or 

printed publications. This includes 1) the names of towns and cities, 2) of easily recognizable 

public figures (e.g., “Narendra Modi”) but not individuals with whom I spoke in a mix of Urdu, 

Hindi, and/or English (“Ṣabīḥā”), and 3) the names of religious organizations (e.g., “Ahl-e-

Sunnat wa Jamaat,” “Darul Uloom Deoband”). 
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INTRODUCTION 

“Khoṭā sikkā to donon ṭaraf se hī khoṭā hotā hai…Sikke aur insān men shāyad yehī fark hai.”1 

-Sholay! (1975) 

 

Love, Money, and the Shrines of Sufi Saints in Lucknow 

In 2019, different Sufi groups in Lucknow began actively campaigning for political 

parties for the Indian general elections. Because Sufis have been imagined as apolitical figures 

who rise above the mundane concerns of government office, their campaigning efforts rested on 

a paradox: the moral credibility of these Sufis’ political action was predicated on remaining 

removed from worldly electoral politics. Their political action was at least partially motivated by 

a desire to regain control of government-managed auqāf (sing. waqf), which are Islamic 

endowed trusts that often include the shrines of Sunni and Shiʿi saints. Therein lies a second 

source of tension. In theory, waqf is set apart from worldly commercial transactions and 

designated for philanthropic and charitable purposes, and yet the pīr (living hereditary saint) 

often retains landholding authority over the real estate, the commercial value of which has risen 

dramatically since India’s 1991 neoliberal reforms. The spike in property value has made these 

pieces of sacred real estate fiercely sought after by the government, real estate mafias, and intra-

Islamic sectarian rivals. When it comes to these sectarian rivalries among Sufi groups, many 

Muslims, as well as the Indian government, insist that the hallmark of shrine spaces is the 

inclusion of all castes, classes, and theological worldviews, a manifestation of a secularist ideal. 

And yet these shrines have increasingly become sites of terrorist attacks by people who self-

identify as Muslims, especially in Pakistan. Despite the avowed all-inclusiveness of these spaces, 

                                                
1 “A counterfeit coin is fake on both sides…Perhaps this is the difference between coins and people.” 
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terrorist activities have led to vociferous denunciation and exclusion of sectarian rivals who are 

viewed as “fundamentalists.” Aside from the exclusion of so-called “Wahhābī” fundamentalists, 

it is avowed that all visitors at Sufi shrine spaces are treated as equals, and these shrines are 

viewed as anti-elite spaces of social leveling. Paradoxically, caste is also central to the logic of 

Sufi authority vested in the bloodlines of Sayyid social elites, who trace their ancestry back to 

the Prophet and the ashrāf (noble) landholders. 

To those who see the Sufi saint shrine as imbued with barakah (divine blessing and 

power) that flows from God through the walī (saint; “friend of God”; pl. aulīyā’) buried there, 

each of these paradoxes can become the grounds for attacks on the legitimacy of shrine visitation 

and the status of the walī buried at the shrine. These paradoxes can also become sites of active 

negotiation of the self, Indian national identity, and one’s relationship to Islam when Muslims 

navigate some of the tension produced by these ostensible contradictions. In this dissertation, I 

focus on how Muslims of various backgrounds in the Lucknow region manage these tensions by 

asserting a fundamental split between true Sufism and the world, or dīn and duniyā. 

From this perspective, all individuals must straddle this divide between dīn and duniyā. 

One can move closer to the arena of dīn, or the domain of divine truth, through proper Muslim 

action that brings the nafs (spirit) under control and allows one to draw nearer to God. The nafs 

can also become unruly, appetitive, deluded by Iblīs, or a source of shame and self-loathing, all 

of which keep an individual in the temporal, material arena of duniyā. The aulīyā’ who are 

commemorated at the shrines that dot the landscape of the Islamic world have moved closer to 

God. Sufi practice (taṣawwuf) is a method of harnessing the nafs by polishing the mirror of the 

heart (aʿeīneh-i qalb) (Zargar 2017).2 When the mirror of the heart has been polished, the rūh 

                                                
2 The notion of “polishing the mirror of the heart” is central to Sufi practice, and it has an important place in the 
masnavi e-mʿanvi (“The Spiritual Couplets”) of the great Sufi master Jalāl ad-Dīn Muḥammad Rūmī (1207-1273). 



3 
 

(spirit) can maintain a closer connection to God, endowing a person with a greater conscious 

awareness of the social, political, and cultural order of duniyā and, thus, the ability to help bring 

the nafs into line with dīn. 

The centrality of dīn and duniyā in Islam has not diminished in the modern period, but 

the relationship between them has been reconstituted in the cultural order of colonial and 

postcolonial India to map onto the modern distinction between the secular, material world and 

religion. This distinction is at the heart of the concept of “religion” (Ahmed 2016, 195), and in 

India it operated as a principle of colonial administration of religious properties such as shrines. 

In premodern Islam, dīn and duniyā often operated in harmonious (e.g., a Sufi bringing dīn into 

the realm of duniyā through righteous political action); today, in contrast, many of my 

interlocutors described dīn as a perfect domain of immateriality removed from temporal affairs 

that stands over and against the “worldly” domain of duniyā, which is marked by material desires 

and temporal impermanence. Thus, aspects of Sufi piety that might not otherwise be considered 

paradoxical in an earlier historical period—such as a Sufi’s involvement in political affairs—can 

become contradictory when politics is signified as necessarily a “worldly engagement.” In a 

social and political context in which they already demonized as “invaders” who purportedly 

refuse to conform to Indian culture, Muslims’ lives and livelihood can be in serious danger when 

they are perceived as following a form of “political Islam” or of being insufficiently patriotic. 

In this dissertation, I focus on four nodal points, encapsulated in the vignettes at the 

beginning of this chapter, of the politics of Sufism in Muslim life in the Lucknow region.3 These 

nodal points are condensations of the tensions and even contradictions that are created by this 

                                                
Throughout, Rūmī’s 25,000 verse poem dedicates considerable attention to qalb and its character. See Rūmī and 
Whinfield (1979) and Rustom (2008). 
3 In this study, I consider the Lucknow area to be the city’s urban center as well as the urban sprawl and the 
surrounding countryside that includes important Sufi sites, such as Dewa, Barabanki, and Kakori. 
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sharp distinction between dīn and duniyā, a distinction which helps Muslims orient themselves 

toward the will of God while living within the cultural order of modern, postcolonial India. I ask 

how Indian Muslims negotiate the paradoxes that have come to lie at the boundary between dīn 

and duniyā: the political entanglements of an apolitical space, the buying and selling of the 

irrevocable property of God, the demonization of so-called “Wahhābī” rivals in an all-inclusive 

community, and the ashrāf (noble) caste identities of anti-elite Sufis. When I asked my 

interviewees about subjects that evoke these paradoxes during twelve months of ethnographic 

research in the Lucknow region, they often provided a straightforward and consistent 

explanation: these apparent contradictions are just what happens when money gets too involved 

in Islam. Once the influence of money is removed from the situation, I was often told, true 

Sufism can thrive in the modern world. Lucknowis often attributed to money and materialism the 

decline of Sufism and explained that true Sufis can be identified by their possession of 

immaterial barakah and the renunciation of money. On its face, this is a common trope and 

longstanding element of Sufi asceticism, as when Sultān Bahū (1630-1691) of the Qadirīyyah 

order wrote in one the classic works of Sufi faqr (“poverty”) that “[t]he ‘world’ is of three kinds: 

the men of the world, the men of letters, and the men of spiritual poverty (ahl-i-Faqr)” (Bahū 

and Hamadani 2007, 132). The last group are the people who have renounced money and 

material goods on their path to God. Today, many of my interlocutors spoke of money in similar 

ways—how much money is too much; when and where is handling money appropriate; what, 

exactly, makes money so corrupting—but not merely as a trope. Instead, they did so to navigate 

specific situations in their lives, and the answers to those questions reflects the particular 

conditions of neoliberal, postcolonial life for Muslims in India. 
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Examining how Muslims talk about money in relation to Sufi shrines, I argue that money 

is a symbol that people draw on when faced with the paradoxes and consistencies that emerge at 

the boundary of dīn and duniyā as this divide has been articulated in the modern era. Several 

anthropologists writing of Muslims in the postcolonial world have been attentive to the 

inconsistent and contradictory cultural expectations and ideological demands made upon 

individuals and the creative processes by which they manage the tension produced by these 

inconsistencies. Samuli Schielke has focused on maulīd celebrations as expressions of joyous 

ambiguity that resist and negotiate the Egyptian state’s attempts to control forms of religious 

piety (Schielke 2012). David Kloos has argued that Muslim religious life in Aceh threatens the 

Indonesian state’s monopoly on power because pious Islamic creativity undermines the 

inconsistent ideological demands of the state (Kloos 2018). While Kloos shows how Muslims in 

Indonesia described a “life trajectory” as opposed to a static identity as a means of reconciling 

themselves to distinct religious and cultural expectations of them, Katherine Ewing has argued 

that Muslims in South Asia navigate the sometimes incompatible demands of distinct religious 

and ideological traditions and conflictual demands of everyday life by shifting in and out of 

distinct self-representations in different social contexts (Ewing 1997).  

My approach to this issue of paradox and inconsistency takes a different direction. I focus 

on how individuals disavow the tension between religious frameworks and a historically specific 

cultural order that separates the religious from the secular4 by drawing on money as a symbol 

                                                
4 Chapter One of this dissertation outlines some of the debates around Indian secularism, which is both a uniquely 
Indian construct and also a postcolonial phenomenon that should be understood in terms of the legacies of the 
colonial education system, administrative legal measures, and civic policies. The typical understanding of 
secularism in India has less to do with the separation of the religious belief from rational discourse and more to do 
with the with the equidistance of the state from various religious communities. See Bhargava (2010). At the same 
time, the Western concept of secularism is not irrelevant because the articulation of Indian secularism was done in 
relation to these Western paradigms. Madan writes, “After independence, the focus shifted to the making of the 
state, and secularism, so called, derived from Western sources, but not wholly faithful to them, was presented as 
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that covers the gap and helps to maintain the “ideological quilt” (Žižek 1989 95-97) of cultural 

order. By negotiating paradoxical tensions through disavowal, individuals reintegrate the self 

into both Islam and the Indian nation. 

I use the term symbol to refer to a signifier functioning at a nodal point, what Lacan 

described a “quilting point” (point de capiton) (Lacan 1993, 268), that encompasses 

contradictory meanings. For Lacan, while there is continuous slippage between signifiers and 

signifieds, a quilting point is a link in a chain of signifiers that temporarily halts (or “quilts”) the 

slippage throughout the chain to create an illusion of fixed meaning that is necessary for 

individuals’ everyday negotiation of the sociocultural order in which they live (Lacan 1977, 

305). Žižek refers to such an interconnected set of stabilized chains of signifiers in a society as 

an “ideological quilt” (Žižek 1989, 95). Paradoxes can be generated by the tension between the 

normal continuous slippage of signifiers and the illusion of fixed or stable meaning at a nodal 

point. The symbol, as I am using the term, encompasses contradictory meanings and thus covers 

or obscures the inconsistencies at those nodal points in an ideological quilt. It provides the fixity 

of meaning through a process of disavowal. 

For Freud, disavowal was a process of managing tension by maintaining two distinct 

realities created by a split between the two incompatible or contradictory psychic forces of desire 

and prohibition (Freud 1997). Victor Turner used aspects of Freud’s work to understand how 

symbols manage the social tension produced by the implicit conflicts between individual 

interests and ethical and ideological norms, especially when these norms are not consistent 

among themselves (Turner 1967). For Turner, a symbol is distinct from a “mere sign” that is “an 

                                                
ideology” (Madan 2010, 90). In this way, Indian secularism is not comparable to its Western counterpart, while still 
being shaped by the legacy of European colonialism. 
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abbreviated expression of a known thing” because a symbol expresses an “unknown fact”5 by 

condensing many different meanings into one formation, unifying those otherwise disparate and 

even contradictory meanings, and then polarizing those disparate elements around two ideas that 

are fundamental to the society (Turner 1967, 27-28).6 My approach is inspired by Victor Tuner’s 

early incorporation of Freud’s theory of how dream symbols and neurotic symptoms work into a 

social theory of the maintenance of a normative order in the face of conflicting social principles 

and individual interests. For Turner, like Freud, certain symbols (what Tuner called “dominant 

symbols”), condense multiple, conflicting meanings into a single sign (Turner 1967, 28-29). 

Following Turner while also using Žižek’s notion of the ideological quilt, my approach 

brings the concept of disavowal into the anthropological study of cultural paradox in order to 

understand how Muslims in a postcolonial society negotiate the tensions generated by the hidden 

inconsistencies of modern India’s cultural order. My approach emerges from the observation that 

my interviewees recognized paradoxes but did not always seem to experience the tension 

associated with them. Through disavowal, the tensions and ambivalence hidden within a cultural 

order are externalized and contained by the symbol, thus allowing for the integration of a 

coherent, consistent selfhood in a cultural order full of inconsistencies. In other words, my 

interviewees were able to both recognize a situation as paradoxical but also deny its paradoxical 

quality by explaining that the inconsistencies did not lie in Islam or Sufism but rather were 

produced by money, its materiality, and its ability to ground the human soul in the realm of 

duniyā. 

 

                                                
5 Here, Turner is quoting Carl Jung to make his own point. 
 
6 In Forest of Symbols, Turner argues that the two “poles” in Ndembu society are the “gross” (general, and also 
physiological) pole and the ideological pole. 
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Dīn and Duniyā in Islam and the Sufi Orders 

 Today, the dīn-duniyā distinction is a crucial framework that Muslims rely on for 

understanding the place of Sufis, shrines, and themselves in the modern world. The meaning of 

that distinction, however, has changed over time. Only in the modern period do dīn (as the 

immaterial or spiritual domain of “religion”) and duniyā (as the material, temporal, and base 

domain of the world) become conceptualized as opposites that are locked into an antagonistic 

relationship. In premodern Islam, Muslim thinkers put dīn into harmonious relation with various 

concepts, not just duniyā. The Hadīth collection of Muḥammad al-Bukhāri (810-870) draws a 

distinction between dīn and islām (lit., “submission”) insofar as Islam, understood as the practice 

of Qur’anic faith, was an element of dīn. Dīn was thought of as “divine truth” (Ahmed 2016, 

204), “a general way of life focusing on participation in the public sphere towards the common 

good” (Moosa 2018, 40), or even perhaps “religiosity” as opposed to “religion” in the modern 

sense (Reichmuth 2006, 97).7 When dīn was referred to in terms of duniyā, it was described in 

conjunction with duniyā, in a manner not unlike the relationship between Shari’a and fiqh, where 

the former is the divine law of God and the latter is the worldly implement of that perfect law 

(Mousa 2018, 85). Dīn was a concept that was put into conjunction with various spheres of life, 

not necessarily in opposition to them. 

In the care of Sufi thinkers, the relationship between dīn and duniyā came into greater 

relief as a way of describing the dual citizenship, so to speak, of the heart (qalb) in both 

domains—an aspect of soul (rūh) that is responsive to the voice of God but grounded in worldly 

human experience. Al-Ghazzālī’s (1058-1111) Ilḥā’ ‘ulūm ad-dīn (The Revival of the Sciences 

                                                
7 Here, Reichmuth is citing Josef Van Ess’ Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra: eine 
Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Islam. Bd 4, Bd 4, (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1997) and Der Eine und das 
Andere: Beobachtungen an islamischen häresiographischen Texten. Bd. 2 Bd. 2 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2010). 
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of Religion) offers one of the first elaborate schematics for the concept of dīn by providing a 

system of categories describing the different domains of knowledge, including “rational sciences 

of this world,” such as medicine or geometry, and those dealing with “the hereafter (ʿulūm 

uḥrawiyya)” (Reichmuth 2016, 111). The disjuncture between premodern and modern 

understandings of dīn are detected even in the discrepancies between al-Ghazzālī’s writing and 

the that of Murtaḍā al-Zabīdī (1732-1791), his 18th century commentator, who “attempts to 

reconcile the ‘two worlds’ of religious scholarship and natural sciences….[whereas] the 

Ġazzālian framework of dīn led him much beyond that, as he came to place the religious as well 

as the natural sciences in the service of the salvation of man” (Reichmuth 111-112). According 

to Reichmuth, al-Ghazzālī saw “an essential conflict between the two categories of science” but 

only because “most people who concentrate on one of them would close their heart to the other. 

Only Prophets could combine them, as they were charged with the task to regulate both the life 

of men and their way to God,” not because dīn and duniyā, themselves, were antagonistic 

(Reichmuth 2016, 111). For al-Ghazzālī, there was no fundamental antagonism between them, 

which was a fact about existence that humans often had trouble recognizing. For his part, ʿAli b. 

ʿUthmān al-Jullābī al-Hujwīrī (d. 1072), the renown Persian saint and intellectual who is now 

affectionately known as “Dātā Ganj Bakhsh” at his dargāh (shrine) in Lahore, certainly thought 

that those who “[l]ack of positive religion and of morality…are they who have set their hearts on 

worldly gain and paid court to governors and tyrants” (al-Hujwīrī 1996, 17). At the same time, 

al-Hujwīrī also viewed the avowed relation between dīn and duniyā ultimately as a false 

distinction because “all goods belong to God: when the seeker bids farewell to property, and the 

antithesis [between wealth and poverty] disappears and both terms are transcended” (al-Hujwīrī 

2014, 24).  
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Al-Hujwīrī’s reference to those who “paid court to governors and tyrants” alludes to 

prevailing debates surrounding the place of state in the domain of dīn. While al-Hujwīrī lumped 

aspects of political activity in with duniyā, the Sufi intellectual Ibn Taymiyyah (1263-1328) and 

other Ḥanbali scholars of his time insisted that religion and the state are bound up together, 

because public office and politics are ways to “make ‘this base world’ in some way included in 

the ‘domain of religion’” (Gardet 2012).8 During the period of Mughal rule in South Asia, Sufis 

of the major orders (ṭāriqah) negotiated their relationship with state power in a variety of ways, 

from the immense influence of Naqshbandīyyah intellectual Aḥmad Sīrhindī (1564-1624) over 

Emperor Jahāngīr (1569-1627) in Delhi to the state patronage of the Shattārīyyah and Qādirīyyah 

of Bījapur (Eaton 1978) to the pronounced Naqshbandīyyah presence is Aurāngabad: “Just as the 

kings of this world had conquered the material landscape of the Deccan, in their importing of 

traditions of saintly power from Hindustan and beyond, the Awrangabad Sufis were involved for 

their part in a process of the spiritual conquest of an earlier Muslim sacred geography” (Green 

2006, 31). During this period, the distinction between dīn and duniyā did not disappear, of 

course, but in the context of medieval South Asian political society, the meaning of both terms 

was such that Sufis who were embedded political power structures were not doing so in spite of 

dīn but for the sake of living a dīnī life. 

During Islam’s encounters with European colonialism, the dynamic relationship between 

dīn and duniyā began to take the form of an antagonistic opposition. During British colonialism, 

                                                
8 Louis Gardet translates dīn as “religion” in his Encyclopaedia of Islam entry on “Dīn.” That he should do so is not 
necessarily unique—it is often translated as “religion”—but it is striking how he acknowledges the wide semantic 
range of dīn and the proceeds to repeat that the term unquestionably means “religion.” Shahab Ahmed notes this and 
holds Gardet up as an exemplar of the way that dīn is continually reinscribed as the Western concept of religion, 
even in discussions of premodern times. See Ahmed (2016, 194-195). 
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not only did the structure of political power change but so too did the structure of “soft power,” 

so to speak. Nile Green writes: 

By the early twentieth century, the transformations of modernity were creating new 
Muslims populations who were either alienated from or unconnected to the old Sufi 
institutions of shrines and brotherhood. By way of modern schools and scientific ideas, 
new institutions and forms of knowledge that either ignored the Sufis or challenged the 
epistemological foundations of their teachings were also spreading among Muslims, 
partly under colonial influence. (Green 2012, 190) 
 

In the modern conceptual world in which the secular model segregates religion from politics, the 

sacred from the profane, and spiritual from the material, the colonial administration, and Muslim 

intellectuals as well, increasingly viewed the spiritual domain (as opposed to the worldly 

domain) as the proper place of Sufism, “shrine-centered Sufism represented a decadent decline 

from an idealized golden age of true mystics” (Green 2002, 195). Now mapped onto a model that 

separates the sacred from the profane, dīn and duniyā became increasingly described not just as 

distinct domains but as dichotomous realms, a dichotomy “which arises directly from the use of 

the term ‘religion’ and its binary relations—rather than focusing on how dīn and duniyā come 

together as Islam” (Ahmed 2016, 195). But from a dichotomous framework of “religion” and 

“world,” anything associated with materiality—shrines, money, or the physical touch of a pīr—

risked being consigned to the lowly, temporal realm of duniyā over and against the perfect, 

atemporal domain of dīn within the ideological quilt of secular modernity. 

This modern framing of the dīn-duniyā distinction has produced paradoxical situations 

with the shifting signification of materiality and of different aspects of social life such as politics. 

In other words, as the meaning of “politics” changes, so too does its perceived relationship with 

materiality, and this shapes how individuals considered the dīnī status of political activity. Traces 

of earlier Islamic debates among Ḥanbalis, for example, can be detected in arguments among the 

ulema over the Islamic state and of Pakistan’s potential to “end the distinction between religious 
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and secular worlds,” but now with “religion versus secular” imagined as an already-existing 

distinction in this modern period (Dhulipala 2015, 196). This markedly modern dīn-duniyā 

relation—one that relies on the “purification” of base, this-worldly materiality as distinct from 

spiritual, animate immateriality (Latour 1993, 10-11)—has become important for reformist 

organizations such as the Tablighi Jamāʿat, whose members understand life as “travel” during 

which one “temporarily migrates from duniyā (worldly pursuits) to din (religious concerns)….It 

is a migration from corruption to purity, withdrawal from worldly attachments to the Path of 

God” (Masud 2000, xvi). Darakhshan Khan explains how Tablighis’ outreach programs often 

make use of moralizing stories about people such as: 

an exemplary Muslim woman who effortlessly balances the demands made on her time 
and energy by din (faith) and duniya (the material world). This balance, however, is not 
easy to achieve and even when attained, it is, at best, precarious due to the contradictory 
expectations that the Jamaʿat’s women struggle to meet in their everyday lives. The 
tension between the goals of piety, on the one hand, and the contingencies of everyday 
life, on the other, is reflected in the twin discourses of the Jamaʿat: first, there is the 
dominant narrative about the exemplary status of Prophet Muhammad and his 
companions. This narrative about the spiritual rigor of early Muslims is interwoven with 
the second narrative about the lack of religious resolve among Muslims today, which 
makes it impossible for them to achieve the high moral and ethical standards set by the 
Prophet. (Khan 2020, 185) 

 
Khan’s attention to the “contradictory expectations that the Jamaʿat’s women struggle to 

meet in their everyday lives” is of critical important to this dissertation’s broader aims. The dīn-

duniyā distinction in postcolonial Lucknow is not just a matter of abstract theological analysis 

but a fundamental Islamic framework that ordinary Muslims rely upon in their everyday lives. 

Doing so, however, is a complex process when the shifting cultural order of postcolonial India 

can redefine aspects of Muslim life—what it means to be acting “politically”—in a way that is 

more or less in accord with dīn. Money is not naturally “worldly” or a material concern, but it 

can become rendered as such by a society when it is associated with “non-religious” concerns. 
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Al-Hujwīrī’s 11th century work offers a key theoretical insight on this point. Al-Hujwīrī 

emphasizes that when the heart is morally attuned to the world of God—that is, righteous intent 

or a polished mirror of the heart (aʿeīneh-i qalb) that allows one to realize the Truth (al-ḥaqq) 

lying behind the various veils (kashf) in our experience (Zargar 2011, 14-22)—the aspirant 

recognizes that anything—Qur’anically mandated alms, even—can become incorporated into the 

worldly realm of duniyā or, alternatively, can be oriented toward dīn and, thus, put into accord 

with divine truth. It is not that dīn must necessarily include, for example, the state or 

involvement in politics but rather the meaning of “politics” influences the dynamics relationship 

between dīn and duniyā. If duniyā is now viewed as fundamentally connected to materiality, then 

Sufis’ appropriate role in political or civic action can hinge on the degree to which politics is 

considered a materialistic, temporal exercise for a given a community at a given time. 

 

Anthropological Approaches to Sufism, Shrines, and Politics 

The role of Sufis in political and civic action has not just been a theological debate 

among Islamic scholars but also one of anthropological interest, and scholars of Sufism have 

long been attentive to the roles that Sufis play in civic society. Early anthropological studies of 

Sufis viewed shrine-based practices as regional expressions of the abstract and universal precepts 

of religion, and shrine-based practices reflected Sufis’ deep embeddedness in a society or 

culture. Anthropologists sought to understand how local social systems can organize diverse 

forms of Sufi piety and sainthood. In some cases, hereditary saints wielded both religious and 

secular authority to act as political intermediaries in rural border settlements in Morocco (Gellner 

1969) and in other cases took on regionally determined dispositions of Sufi sainthood (Geertz 

1971). Eickelman argued that the continual resignification of Islamic law into local Moroccan 
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symbols creates a coherent social reality (Eickelman 1976). In Pakistan, some anthropologists 

focused on Muslim tribes and the political authority of pīrs, which is exercised in return for gifts 

of real estate (Barth 2004). These kinds of studies of Sufis—from Morocco to Pakistan and 

beyond—largely have in common an interest in Sufis’ ability to hold societies together: “[T]he 

most salient collective function of faith seems to be as a mortar, temporarily applied to chinks in 

the political edifice durign crisis situations, when other means of unification have failed in the 

face of a fissile and segmentary social life” (Pastner 1988, 177). 

Interest in the social function of Sufis in political operations reflected the structural 

functionalist sensibilities of the time.9 As structural functionalism faded in the field of 

anthropology during the so-called “discursive turn,” there emerged two distinct approaches 

related to Sufis, shrines, and their role in political and civic life. In some ways, the first could be 

understood as a continuation of earlier trends that saw Sufis’ role in society in terms of perceived 

positive social outcomes. Anthropologists and scholars of religion have continued to view saint 

shrines as sites where the localized expressions of a general pattern of sectarian heterogeneity 

can be mediated with the universalizing demands of a tradition so as to produce a coherent, 

consistent subjectivity, whether through Sufi “poetics” in Pakistan (Wolf 2006), productive 

ambiguity in India (Bellamy 2011), “inhabiting Istanbul in a Muslim way” (Henkel 2007), or 

“vernacular Islam” in India (Flueckiger 2006). Studies of Sufis, particularly in India, have 

interpreted non-Muslim shrine visitation as emblematic of inter-religious civic engagement in 

“shared sacred spaces” in which syncretic traditions resist non-local, universalizing norms 

(Sikand 2003; Pemberton 2011). When it comes to the study of civic and political life in South 

Asia, Sufis’ roles as mediators of social heterogeneity, and their shrines’ status as sites that 

                                                
9 Structural-functionalism also underlay Victor Turner’s approach to symbols even as Turner sought to move beyond 
its theoretical constraints. 
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facilitate processes that bring different communities together, have been a special area of interest 

for those who view hybrid cultural forms as indicative of an absence of influence from the kinds 

of coercive political structures that homgenized religious identities during the colonial period 

(Pandey 1990).  

Sufis’ cultural embeddedness has sometimes been taken as evidence of Indian Muslims’ 

rightful place in the Indian nation and its political society due to the openness, tolerance, and 

flexibility of Sufism. Sufi rituals that are centered around shrines have been seen as forms of 

devotion that are “distinctively inclusive and multilayered [traditions that remain] open-ended in 

many circumstances” (Mohammad 2013, 5). Cities centered around Sufi saint shrines have been 

viewed as models of multi-ethnic political societies because “’living together’ was […] rendered 

possible because of the spiritual life of the various communities involved in the religious life of 

the city [of Ajmer]” (Marayam 2005, 151), and scholars of South Asian Sufism have sought to 

“discover if the lessons of life in Malerkotla [a Sufi shrine city in Punjab] are applicable and 

replicable elsewhere” (Bigelow 2010, 239). 

Just as debates in Islamic thought over the role of political action in dīn required an 

account of the meaning of “politics” in a given period or social context, the second approach to 

the study of Sufis has attended to the signification of politics itself in discussions of Sufism, 

shrines, and their purported socio-political efficaciousness. In South Asia, where international 

media attention has focused on Taliban and Al Qaeda activities in Pakistan and on the increased 

incidence of anti-Muslim violence during the rise of Hindu ethno-nationalism, it is not simply 

the case that Sufis and shrines serve a function in political and civic society. Rather, Sufism itself 

is politicized, and studies of Muslim saint shrines and Sufism that depict these spaces as 

apolitical, all-inclusive, and anti-elite reproduce a historically specific political discourse. 
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Katherine Ewing puts the dynamic succinctly by writing that “the Sufi of a global discourse that 

has developed over the past half century has become increasingly removed from the complex 

politics of Sufi practice in South Asia, though Sufis in India and Pakistan are in turn shaped by 

this discourse of ‘the good Sufi’” (Ewing 2020, 24). Islamic reformism plays a key role in 

shaping this discourse of “the good Sufi,” and Muslims’ awareness of this discourse impacts 

shrine practices (Rozehnal 2007; Umashankar 2012). Scholars have noted that the politics of 

Sufism have shaped anthropological inquiry when theological debates over the reform of shirk 

(associationism) and bidʿah (innovation) are framed as “older” Sufi traditions under existential 

threat from “hostile” reformers, thereby rendering “ordinary” and “everyday” Muslim activity as 

more authentic than emergent “ultra-orthodox” Salafī thought (Fadil and Fernando 2015).10 

These attitudes toward Sufis and paradigms of the political do not emerge naturally from 

the ethnographic site but are formed dialectically through Muslim thought and the academic 

study of Islam in Western and non-Western universities (Hicks 2011; Meyer 2020). In Pakistan, 

the administration of Muhammad Zia al-Haqq (1924-1988) redefined the traditional relationship 

between Sufis and the ulema in a way that was consistent with the administration’s broader 

policy agenda (Ewing 1983), but then Sufism and saint shrines became signified differently 

under President Pervez Musharraf (b. 1943), when the “global war on terror” became an integral 

aspect of Pakistani political discourse (Philippon 2020). In India, the Congress government 

incorporated Sufism into its “Unity in Diversity” political campaign, thereby redefining it in 

accordance with aims of the state (Umashankar 2012), meanwhile historically erasing the living 

                                                
10 The current debates in the anthropology of Islam over “everyday” Muslim life are oriented around acute concerns 
about the spread of Salafī thought in the near past, but these debates could rightly be seen as genealogically 
connected to earlier debates over “neo-Sufism.” Both deal with Sufi responses to “conservative” reforms but, more 
importantly, with the degree to which a “new” tradition is implicitly afforded greater or less credibility or integrity 
as a tradition. See Voll (1982), O’Fahey and Radtke (1993), Sedgwick (2008), and Voll (2008). 
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memory of shrine-based traditions that do not fit that political agenda, such as the supplication of 

jinn-saints (Taneja 2017). All of this—older Islamic debates refashioned for political agendas; 

the redefinition of Sufism to promote civic engagement; tense debates over the relationship 

between reformism, terrorism, and Sufism—amounts to a highly complex, emotionally charged 

situation for ordinary Muslims in South Asia, who must navigate the inconsistent and 

incompatible demands of competing ideologies of Sufism while still relying on local shrines and 

pīrs for everyday needs. “[The] awareness of the arbitrariness of ideologies and the class-based 

interests that are represented by the hegemonic discourses that dominate public talk is 

particularly acute in historical situations in which alternative discourses confront one another, 

producing a reflexive consciousness….[E]ngagement with Sufi pīrs occurs in ways ranging from 

unquestioned habitual activity to intense ideological argument” (Ewing 1997, 37). Ewing’s work 

shows us that, in all of these studies, the Sufi pīr and the shrine act as nodal points of not one but 

several discourses, many of which are not consistent with each other, thus producing the kinds of 

paradoxical situations described at the beginning of this Introduction. My interviewees often 

navigated those situations by explaining why duniyā is associated with politics, commercial real 

estate, terrorism, and caste insofar as those domains of human life were associated with money, 

and money is associated with the domain of duniyā insofar as it is eminently material. 

 

The Anthropology of Money and Disavowal 

Historically, anthropological and sociological studies of money had been framed around 

functionalist analyses of money’s effects on social formations and modes of sociality. Debates 

over money’s effect on societies stem from the “great transformation” thesis put forward by Karl 

Polyani—with earlier origins in the work of Simmel (1907). Polanyi argued that “[m]oney freed 
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people from corporate statuses but left them with nothing but money itself with which to 

evaluate and judge the social and natural worlds around them” (Mauer 2006, 19-20). These 

studies have attended to the transformation of particular social forms such as money markets and 

the cash economy, which undergo their own structural changes (Taylor 2004). Interactions 

among individuals were said to become decreasingly socially embedded as money became 

increasingly associated with socially disembedded, abstract financial calculations. Mauer has 

noted anthropologists’ habit of “retelling […] the ‘great transformation’ postulated by Polanyi 

(1944), a compendium of exotica coupled with a morality tale of what ‘we’ have lost”: 

Where anthropology once contributed reports of special-purpose moneys that were 
grounded in social relations of rank and prestige, it now records responses of people on 
the ground to the abstractions of finance circulating above their heads. In both accounts, 
however, money and the violence of its abstractions erode the sociability subtending 
human experience, and the very idea of society itself. (Mauer 2006, 17, 19) 
 

Mauer argues that the anthropology of money has tacked back and forth between money’s “real” 

impact on societies and its representation or meaning in societies, and he commends those 

studies that have attempted to transcend the question of just representation and move toward 

practice, studies that “help reorient the anthropology of money from meanings to repertoires, 

pragmatics, and indexicality” (Mauer 2006, 17). In these kinds of studies, money was not seen 

only as a force in the world that influences sociality or even just a signifier but also as a material 

object that mediates social relations and possesses its own historically specific, context-

dependent semiotic ideology. Objects like money have their own social life and semiotic 

ideology, and in this way money does not simply act on societies to transform sociality but rather 

participates in societies’ broader symbolic order (Appadurai 1986; Keane 2003, 2018; Anidjar 

2021). In ideology critique, material objects like money are not merely objects of the natural 

world but can act as signifiers that render the world natural to the ideological subject, thereby 
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enabling individuals to navigate their social world more easily. In this dissertation, I analyze 

money, not as a natural object of the human world, but as an object that, through its association 

with materiality, renders the world natural to the subject. 

When the boundary between dīn and duniyā shifts over time and creates paradoxical 

situations for Muslims, such as when Sufis draw on a long heritage of righteous political action 

but live at a time when politics has come to signify corruption, how do we understand the 

apparent discontinuities in the subject? Whereas hegemony for Gramsci or a discursive 

formation for Foucault constitute a person’s sense of self, Ewing has argued that these 

conceptions of hegemony, which suggests that an individual’s sense of self is constituted by 

recognition by the Other, often assume the presence of just one “Other” constituted by a 

dominant discourse. But social and political order is cross-cut by multiple, sometimes 

incommensurable, discourses, such that the subject encounters diverse “Others” in different 

contexts, leading to shifting registers that constitute incommensurable selves or subject positions 

(Ewing 1990, 1997). The competing demands of distinct ideological debates induce these 

context-specific shifts among subject positions, because the subject is better described as a 

“bundle of agencies” instead of a coherent, unitary identity (Ewing 1997, 5). The illusion of 

wholeness creates a situation in which we are unaware of our own inconsistencies as we deal 

with the tension produced by, in a manner of speaking, unconsciously performing for two 

different audiences at the same time; and yet we remain aware of others’ inconsistencies. 

How, then, is the illusion of wholeness achieved? I argue that this can happen through the 

process of disavowal, when individuals draw on a symbol that encompasses a contradiction, a 

symbol that combines inconsistencies or conflicting signifiers within an “ideological quilt” that 

renders our social world meaningful while simultaneously managing and obscuring its own 



20 
 

inherent tensions and ambivalences. When a cultural order is reconstituted during discursive 

shifts—such as the reconfiguration of the dīn-duniyā distinction along the lines of spirituality 

and materiality—the rearrangement of the signifiers in an ideological quilt necessarily produces 

points of tension. The tension generated by the inconsistencies inherent to a cultural order can 

become legible at nodal points. 

One of the ways that individuals negotiate the tensions generated by the contradictions 

and inconsistencies of a cultural order is through a process of disavowal. The coexistence of 

oppositions or contradictions within a specific sign, image, or object is not, of course, exclusive 

to Turner’s notion of a symbol. In some ways, there is a disavowed linked between Turner’s 

notion of the symbol and the concept of the fetish as it was developed by both Marx and Freud. 

The idea that commodities had a “fetish-character” (fetischcharakter) was crucial for Marx. He 

famously argued that commodity exchange depends on commodities’ fetish-character because it 

allowed individuals to disavow long, disperse sets of labor relations, supply chains, and the 

exploitation of natural resources inherent to commodities in order to treat them as if their value 

were inherent within the commodity-objects themselves (Marx 1990, 163-177).11 Lacan 

attributed to Marx the invention of the concept of the symptom because Marx viewed the 

exchange of material commodities as a fetishistic failure to recognize the social relationships 

congealed in these objects as labor (Tomšič 2015, 185). Marx’s observation that individuals 

maintain two realities simultaneously (one in which a commodity’s value is merely the insignia 

of labor relations and supply chains, and another in which a commodity’s value is an inherent 

property of the object itself) became important for the concept of disavowal in European clinical 

psychology in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Through his studies of fetishism, Freud 

                                                
11 The commentaries on and research about Marx's commodity fetishism is voluminous, but Rosalind Morris' essay 
in The Returns of Fetishism offers a recently published history of the idea. See Morris (2017). 
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developed a particular understanding of disavowal, which he thought was inherently connected 

with the idea of the fetish. He distinguished disavowal (Verleugnung) from repression 

(Verdrängung; “denial”) because the former better characterized the non-pathological capacity of 

individuals to maintain two distinct realities but, crucially, without experiencing any tension 

associated with the incongruities between them (Freud 1997, 204-209). 

Despite the troubled history of the term “fetish” as a marker of the divide between 

European civilization and the primitive,12 Marxist theorists and psychoanalysts rearticulated the 

concept of the fetish to describe a kind of “knowledge that does not know itself” (Morris 2017, 

221), thereby foregrounding the process of disavowal. For Freud, disavowal involved “splitting” 

experience into non-overlapping domains to allow for a paradox to remain intact without tension 

(“I know that the Mother never had a Phallus to begin with, but still the fetish substitutes for her 

missing Phallus”) (Freud 1997). By combining the Marxist and Freudian perspectives, Žižek 

interprets disavowal through a Lacanian lens and describes it as a mode of thought that follows 

the form, “I know very well, but still…,” and he applies this formula to money: “I know that 

money is a material object like others, but still…[it as if it were made of a special substance over 

which time has no power]” (Žižek 1989, 12). Disavowal allows something to be two things at 

once without the tension one might expect from repression or denial, as I argue, for example, in 

the case of a Sufi politician lauded for being apolitical on basis of his dīnī handling of money, 

described in Chapter Four. Where one might expect a tension between these ideas, there is none 

because, in this example, money enables the disavowal of paradox (“I know very well that this 

Sufi is a politician, but still he is apolitical”). In this example, money is not merely a signifier 

                                                
12 Rosalind Morris has traced the historical trajectory of the use of the concept of the fetish in European scholarship 
across multiple disciplines. See Morris (2017, 133-319).  
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that connotes wealth and power. It is also acting as a symbol that enables the coexistence of these 

two paradoxical ideas (e.g., that the Sufi is a politician and that the Sufi is apolitical). 

What is this negotiation of tension done in pursuit of? Many of my interlocutors wanted 

both to be better Muslims and to be fully recognized as Indians. Those two desires would not 

necessarily be in conflict in all historical periods and discursive moments. But in postcolonial 

India today, these two identities can be difficult to reconcile in many contexts. In a similar way, 

aspects of Sufi piety that might not otherwise be considered paradoxical in an earlier historical 

period—such as the Sufi’s superior position in a socio-spiritual hierarchy—can become 

contradictory when hierarchical social divisions are seen as “worldly” in a particular historical 

moment. When older, deeper Islamic traditions, theological lineages, and signifiers (especially 

pīrī-murīdī relations) are set in opposition to modern ideological and cultural ideas (democratic 

egalitarianism; modern anti-elitism), the symbol of money can cover the gap between these 

disjunctures, whereby individuals can accept a nationalist ethos of democratic egalitarianism and 

Sufi hierarchy because they are able can attribute the paradoxical nature of these oppositions to 

money, which symbolically contains some of the implicit tensions of modern, postcolonial India. 

 

Fieldsite 

  Just as the idea of the shrine serves as the site of inquiry, the idea of Old Lucknow 

(Chowk) of Lucknow served as the primary fieldsite even in cases when I collected ethnographic 

material outside of the city. The neighborhood’s name (Urdu: chauk; lit., intersection) alludes to 

the area’s function as a crossroads during a bygone era. When Lucknow was the capital of the 

United Provinces and home to the Shiʿi Nawābs, Chowk was its core. Its architecture is evidence 

of this. The area is home not only to some of the most iconic architecture in Uttar Pradesh but 
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also much of the most iconic Muslim architecture in India. The Bāṛa Imāmbārā, Chhoṭa 

Imāmbārā, Rūmi Darwāza, and ʿAsif Masjid have become some of the neighborhood’s key 

sources of revenue for the Uttar Pradesh and Lucknow governments after they made major 

investments in the neighborhood’s tourism infrastructure (Casci 2002). There is something fitting 

about this, considering that these structures were sources of revenue in Lucknow for hundreds of 

years. They were invaluable assets of the Hussainabad Trust, which was one of the largest waqfs 

in India and such an enormous source of wealth that the British Colonial government relied on it 

for loans (Pandit 2018). Lucknow was and remains one of the two Shiʿi cores of India,13 and 

while the issue of Hindu-Muslim relations is often the dominant narrative at the national level, 

the history of Lucknow has been marked by periods of unrest between its Sunni and Shiʿi 

communities (Hasan 1996; Jones 2012). The Shiʿi Nawābs were prolific patrons of the arts, so 

much so that the supposed “decadence,” or vilāsitā, of Lucknow’s Nawābī culture was 

immortalized in Satyajit Rai’s 1977 cinematic masterpiece Shatranj ke Khilari (The Chess 

Players), which is an adaptation of Premchand’s Urdu-language “Shaṭranj ke Bāzi.”14 Although 

the Nawābs had long been operating at the behest of the colonial administration, the end of the 

Nawābī era, and thus the imagined beginning of the decay of pure Lucknowi Muslim culture, 

was the 1856 Annexation of Lucknow (Oldenburg 1984; Llewellyn-Jones 1985). 

 While Chowk may be the bygone core of the city, Lucknow is imagined as the bygone 

core of Uttar Pradesh (UP), and in that way, the Annexation of Lucknow and the 1857 Mutiny 

are imagined as the beginning of a broader process of Muslim decline throughout India. The 

emergence of reformist madrasahs (such as the Darul Uloom Deoband in 1867) has been seen as 

one of many Muslim reactions to colonial imposition (Metcalf 1982; Ingram 2018). One of those 

                                                
13 The other significant Shiʿi population in India is in Hyderabad. 
14 Premchand first published the story in Hindi in 1924 with film’s title of “Śatraṅj ke khilārī.” 
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Muslim reformist institutions was the world-renowned Darul Uloom Nadwatul Ulama, which 

was built in Lucknow in 1898 and lies just beyond the Gomti River. The end of Nawābī rule and 

the official beginning of colonial rule were decisive for the Shiʿa of Lucknow, who carved out a 

new identity in contrast to the region’s Sunnis but always indirectly in relation to the colonial 

rulers (Jones 2012). Both Sunni and Shiʿi auqāf were increasingly under threat of annexation and 

illegal sale, and the management of auqāf in India came entirely under the purview of 

government management after Independence (Chapter Two). The fact that Lucknowi Muslims 

historically relied on the waqf generally and the Hussainabad Trust in particular for public and 

philanthropic services would portend much of the precarity that would come to characterize 

Muslim life in India after Independence during the mainstreaming of Hindu ethno-nationalism 

and in the neoliberal era. Lucknow’s relationship to waqf extends beyond the presence of large 

and important trusts. It is also the headquarters of both the Sunni Central Waqf Board and the 

Shia Central Waqf Board. While waqf management is theoretically meant to be apolitical by 

virtue of the Boards’ status as subsidiary bodies of the Indian government, heads of both of these 

offices are political appointees. 

 By virtue of its population, UP is the most important electorate in India, and its sizeable 

Muslim population makes Muslim electoral politics particularly salient. Lucknow is also a 

crossroads for many Indian communities. Politically, Lucknow’s Shiʿa defy the conventional 

wisdom that Indian Muslims would naturally oppose the BJP given their ties to the Sangh 

Parivar. Historically, the BJP has relied on the Lucknowi Shiʿi vote, and there are competing 

theories as to why this may be. The BJP’s campaign strategies shift state by state, but in the heart 

of the Hindi belt and home to Ayodhya, UP has special cultural and historical resonance for the 

Hindtuva agenda of the BJP. The party has assigned some of its chief figures to campaign there, 
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including Amit Shah (a prominent BJP politician and the party’s current President) during the 

campaigns for the 2014 General Elections. It also presents challenges for the BJP’s constant 

negotiation of caste in their agenda. UP was one of the states that first witnessed the mass 

mobilization of Dalit politics in independent India (Jaffrelot 2003). The most well-known figure 

of UP Dalit politics is Mayawati, who is the party chief of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and 

former-Chief Minister of UP. The sheer scale of UP’s population gives the state significant 

national-level electoral importance, and the core of that political activity is Lucknow, where the 

interests and alliances of the Shiʿa, various Sunni groups, Dalits, regional caste groups, and right-

wing Hindu nationalists intersect. 

 When considering shrines to visit as fieldsites, I focused on two sites in Chowk or the 

nearby neighborhoods and two in rural settings. For reasons related to a shared Islamic tradition 

of ziyārat described below, I did not, however, give preference to Sunni or Shiʿi shrines. 

According to paper records obtained by the Uttar Pradesh Sunni Central Waqf Board, there are 

198 dargāhs registered in Lucknow District alone, clearly too many to name or even account for. 

Among them, the Sunni shrine of Shāhmīnā Shāh (d. 1479) of Chishtī-Nizāmī lineage is 

prominent and well-known. It is situated on the campus of the King George Medical College, 

and it sits just off the aptly named Shahmina Road. Down the street past the Farangi Mahal—the 

once-renowned educational center that pioneered the dars-i niẓāmī curriculum (Robinson 

2001)—and then southeast through some winding alleyways sits the Shiʿi shrine of ʿAbbās ʿAli 

(d. 680), the flagbearer of Imām Ḥussain during the Battle of Karbala, whose staff was said to be 

excavated in Old Lucknow. While it may not be the single-most prominent Shiʿi site in 

Lucknow—there are many worthy candidates—it is among them and arguably the most 

prominent Shiʿi dargāh. I have defined the core of this study’s fieldsite as Chowk (or at least, the 
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idea of Chowk), but I have delimited the study’s scope as the Lucknow area in order to include 

prominent sites in the surrounding countryside. Kākori Sharīf of Shāh Muḥammad Kāzim (d. 

1806) sits in the middle of a lush mango orchard in the Unnao District. Shāh Muḥammad Kāzim 

was both Qalāndarīyyah and Qadrīyyah but gradually became associated only with the 

Qādrīyyah. To the northeast of Kākorī Sharīf, Dewa Sharīf of Ḥājī Wāris (d. 1905) sits in the 

Barabanki District. Ḥājī Wāris was initiated both as Chishtī and Qadrī, a matter so contested as 

to warrant the intervention of colonial courts. Of all of the shrines in the Lucknow area, this 

rural, 20th century dargāh has become the most famous Sufi saint shrine in the region, thanks to 

large-scale promotional efforts on the part of the Uttar Pradesh Ministry of Tourism. 

 Oftentimes, Sunnis and the Shiʿa—and even worse, Sunnis, the Shiʿa, and Sufis—are 

treated as if they were distinct entities, religions within a religion. But Sunnis and the Shiʿa have 

more in common than they do not. One of those concepts that they share is ziyārat, or visitation. 

Shiʿi imāmbārās, as well as Shiʿi dargāhs, are all over Lucknow. While Sufis are not always 

Sunni, they often are. Because the major Sufi ṭarīqahs of India (except for the Naqshbandiyya) 

trace their silsilahs (spiritual lineages) through ʿAli, historically Sufis and the Shiʿa have enjoyed 

a shared affinity for ʿAli and for ziyārat-i dargāh. This is not always the case. Aḥmed Rāza Khān 

Barelvī (1856-1921), the founder of the so-called “Barelvī movement,” and an array of Deobandī 

jurists expressed their concerns related to Shiʿi rituals through fatāwā. In Lucknow, the 

relationship between the Shiʿi and Sunnis has undergone periods of strain and tension throughout 

the 20th century. Due to persistent riots, the Lucknow government even banned ʿAzādārī (Shiʿi 

processions during the month of Muḥarram to commemorate the death of ʿAli during the Battle 

of Karbalāh) for twenty years, from 1977 to 1997. As illustrated in Chapter Three, the 

resonances of this tension remain in what Freud called the “preconscious” of Lucknow, which is 
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to say that it may not be at the forefront of many Lucknowis’ minds from day to day, but it does 

not take much to bring it into focus. There have been growing Shiʿa-Sufi Ekta (Shiʿa-Sufi Unity) 

movements dedicated to overcoming this legacy of Sunni-Shiʿa unrest (Hasan 1996). 

 

Method 

  This dissertation is about an issue, not a community. In other words, instead of focusing 

on a single community’s self-representations, I focus instead on the visitation of Muslim saint 

shrines as a political and theological issue that lies at the boundary of dīn and duniyā. I consider 

how the issue of shrine visitation is manifest in public discourse and percolates through everyday 

conversation. Instead of describing a fully integrated self as an individual or as a community 

understands itself in a given moment or context, this study attends to the process of negotiating 

selfhood in relationship to Islam and to the Indian nation-state by tracking the complex symbolic 

dynamics of shrines, Sufism, and money. Methodologically, this requires a multi-sited 

ethnographic approach that involves tracing out linkages among people and topics and pursuing 

suggestions made by interviewees for other contacts to follow up with.  Instead of exploring or 

sampling a bounded community, I followed the trails of specific issues into whatever surprising 

context they were to be found. Naturally, Muslim saint shrines, as a site, were generative locales 

of negotiation and debate, but Muslim saint shrines, as an issue, lead me to madrasahs, State 

Waqf Board offices, the Uttar Pradesh Ministry of Tourism, and closed-door meetings with 

religious and political officials. 

  While I did not limit my interviews and ethnographic observations to a specific locale, 

my day-to-day life had certain rhythms. I lived in the Chowk with a Shiʿi family that I had 

known for many years. I would structure my days by working regularly in the library of the 
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Darul Uloom Nadwatul Ulama in the mornings, after which I would hang out with students. 

Then I would spend time at the dargāh of Shāhmīnā Shāh in the afternoons or evenings because 

I lived nearby, which made it possible to divide my time as I did.  At other times, I disrupted the 

pattern of my days by making dedicated trips to other dargāhs that were further afield. While 

this was a general fieldwork template for my days and weeks, the reality was considerably more 

free-form, and those free flowing, unstructured experiences in Lucknow and in the surrounding 

areas were some of my most fruitful: long walks through winding alleyways in the old city, days 

at the Shiʿi imāmbārā of ʿAbbās ʿAli, weekend excursions to Dewa Sharīf or one of the many 

shrines in the countryside surrounding Lucknow, and the occasional week in Aligarh for visa-

related official visits that also doubled as rich opportunities to speak with young Muslims about 

shrines, Sufism, and perceptions of Lucknow. 

When I began fieldwork, I was looking for certain things, such as attitudes toward 

politics and intra-Islamic rivalry, but not others, such as real estate mafias and Muslim caste. 

Because I had specific research questions, my presence and participation in the ethnographic 

field brought about “paradoxical” situations that might not have otherwise arisen or have been 

thought of as paradoxical at all.15 In this way, I have attempted not only to account for the degree 

to which my presence introduced ostensible paradox but also to use this tension as a means of 

understanding how Muslims deal with and overcome the fact that modern assumptions and 

attitudes do not neatly synch with alternative understandings of the dīn-duniya distinction. To 

track the shifts in the signification of Sufi saint shrines, money, and the dīn-duniyā distinction, I 

would often ask interlocutors to elaborate on such situations when they mentioned them in 

conversation, and I listened for explanations of the ostensible inconsistency, as opposed to 

                                                
15 Chapter Four deals with this dynamic and the degree to which my interloctuors perceived a paradox at all. 
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focusing on the “inconsistency” itself.16 This method was partially informed by concepts and 

techniques of Freudian dream analysis and by ethnographic studies that have relied on dream 

analysis (Freud 1913; Ewing 1994). For Freud, the mind is a highly associative engine that forms 

chains in which the links between associations can be arbitrary. The connection between 

associations to manifest dream content is likely not some kind of long-forgotten arcane secret of 

the mind but rather, at least initially, the synthesis of what Freud called “day residue” from the 

past few days (Freud 1913, 141-142). The relevance of this perspective on dream interpretation 

for my interview methods was that I attempted to trace associational chains, rather than 

particular topics or logical arguments. In other words, a conversation that was initially about 

apolitical Sufi politicians could ultimately turn into a discussion of money. Second, my interview 

method always accounted for “day residue” when attempting to contextualize interviews. For 

example, the 2019 General Elections were often in the background of many of my conversations 

with others, even when we did not directly address them. 

A second interview method that I employed also emerged from clinical psychotherapy, 

specifically from conversations with Zehra Mehdi, who is a practicing psychotherapist in India 

and a doctoral candidate at Columbia University in New York. In personal conversations, she 

explained that in clinical psychotherapy resistance is not a barrier to overcome in order to access 

the “real” issue. Instead, the resistance itself is the site of analysis. She commented that this is 

also an ethical mandate for practicing clinical psychotherapists because it allows the analysand to 

avoid painful or private topics, and yet the analyst can still facilitate the therapeutic process by 

focusing on the resistance itself. During an invited conference talk at Shia P.G. College in 

                                                
16 My approach to the dīn-duniyā distinction implies that my interviewees are not, in fact, being inconsistent or 
contradictory. Instead, the shifting meaning of this important Islamic framework over time has made otherwise 
normative aspects of Muslim life appear paradoxical in the modern period. Chapter Four analyses this in depth. 
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Lucknow early in my fieldwork, I worked with Indian colleagues to adapt this psychotherapeutic 

perspective on resistance to ethnographic interview methods. This became particularly useful in 

recognizing the crucial role that money plays as a signifier in neoliberal Lucknow. While I 

initially felt as if my interviewees’ and interlocutors’ dismissal of Sufi politicians or intra-Islamic 

rivals as doing things “just because of money” was an obstacle that I needed to overcome in 

order to discuss the “real” issues, this method allowed me to recognize early on that the way 

people talked about money, and not some “deeply” buried psychological or cultural secret, was 

the real issue (Ewing 1992). 

 

Chapter Outline 

This dissertation is based on ethnographic data collected between October 2018 and August 

2019 and archival materials retrieved from the Uttar Pradesh State Archives and the HathiTrust 

Digital Library. It is organized into four chapters: one chapter based on historical analysis 

(Chapter Two) and three chapters based on ethnographic analysis.  

 How can shrines be both apolitical spaces and corrupted by politics? Chapter One (“Who 

Are the Real Kings? Scarcity and Abundance, Indian Politics, and Comparative Secularism”) 

argues that many Muslims negotiate the apparent paradoxes of the dīn-duniyā distinction by 

differentiating between “true” Sufis and those individuals who handle money in a way that 

reflects the materialist workings of duniyā. In this way, money acts as a Turnerian symbol that 

enables the disavowal of these paradoxical situations produced by the shifting boundary line 

between dīn and duniyā. As aspects of human life or Islamic concepts are reimagined or 

resignified in a different social or political context, this can have important implications for the 

way that the boundary line between dīn and duniyā is imagined. For example, even though 
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historically Sufis and the state have enjoyed different forms of codependence and collaboration, 

and even though there have been periods when dīn and politics were seen as compatible, many 

Muslims in north India view religion and politics as having opposed aims when politics in India 

is perceived as being increasingly associated with the exploitation of public office for personal 

monetary gain, or corruption. The self-interested, competitive coercion characterized by political 

activity is seen in stark contrast to the altruistic generosity of true Sufism and authentic religion. 

When someone is seen as possessing an inconspicuous amount of wealth, the money becomes 

the grounds for suspecting extortion or ill-gotten gain. As a result, money itself—and not one’s 

function in the state apparatus or participation in electoral politics—becomes the basis for 

characterizing individuals as “political.” This does not mean that older Islamic concepts of dīnī 

political sovereignity go away, but they are rather reimagined in such a way that worldly politics 

is sharply distinguished from the “true kings” of the unseen world.  

How can shrines be both sacred and mere objects of exchange? Chapter Two (“100 Years 

of Waqf: Sacred Real Estate in the 20th Century”) follows the 20th century history of shrine real 

estate and the management of waqf. This chapter argues that the perception of Sufi shrines as 

tolerant sacred spaces arises not only from qualities of Sufism and reactions against 

Islamophobia but also from state-driven real estate regulations. After 1857 the religious character 

of graves became a key point of litigation in real estate suits regarding property retained by 

wealthy, high-caste Muslim families via inheritance laws [family waqf (waqf al-ʿālaud)]. In 

1913, the Mussalman Wakf Validating Act restored the ability to create a waqf in the name of the 

family. Throughout the second half of the 20th century, a small number of wealthy ashrāf (noble) 

landholders consolidated their real estate assets through family auqāf. After Partition, the 

Evacuee Property Act, the Zamindari Abolition Act of 1950, and the establishment of State Waqf 
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Boards and the Central Waqf Council enabled the newly formed Indian government to seize 

these real estate assets that had been consolidated under auqāf. The neoliberal reforms of the 

Indian economic markets in 1991-92 simultaneously led to a real estate boom and curbed 

demand for smuggled foreign goods, which led India’s mafias and organized crime groups 

(OCGs) to focus on real estate development. Mafias were able to corner the market on sacred 

real estate because its sale is illegal. Rampant illegal sale of sacred real estate inspired waqf 

reclamation efforts that pitted various Muslim sectarian groups against each other. Specific Sufi 

groups cast their rivals as “Wahhābīs” to forge alliances with the government for the purpose of 

protecting the sacred real estate of the global Islamic ummah. This particular Sufi-state alliance 

to protect Sufism and its shrines from religious extremism represents an ironic reversal of the 

ideological alignment of the colonial state and Sufi reformers a century prior, when shrines and 

Sufism were seen as entirely unrelated and regulated as such. 

How can shrines thrive because they exclude no one but also depend upon the exclusion 

of Muslim theological rivals? Chapter Three (“Who is the Wahhābī? Islamic Sectarianism, Oil 

Dollars, and Abjection”) argues that Wahhābīs—impossibly elusive phantoms funded by Saudi 

“oil dollars” and universally denounced by Muslims for their fundamentalist ideology and 

maleficent intent toward the Indian state—function as an “abject Other” among Muslims in north 

India. Interreligious interactions at Sufi shrines are often described as expressions of communal 

unity to tip the rhetorical balance in favor of multicultural tolerance. The focus on Hindu-Muslim 

relations, however, has obscured another set of communal relations in India: those among 

Muslims, who are divided by Sufi shrines, not united by them. Many Muslims in Lucknow have 

to carefully navigate substantive theological arguments over shrines and Sufism related to 

tauhīd, while also debating issues related to Indian nationalism. In a different context or 
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historical period, there might not be anything inherently incompatible between a more restrictive 

position on tauhīd and belonging to the Indian nation, but the ideological context is such that 

some Muslims in Lucknow feel that their theological beliefs can be perceived as compromising 

their national patriotism, which creates a paradoxical and ambiguous scenario. What is not 

ambiguous is the moral repugnance toward Wahhābīs, who are enemies both of the Indian state 

and of Islam. The abject fundamentalism of Wahhābīs effectively creates an unambiguous 

situation, and this moral clarity helps Muslims negotiate their own relation to the dīn-duniyā 

distinction and, thus, their place in both Islam and the Indian nation. 

How is it that shrine-based Sufis make no distinction between high and low caste, and yet 

their Sufi status is predicated upon being high-caste? Chapter Four (“Who Carries the Pure 

Blood of the Prophet? Caste Hierarchy, Sufi Authority, and Sacred Bloodline of Sayyids”) 

argues that the Sayyid identity in Sufi shrine operations has escaped the scrutiny of caste critique 

because it is only understood as a caste designation once this sacred bloodline descent from the 

Prophet becomes perverted by money. Sayyids, who are the purported descendants of the 

Prophet Muḥammad, represent the apex position in the Muslim caste system. Lineage from the 

Prophet forms the basis of many forms of Sufi teaching authority, which is proven by spiritual 

chains (isnāds or silsilahs) of teachers and students tracing a “family tree” (shajarah) back to the 

Prophet. This logic of descent also legitimizes the inheritance of sacred real estate, which is 

authorized by a shajarah (family tree documentation). Yet the role of Sayyid caste identity in 

Sufi shrine operations is virtually illegible, and the notion that Sufi identity relies on being upper 

caste is considered absurd, almost unthinkable. When it comes to the dīn-duniyā distinction, the 

caste associations with Sayyid descent are disavowed and attributed to workings of the corrupt 

world of money that is driven by material desires. Once this happens, there is no incongruity 
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between the claim that caste distinctions fall away at Sufi shrines and that Sufis must be Sayyids. 

Historically, the idea that a Sufi pīr holds a higher position in a spiritual hierarchy was often 

normative and consistent with dīn, but a Sayyid Sufi could be (but is not) considered paradoxical 

in the modern dīn-duniyā distinction. This chapter focuses on how my interviewees reacted to 

and reconciled these modern predicaments. 
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Chapter One - Who Are the True Kings? Scarcity and Coercion, 

Indian Politics, and Comparative Secularism 

 

Introduction: Passing Money at Shāhmīnā Shāh 

Every Thursday evening at the shrine of Ḥaẓrat Makhdūm Shāhmīnā Shāh (d. 1465), 

which is tucked just between the bustling King George Medical College campus and the 

congested Shahmina Road in the neighborhood of Chowk, money falls into the open lap of Pīr 

Sheikh Rashīd ʿAli Minaī, one of younger but more publicly recognizable pīrs of the dargah-

khānqāh complex.17 He rarely reaches out for the money, and he never asks for it. Instead, it 

finds him, as if traveling under its own auto-generative power, never coercively sought after, and 

always passively received. Typically, visitors would drop money in front of the groups of 

qawwals (performers of qawwalī devotional music)18 that had been booked to play at Shāhmīnā 

Shāh’s tomb on Thursdays, but they rarely passed this money to the qawwals before letting the 

Rashīd ʿAli Minaī touch the money. Or they waved the cash in the direction of the tomb of the 

interred saint before dropping it.19 Occasionally, when someone reached a state of hāl (euphoric 

ecstasy that overrides the rational faculties when individuals are overcome by the power of the 

                                                
17 Pīr is one of the more general terms referring to the Sufi or saintly figures in South Asian Islam. Other terms can 
denote specific roles, such as sajjadah nashīn or gaddi nashīn, which refers to the leader of a particular Sufi 
tradition, or terms that denote vows of poverty, such as faqīr.  
 
18 The definitive work on qawwalī is Regula Qureshi’s Sufi Music in India and Pakistan (1986). While this 
devotional art form has long enjoyed popularity in mass media, in large part thanks to the music and persona of 
Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan (1948-1997), greater scholarly interest is gradually growing, following Qureshi, in the field 
of ethnomusicology (Weston 2013; Bond 2020). 
 
19 The English terms “shrine” and “tomb” do not do full justice to these sites. They can be variously referred to in 
Urdu as “mazār” (lit., place of visitation), “dargāh” (lit., doorway, threshold), or “qabar” (tomb, or grave). 
Nevertheless, I will most often use the English term “shrine” as a means of accounting for the broad range of shrine 
veneration traditions, such as imāmbārās and mazārs and dargāhs, which can be included under the general term 
“Muslim saint shrine.” 
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saint), he (or, rarely, she) might flamboyantly shower the performers with money so that cash 

rained down over them as the loud, hypnotic qawwalī music played on. This showering of 

money is referred to as vel. Historically, it was a means of compensating the qawwals for their 

time and labor, and it has been explained that the flashy enthusiasm was meant to encourage 

others to do the same (Nayyar 1988, 8). But such a worldly explanation does not capture the 

paradoxical quality of money as a sign in this ritual setting. At Shāhmīnā Shāh20 today (and no 

doubt in the past), compensation is often arranged between the khādims (shrine caretakers) and 

the qawwals privately, out of the public eye. Yet the ritual transmission of money continues 

openly and freely. 

In light of the fact that accusations of graft, extortion, and accepting bribes from 

politicians are often used to delegitimize Sufi pīrs, the open transmission of money at the shrine 

may strike onlookers as paradoxical. But when the perfect barakah of God comes into contact 

with it, money—the signifier of worldly transactions par excellence—becomes the material 

vehicle for the flow of barakah, which would seem to be its antithesis. For many Muslims in Old 

Lucknow, money is associated with materialistic concerns that drive the kinds of political power 

grabs and economic hardships so closely associated with the realm of duniyā (the base, material 

world). Barakah, in contrast, is seen as both unending and panacean insofar as it is an extension 

of the perfect love of God that draws one nearer to dīn (the realm of divine truth). While they 

signify different, usually opposite, things, the ritual context described at Shāhmīnā Shāh 

synthesizes these antagonistic forces—love and money—into a material object that in the 

moment, I argue, temporarily reveals its identity as a symbol that embeds two opposing social 

concepts: scarcity and abundance. The oppositional dynamic between these two forces becomes 

                                                
20 Like many Sufi saint shrines in India, the name of the saint (“Shāhmīnā Shāh”) also refers to the site itself. 
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visible in the ritual context, but its influence extends into many other aspects of Muslim social 

life in Lucknow, including how some Muslims conceive of the relationship between “worldly” 

electoral politics in modern India and the true aulīyā’ of Islam. 

Victor Turner pioneered new pathways to the study of normative social order by focusing 

on the relationship between the structure of society and what he referred to as the “anti-structure” 

of rituals in those societies (Turner 1977). For Turner, anti-structure is ephemeral and 

momentary, and this stands in opposition to a society’s or culture’s structure, which lends it 

stability and solidity. While these concepts helped Turner understand what made rituals spaces 

and times exceptional, he saw rituals as expressions of conflicts and tensions that were already 

present throughout society. Structure and anti-structure are antagonistic, yes, but they are also 

dialogic in the sense that the nature of anti-structure depends on the nature of a society’s 

structure. In this way, the tensions and conflicts implicit within a society find expression in ritual 

symbolism (Turner 1967, 20-24). Srinivas has noted that anthropologists following Turner “have 

largely understood ritual as a sacred process for domestication of dangerous forces both within 

us and without, to lend stability to structure” (Srinivas 2018, 5). She argues that this “privileging 

of the fixity of structure as the valid metric of society makes the anti-structure of ritual valuable 

only as its counterpoint” (Srinivas 5). She argues that if anthropologists focus instead on the 

transformative potential of ritual—of “world-making”—instead of viewing ritual as subordinate 

to the primary structure of a society or culture, then the ethnographer can view ritual as 

something that “allows for the process of making, crafting, and manufacturing worlds, 

possibilities, and dispositions” (Srinivas 6). In this chapter, I incorporate aspects of Turner’s 

observation that ritual symbolism embeds a dynamic found throughout a broader cultural order 

and Srinivas’ focus on the creative work of rituals related to money to understand how Muslims 
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seeking to live a dīnī life in conditions of neoliberal India reimagine politics in a way that is 

consistent with both older Islamic concepts and current Indian political sensibilities. 

As we shall see below, money’s function as a symbol helps Muslims negotiate everyday 

paradoxes related to Sufism and saint shrines because it enables the disavowal of some of the 

tensions and paradoxes inherent in the ideological quilt of neoliberal, postcolonial Lucknow. 

This process of negotiation is especially productive and unnoticed where money’s materiality is 

unambiguous, that is, in the realm of duniyā. But the ritual of showering money at the shrine 

combines the materiality of money, so closely associated with the worldly realm of duniyā, with 

the ethereal barakah that draws the soul (rūh) toward dīn. In the longer history of Islam, it is not 

unusual that money would play such a key role in the dīn-duniyā distinction. From khums to 

zakāt to waqf, Islamic traditions have found various ways of bringing money and monetary 

assets into the domain of dīn and, thus, orienting it toward the will of God. Cases when it was not 

entirely clear if money in duniyā was being handled in accordance with dīn became sources of 

consternation for Muslim thinkers. In premodern Islam, Egyptian muftis (jurists who issue 

fatāwā) toiled over whether or not soliciting donations to fund celebrations of the Prophet’s 

birthday (maulīd) was permissible.  Most often, they decided that it was perfectly acceptable 

except in cases when someone felt obligated or coerced, because reciprocity among humans 

should be modeled after the forms of reciprocity between God and humans (Katz 2007, 63-103). 

And how might the moral ambiguities of monetary exchange be navigated through a Sufi 

framework? In his 11th century Sufi manual Kashf al-Maḥjūb (The Revelation of the Veiled), the 

well-known Persian Sufi scholar ʿAli b. ʿUthmān al-Jullābī al-Hujwīrī (d. 1072) writes that alms-

giving (al-zakāt) is more than just a system for supporting Islam’s ascetic community. As an 

important way of drawing nearer to God, it is not just the recipient of the money who is the 
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beneficiary of alms-giving, the giver, because “[a]lms is really thanksgiving for a benefit 

received, the thanks being similar in kind to the benefit” (al-Hujwīrī 2014, 314). For al-Hujwīrī, 

the benefit that a person is already in possession of is the infinite blessings of God, which would 

then require infinite amount of alms in order to offset the debt. But only a person of avarice, he 

argues, would have amassed such wealth. How does one manage this impossible situation? 

through liberality (jūd). Liberality, which is one of the names of God, is distinct from mere 

generosity (sakhā) because “the generous man discriminates in his liberality and…his actions are 

connected with a selfish motive (gharaḍ) and a cause (sabab)” (al-Hujwīrī 2014, 317). Al-

Hujwīrī offers simple instructions for differentiating between the two. One should always act 

upon the first thought that arises because this is the voice God, which can be heard most clearly 

by disciplining oneself through the Sufi path. Once a person stops exchanging money (giving 

one thing in return for another) and begins liberally transmitting money away from oneself, the 

aspirant sees that “all goods belong to God” and it is revealed that the dichotomy of wealth and 

poverty is embedded within the greater of bilateral relation of Godliness and material worldliness 

“when the seeker bids farewell to property, and the antithesis [between wealth and poverty] 

disappears and both terms are transcended” (al-Hujwīrī 2014, 24). The showering of money over 

a qawwal at a shrine can be seen as an enactment of this principle. It disrupts the structure of 

exchange represented by money but in such a way that reflects an anti-structure with respect to 

how money operates throughout a society. 

The manner in which money was transmitted to Rashīd ʿAli Minaī of Shāhmīnā Shāh, the 

“liberality” of alms-giving for al-Hujwīrī, and the nature of gift-giving for premodern Egyptian 

muftis helped these Muslim thinkers navigate these difficult situations and differentiate between 

the laws the dīn and the materialism of duniyā. While premodern Egyptian muftis, al-Hujwīrī, 
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and Muslims visiting Shāhmīnā Shāh in Old Lucknow draw on a shared Islamic framework of 

dīn and duniyā, the meaning of that dichotomy changes in different contexts. Dīn and duniyā are 

in a dynamic relationship, a dynamism captured in Hujwiri’s complex discussions of the pitfalls 

one encounters in trying to move closer to God. As the conditions of duniyā shift and change, the 

split between duniyā and dīn takes a new form. These shifts and changes are not reducible to 

changes in economic conditions or political policy but akin to what Foucault described a 

discursive shift: changes in monetary policy and economic conditions, yes, but also bottom-up 

processes that include discussions at a chai stall, intellectual knowledge production, and 

unpredictable vagaries of history. One of those discursive shifts occurred in the late-1980s and 

early-1990s in India, when the rise of anti-Muslim violence, the increased salience of communal 

politics, and the neoliberal deregulation reforms that exposed shrine waqf property to illegal 

procurement all converged within a few years. As the contours of this “worldly” domain of 

money, politics, and communalism shifted, one might ask, how do these shifting contours impact 

what it means to live a life in accordance with dīn? 

 In this chapter, I explore the meaning of the dīn-duniyā distinction in Lucknow today by 

attempting to understand under which type of conditions money is considered an eminently 

material object of the domain of duniyā. In subsequent chapters—except for Chapter Two which 

analyzes some of the historical conditions that shaped the signification of Sufism, shrines, and 

money—the symbolic character of money and its relationship to the dīn-duniyā distinction 

continue to play key roles in the analysis of intra-Islamic rivalries and Muslim caste hierarchies. 

This chapter specifically focuses on the way that the shifting boundary line between dīn and 

duniyā remakes familiar concepts, such as secularism, and allows for the creative refashioning of 

older Islamic concepts and ideas, such as the notion of the righteous saint-king (Moin 2012), in a 
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new social or political context. As discussed in the Introduction of this dissertation, the place of 

political activity in the dīn-duniyā relation has been a matter of debate in Islamic history and 

hinges on 1) the perceived relationship between politics and the material world and 2) the 

meaning of the dīn-duniyā distinction, itself (that is, the difference between the premodern and 

modern conceptions of dīn and duniyā). At a time in India today when politics is (fairly or not) 

popularly associated with corruption and the exploitation of public office for private monetary 

gain, how does the signification of politics affect its place in the dīn-duniyā paradigm, and how 

do Lucknowis use the concept of money to navigate those situations? 

 

“It’s All About Money These Days”: Sajjid - “You Have to Find the Real Ones” 

While the barakah that flows from the body of the interred walī has a panacean quality 

that draws in visitors of all socio-economic and religious backgrounds, the shrines of Muslims 

saints are also highly monetized and politicized.21 Insofar as money is associated with the 

material world of duniyā and Sufis are thought to renounce worldly desires, the perception of 

being motivated by money, and thus being “fake” has long threatened a Sufi’s legitimacy.22 As 

mentioned above, pīrs and khādims are often accused today of graft and extortion, but this is not 

a modern phenomenon. The colonial administration in India viewed faqīrs with suspicion as 

“fakers,” saw Sufi pīrs as greedy land-hoarders, and accused mutawallīs of “maladministration” 

(Ernst 1997, 1-17; Ewing 1997, 41-64; Vikør, 2015). It is not as if suspicions of Sufis’ 

                                                
21 The concept of barakah, or barakat when rendered according to Arabic morphology to include the ta marbūṭah, 
is a crucial concept not just in Sufi cosmologies but throughout the history of Islam. The intellectual history of the 
concept warrants considerably more attention than it has hitherto received, but William Chittick’s masterful work on 
of Ibn al-'Arabi’s philosophy provides the best study of the concept’s place in the wider Islamic philosophical 
system of at least one prominent Sufi and one that has had immeasurable influence on Sufi thought after him 
(Chittick 2015). 
  
22 Carl Ernst has even suggested that the coincidental similarity between the sound of the words faqīr and “faker” 
could have even contributed the colonial skepticism of pīr. See Ernst (1997, 4). 
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authenticity were just a colonial apprehension. Al-Hujwīrī’s fixation on rooting out inauthentic 

Sufis by frock color could be seen as an intra-Sufi expression of this apprehension of insincere 

ascetics who needed to be identified and avoided. These concerns exist today, but the 

postcolonial and neoliberal conditions of north India have patterned the conversation in markedly 

modern ways. Credit finance, demonetization, and neoliberal reforms have shaped the social 

meaning of money, and as the meaning changes, the meaning of rituals described above at 

Shāhmīnā Shāh and those outside Islamic contexts change accordingly (Srinivas 2018, 99-137). 

When money participates in a broader constellation of signifiers, a shift in meaning for one 

signifier has an impact on the broader meaning-making apparatus. This includes the meaning of 

the dīn-duniyā distinction. 

The degree to which money functions symbolically became clearer to me one chilly 

January day walking through the historic Phūlwalī Galī in Chowk, which is home to some of the 

oldest embroidery shops, ʿattār (cologne) makers, and Mughlai cuisine, all of for which 

Lucknow is famous. I stopped into a bookstore, where Sajjid, an elderly clerk working there, and 

I got to chatting.23 Throughout the course of our conversation, I came to learn that Sajjid had 

deep roots, not just in the Awadhī region, but in the Old City of Lucknow itself. He was 

obviously protective of the area’s history, a time before its imagined decline and influx of new 

shops and modern goods. I asked if he had any books about the aulīyā’, and he handed me a 

book about twenty-two aulīyā’ of Delhi. “Bīs! Twenty aulīyā’!” he proudly declared. He dragged 

his finger across the title and read aloud, “Baīs…Twenty-two aulīyā’!” I mentioned that, on my 

                                                
23 Sajjid and I spoke in Urdu. 
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way here, I passed many small shrines along the road with sheets (chādar) overlaid, and he 

interrupted me.24 

Those are wrong, those are ġalat. Totally useless. Don’t pay attention to those. All this 
shrine stuff. It’s wrong. Totally bekār, useless. I’ll tell you what, it’s really about money 
(paisa). Underneath, that’s what those people want: money and nothing else. Those 
tombs along the roadside, they’re nobodies. But then people think, ‘Oh, I can make a 
little money. Trick people.’ So they put a sheet over it. Put up some flowers. Then, 
people leave money and sweets. They pocket the money, and they eat the sweets. All the 
shrines and these offerings. It’s all nonsense. 
 

I told him that I’d heard others voice similar concerns, especially about money. And what about 

Shāhmīnā Shāh, an especially prominent shrine in the neighborhood, I asked? He became 

somber. “No, that’s different. Shāhmīnā Shāh is different. He’s a walī,” he explained. “The 

aulīyā’, these are the real ones. All of those others are those are just fake, just interested in 

money. But the aulīyā’, these are the real ones. They’re from for a long time back. Very old. So 

that’s different. Nowadays, people are shallow. But the aulīyā’ themselves are real. Like those 20 

in Delhi.” His posture softened but his face hardened as he tightened his short, brown scarf 

around his neck. 

Lucknow used to be great. But now, it has gone down. 80% of the people are from 
outside. But only 20%, this 20% are the real Lucknowis. But that’s all. Twenty. These are 
the real ones. The taḥzīb. The language. It’s all going down now nowadays. Those 
outsiders, they’ve just come here for money. Dehāt se (from rural areas). From Bihar. 
Even from Agra. Bāhar se (from outside). They’re not like us. You see, in every place, 
people speak their own language, their own manner of speech. That’s how you know 
they’re outsiders. In Lucknow, we say “ham” for “me,” but they say “main” for “me.”25 

                                                
24 Borayin Larios and Raphaël Voix have dedicated an entire volume of SAMAJ (South Asia Multidisciplinary 
Academic Journal) to the topic of roadside shrines and, as Christian Haskett puts it, “tiny temples.”. In their 
introduction to the volume, Larios and Vox argue that these kinds of “have the potential to disrupt and challenge the 
assumptions and practices at stake in more institutionalized and male-controlled religious sites. They give voice and 
agency to actors in unique ways” (Larios and Voix 2018, 36).  
 
25 It is something of an urban legend that you can identify “outsiders” by their manner of speech, specifically by the 
use of the second-person plural to refer to oneself, but it is true that the an older, more refined form of Urdu is 
spoken in the old city even today. Old Lucknow is considered a remaining core of old, “pure” Urdu. This reputation 
cannot be disentangled from broader narratives of nostalgia and decay, but Lucknow was indeed renowned for its 
great poets, such as Mīr Taqī Mīr (d. 1810), and writers, such as Abdul Ḥalīm Sharar (d. 1926) who wrote the 
quintessential piece of Lucknowi nostalgia literature (Ghuzishta Lucknow) See Perkins (2015) and Pasha (2019). 



44 
 

But even that has gone down nowadays in Lucknow. If you want to learn about these, 
you have to find the real ones. Don’t mess with all of those roadside shrines. It’s all about 
money nowadays. 
 

He trailed off a bit, and I didn’t press any further. I shook Sajjid’s hand, touched my heart, and 

thanked him for sharing his views and perspective. As I was leaving, the owner asked me if I was 

going to buy anything. I told him not this time and caught myself nearly saying that I (main) 

would come back soon (ṭhorī der bād, main vāpas aung—) before looking past the owner to 

meet Sajjid’s gaze and saying that I (“we”/ham) would come back later. He laughed, and I left. 

I hurried further down the alleyway to get some of Lucknow’s world-famous kulcha-

nihārī and write down the details the conversation.26 For Sajjid, the concept of money played the 

crucial role of differentiating between “the real ones” and those inauthentic ones who only cared 

about themselves. His disdain for small, roadside shrines conveyed more than just a theological 

position but also included an economic worldview and a cultural disposition that were not easily 

disentangled from his religious perspective. Instead of conveying a straightforward theological 

stance, his words subtly gestured toward a chain on interconnected signifiers related to Sufi saint 

shrines: shrines, to the aulīyā’ of Islam, to the 20 aulīyā’ of Delhi as the “real ones,” to the 20% 

of “real ones” in Lucknow, to distinguishing real Lucknowis by their speech from outsiders, to 

transregional migrant labor flows. The imagined space of Lucknow is indispensable context. 

Mecca is just one of Islam’s cores, and Lucknow functions as an Islamic core by evoking 

bittersweet nostalgia for a time of beneficent Muslim political rule (Llewellyn-Jones 1985). 

Although Lucknow continues to industrialize and acts an international hub of aerospace 

manufacturing of rising importance, it is still culturally characterized in terms of nostalgia for a 

                                                
26 Kulchā is an unleavened flatbread usually made in brick ovens. Nihārī is a slow-cooked meat stew. The term from 
from the Persian nihār for “morning” because the Nawābs were known to eat it for breakfast. In Lucknow, it is 
considered a wintertime delicacies. While kulchā-nihārī is a common food throughout north India, Raheem’s in 
Chowk is famous throughout the region as an especially old purveyor of this Awadhī cuisine. 
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bygone Nawābī era (Susewind and Taylor 2015; Hasnain 2016). This longing is oriented around 

a lost culture in which Urdu is pure, Chowk is central, and the city’s people are respected as 

refined and sophisticated. As the city continues to urbanize and diversify and as wealth 

inequality continues to grow for Lucknow’s Muslim population, which is concentrated in Chowk 

and adjacent neighborhoods, the decline of Lucknowi culture that is imagined as beginning in 

1856 with the Annexation of Lucknow continues today. 

This nostalgia, which is coupled with a desire to identify the “real ones,” is vividly 

observed in the chikan markets. Chikan is a style of handstitched embroidery made famous in 

Lucknow. Today, the textile market is flooded with cheaply made, inexpensive chikan that is 

loom-woven and, as consequence according to Lucknow purists, “naklī” (fake). As opposed to 

just simply bad or amateurishly made chikan, its authenticity is at stake. Lucknowis pride 

themselves on the ability to recognize this naklī chikan and differentiate between it and true 

chikan, and this process maintains the integrity of the tradition because “in each generation, the 

struggle to salvage chikan from its condition of decline is invented anew” (Wilkinson-Weber 

2004, 290). In the example of chikan embroidery, we see a vivid image of unique Lucknowi 

culture and handicrafts, current market conditions, and purity coming together. The presence of 

naklī chikan is not just a nuisance but emblematic of a much broader loss of purity effected by 

the influx of naklī Lucknowis attempting to capitalize on the city’s historic culture. In the desire 

to identify and avoid fake chikan, we see a point of connection between discourses related to 

“authentic” Sufis and “authentic” Lucknow. For Sajjid, one of those points of connect was rural 

migrant labor. 

It is in this context that Sajjid’s motif of “the real ones” becomes such a central theme. 

Purity and the corruption of that purity by materialistic, self-interested pursuits of money became 
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spatialized by the city itself, while an older repertoire of tropes and themes surrounding decay 

and nostalgia interacted with 21st century anxieties related to global capitalism. The real ones are 

characterized by authenticity, depth of lineage, and a love for others and Lucknow. Sajjid 

counterposed inauthenticity against the real ones: the actual aulīyā’ as figures who are not 

motivated by monetary gain, unlike migrant workers who have to come to Lucknow in hopes of 

earning money without an interest in preserving its culture.27 But just as money, as a symbol, is 

not just a container of meaning but also a tool the helps individuals navigate ambiguous 

situations, the significance of Sajjid’s scornful reaction to roadside shrines is not just what he 

was saying but also what he was doing. Instead of merely explicating a fully formed thought 

system, Sajjid stitched together thoughts not unlike Freud’s dreamer, creating associational 

bridges between feelings and thoughts (Freud 1913). For example, he mistakenly remembered 

the title of the book as “twenty” instead of “twenty-two,” but nevertheless the word “twenty” 

functioned as an associational bridge between the “twenty real ones” (i.e., the aulīyā’ of Delhi) 

and the 20% of real Lucknowis. The actual title of the book is, of course, irrelevant. What 

matters is that he creatively formed a cohesive picture of Sufism in modern society but did by 

making fine-grained distinctions, a central one being the differentiation between the real ones 

and those outsiders who only care about money. 

 

“It’s All About Money These Days”: Faiṣal - “Big Money!” 

Just as I was finishing both my notes and meal, a man sat down at my table, introduced 

                                                
27 As discussed in Chapter Two, rate of rural-to-urban out-migration significantly increased after the 1991-92 
liberalization of the Indian economy, which lead to high growth rates and a destabilization of rural labor economy. 
Just as shifting social conditions reorganizes the symbolic coordinates in which money and shrines operates, this 
change in the labor economy similarly shifted the Indian attitudes toward criminality and delinquency. These 
attitudes become especially visible in the aftermath of the 2012 Delhi gang-rape case during which migrants, 
generally, and “Biharis,” in particular, became perceived sources of Delhi’s decay and increased crime.  
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himself as Faiṣal, politely commented on the kulcha, and praised the restaurant and its traditional 

cuisine. “It’s real Lucknow,” he said.28 He asked me about myself, and I told him that I was in 

Lucknow to study shrines. As I had done with Sajjid, I mentioned the small, roadside shrines and 

commented that most books only focus on big ones. He raised his eyebrows and gave a wry 

smile. “Big,” he said. “Big money,” he said, in English, and then repeated for emphasis, “Big 

money.” He said that the people working the shrines do not care about religion, just money. “Just 

go see all of the houses and cars they have. All tax-free, too. Huge donations.” At this precise 

moment, I got the distinct impression—from his tone, his expression, a forlorn look, perhaps my 

own projection, I don’t know—that something about his own monetary concerns was finding 

expression just then, and I later noted in my fieldnotes that in his mention of tax-free expenses, I 

sensed jealousy or resentment, as if to say, “Why should they do so well getting rich off of the 

ignorance of others while I am here struggling?”29 I asked him to be specific about which shrines 

were especially corrupt. All of them, he said. This was the case with all religions. Hindus, 

Christians, Jews, everyone. “There’s a political connection, too,” he told me. “The politicians 

come to the shrine, and they give all kinds of money to the managers. Then, in return, the 

managers tell the people how to vote. They influence the people.” I told him that I found many 

people who frequent shrines to be full of earnest, sincere love for the saints. He said that, yes, 

there were real ones, and I thought of Sajjid’s “real ones.” “There used to be real ones who didn’t 

care about money. Every time money gets involved in spirituality, this spiritual (rūhānī) level 

goes down.” He paused and reflected, and then he told me that he had just come back from Saudi 

                                                
28 Faiṣal and I spoke in a mix of Urdu and English. 
 
29 I mention the act of writing fieldnotes in order to call attention to my ability, as the ethnographer, to project my 
own feelings and impressions where they may not be helpful. Katherine Ewing has rightly noted that the 
ethnographic interview setting is not entirely unlike the clinical psychotherapeutic setting in the specific sense that 
there is a dynamic interpersonal relationship of transference and counter-transference between the ethnographer and 
the interviewee. See Ewing (2006). 
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Arabia where he had migrated for work. “If you can believe it, there were no traditions 

associated with the grave of the Prophet. Visitors were not permitted to kiss even the pillars of 

the roof covering the tomb. You’re not allowed to pray to the Prophet or ask him anything. The 

Saudis said that if you want something you need to ask God. The Saudis, they have so much 

money, big money, but they don’t take donations for shrines.” When it felt as though we had run 

out of conversational steam, he leaned back in his chair and said in precisely same manner as 

before, “Well, anyway, big money. Big.” 

Faiṣal enunciated an idea that I had heard repeatedly during fieldwork all over north 

India: that pīrs and politicians enjoyed a codependent relationship in which pīrs secure votes for 

politicians in exchange for financial compensation by exerting influence over trusting admirers. 

It was often explained to me that politicians and pīrs rely on each other to satisfy their worldly 

greed, but because it often seems as if there is never enough to go around in the current 

economic conditions of modern India, politicians and pīrs were able to achieve mutual gain by 

ensuring that the deprivation falls on others. Faiṣal drew two points of contrast with this 

duplicity. First, like Sajjid, he viewed the aulīyā’ as the real ones who lived in a time before the 

influence of money made “the spiritual level go down” (rūhānī darjah nīcha ho gayā). While he 

did not make reference to the concept of dīn specifically, it is notable how consistent this notion 

is with the dīn-duniyā paradigm, even to the point that dīn is often spatialized as being “up” 

whereas duniyā is “down.” The second point of contrast was Saudi Arabia, where the veneration 

of the Prophet is not associated with presumably superfluous rituals. By circumscribing the arena 

of “the real ones,” both Sajjid and Faiṣal spatialized this zone (albeit differently: the depiction of 

purity changes as the Islamic core shifts from the Lucknow to Saudi Arabia) and also 

chronologized it. In earlier periods, the aulīyā’ were nearer, worshipers more authentic, and 
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money less of an all-consuming concern (“all about money these days,” as Sajjid put it). This 

chronologization, or what Ewing has described as “the splitting of the holy man,” is consistent 

with a broader Islamic chronotope in which the Islamic ummah is more susceptible to losing its 

way the farther away it gets from Revelation (Ewing 1997, 47-50).30 That source of authenticity 

may be a Shiʿi Imām who carries the message of Revelation and goes hidden or it may be the 

time of the Prophet ever receding as the temporal realm of duniyā marches on.31 For many 

Muslims, then, Mecca is both spatially and temporarily closer to the time of another set of “real 

ones”: ahl-i bait, the exemplars for living dīnī lives.32 

The function that Saudi Arabia played in the chain of signifiers that Faiṣal formed goes 

beyond just the centrality of the place and the Prophet in Islam. When he commented on the 

Saudi prohibition of kissing the tomb or supplicating the Prophet, it may initially appear as if he 

is voicing reformist views in which shrine-based rituals are seen as historical additions to a 

sealed Sunnah tradition. But there is another perspective and one in which he was doing more 

than rehearsing a theological position. Faiṣal is part of a growing trend of South Asian Muslims 

who travel to Gulf states to perform migrant labor, and so his view of Saudi prescribed manners 

of tomb veneration was also formed in the context of migration.33 Because the Saudis are already 

                                                
30 For more on the concept of a “chronotope,” see Bakhtin (1981). 
 
31 This is clear example of what is meant by saying that the realm of duniyā is temporal, whereas dīn is not. 
 
32 Lit., “People of house.” The expression refers to the family of the Prophet, specifically, the Prophet himself, 
Fāṭimah, ʿAli, Ḥasan, and Ḥusayn. While popular depictions of Islam have the tendency of separating out parts of 
the tradition according to Sunni and Shiʿa, most concepts are shared but imagined differently. The ahl-e-bait is one 
such concept.  
 
33 As of 2017, Indian Muslim out-migration to Gulf states had risen to 27% of the total 15.6 million Muslim 
migrants despite constituting 14% of the total Indian population. This has become significant because Muslim 
migration to Gulf states in search of work and prosperity has coincidentally contributed to their social stigmatization 
in India, because it led to the perception that they are likely to come back influenced by Saudi “Wahhabism” 
(Chapter Three). Rukmini S, “2.8 Million Workers and $13 Bn: The Story of Indian Migrants to the UAE,” The 
Hindu, August 17, 2015, sec. Data, https://www.thehindu.com/data/28-million-workers-and-13-billion-the-story-of-
indian-migrants-to-the-uae/article10319880.ece; Phillip Connor, “India Is a Top Source and Destination for World’s 
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independently wealthy, Faiṣal may have been suggesting, they are not under the same kind of 

socio-economic pressures that would drive someone to exploit and defraud.34 The wealth of 

Saudi Arabia is imagined to free them from the kinds of wants, anxieties, and desperation that 

compel individuals to cheat and shortchange each other or expose one to coercion by becoming 

indebted to crooked Indian politicians or local gōndas (mobsters). Like Shāhmīnā Shāh’s dargāh 

when money is ritually circulated, perhaps Faiṣal would have seen Mecca as one of these unique 

places in which dīn and duniyā find harmonious alignment in the modern world. For those that 

do not possess this kind of wealth that the Saudis do or who seek things unavailable in the 

material, temporal realm of duniyā (spiritual healing; the forgiveness of sin), this is precisely 

what the barakah of Sufi saint shrines off35er individuals: an infinite abundance that renders 

coercion, compromise, or competition obsolete. 

 

“It’s All About Money These Days”: Money, Politics, and the “Sufi Effect” 

 Faiṣal’s feelings toward politicians, and then his linking those feelings together with 

memories of Saudi Arabia, are indicative of some attitudes and affects toward political action 

and political society in India. In the late-1980s and early-1990s as the Rām Janmbhūmī 

Movement was picking up steam. In response, Partition-era debates over the ability of the 

                                                
Migrants,” Pew Research Center, March 3, 2017, sec. FactTank, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2017/03/03/india-is-a-top-source-and-destination-for-worlds-migrants/.Prashanth MP, “Dammaj Salafis the 
Launch Pad for IS in Kerala: Islamic State Leader | Kozhikode News - Times of India,” The Times of India, 
December 21, 2018, sec. City News, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kozhikode/dammaj-salafis-the-launch-
pad-for-is-in-kerala-islamic-state-leader/articleshow/67191653.cms. 
 
34 While this is not an uncommon view of Saudis, the next chapter will analyze another popular association between 
Saudis and wealth, which is “oil dollars,” or the notion that Saudis use their wealth to finance “Wahhābī” 
infiltrators. 
 
35 The Rām Ranmbhūmī (“Ram Birthplace”) Movement was a campaign organized by the Vishwa Hindu Parishad 
that advocated for the destruction of the Babri Masjid and the construction of a Hindu temple dedicated to the 
birthplace of the god Ram on the site. The movement exacerbated growing communal tension throughout the 
country. 
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postcolonial state’s ability to ensure freedom of its religious communities were revived, and 

those discussions become known as the “great secularism debates” (Balagangadhara 1994; 

Nandy 1995; Sen 1996). Perhaps due to the sense of intense urgency in that historical period, 

these debates took a markedly normative approach toward advocating how political society 

ought to be designed, enacted, or altered. Studies of the Indian political state took a very 

different tone as the anthropology of the state rose in academic popularity. These kinds of 

anthropological studies questioned the assumed ontological status of the political state and 

rejected the idea that the state is a set of fixed structures or a static assemblage of policies 

(Steinmetz 1999; Sharma and Gupta 2010). Just as money is more than a mere object of 

exchange or index of value but instead possesses its own culturally conditioned signification, 

politics is more than just the distribution of power in societies through institutions. Put 

simplistically, the state is whatever a society describes it as, which is to say that there is no state 

out there independent of what individuals in a society think of it. In turn, collective perceptions 

of politics and the state informs political behaviors, which informs, in a very real sense, what the 

state is. Anthropologists of the state have observed a dynamic relation between everyday 

interactions with political bodies or actors and, effectively, the constitution of political 

formations.36 In South Asia, those interactions have been marked by excessive bureaucratic 

mechanization of public offices (Gupta 2012; Hull 2012) and repetitive, routinized state 

initiatives since at least the Nehruvian state (Roy 2007). The imagination of the state and 

interactions with its material elements render it “reality,” and that reality of the imagined 

postcolonial state becomes visible even in localized, piecemeal incidents and episodes outside of 

                                                
36 To put a fine point on this, we might ordinarily think that there is a state out there that informs our perceptions of 
it and interactions with it. Anthropologists of the state would view it the other way around: a society’s perceptions of 
the state and interactions with it constitute the state. 
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urban centers of political power (Pandian 2008, Ramamurthy 2010). Gutpa and Hull have argued 

that, from an anthropological perspective on the state, cumbersome and bureaucratic 

inefficiencies are not simply breakdowns of the normal operations of the state but rather are 

constitutive of the modern state.  

And so what it means to be political in Lucknow is constituted by one’s relationship with 

money in a context where political action and public office are viewed as closely associated with 

the exploitation of public service for private monetary gain, or corruption. 37 If money becomes 

the basis for differentiating between that which brings someone close to dīn—that which 

polishes the mirror of the heart—and duniyā—that which further mires one in the temporal, 

material realm by enticing the nafs—and if is popularly perceived as an essential element of 

political office and activity in India,38 then we are able to see how money would function to 

identify the boundary between true Sufism and the world and, thus, resolve the paradox of, for 

example, Sufis acting as counter-terrorism consultants for political parties. 

One such instance arose in January of 2019 at a large conference I attended in the 

industrial sprawl of eastern Lucknow. During, the conference, which was organized by the 

AIUMB (All-India Ulema and Mashaikh Board), Shivpal Yadav of the Samajwadi Party (SP) 

                                                
37 The disjunctures between different ideas of the political and the place of money and corruption in them became 
visible in UP politics in 2002. For example, in 2002 the then-Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Mayawati was censured 
by the World Bank after managers of development projects were replaced seemingly without cause by her Dalit 
supporters. The World Bank viewed this as another instance of flagrant corruption, whereas Mayawati, who was the 
first female Scheduled Caste Chief Minister in India, had consistently campaigned on the promise of a Dalit 
revolution in which, by the sheer scale of SC/ST voter block, upper-caste bureaucrats would be replaced by Dalits. 
What the World Bank viewed as corruption could otherwise be seen as the fulfilment of a campaign promise that she 
proposed as a moral imperative. Recent work on the anthropology of the state has observed similar alternative 
modes of political action within the broader context of corruption discourse. See Gottschall (2015). 
 
38 The most common Hindi and Urdu word for “bribe” is bakshīsh (lit., “gift”), but during my fieldwork, people 
often referred to the act of bribery of state and political officials as a jugāṙ (device, tool). This is hard term to 
translate, but it refers to a heuristic means of accomplishing a task by whatever means are immediately available. A 
make-shift truck assembled from spare parts and leftover wood is referred to a jugāṙ. A social network that one 
relies on to find temporary employment might be a jugāṙ. I was often told that offering a bribe to politicians or state 
officials is immoral, but it is simply an imperfect way of “getting things done,” that is, a jugāṙ. 



53 
 

was invited to speak as the guest of honor, and he actively solicited votes onstage.39 At the very 

moment when a top SP party leader was asking for votes with two machine-gun armed guards 

standing behind him with Ashraf Ashrafi Kichchouchwi nearby, a young man seated next to me 

at that conference leaned over and, with satisfaction and without pretense, told me that the great 

thing about Sufis is that they never get involved in politics. How could this be? Was this young 

man contradicting himself, or perhaps he was performing? Or could there be a way of conceiving 

of what it means to be political or engaged in truly political action that has less to do with 

elections and votes and more to do with bureaucracy and money, a way of conceiving of the 

meaning of political action in which this young man’s statement is not reducible to a 

contradiction or a performance? In theory, money is always involved the operations of the state 

(as it is in every social institution), and there is nothing inherently pernicious about that. In 

practice, the extent to which an individual can be seen as acting politically may not necessarily 

be related to electoral votes or even one’s participation in the state apparatus but rather to the 

exploitation public faith for private interests and monetary gain insofar as money is immanently 

material and operating within duniyā. 

When the relationship among religion, politics, and money—as opposed to religion, 

politics, and reason—is seen this way, the opposite of religion in the West is science, but the 

opposite of religion for some north Indian Muslims effectively becomes politics.40 In what is 

now a staple of Indian secularism studies, Rajeswari Sundar Rajan and Anuradha Needham 

describe the “crisis of secularism” in India not as the defeat or failure of secularism but as the 

                                                
39 “Samajik Nayaye Sammelan” at the Indira Gandhi Pratishsthan. All-India Ulema and Mashaikh Board (AIUMB). 
January 29, 2019. 
 
40 This is, of course, not to suggest that there is no political corruption in the West. Rather, the point is that in some 
Western political societies, corruption is not publicly acknowledged in the same way and not necessarily presumed 
as the baseline operating procedure for the operations of the state. 
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crisis of interpretation because it can take multiple forms and be constructed differently in 

various contexts. They argue that:  

while the logic of secularism is undeniably—even constitutively—defined in opposition 
to religion…[r]eligion’s role in the modern world has been vastly reconstituted, so much 
so that religious debate and conflicts are no longer primarily waged over matters of 
belief, the true god, salvation, or other substantive issues of faith, as they once were; it is 
instead religion as the basis of identity and identitarian cultural practices—with co-
religionists constituting a community, nation, or ‘civilization’—that comes to be ground 
of difference and hence conflict….Secularism, we are suggesting, is a more 
comprehensive and diffuse package of ideas, ideals, politics, and strategies than its 
representation solely as religion’s Other would lead us to expect. (Needham and Rajan 
2007, 2-3) 
 

Here, I take the opposite position by using an approach similar to Timothy Mitchell’s analysis of 

the “state effect.” Because the state is “an object of analysis that appears both as material force 

and as ideological construct,” a theory of state-formation “must begin with the assumption that 

we must take seriously the elusiveness of the boundary between state and society, not as a 

problem of conceptual precision but as a clue to the nature of the phenomenon….We must take 

such distinctions [between state and society] not as the boundary between two discrete entities 

but as a line drawn internally, within a network of institutional mechanisms through which a 

social and political order is maintained” (Mitchell 1999, 76-77). For Mitchell, the state and civic 

society effectively are whatever happens to be on their respective side of the perceived boundary 

separating the state from civic society. This boundary is maintained by the presence of concrete 

objects, such as barbed wire fence around a government facility or “the law,” that renders the 

state hyperreal. “What we call the state, and think of as an intrinsic object existing apart from 

society, is the sum of these structural effects” (Mitchell 1999, 90). For this reason, Mitchell 

argues that scholars should move away from state-centered approaches and instead should 

examine what he refers to as the “state effect:” “The phenomenon we name ‘the state’ arises 
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from techniques that enable mundane material practices to take on the appearance of an abstract, 

nonmaterial form” (Mitchell, 90). 

The material object of money and the attribution of Sufi shrines’ “worldly” aspects to 

money establishes a kind of semantic boundary—a “Sufi effect”—that distinguishes the domain 

of economic coercion and political exploitation in modern, postcolonial India from the 

immaterial, beneficent realm of dīn. Just as the perceived distinction between society and state 

renders the state “real,” which produces the state effect, the perceived distinction between dīn 

(here, Sufi Islam) and the political machinations of duniyā circumscribes a boundary of true 

Sufism in opposition to politics. This is why the young man at the Sufi conference described 

above is neither lying nor contradicting himself when he says that Sufis never get involved in 

politics despite hosting Shivpal Yadav. His statement only appears inconsistent or paradoxical 

when the line separating Sufism from politics is viewed in terms of some abstract, ahistorical, or 

teleological concept of politics or of Sufism as opposed to the dynamism of the dīn-duniyā 

distinction. True Sufism is not counterposed against politics because the two have inherent 

characteristics that are conceptually at odds with each other, which clearly was not always the 

case in premodern Islam or in some modern Islamic states. Instead, Sufism and politics are 

dichotomized situationally only insofar as one becomes associated with materiality of duniyā and 

the other with ethereal abundance of barakah and dīn. 

While Mitchell, Rajan, and Needham agree that the line separating religion and politics is 

always shifting historically, I argue that Sufism’s other also shifts from moment to moment and 

social context to social context. In other words, the opposite of “true” religion may be politics, 

Wahhābī fundamentalism, or caste inequality as individuals shift in and out of different contexts 

and, as a result, different selves. What these opposites of dīn have in common—as we shall in 
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subsequent chapters—is entrenchment in the material world of duniyā because each has become 

associated with the materiality of money. This is why carefully tracking the references to money 

reveals the contours of the dīn-duniyā distinction in a way that holding public office, for 

example, might not. 

 

Love and Money: The Transmission of Money at Shrines 

But if money is so closely associated with corruption, and if it demarcates the boundary 

of the dīn-duniyā distinction because material concern for money is markedly “worldly,” and if 

the interred saints have no need for money, then one must ask: why is there so much money 

involved in shrine-based rituals, and why does its presence not detract from the religious wonder 

of the ritual by inviting suspicions of scandal? As we have seen from al-Hujwīrī, it is not that 

money is always bad as much as money it is impermanent. As people living in the “world,” we 

must rely on it in the realm of duniyā despite its unreliability. Duniyā renders material things 

fleeting, impermanent, and finite. Because of its unreliability, money becomes an object of both 

desire and resentment. It can be like a taboo object that both repels and attracts. Money inspires 

visceral awe not unlike the magician whose sleight of hand leaves the audience incredulous but 

transfixed (Taussig 2016, 453-483). The love of God, as barakah, is eternally perfect and 

normatively assessed as such. Money, on the other hand, is useful but fleeting. At the moment 

one attains it, it begins to depreciate. It is never stable and can abandon you without notice, as it 

did for so many during the 2016 demonetisation of the Indian economy when millions of Indians 

lost their savings after the sudden announcement of the policy left banks overwhelmed with cash 

deposits. Unlike the barakah of God, dependence on which brings its own source of satisfaction, 

one must depend on money but as a bewafā (Hindi: unfaithful) companion, at least, ordinarily. 
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This brings us back to Pīr Sheikh Rashīd ʿAli Minaī at the dargāh of Ḥaẓrat Shāhmīnā 

Shāh in Chowk. On most Thursday evenings, money would float into the laps of these local pīrs 

and qawwals. Thursday evenings are the night of mehfil-i samāʿ (lit., “gathering of audition”) 

when qawwalī music is played near many shrines, especially those associated with the 

Chishtiyyah ṭarīqah. Other visitors and I would listen to the music and become swept up in it, 

either rhythmically nodding our heads or shouting exultations in praise of God and the walī 

whose blessing barakah power radiated from the tomb. At Shāhmīnā Shāh, it was common that 

some visitors would enter a state of frenetic spiritual ecstasy, or hāl. Amid the colorful, aromatic, 

and festive atmosphere, the transmission of money—passed silently but in no way hidden from 

plain sight—from the visitors or devotees to a qawwal, pīr, or interred saint was a mainstay of 

mehfil-i samāʿ at Shāhmīnā Shāh. Indeed, these rituals are common at Sufi saint shrines 

throughout of South Asia. Visitors would sometimes spontaneously and enthusiastically shower 

the qawwalī performers with money, letting it fall over them during the performance, the process 

called vel described above. Today, the theatrical demonstration of generosity is understood as a 

form of ecstatic compulsion arising from the love of the saint, which manifests as a panacean 

barakah blessing. More often than vel, most listeners and devotees would approach the qawwals 

directly and drop money either in the lap of the singers or in front of the performers. When 

approaching the singers, visitors were careful to never turn their backs to the tomb as a sign of 

respect, and they often swirled the money in the air in the direction of Shāhmīnā Shāh’s qabar 

(grave) before giving it to the qawwals. Visitors and devotees often chose to donate money to the 

interred saint as an act of self-sacrificial devotion. People would place the money on top of the 

tomb, oftentimes, whispering a prayer of blessing over the money. More often, visitors passed 

their money first to Pīr Sheikh Rashīd ʿAli Minaī or one of the other pīrs who would touch it and 
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then return it to the visitor who could themselves place the money on the tomb to receive the 

blessing afforded by their gesture of generosity. Pīr Sheikh Rashīd ʿAli Minaī did the same when 

he was seated near the qawwals. In seamless, fluid motion, people would hand the cash to him, 

whereby it passed from his hands down to the side or in front of the performers. In fact, Āftāb, 

who was an old friend who worked at the shrine, would adamantly insist that Pīr Sheikh Rashīd 

ʿAli Minaī touch my offerings first, even if I ultimately gave the cash to Shāhmīnā Shāh, myself. 

But when visitors chose to donate the money to Pīr Sheikh Rashīd ʿAli Minaī, he rarely touched 

it with his hands. Instead, he sat with open arms, and visitors dropped the money into his lap. 

The various modes of transmitting money are fairly systematic and patterned by the 

dynamics of barakah. The bodies of the aulīyā’ are imbued with barakah. When the bodies of 

the aulīyā’ are interred in a tomb, the barakah blessing power radiates outward as an ethereal, 

invisible force. Due to this ethereal quality, one can merely wave their money in the direction of 

the tomb to bless it. Nevertheless, it does often have a tactile quality, and this why visitors often 

touch the tomb of walī either with their hands or eyelids to receive the blessing power of 

barakah. This is also why one might opt to transmit money to a qawwal by way of the blessing 

touch a pīr, who, by virtue of a spiritual inheritance of the walī’s khilāfa (leadership role of a 

Sufi order or sub-order), can transmit the barakah blessing power onto the money, thereby 

ritually blessing it before passing it onto the qawwals or to the tomb. It is important that the pīr 

rarely touches the money, himself, when he is the recipient but instead passively allows it to find 

him, which is reflected by the fact that, without his reaching out for it, it lands on his lap without 

his own intervention. Oftentimes, the pīr may not even look at or acknowledge the person giving 

him the money, which suggests an indifference to or of unawareness of the money’s 

transmission. Finally, visitors may simply deposit cash into metal or wooden boxes that remain 
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locked and overseen by a volunteer. These donations are often referred to as “nazar” (gift) as 

they are understood as a kind of charitable contribution to the upkeep and maintenance of the 

shrine complex. 

 Given all that has been argued so far about the morally ambiguous status of money 

(sometimes an agent of moral corruption; sometimes a blessing from God or the manifestation an 

answered prayer) and even given the scandals and controversies regarding graft and corruption, 

the highly visible and normative presence of money at shrines might strike one as odd. For 

centuries, pīrs have lived under a shadow of suspicion of corruption. Today, pīrs and his or her 

own family often carry out the financial reporting of nazar donations in an unsupervised manner, 

and one often hears murmurs of suspicions that they skim the top off of donations. The 

volunteers overseeing the locked donation boxes do not escape scrutiny either, as it is whispered 

that volunteers are selected by the pīr in exchange for some kind of favor, and in return, it is 

implied that the volunteer may help themselves to a percentage of the collected nazar. Aside 

from mehfil-i samāʿ or other shrine-centered ritual contexts, a pīr may also prescribe a taʿwīz 

(amulet) for particular ailments. While the administration of taʿwīz is often attended by a 

monetary gift to compensate the pīr for his or her time and efforts, some people question just 

how freely-given these cash donations actually are. The apprehensions about the flow of money 

in and out of shrines exceed low-level graft or improper accounting, as described in Chapter 

Two. While Sufis and Sufi shrines have become popularly associated with tolerance and 

inclusion, perhaps simplistically so, today one of the primary reputations that shapes local 

perception and against which Sufis must defend themselves is that of corruption and exploitation 

of public faith for monetary gain. 
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 How, then, does one explain the open transfer of money during the shrine-based rituals 

described above? How does one explain the apparent contradiction between the fact that, in the 

ritual context described above, money is blessed, and, outside of that ritual context, money’s 

involvement in shrines signifies an inauthentic or degraded form of Sufism? The ritual 

symbolism of the circulation of money at shrines is produced by the combination and 

organization of polarities, “aspects of social differentiation and even opposition between the 

components of society which ideally it is supposed to symbolize as a harmonious whole” (Turner 

1967, 22). The combination of scarcity and abundance inverts money’s mode of transmission. 

Barakah is invisible but is characterized by its infinitude and, thus, permanence as an extension 

of the eternal constancy of God. Outside of this ritual context, money is a material, tangible, 

finite object that, for many Muslims representing one of the most marginalized groups in 

neoliberal India today, is characterized in terms of its scarcity (unlike the way Faisal imagined as 

Saudi money to be effectively infinite). When money (a material, finite object associated with 

scarcity) is combined with barakah (an invisible, ethereal force of love associated with 

abundance), money is transmuted and its mode of transmission is inverted, because it is no 

longer driven by the “worldly” forces that encourage coercion and self-interestedness. Instead, it 

is freely given—and passively received, which exempts pīrs from the kind of scrutiny that might 

otherwise be “corrosive of the aspirational…[and] creates limits to the conditions of wonder” 

(Srinivas 2018, 107)—like showering qawwals with cash as a spontaneous act of literally 

throwing money away, something signifying a complete lack of self-interest due to perfect 

satisfaction from the love of God. Money becomes wondrous as individuals “made money part 

of the ‘perfect world’ of ritual interaction, thereby creating new space for it to reside in and 
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simultaneously, they slipped money from the realm of transaction to the realm of wonder” 

(Srinivas 103-104). 

In her study of rituals involving paper cash within the context of urban life in neoliberal 

Bangalore, Srinivas argues that practitioners draw on sensibilities outside of the ritual context to 

be pious within a ritual setting. She writes: 

Being rich is to be close to God, and to be poor is, presumably, to be forgotten by God. 
For devotees, garnering wealth and displaying it is a form of piety, of expressing their 
ethical value; as Krishna claimed, they are ‘rich’ in karma. That is this in keeping with 
the values of the expanding neoliberal world seems to them to be a fortuitous and 
instrumental logic, in which the interpretation of saving and thrift—toward a new 
formulation of salvation involving conspicuous consumption and displays of wealth—
becomes the measure of piety. (Srinivas 125) 

 
At Shāhmīnā in Lucknow, we see a phenomenon and even ritual logic that are apparently similar 

to the Hindu rituals involving money in Bangalore that Srinivas analyzes. But there are two 

important points of contrast that get to the heart of one of this chapter’s arguments: the religious 

paradigm in which rituals operate (i.e., the dīn-duniyā distinction) and the specific socio-

economic conditions in which Muslims live in Lucknow, which play a role in shaping how one 

feels about money. When money is included in Sufi ritual repertoires, it becomes transmuted 

from something that can bring an ambivalent fascination by mixing relief and dread into 

something that can brings joy and blessing (e.g., a vehicle for barakah), providing refuge and 

reprieve when it comes into contact with the love of God. Dīn is not just a set of righteous 

precepts but a mode of existence in which the world is made right when human life accords with 

the will of God. When attempting to understand the conceptual universe of dīn, we may run to 

familiar Islamic theological concepts—piousness (naikī), submission (islām), morals/proper 

conduct (ʾakhlāq)—but in the ritual logic described above, money serves as no less of a 

theological concept not in spite of what it means in the “mundane” world but because of it means 
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there. As it does in Srinivas’ analysis, the nature of money’s transmutation in this ritual context 

still bears a relationship to its “material” state outside of ritual contexts, just as an inversion 

represents a camera obscura image of what it is not. These rituals offer a glimpse into the 

identity of money as a symbol in neoliberal Lucknow. Outside of these ritual contexts, however, 

it acts according to the same logic observed in the ritual described above, as we saw with Faiṣal 

and Sajjid. 

 

Love and Money: “Deobandī-Barelvī” and the Spirit of the Dead 

 The ritual above provides a vivid and special glimpse into way that money and barakah 

fit into the dīn-duniyā framework, but the concepts of love (as barakah) and money work 

according to the same logic outside of the ritual context, even among Muslims with different 

theological perspectives. I was reminded of this one overcast, chilly February day at the chai stall 

just outside the walls of the Nadwa. I was catching up with some friends and acquaintances 

because I had been away from the city during the Pulwama attack on 40 Indian security 

personnel in Kashmir. With the General Elections just months away, this tragic event was 

immediately politicized in the media and among electoral candidates. As I chatted with these 

friends and acquaintances, I remember being struck by the fact that everyone present did not just 

accuse the parties of politicizing the event or even speculate that there could have been foul play 

but rather assumed that the attack was staged by the BJP for the purpose of accruing political 

capital. What made an impression on me was not that this was an unbelievable theory—political 

and military history is riddled with incidents of ghastly conspiracy—but instead that this was the 

basic assumption shared by my interlocutors, upon which everything else about this event was to 

be interpreted. I asked one of the young men, whom we all just referred to as “Joker” to 
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elaborate.41 “You know people these days,” he said.42 “This is how people are. Congress-BJP. 

Hindu-Muslim. Sunni-Shiʿa, Deobandī-Barelvī.” As someone researching Islam in modern 

Lucknow, I latched onto his final dichotomy and naively (and somewhat embarrassingly in 

hindsight) tried to make the point that intellectuals and graduates associated with the Darul 

Uloom Deoband and members of the Ahl-e-Sunnat wa Jamaat are not so different theologically. 

Joker begrudgingly conceded but, clearly annoyed, said, “Yes, I mean, a little. But you know 

mean what I mean. ‘Deobandī-Barelvī.’ Like ‘Sunni-Shiʿa.’ How people are these days.” 

 Among other things, Joker’s pairs of hostile rivals show us how the way that people talk 

about being disenchanted with electoral politics overlaps to a degree with the way that people 

talk about being disenchanted with religious politics. It is just the state of the world, Joker 

explained to us, just “how are people are these days.” It also shows how many people talk about 

“Deobandīs” and “Barelvīs” in particular. Chapter Three deals at length with the social life that 

maslak designations have independent of whatever the individuals associated with those 

designations may believe or do.43 Deobandīs and Barevlīs are not strictly bounded communities 

but rather porous categories that roughly approximate a theological worldview.44 Nevertheless, 

                                                
41 I am not sure if the origins of his nickname lie in the Bollywood song “Kehta Hai Joker Sara Zamana” from Raj 
Kapoor’s 1970 film Meera Naam Joker, but the tune became a part of his public persona at this particular chai stall. 
 
42 We spoke in Urdu with English words and phrases occasionally. 
 
43 To make an analogy for readers familiar with American political culture, speaking of what “Deobandīs” and 
“Barelvīs” do or think is comparable to speaking of what “conservatives” and “liberals” do or think. We could even 
extend the analogy to say that “Darul Uloom Deoband” and “Ahl-e-Sunnat wa Jamaat” are comparable to “National 
Republic Committee” and “Democratic National Committee.” Even when speaking of institutions that keep records 
on membership retention and require dues to be paid, one is roughly approximating a presumed party ideology. To 
speak of the beliefs of “conservatives” and “liberals” goes far beyond that. With both “Deobandī-Barelvī” and 
“conservatives-liberals,” the point is not that these are imprecise categories. Rather, despite the imprecision of these 
categories, they are simply a part of social life, and they become precise not through defining them in the abstract 
but through everyday conversation in which these terms are used. 
 
44 Brannon Ingram makes this point through his 2018 study of the history of transnational Deboandi movements. 
Jan-Peter Hartung uses the Urdu word “deobandīyyat” to describe a general worldview, not a distinct community. 
While I never heard that term, myself, I often heard “barelvīyyat,” and many of my interviewees described in 
Chapter Four found the term useful. A case could certainly be made that Barelvī political organizations in Pakistan 
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many of my interlocutors and friends pointed to Deobandīs and Barelvīs not just bearers of 

worldviews that characterize the religious politics of Sufism in South Asia—the former being 

rigid or conservative “Wahhābīs” that repudiate Sufis, and the latter being the caretakers of the 

“Indic” rituals of traditional Sufism—but also as emblematic of the bitterness of religious 

divisions, as Joker did. 

 By the end of the 19th century, the Darul Uloom Deoband had become one of the 

premiere madrasas in South Asia. The seminary drew on centuries of madrasa traditions but was 

unique in the Islamic world in terms of its institutional makeup. Instead of an endowment from a 

king or royalty patronage, the Darul Uloom Deoband was funded by the contributions of 

common Muslims (Metcalf 1982). While its funding was furnished through grassroots efforts, its 

leadership included some of the most Muslim renown intellectuals in South Asia, including 

Fazlur Raḥmān ʿUsmānī (1831-1907), Sayyid Muḥammad ʿAbid (1834-1912), and Muḥammad 

Qāsim Nānautowī (1832-1880), and many of its graduates and associates became renown in their 

own right, including Āshrāf ʿAli Thānvi (1863-1943) and Rashīd Aḥmad Gangohī (1826-1905). 

Metcalf’s work has been indispensable to the study of this seminary and its legacy because of her 

analysis of both its institutional makeup and also how its identity in its early years was formed 

by retreating from Indian culture and the colonial state to “purer” sources of Islamic authority. 

This changed at the end of 19th century when graduates, scholars, and associates became 

involved in “outward”-oriented reform (iṣlāḥ) efforts, specifically regarding those practices that 

could fall within the definition of bidʿah (innovation) according to their theological worldview. 

At a time when the Darul Uloom Deoband had already risen in prominence and begun 

establishing networks of madrasahs, Aḥmed Rāẓā Khān Barelvī (d. 1921), who later became 

                                                
constitute a community in which members self-identify as “Barelvī” and think of themselves as a group, but this 
requires further analysis. See Hartung (2016), Ingram (2018), and Philippon (2020). 
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known by his supporters as “Ālā Ḥaẓrat,” made a name for himself as a prolific faqīh (writer of 

fiqh). He used these juristic rulings to criticize the moral and religious decline of Muslim life 

under British rule. He opposed lamp-lighting rituals at shrines, condemned Shiʿi practices as kufr 

(infidelity), and discouraged women’s visitation of shrines. He formed his own religious 

organization, which became known as the Ahl-e-Sunnat wa Jamaat. Ahl-e-Sunnat organizers 

became known for their discouragement of practices and rituals that they saw as bidʿah, 

stemming from the undue influence of Indian culture. As competing providers of religious good 

and services in the same markets, so to speak (Green 2012, 19-20), the rivalry between the two 

organizations grew and was marked by especially tense periods, one of which became known as 

“the Fatwa Wars” (Jackson 2013, 112-115). Institutionally, the Darul Uloom Deoband became 

deeply entrenched in the region while also developing a global madrasa network, which now has 

a considerable presence in, among other places, South Africa (Ingram 2018), while the Ahl-e-

Sunnat’s counter-reform movement responded by establishing transnational networks of their 

own connected by madrasas but also shrine-khānqāh complexes (Alam 2011, Sanyal 2008). 

Ingram writes in his 2018 study of Deobandī global networks that his book is intended to 

“dispel…a persistent stereotype that Deobandis represent the stern, inflexible Islam of the urban 

middle classes while the Barelvis represent the popular ‘folk’ Sufism—the ‘real’ Sufism—of 

rural South Asia” (Ingram 2018, 8). Part of the basis of Ingram’s argument is that the stereotypes 

not only misrepresent the difference between these two worldviews but also obscure their 

similarities. “Deobandis and Barelvis are, for all intents and purposes, identical to one another: 

Sunni Muslims, Hanafiin law, Ash‘ari or Maturidi in theology, adhering to multiple Sufi orders, 

and sustained institutionally through madrasa networks” (Ingram 7). SherAli Tareen has 

convincingly argued that, for all of the differences between their programs of reform (iṣlāḥ), they 
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both enunciated political theologies that drew off similar Islamic frameworks (Tareen 2020, 41-

45). 

What, then, are the sticking points? Whereas Deobandī thinkers remain divided among 

themselves over the question of shrine visitation, the Ahl-e-Sunnat openly embraces shrine 

veneration, even if they discourage particular rituals associated with it. For Deobandī thinkers, 

the acceptability of shrine veneration hinges on the metaphysical status of the interred walī. If he 

is dead, then shrine veneration amounts to bestowing godly praises on a mere material object 

because the spirit (rūh) has left the walī’s body. Leaders of the Ahl-e-Sunnat view the Prophet 

Muḥammad as the insān-i kāmil (perfect human) and as entirely composed of nūr (the light of 

God), which affords him ʿilm-i ghāʿib (knowledge of the unseen/hidden), and they extend some 

of those metaphysical properties to the aulīyā’. The spirit of the walī is thought to remain 

animate, which is the basis for petitioning a walī from her or his tomb. From the Deobandī 

perspective, shrine visitors run the risk of committing shirk (associationism; “idolatry”) by 

venerating concrete blocks and dirt. From the Barelvī perspective, the Deobandī thinkers 

consider the living spirits of the aulīyā’ to be nothing more than concrete blocks and dirt. When 

it comes to the shrines of Sufi saints, both each side accuse the other of a fundamental mix-up of 

spirit and material, of dīn and duniyā. 

 

Love and Money: “F(a).Q.I.R.” 

Deobandīs may disapprove of shrine veneration because the spirit of a walī leaves his 

body once he dies, but this not entail a rejection of Sufism generally. Deobandī scholars and 

teachers have always endorsed Sufism, taṣawwuf, and even sainthood by “reconceptualiz[ing] 

the very definition of Sufi sainthood (walāyāt) by way of Sufi ethics, arguing that any pious 
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Muslim not only can be but is a saint (walī) by virtue of that piety” (Ingram 2018, 27). When I 

asked Aḥmed, who was a student at the Deobandī-aligned Darul Uloom Nadwatul Ulama 

madrasah in Lucknow, about “Sufi” mendicants, he reacted scornfully. These were simply 

undesirable figures, he told me, merely begging cheats who masquerade as faqīrs and only care 

about conning people out of money by coercing them with religious guilt. But just because he 

rejects faqīrs (ascetics), Aḥmed explained, does mean that he rejects faqīrī (asceticism). He 

offered the acronym “F(a). Q. I. R.”  F(a): fāqah kārne-wālā (one fasts, deprives oneself); Q: 

qināʿet (contentment, ability to do without, abstinence); I: yād ilha (divine remembrance; 

comparable to fikr); R: rīyāẓat (discipline, practice). Aḥmed thought that a person could only 

truly be a faqīr if they cultivate faqīrī as self-imposed renunciation for the sake of spiritual 

(rūhānī) elevation, and anyone can achieve this.45   

Here, Aḥmed expressed apprehensions regarding money similar to those described above. 

He also articulated the idea that the acquisition of barakah transmutes deprivation into a source 

of provision.46 One must always avoid worldly pleasures and earthly wealth in order to stay on 

the true path, and this entails an internalization of faqīrī. In a broad sense, this paradigm of 

                                                
45 Aḥmed’s attitude that barakah could be acquired through the internalization of taṣawwuf, as opposed to through 
an intermediary or the blessing touch of an extraordinary saint figure, is significant in terms of the way that some 
Muslims conceive of an Islamic egalitarianism. Specifically, it undermines the theological basis for Muslim caste 
hierarchy. Some Sufis claim that Sayyids, who are the putative descendants of the Prophet and also represent the top 
position of the Muslim caste system, are the only descent lines eligible for becoming a Sufi. Arshad Alam has 
argued that madrasah culture produces a social leveling effect because the prestige and religious training of 
madrasah seminaries are available to low caste and lower class families free of charge. Something similar could be 
said of Deobandī-aligned madrasahs where students are taught that individuals can acquire barakah even if they are 
not Sayyid saints. Barelvī-aligned madrasahs tend to deemphasize the significance of Sayyid identity because the 
founding saint-figure of the Ahl-e-Sunnat wa Jamaat (Aḥmed Raẓā Khān Barelvī) was a Khān, not a Sayyid. His 
caste identity has become an object of scrutiny for those who insist on the theological necessity of Sayyid descent 
for Sufi identity. This topic is analyzed more thoroughly in Chapter Four. See Alam (2011). 
 
46 Although he was writing in a very different time and context, it might feel as if traces of al-Hujwīrī’s thought can 
be felt through time as one recalls his argument that beneficiary of alms-giving is not the receiver (“the lower hand”) 
but the giver (“the upper hand”). For more on Islamic theories of absence in terms of grave veneration, see Ho 
(2010). 
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asceticism is not unique to Islam or to contemporary north India or Lucknow, but the salient 

point is that Aḥmed’s initial, instinctive reaction, not entirely unlike those of Sajjid and Faiṣal, 

was to contrast his own model of barakah acquisition from the practices of charlatan faqīrs who 

only care about money. Aḥmed did so in way that maps onto a modern dīn-duniyā distinction 

which dichotomizes the immaterial and material, true religion and worldly politics, and barakah 

and money, putting them in tension. When the barakah of God leaves the faqīr, the faqīr also 

loses his faqīrī, and his money turns back into mere material, with all of its corrupting force 

restored. For Aḥmed, whose theological disposition contrasted distinctly from those of shrine-

based Sufis, barakah can be obtained internally by inhabiting pious or prayerful dispositions, not 

by touching a dargāh made of industrial concrete and mortar or receiving the physical touch of 

pīr’s hand. When a faqīr or pīr has been led astray from the path of piety—the path of true 

taṣawwuf —by the seductive glance of monetary wealth, barakah has left him, and his money 

again reverts to its worldly state. 

 

Love and Money; “The Barakah Is in the Waqf” 

Today, the Ahl-e-Sunnat in India wields influence primarily through their transnational 

madrasah and dargāh networks.47 Organizationally, various “conferences” (sometimes, jalsah) 

function as satellite groups, such as All-India Ulama and Mashaikh Board (AIUMB). This group 

organized the four-day World Sufi Forum in 2016 where Narendra Modi was the invited keynote 

speaker. The theme of the conference was the promotion of “Sunni” Sufism and preservation of 

shrines for the purpose of combating extremism and spreading the peaceful, inclusive message of 

the Sufis. At the end of the conference, the organizing committee released a detailed 25-point 

                                                
47 In Pakistan, the group has considerable influence in politics, whereas in India, they are gradually becoming a 
presence in Indian politics. See Philippon (2020). 
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charter. In it, they call for the restoration of Waqf Boards and the expulsion of non-Sunnis from 

Waqf Boards who would be replaced by Sunni Sufis. Although the AIUMB, as a “conference” of 

the Ahl-e-Sunnat, are positively disposed toward the preservation of Muslim saint shrines, they 

also have to contend with the social stigma of vying politically for control over Waqf Boards (as 

described in Chapter Two, both sacred traditions and also worldly institutions) while 

simultaneously warding off the advancements of intra-Islamic rivals, such as the burgeoning 

intra-Sufi rivalry between particular Ahl-e-Sunnat conferences and the managing committee of 

Ajmer Sharīf (Chapter Four). And so a complex situation arises: simultaneously contended with 

the reputation of Waqf Boards as corrupted by worldly concerns and an interest in preserving 

sacred sites and while shielding oneself from the criticisms of one’s sectarian rivals. 

 It is, then, in this context that the careful negotiations of waqf management become 

legible but also reveal a coherent theology irreducible to political calculus. The salience of the 

dīn-duniyā distinction and its ability to provide a framework in which to make sense of 

potentially ambiguous situations was observable at the AIUMB “Samajik Nayaye Sammelan” 

conference in Lucknow described above. During one of the many speeches, a sajjadah nashīn 

explained to the audience the importance of maintaining a pious disposition when approaching 

the government to recover “our needs (zarūraten), our khānqāh, auqāf-jā’dāt (pl. waqf; jā’dāt – 

immovable property), Hajj committee.” 

[A]nyone who does a thing, becomes attached to it [ban jata hai]. For example, when we 
become near the love of God (sāth y sāth maḥūb-i ilāhī), we become lovers of the God 
(maḥūb-i ilāhī). When we devote ourselves to it, when we are attached to it. Likewise, 
when a person does something, or is into it, he becomes that, becomes attached to it, you 
develop a love for it. The people who become attached to community of God (qaum-i 
ilāhī) will become a lover of God (maḥūb-i ilāhī) who become attached to God will 
become lovers of God. It is a very beautiful path (rāstā). The great one (buzurg) 
Nizāmuddīn Aulīyā his great blessing-love (azīm barakāt) is in the dargāh, throughout 
the entire khānqāh, the library, the auqāf, on the Board, the samān (stuff; physical 
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objects). They are with the barakāt of Nizamuddin Auliya. It [the barakah of 
Nizāmuddīn Aulīyā] is in the auqāf. 
 

Even the speakers’ language underscored the materiality of the waqf that they are attempting to 

reclaim but was emphatic that the barakah permeates the physical, material stuff in a similar way 

that paper cash became a vehicle for barakah. He claimed that the barakah imbues the waqf, the 

actual samān (physical objects), and in some ways this reflects a theological paradigm shared 

with Aḥmed’s, despite identifying with a rival maslak, perhaps different styles of dealing with 

the same dīn-duniyā dilemma. Yes, Deobandīyyat and Barelvīyyat share much in common 

theologically. What do not share—theological tendencies related to delimiting barakah’s ability 

to imbue matter with spirit—is crucial. 

 

The Political Framing of Sufism: Sufism and Politics 

As I have argued in the Introduction of this dissertation, the degree to which involvement 

in political affairs is considered within the domain of duniyā hinges on how politics is 

conceptualized in a given period, place, and tradition. I have already argued above that the 

associations among money, scarcity and coercion, and politics redistricts, so to speak, the 

domains of dīn and duniyā. But what about the long history of the political framing of Sufism? 

What comes of older, deeper Islamic concepts and repertoires? In many ways, the idea that Sufis 

ought not to have a connection to political power departs from earlier Islamic frameworks, as we 

have seen in periods when righteous political rule was seen as the enactment of dīn within the 

realm of duniyā. Historically, many Sufis enjoyed symbiotic relationships with political rulers, 

and Mughal Shāhs would style themselves as saints to gain political influence (Moin 2012, 33-

34), just as Sufis would style themselves as kings (Green 2004). Many Sufis take the title “qutb,” 

which alludes to the idea that the aulīya’ constituted a shadow government because they “were 
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assigned each a specific territory of the world to watch over….[and be] responsible for the 

smooth operation of the entire world” (Ewing 1983,  254).  Sufis carefully negotiated patronage 

relations with sultans and kings for the establishment and upkeep of shrine-khānqāh complexes 

(Eaton 1978; Green 2012, 146-200). Although it is discussed less often and deserving of its own 

study, the religio-political nexus of Sufis and the state has an afterlife in India’s present. In the 

political framing of contemporary Sufism, countless aulīyā’ are given the epithet “Shāh,” or 

king. The term “walī” is the same word for a governor. The area surrounding the shrine where 

supplicants wait to be received by the saint before approaching and requesting a favor of some 

sort is referred to as a “darbār,” or royal courtyard, and dargāh also implies a palace or a royal 

court. Sufi initiates receive their master’s khalīfah (successorship), which is the same word used 

to refer to the political successor of the Caliphate. Shrine visitors and devotees may even refer to 

a living or interred saint as “sarkār,” the modern Urdu word for “government authority.” Sufi 

pīrs have often leveraged their esteem to run for office, and some have even served as 

counterterrorism consultants for the Indian government.48 

 While the tenets, truths, and essence of dīn do not change according to Islam, the world of 

duniyā does, creating a dynamic relationship between the two. It is not that kingship can never be 

an aspect of dīn. Rather, materiality and temporality can never be an aspect of dīn in its modern 

conceptualization, and the nature of kingship can be more or less material and temporal in 

various and time and places. While one might assume a natural connection between Sufis and the 

state because of the political overtones of Sufi terminology described above, historical 

precedents for Sufi-state alliances, and even the actual participation of Sufis in political 

processes, that assumption would exclude the postcolonial Indian state, itself, and the public 

                                                
48 TSG Bureau, “India-U.S. Security Partnership Is the Way Ahead,” The Sunday Guardian Live, August 31, 2019, 
sec. News, https://www.sundayguardianlive.com/news/india-u-s-security-partnership-way-ahead. 
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discourse today that so closely knits politics and corruption or extortion. And yet older Islamic 

concepts and frameworks are not relegated to the dustbin of history; they are creatively 

refashioned to adjust to the changing terrain of duniyā—colonialism, secular democracy, 

neoliberalism. 

 In a place like Dewa Sharīf, where Ḥaẓrat Ḥājī Sayyad Shāh Wāris ʿAli (d. 1905) (known as 

Ḥājī Wāris) was laid to rest and continues to answer prayers, politics and the state are placed on 

one side of the dīn-duniyā distinction but without abandoning older concepts. Without the 

presence of Ḥājī Wāris and his dargāh, I was told, there would be no commerce in the town of 

Dewa and considerably fewer jobs, making it just another roadside town. This struck me as 

exceedingly plausible. With a population of under 16,000 people and little industry to speak of, 

this town that was founded by the saint himself was located outside of Lucknow but yet too far 

for commuting. Nevertheless Dewa Sharīf still manages to attract millions of travelers every year 

either for the shrine and or for the animal trading fair associated with the shrine. It is the star 

attraction of the Uttar Pradesh Ministry of Tourism’s Sufi Circuit. Despite its rural setting, the 

shrine attracts considerably more visitors and notoriety than its urban counterparts in Lucknow. 

A steady flow of visitors, tourists, and grandstanding politicians provide business to hotels, 

shops, and restaurants that cater to clientele at all socio-economic levels. Surely, the blessings of 

Ḥājī Wāris Ṣāḥib—or as visitors refer to him, “Sarkār”—pervade the entire town of Dewa. 

 When I asked a visitor named Ghufrān and a group of his friends from Benares about the 

immense popularity of the dargāh, Ghufrān described Ḥājī Wāris as a jamālī saint. While jalālī 

(strong, harsh) saints specialized in dangerous blessings that can even harm the supplicant, such 

as exorcisms, Sarkār Ṣāḥib was so beloved because this jamālī (beautiful; here, soft) saint was 
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reliable and generous regardless of religion, class, or caste.49 Ghufrān told me that there was a 

jalālī saint nearby in Dewa but few people were willing or able to endure the intense and painful 

treatments offered there. This did not make the saint bad or mean, of course, but Ḥājī Wāris 

enjoyed such broad-based popularity, because his blessings were given “softly.” Ghufrān and his 

friends attributed the peacefulness of Dewa to the love of the saints and contrasted both modes of 

transmitting barakah—through a “hard” jamālī method and in a “soft” jalālī method—“inside” 

Dewa from the way that the government provided for them in the “outside” world. They told me 

that everyone loves Sarkār Jī, referring to the saint, because he provides to all, no matter what, 

and this is why people seek the calming retreat of these dargāh compounds: to gain reprieve 

from the corruption, division, and politicizing outside it. While sarkār (the government) divides 

and deprives, he explained, Sarkār Jī provides and accepts all. 

 

The Political Framing of Sufism: The Kings of the Unseen World 

 This idea that there are two “sarkārs” reflects a vision of parallel realms operating 

conterminously in the lives of Muslims and other shrine-goers. Here, the Indian government and 

its politicians are seen as distinct from the shadow government of the “qutb.” Ghufrān contrasted 

these saint-rulers from worldly rulers but, as distributors of necessary worldly and spiritual 

resources, they are not necessarily of an entirely different type. This was spelled out somewhat 

explicitly at a dargāh complex in Bareilly. I met a man there who used to work in the Gulf States 

but was now a schoolteacher and volunteered at the shrine in the mornings. He said that he felt 

                                                
49 Even unfulfilled requests are seen either as not-yet-fulfilled or unfulfilled on account of some breach of protocol 
on the part of the supplicant. God cannot be unjust, and so if God fails to deliver, it is theologically impossible that 
this can be attributed to an imperfection in God’s justice, and in some cases, the deprivation, itself, may be a 
blessing. This captures the sense in which the nature of God’s love always necessarily provides. See Raj and 
Harman (2006).  
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sorry for those people who did not allow themselves to visit shrines for misguided theological 

reasons. He said that this dargāh complex was unique because it was so clean and they do not 

accept money. I asked why they do not accept money or put out donation boxes. “Who needs 

money,” he explained, “when all of the power is with the aulīyā’. We come before them, and we 

ask for things, for food or for help, just as you would ask a king for help. Even the kings come 

and ask them for things. Why? Because they are the true kings: the kings of the unseen world 

(ʿālam-i ghāʿib).” In practice, this unseen world is contrasted with the workings of the neoliberal 

conditions of duniyā. Distinct as they may be, dīn and duniyā fit together as opposites. 

Individuals can navigate their own relationship with the dīn-duniyā distinction when the 

boundary that separates becomes identifiable by the material presence of money (decoupled from 

barakah, that is). In this way, the barakah-rich spaces of Sufi saint shrines act as “spaces of 

resistance to this corrosion of neoliberalism, while allowing for a pragmatic capturing of what 

might work in the moment….This radical social hope is key to anti-alienation, to a sense of 

feeling and being ‘at home’ in the modern world” (Srinivas 2018, 8-9). 

 

Conclusion: Aḥmed, again 

One day, as we regularly did a few times a week, Aḥmed and I sat behind the library of 

the Nadwa madrasah after we had wrapped up our daily work. A few other friends joined, and 

we drank chai and chatted in the shade of a large tree. Probably because I was present, our 

conversation wound its way to the topic of shrines and bidʿah. Aḥmed was a particularly gifted 

orator and reciter of Qur’anic Arabic, and he often encouraged me to “Like” his YouTube 

channel dedicated to Urdu poetry. When he readied himself to expound upon the acceptability of 

shrine veneration with reference to various Surahs of the Qur’an, he gestured to me that I should 
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record it with my phone and commented that it would be beneficial to my research. We all 

listened attentively, and others joined in. After some time, the conversation turned to the topic of 

the upcoming general elections. At that point, Aḥmed interrupted his friend and asked me to turn 

off the recorder on my phone. Had he become nervous about speaking on the record about the 

elections, I asked. “Not at all,” he assured me. But he had been reciting the Qur’an Sharīf, and 

then we got talking about electoral politics, which is fine, but a discussion of politics should not 

exist on the same recording as the recitation of the Qur’an Sharīf. Even at the level of data 

storage on my phone’s harddrive, the Qur’an and political affairs must remain separated and 

must exist on different transcripts. 

If the concepts of Sufi sainthood and the political sovereign in duniyā could be consistent 

in a premodern dīn-duniyā framework, today Sufi sainthood and worldly government rule seem 

split apart, a kind of secular divide less concerned with separating out private religious belief 

from public rational discourse—that is, religious belief from scientific reason (Habermas 1989; 

Taylor 2007)—and more with separating out purer religious altruism from the exploitation of 

public faith for private monetary gain. The ability to recognize which places and people are, in 

fact, working in conjunction with God’s divine truth is of a matter of great importance. As a 

symbol at a nodal point of an ideological quilt, the concept of money is one of those ways that 

Muslims can make sense of ambiguous, paradoxical decisions to better discern the voice of God, 

reaffirm their own relationship with Islam and, in turn, reestablish a coherent, whole sense of self 

decentered by incompatible and sometimes incoherent cultural orders (Ewing 1990). 

As researchers of religion in the social world, we tend to privilege studies that focus on 

messiness, entanglement, alterity, liminality, and the interconnectedness of everything, including 

religion and politics. But occasionally, our interviewees go to great lengths to purify these 
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concepts and to establish neat boundaries. In this historical and political context, scholarship of 

South Asian Sufism and of Muslim saint shrines has often focused on the extent to which these 

spaces are emblematic of a kind of boundary-breaking that enables one to “imagine a justice that 

allows for the undoing of the often oppressive norms of family and community and allows 

women and men to make ethical choices that contradict societal morality” (Taneja 2017, 4). 

Multi-faith shrine visitation has been described as a form of inclusivity that breaks down 

communal borders (Sikand 2003). South Asian expressions of Islamic piety, such as qawwalī, 

are characterized as challenging rigid, dogmatic norms of Islamic orthodoxy (Flueckiger 2006). 

These studies rightly account for the cultural and literary richness that these shrine traditions 

produce when they operate at the threshold of different religious and ethnic communities. But 

they also sit at the threshold of an antagonism between dīn and duniyā, and the latter is often 

described as a domain that has not treated Indian Muslims well, a domain in which they are 

mired in the worldly, material affairs of government bureaucracy and financial instability. 

Many of my interviewees were concerned with freedom but less of a type related to 

overcoming inner barriers that allow for unrestrained self-expression or the emergence of an 

inner, authentic self. Rather, many of them seemed concerned with freedom from the coercion, 

extortion, and all of the “worldly” forces generated by material concerns for finite, impermanent 

resources. Those forces, it would seem, are rendered obsolete by infinite abundance barakah 

because there is no basis for greed when God has meets everyone’s needs. In this chapter, I have 

focused on the border between those two domains and how people disavow the paradoxical 

nature of this shifting line that separates worldly, material concerns—politicking, intra-Islamic 

animosity, Muslim caste hierarchy—from the realm of true dīn. As a barakah-imbued realm, one 

can rely on places and people that have removed themselves from worldly entrenchment. Once 
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oriented toward dīn and filled with barakah, these people and places can address needs unmet by 

the Indian state and healthcare industry. 

As we will see in the next chapter, the history of the old trope of Sufi shrines as places of 

communal harmony inoculated against the religious divisions is more complicated than it 

appears. But we have to account for the fact that this idealized rhetoric itself plays an active role 

in the socio-political lives of Muslims (Bigelow 2010). The ideological quilt conceals the 

inconsistencies of the cultural order of modern north India, and so surprise that this idealized 

rhetoric is presented as commonsense. Yet there are disjunctures between the dīn-duniyā 

distinction and this cultural order. When theological concepts interface with the socio-economic 

conditions of the dominant political formations of a given period, those religious themes and 

theological concepts shift and are creatively reimagined, because their meaning today is co-

constitutive with the meaning of money, which changes as political and economic society does. 

In this way, barakah remains immutably adaptive due to its panacean nature. The line between 

dīn and duniyā is dynamic, because the infinite abundance of barakah fills in the gaps left by 

neoliberal society by becoming present in those interstices where the capitalist conditions of 

north India have created absences. 
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Chapter Two – 100 Years of Waqf: Sacred Real Estate in the 20th 

Century 

 

Introduction: Dewa Sharīf, Politics, and Sacred Real Estate 

S. Iftikhar Husain Saheb concluded his 1923 submission to The Journal of the United 

Provinces Historical Society by writing, “I am tempted to say, even at the risk of being accused 

of idolising the dead, that a name greater than Haji Saheb’s spiritual power, benevolence and 

charity is not known in the recent history of Sufiism” (Husain 1923, 145). Ḥaẓrat Ḥājī Sayyad 

Shāh Wāris ʿAli (d. 1905) was laid to rest in the town of the Dewa, Uttar Pradesh.50 S. Iftikhar 

Husain’s reverence nearly a century ago is indicative of Ḥājī Wāris’ beloved status then and 

today. In some ways, the past and present of Dewa Sharīf capture important themes of Muslim 

saint shrine shrines in Uttar Pradesh. Although the city of Lucknow provides convenient access 

to the graves of much older Sufi and Shiʿi saintly figures, Hindus and Muslims alike regularly 

and eagerly make the trip to the small, rural town of Dewa to pay tribute to Ḥājī Wāris but also 

to retreat to the serenity of the peaceful, idyllic landscape of Dewa outside of Lucknow’s urban 

center.51 Dewa Sharīf is also a node in its own networks of shrines, some of which include 

Bahraich Sharīf of Syed Sālār Masūd Ghāzī (d. 1032). Ḥājī Wāris was known to make regular 

                                                
50 Popularly known as Ḥājī Wāris, this Sufi saint’s name is sometimes rendered as “Warith.” He was initiated into 
the Chishtīyyah-Nizāmīyyah and the Qadrīyyah-Razzaqīyyah by his brother-in-law, Haji Sayyad Khādim ʿAli Shāh 
(d. 1836). See Liebeskind (1998). 
 
51 This is no unique to Dewa. For many pilgrims, the appeal of rural pilgrimage destinations is that they are hard to 
get to and also can double as retreats for holiday. See Schaflechner (2015). Dewa Sharīf is a popular picnic 
destination. Families and friends will make long journeys in search of Ḥājī Wāris’ panacean barakah but to the 
courtyard outside his shrine, which serves as a holiday destination. 
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pilgrimages to Syed Sālār Masūd Ghāzī’s tomb. Today, these two saints are considered, at least 

in some permutations of it, members of the famous Panj Pīr quintet.52 

As with many of the dargāhs and mazārs of Uttar Pradesh, the story of Dewa Sharīf is 

also a story of politics. Today, the shrine has become the face of the Uttar Pradesh Ministry of 

Tourism’s “Sufi Circuit,” and Ministry of Tourism employees would whisper to me in hushed 

tones that they feared that the current Chief Minister, Yogi Adityanath, would scale back, if not 

eliminate all together, the Sufi Circuit for reasons of communal politics. Dewa Sharīf is an 

important campaign destination for U.P. political candidates despite being in a fairly small town 

on the rural outskirts of Lucknow.53 The follows of Ḥājī Wāris have reacted to the changing 

political climate by adapting their modes of Sufi piety. For example, devotees of Ḥājī Wāris told 

me that the iconic yellow color of the “Wārisī” frocks had originally been saffron (Arabic: 

zʿafrān) but was diluted to its pale yellowy hue during the rise of the BJP in effort to preclude 

accidental association with the Hindu ethno-nationalist party to “stay out of politics,” as one 

murīd put it. 

The story of Dewa Sharīf is also a story of money. When S. Iftikar Husain wrote in 1923 

that, “The ‘Shaikhs’ of old have now degenerated into mere ‘Pirs’—third-rate men—who trade 

                                                
52 Literally, “the five saints.” The Panj Pīr is a transregional network of five esteemed Muslim saintly figures. 
Yoginder Sikand writes that, “The Panj Pīr cult is widespread all over northern India and Pakistan. The composition 
of the Panj Pīr varies from place to place. In some cases, it includes both Muslims as well as Hindu figures. The 
origins of the cult have been traced back to the Hindu cult of the five Pandava brothers, heroes of the Hindu epic, the 
Mahabharata, as well as the Shiʿi tradition of revering the ahl-ul-bayt, the ‘holy family’ consisting of the Prophet 
Muḥammah, his daughter Fatima, her husband ʿAli and their sons Hasan and Hussain” (Sikand 2000, 19-20). Given 
the widespread popularity of the Panj Pīr, their presence in local language sources and colonial documents, and the 
potential theoretical richness of the various local-level or regional permutations of the Panj Pīr’s composition, it is 
somewhat surprising that, to date, it has attracted little scholarly attention, and the topic deserves a thorough study. 
 
53 During my own fieldwork, Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, the sister of Congress Party President Rahul Gandhi, visited 
Dewa Sharīf and laid a chādar (ceremonial sheet) over the mazār of Ḥājī Wāris at a crucial stage, not just in the 
2019 elections, but in her much-anticipated entrance into politics and Congress Party leadership. For one of her first 
publicity events in politics, she chose Dewa Sharīf. TNN, “Priyanka Gandhi Visits Dewa Sharif amid Hectic Poll 
Campaign,” The Times of India, April 28, 2019. 



80 
 

on the credulity of the popular mind and offer you a passport to Heaven, if you pledge your faith 

to them!” (Hussain 131), he was alluding to a controversial court case regarding Ḥājī Wāris’ 

estate and its monetary assets. “He [Ḥājī Wāris] did not accept ‘Nazars’ and never touched 

money with his hand. He did not reject them, but gave them away to other persons. The test of 

the true ‘faqir,’ he is reported to have said, was that he should not ask for anything, not even 

from God” (Husain 133).54 Here, Husain was describing the ascetic integrity of this beloved saint 

but also making use of a well-regarded media outlet to publicly contest the verdict of an 

important court case that ruled that Ḥājī Wāris was not, in fact, a true Sufi, thereby permitting his 

family instead of his disciplines to control of the shrine’s consideration commercial assets. In 

instances like these, Lucknow’s gravitational pull is felt even in Dewa. Not only is the city the 

political capital where state-level litigation of real estate assets is carried out; it is also home to 

the Sunni Central Waqf Board and the Shia Central Waqf Board of Uttar Pradesh. Dewa Sharīf 

may be a sacred place that belongs to God and God alone, where the pure and perfect barakah of 

God flows through Ḥājī Wāris’ interred body to address whatever ailment of the body or the soul 

mires visitors in the realm of duniyā. But it is also a piece of real estate that fluctuates in value 

and desirability with markets conditions and is ultimately controlled from Lucknow by the Waqf 

Boards.  

The Dewa Sharīf court case, which is described and analyzed below, is emblematic of the 

ways that the political structure of the colonial and postcolonial legal system, commercial value 

of shrines, theological contestation of Sufis’ place in true Islam, and the influence and power of 

elite ashrāf (noble) and Sayyid landholding families play roles in shaping the significance of 

Muslim saint shrines in a historically specific context. Shrines can be thought of as pieces of 

                                                
54 It is striking to note the similarities in the manner in which pīrs’ handling of money is characterized in Chapter 
One and nearly a hundred years ago. 
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sacred real estate, what in Islamic traditions is called “waqf” (pl., auqāf). In the modern world, 

sacred real estate embeds a contradiction. It is an inviolable, space that is removed from history 

and transcends worldly concerns, a space where one can draw especially near to the perfect and 

immaterial domain of dīn. At the same time, it is a highly valuable commodity in the modern 

economy of duniyā. In India today, waqf is a material object regulated by the state and competed 

over by various adversarial parties and stakeholders. Scholars have analyzed the reputation of 

Sufism and saint shrines in terms of their Islamic character, both the philosophical underpinnings 

of Sufism and the Islamic history of these institutions (Sikand 2003; Flueckiger 2006; Bellamy 

2011; Mohammad 2013) and in terms of geo-political matrixes of allies and enemies (Mamdani 

2004; Muedini 2015; Ewing and Corbett 2020). In this chapter, I add another line of inquiry to 

those studies by arguing that the significance of Muslim saint shrines in India has also been 

shaped by monetary policy and property law because these state-driven forces determine the 

commercial value of the land on which these shrines sit and set the parameters for the 

competition to control and possess this land, a competition in which many Muslim leaders, 

Islamic theologians, and Sufi groups participate because they believe the land is not a 

commodity at all but belongs irrevocably and in perpetuity to God. In this way, the signification 

of Muslim saint shrines in a specific period is not produced simply by coercive top-down 

measures of the state or British colonial regime but by small shifts in the complex relations 

among state-driven monetary and real estate policy, Muslim knowledge production, and 

unpredictable vagaries of history.55 

                                                
55 It is worth noting that Foucault made it explicit in his work that his theory of power was not a top-down model but 
rather one of the “microhistory of power” in which ordinary, day to day interactions give rise to discursive 
formations of a period in a bottom-up manner. See Foucault (1980). 
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In this chapter, I describe some the prevailing legal and religious paradigms through 

which Muslim saint shrines were understood before identifying three key moments of shift in the 

meaning of waqf and its regulation during the colonial and modern periods: the Mussalman Wakf 

Validating Act of 1913, specific laws that restructured real estate regulations in the first decade 

after Partition, and the neoliberal reforms of 1991. Beginning around the middle of the 19th 

century, elite Muslim landholders increasingly shielded their real estate assets from 

encroachment by the colonial state by designating them as auqāf. The Mussalman Wakf 

Validating Act of 1913 restored the ability to create auqāf in the name of the family, and this had 

decisive legal implications for the control of sacred real estate. Throughout the second half of the 

20th century, a small number of wealthy ashrāf landholders consolidated their real estate assets 

through family auqāf. Partition and Independence ushered in a new phase of waqf management. 

The Evacuee Property Act, the Zamindari Abolition Act of 1950, and the establishment of 

government-run Waqf Boards enabled the newly formed Indian government to swiftly seize 

these real estate assets, in part because they had been consolidated into the waqf system. While 

real estate, sacred or otherwise, held little commercial value in the nationalized economy of the 

second half of the 20th century, the neoliberal reforms of the Indian economic markets in 1991-

92 made land speculation and real estate investment highly lucrative for national, international, 

and NRI (non-resident Indian) investors. Mafias were able to corner the market on sacred real 

estate because waqf property was held in perpetuity and was irrevocable, which made its sale 

illegal. Rampant illegal sale of sacred real estate inspired waqf reclamation efforts among various 

Muslim sectarian groups. In many cases, sectarian rivals competed with each other for control of 

waqf. In a historical moment when Hindutva and modern Islamophobia dovetailed, some Sufi 

groups were able to level the centuries-old trope of fundamentalist “Wahhābī” invaders at their 
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Sufi rivals to forge alliances with the government for the purpose of protecting the sacred real 

estate of the global Islamic ummah. As the legal, these theological, and political conditions 

change, they shape the form of duniyā, thereby shaping the contours of dīn.  

 

Shrines without Sufism: “Sufi Shrines” in the Colonial Archive, 1858-1916 

After the 1857 restructuring of the colonial legal system, the British instituted a policy of 

non-interfere in religious matters. This policy established frameworks of “neutrality” that would 

pattern Indian attitudes toward secularism until Independence and arguably into the postcolonial 

state (Adcock 2014). It also ushered in the new system of personal, or customary, law. The 

implementation of personal law was anything but straightforward, because it was not always 

clear to which religious communities, institutions, or even traditions a given legal issue 

belonged. In the mid-19th century, elite Muslim landholders began capitalizing on the 

ambiguities and inconsistences of British policies by classifying their real estate assets as auqāf 

to shield them from encroachment of the state until the enactment of the Religious Endowments 

Act XX of 1863, which deemed private, family waqf invalid. This is act, the very concept of 

waqf was transformed. Justin Jones writes that “colonial courts and legal discourse conceived of 

waqfs less as varied contracts drawn up by individual founders in particular localities than as 

uniform ‘charitable’, ‘public’ or ‘religious’ institutions” (Jones 2012, 127). Jones goes on 

elsewhere in his study to wonder how landholding families might have reacted. 

One might speculate that, if a family could no longer protect its fortunes through private 
waqf, then it could at least protect the family name and legacy in a different way, by 
establishing public waqf for ‘pious purposes’. As such, it may be that this particularity of 
colonial interpretation, insisting that waqf had to be connected with some already 
established or newly founded public religious institution, itself contributed to the 
formation of new mosques, imambaras and other buildings in some numbers after 1860s. 
(Jones 2012, 78) 
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Thus, for both Muslim litigants in personal law courts and the colonial regime, which acted as 

the final arbiter even in personal law of religious objects and institutions, the perception of 

particular pieces of sacred real estate, their specific religious character, the extent to which they 

are deemed “charitable” and “public,” and the degree to which they are directly connected to an 

established religious institution or tradition proved decisive in determining ownership rights and 

custodial responsibilities.  

When it came to shrines, the colonial regime held the position there was no inherent 

relationship between Sufism and saint shrines because the former was an expression of mystical 

philosophy, whereas the latter were sites of animistic worship for India’s peasantry.56 This was 

not a view just held by the British administration and Orientalist scholars. Renowned Sufi 

intellectuals in that same period championed similar views from a theological perspective, thus 

aligning them intellectually, even if incidentally, with the British colonial state. This view was so 

pervasive that I never saw the phrase “Sufi shrine” never appears in provincial and imperial 

gazetteers, police handbooks on criminal castes, archaeological surveys, or colonial officials’ 

travelogues between 1858 and 1916. I suggest here that the paucity of the term “Sufi shrine” 

reflects the aforementioned colonial paradigm. Shrines were certainly religious in nature, but that 

religion was animism, not Sufism, which was a high-minded philosophical system of a bygone 

classical period. In her study of the colonial construct of the pīr, Katherine Ewing has shown 

how the Sufi pīr was split temporally, which is to say that many in the colonial regime often 

thought that true Sufi religion existed in an earlier period whereas the pīr that the colonial 

administration observed in their present “represented both in ideology and practice an alternative 

                                                
56 I make this argument below by relying on a range of colonial administrative documents from 1858-1916. These 
documents include criminal caste handbooks, travelogue literature, ethnological handbooks, colonial-era histories, 
journals and newspapers, and district and regional gazetteers. The imperial gazetteer, however, is an invaluable 
source because it explicitly spells out the relationship between animism and Islam.  
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source of authority that the British sought to combat both ideologically and through 

administrative control of their practice” (Ewing 1997, 50). Similarly, the this-worldly material 

shrine was split from the other-worldly true spirituality of Sufism and was instead under the 

management of these hereditary pīr. This split was an instance of modern “purification” that 

segregates inhuman objects from human spirit or intellect (Latour 1993, 10-11) and maps onto 

both a Western sacred-profane distinction and a modern dīn-duniyā distinction. 

For the British, the Indian peasantry was drawn to shrines because they had so little and 

the shrines were thought to address material and thus non-religious needs. This explained why 

visitors tended to be poorer and why veneration circulated around superstitious supplication. 

Visitors and shrines often received a religious demarcation (e.g., “Hindoo pilgrims,” “a 

Mohammadan shrine”), but class was the lowest common denominator and helped explain the 

diversity of religious identities represented at the shrines.57 Magic and occult sciences were seen 

as important means of attaining the powers associated with the shrine (Crooke 1890, 25). A 

mosque in Amroha was reported to “[contain] the shrine of Shaikh Saddu….[who] is believed to 

have practiced magic, and his shrine and that of Shāh Wilāyat are visited by crowds of 

Musalmāns and low-class Hindus” (Imperial-I 1908, 545). Specific boons were associated with a 

particular saint shrine, like that of Sheikh Makhdūm Shāhmīnā Shāh of Lucknow (d. 1456), who 

“is specifically resorted to when a man has a case pending in court” (Imperial-II 1908, 302)  or 

of Sheikh Haraun of Tanda, where “[a]ll local officials on taking office under the native 

government used to commence their public career by making offerings of cloth and sweetmeats 

                                                
57 This is not to say that upper-class Muslims were not also considered superstitious, even when it comes to resting 
places of the deceased. The Calcutta Review recounts that General William Hodson craftily secured the property for 
the famous boys school of Lucknow, La Martinière, by manipulating the landed gentry’s reverence for the dead: “A 
Mussulman might violate property, and even frustrate charitable intentions, but he would reverence a grave. The 
General, therefore, ordered that his own body should be interred in one of the underground apartments of his house 
thus consecrating the whole building as a tomb.” “The Kingdom of Oudhe,” The Calcutta Review, June 1845, 382. 
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at this shrine, and such were also offered by all those who had any special wish to gratify” 

(Gazetteer 1877, 492). 

Views of criminal castes illustrate how an occupation characterized by desperation 

produced by this-worldly concerns, the superstitions of various religions, and shrines overlapped. 

Muslim criminal castes were believed to be converts from animist cults or low-caste Hindu sects 

(Gayer 1910, 54; Hollins 1915, v). Muslim groups were associated with the shrine worship of 

“pirjis”: “Each sub-section has its own peculiar customs and ceremonies according to whether it 

is Hindu or Muhammadan…The Muhammadan sub-sections have local pirjis whom they 

venerate and to whose shrines they go on pilgrimage at regular periods…They drink spirits and 

use ganja and bhang, but they do not take opium” (Hollins 81).58 Shrine worship’s interreligious 

character was noteworthy enough that colonial observers consistently took the time to describe it, 

but it was also considered simply a reality of life in India. William Henry Sleeman wrote:  

All these things I learned as I wandered among the tombs of the old saints the first few 
evenings after my arrival at Meerut. I was interested in their history from the 
circumstance that…Musalmāns and Hindoos should join promiscuously in their 
devotions and charities at all these shrines. Manohar Nāth’s shrine, though he was a 
Hindoo, is attended by as many Musalmān as Hindoo pilgrims. (Sleeman 1915, 570) 
 

Even among the most disapproving observers such as Sleeman, officials calmly reported the 

“natural life” of rural Indian peasants.59 Shrine veneration cut across religious lines, was rooted 

in superstition to address worldly, non-religious needs and, thus, was not obviously related to the 

spirituality of Sufism in any meaningful way. 

                                                
58 For examples of extended lists of Muslim saint shrines without any reference to Sufis or Sufism, see Gazetteer of 
the Province of Oudh, vol. 1-A to G. (Lucknow: Oudh Government Press, 1877), 263–64, 485–88. 
 
59 Sleeman died in 1856, but the writings examined here were posthumously published and circulated during the 
colonial administration’s push to survey and categorize the different groups of people in India. 
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What about the Sufi character of the interred saints? In some cases, British observers 

thought that a saintly figure’s Sufi credentials were irrelevant because the visitors themselves 

only cared about the wish-granting, not the religious community of the saint. Colonial 

characterizations of the shrine of Syed Sālār Masūd Ghāzī in Bahraich provide a clear example. 

It was one the most written-about shrines in north India but was noteworthy not just for the 

perceived religious infidelity of its visitors but also the perceived irony that Hindus would 

venerate the “saint” of Bahraich, who was a military leader who waylaid Hindu in campaigns 

across north India (Amin 2015). “The fair is essentially a poor man’s fair, and is attended by 

low-caste Hindús quite as largely as by Muhammadans,” Oudh Commission officer H. C. Irwin 

recalls. “This is a curious illustration of the laxity of Hindú religious conceptions, considering 

that the one object of Salár Mas’úd’s life was the destruction of their faith and the slaughter of its 

adherents” (Irwin 1880, 74). In a similar fashion to Irwin’s writings, the Gazetteer of the 

Province of Oudh (1877-1878) describes the military history of Islam in India and carefully 

details Syed Sālār Masūd Ghāzī’s campaigns across the plains of North India (Benett 1984, 111-

116). He was portrayed as a valiant but fierce military leader, not a man of ascetic piety. Thus, 

his shrine was considered an artifact useful for piecing together the military history of Muslim 

conquest in India. Writing about the shrine of Bahraich, Sleeman summarizes the attitude 

succinctly: 

The Hindoos worship any sign of manifested might or power, though exerted against 
themselves, as they consider all might and power to be conferred by the Deity for some 
useful purpose.…At the bottom of the respect shown to such Mahommedan shrines, by 
the mass of Hindoos, there is always a strong ground-work of hope or fear: the soul or 
spirit of the savage old man, who had been so well supported on earth, must still, they 
think, have some influence at the Court of Heaven to secure them good or work them 
evil, and they invoke or propitiate him accordingly. They would do the same to the tomb 
of Alexander, Jungez Khan, Tymour, or Nadir Shah, without any perplexing inquires as 
to their creed or liturgy. (Sleeman 1858, 325-326) 
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Here, Sleeman voices a widely-held opinion that the underlying appeal of shrine veneration is 

this-worldly power, not piety, and this is why Sleeman speculates that one would just as soon 

venerate the tomb of Alexander the Great or Genghis Khan as one worship at the tomb of Syed 

Sālār Masūd Ghāzī. The primary appeal of shrines was the promise of a fulfilled wish, and the 

personality or religious designation associated with the interred body could, and often was, they 

thought, irrelevant. 

The perception that shrine visitation was rooted in wish-making stood in stark contrast to 

attitudes toward Sufism, which was understood to be the lofty mysticism of the dedicated 

spiritual elite. On this issue, Nile Green writes: 

When Europeans first discovered ‘Sufism’ in the nineteenth century through reading 
Arabic and Persian texts, they were faced with the perplexing contradiction that the living 
Sufis they were introduced to in India and Persia seemed to display anything but the 
humble, generous and ecumenical characteristics of the ‘genuine’ mystic….When such 
Sufis failed to live up to the elevated sentiments described in the writings of their 
medieval forbears, European scholars came up with what seemed to them a convincing 
explanation: ‘Sufism’ had clearly declined from its medieval apogee. (Green 2008,1047) 
 

Sufism was the spirit of a mystical ideal, the institutions of which had fallen into decline due to  

practices associated with shrines, which was a common narrative even among Sufis in India and 

also in studies of Islam in various historical periods (Subhan 1938, 320; Trimingham 1971, 67).  

If unrelated to Sufism, then what was the relationship between shrine veneration and 

Islam? The Imperial Gazetteer of India: The Indian Empire summarizes the religions of India 

and, in doing so, provides an explanation for interreligious shrine worship.60 According to the 

gazetteer, Hindus sects are porous and inconsistent, due to Hinduism’s “eclectic spirit.” 

Classifying Hindus was considered even more vexing due to “the great mass of people, who are, 

as a rule, ignorant to which sect they belong” (The Imperial-I 1909, 430). In the gazetteer, the 

                                                
60 Note that this is the gazetteer for the entire colony of India, not just the United Provinces. 
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discussion of Hinduism is followed by a section entitled “Animism.” Animism is characterized 

as a “jungle of diverse cults and beliefs.” It is the proto-religion to all Indian traditions, because 

“below the upper crust of observances which Brāhminism and Buddhism enforce, there is a mass 

of more primitive beliefs, which form the real faith of the majority of people” (The Imperial-I, 

430). Over time, animistic cults attached themselves to classical Indian traditions. Thus, this 

animistic current is “the religion of the peasant,” which is practiced: 

not so much with a view to improve his prospects of the life to come, as to avert the 
malignity of evil influences by which he believes himself to be gained, or to gain some 
temporal blessing. With this as his object he visits holy places.…He will worship any 
new gods whom he deems powerful for good or evil….If he be a Musalmān, he knows 
little beyond the formal usages of his creed, and though he addresses Allah in the 
mosque, it is to be the old village gods that he resorts when trouble befalls him. (The 
Imperial-I, 432-433) 
 

Moving from the lengthy description of animism, the gazetteer “pass[es] on to other religions” in 

discussing Islam. But after describing the military ventures of Muslim leaders, the gazetteer’s 

preoccupation with animism returns in the subsection section: “Animism: its effect on Islām.” 

Islam and Hinduism lived side by side. Consequently, “[f]rom the Hindus Islām derived much of 

its demonology, the belief in witchcraft, and the veneration of Pīrs, or saints” (The Imperial-I, 

435). These practices were primarily “the religion of the peasant” but later entered Islam because 

“conversion to Islām, whenever it does occur, is largely from the lower castes” (The Imperial-I, 

435). 

The gazetteer provides a case study to illustrate this very point. Coincidentally, a 

gazetteer describing the entire Indian empire selects “The Panchpiriyas,” this version of which 

included Syed Sālār Masūd Ghāzī (d. 1032) of Bahraich, for its case study of animistic Islam. 

“The most remarkable instance of the fusion of Islām and Animism is found among the 

Panchpiriyas of Bengal and the United Provinces” (The Imperial-I, 435). This is the same Panj 
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Pīr quintet mentioned above that sometimes include Ḥājī Wāris.61 But because the particular 

saints vary by region, the Panj Pīr “displays a remarkable compound of Muslim hagiography 

grafted on Animism” (The Imperial-I, 436). Finally, the section titled “Sūfiism” appears a page 

later. According to the gazetteer, Sufism was a theological system combining Aryan pantheism 

with Semitic monotheism that “aims at leading men to the contemplation of spiritual things by 

appealing to their emotions” (The Imperial-I, 437). There is no mention of shrines or saints. As 

strange as it may seem by today’s standards to put such conceptual distance between Sufism, on 

the one hand, and pīrs and shrines, on the other, this was generally consistent with the 

framework through which the colonial administration understood the veneration of Muslim saint 

shrines and its origins. This sharp separation of shrines from Sufism and Islam had an impact on 

the views of the Muslim reform groups that first emerged in north India during this period. 

 

Shrines without Sufism: Muslim Reformers’ Perceptions of Shrines 

During colonial rule in India, Muslim and British scholars alike sought out the historical 

origins and social roots of shrine veneration. While their approaches were distinct, in some ways 

their assessments were not so different. In his study of the 13th century text the Chachnāma, 

Manan Ahmed Asif describes an “origins myth” as something that can “determine the limits of 

historical inquiry and the paths it foreclosed” (Asif 2016, 6). Asif’s study is not merely a critique 

of the origin myths of Hindu nationalism or of British colonialism. Origins myths are also what 

Hayden White described as tropes of historiography (White 1985). Asif argues that the origins 

narrative is a historiographical mode and one that is also found in the writings of Muslims 

theologians and historians (the topic of his study), as in the case of Muslim reformers and their 

                                                
61 “Pānj” is rendered a “pānch,” meaning “five.” “Pīriyyā” is the plural of pīr. 
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call to return to forms of Islamic piety that are simultaneously adaptive in the present and future 

conditions in which Muslims live and also harken back to Islamic origins.  

Perhaps surprisingly, the view that there was no inherent relationship between shrines 

and Sufism, and that the former was reducible to Indic animistic culture, roughly aligned with 

views of prominent Muslim reformers in that same period. Although the colonial regime 

officially maintained a position of non-interference, British courts played a role in settling 

disputes, such as in the appeals process, as we will see below. By deferring to Muslim courts 

when the religious nature of sacred real estate was called into question, the theological basis of 

shrines’ relationship to Islam became important for dictating property rights of waqf.62 This is 

one of the reasons why the significance of saint shrines in this period is not produced just by the 

political structures and paradigms in place but also in conjunction with theologically rich, 

historically deep worldviews from within Islam through which Muslim intellectuals sought to 

understand what it means to live a dīnī life under British colonialism. As Muslims who had 

strong affinities for specific expressions of Sufism, some of these reformers critiqued shrine 

veneration and the supplication of pīrs not for the sake of denigrating Sufism, as such, but rather 

for the sake of preserving it.  

Sayyid Aḥmad Khān (1817-1898) was one such reformer. While he is usually 

remembered for his promotion of Anglophone Western education models as a means of lifting 

India’s Muslims out of poverty, his embrace of Enlightenment rationality, which is implicit in his 

attitudes toward education, also underwrote his views of Sufism. While both of his parents were 

followers of distinct Sufi paths, he was preoccupied with the reformation of Sufism as a young 

                                                
62 The role that theological argumentation played in sacred real estate litigation is also shown in Section 3.b. in the 
case of Shiblī Nūmāni rebuffing Muḩammad ʿAli Jinnah’s legal agenda by challenging the Qur’anic basis of family 
waqf. 
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man. He wrote sharp critiques of the shaikh-murīd relationship in 1849, and then a year later 

published “Rāh-i Sunna dar Radd-i Bidʿa” (The Path of the Sunna in Rejecting Innovation), 

which “in substance could have been written by any of the eighteenth or nineteenth century Sufi 

reformers” (Sirriyeh 1999, 60). Khān believed that Islam was naturally progressive, and the 

West’s progress indicated that it had gotten closer to the truth of God through scientific reason 

than Muslims have through superstitions and customs. From birth and death rituals to the 

veneration of Sufi saint shrines, whatever Muslims did without thinking was apt to lead one 

down the wrong path. Khān’s Taḥzīb al-Akhlāq develops a schematic for the different kinds of 

customs. Ingram describes Khān’s typology of custom: rasm, which is that which was passed 

down from an ancestor; rivāj, which is something people do out of habit or because it is 

fashionable but has no historical depth; and ʿadat, which “is ingrained in human nature itself, a 

tendency towards certain qualities, whether good or bad, that humans share by virtue of being 

human” (Ingram 2015, 410). If the kinds of customs that have become associated with Sufis steer 

one away from God, then what is Sufism? For Khān, the truth of Islam is perfectly consistent 

with the laws of the natural world, and this is why the Western scientific model of rationality, 

which enables such a robust understanding of the natural world, paradoxically allowed 

Westerners to draw nearer to the truth of Islam than Muslims who were mired in customs. The 

examples of great Sufi exemplars who had a keen, intuitive understanding of the natural world 

and its creatures was paradigmatic of this: “Islam is nature, and nature is Islam,” he famously 

wrote (Sirriyeh 1999, 63).63 This idea that scientific rationality is sufficient for understanding the 

truth of God insofar as it is sufficient for understanding the truth of the natural world earned 

Khān the disparaging label of “naychirī” (a naturalist) from, among others, Khayr al-Dīn, who 

                                                
63 One might note the resonances of Khān’s perspective with the Ghazzālian understanding of dīn described in the 
introduction.  
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was the father of the reformer Abū’l Kalām Āzād (1888-1985). Thus, Khan’s version of Sufi 

epistemology was given the derisive label “naychirīyyah” (naturism) and viewed as a form of 

pantheism.  

The controversial nature of Khān’s views even attracted the criticism of Ashrāf ʿAli 

Thānvi. Thānvi (1863-1943) was a contemporary of Khān and a towering intellectual associated 

with the Darul Uloom Deoband (Metcalf 1982; Ingram 2018). He was in the first graduating 

class of the Darul Uloom Deoband and went on the teach there. Among his other works, 

including a translation of the Qur’an, he was a prolific faqīh (writer of fiqh, or jurisprudence). 

His most famous work of fiqh is also one of the most widely published texts in South Asia, 

Bahishti Zewar (The Heavenly Jewels), which was primarily intended for the ethical and 

religious development of women. In this text and in others, Thānvi sharply criticized 

superstitions and customs associated with the shrines of Sufi saints, and he forbade shrine 

visitation in many cases. Thānvi rejected much of what is portrayed as typical of South Asian 

Sufism today, which is perhaps ironic given that he was deeply committed to Sufism and 

taṣawwuf. Thānvi’s Sufi credentials were unambiguous. He was perhaps the most influential 

figure of the Deobandī movement, a renowned scholar of taṣawwuf, and later retired to his 

hometown of Thana Bhawan to serve as the caretaker of the local Sufi khānqāh. 

So why would such a renown Sufi reject so much of what today is considered “Sufi 

rituals”? Thānvi no precedent for them in the Qur’an and Sunnah. While Khān disdained folk 

customs because there was no rational basis for them in science, Thānvi disdained them because 

there was no evidence for them in the Qur’an and Sunnah. This became a matter of contention 

between these two reformers. Others labeled Khān a naychirī, but Thānvi dismissed him as a 

“Mutazalite” referring to the early rationalist school of Islamic theology of Baghdad and Basra 
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that valued “God-given” rational faculties over the Sunnah (Thanwi 1992). Thānvi was a careful 

and systematic reader of kalām (theology) through a Ḥanafī perspective, which made him 

inclined to a “traditionist” reading of the Qur’an and Sunnah.64 In Thānvi’s case, this entailed 

greater hermeneutical reliance on what Brannon Ingram succinctly describes as, “the 

‘transmitted’ (manqulat) bodies of knowledge (e.g., Qur’an, Hadith, fiqh) as opposed to the 

‘rational’ (ma’qulat) bodies of knowledge (e.g., falsafa, logic)” (Ingram 2015, 405, f.6).Whereas 

Khān rejected that which betrayed the laws of 19th century science, Thānvi struck a balance 

between rejecting that which was not in the Qur’an and Sunnah, such qawwalī, while affording 

theological space for angels, jinn, miracles, and other things unsupported by 19th century science 

but present in the Qur’an. The metaphysical status of Sufi aulīyā’, then, became a particularly 

vexing issue. To maintain a vision of the cosmos that included miracles but without overstating 

the authority of the aulīyā’, Thānvi constructed a detailed, twelve-tier schematic of sainthood 

and provided everyday religious injunctions in works that “offer a sober, constrained view of 

Sufi sainthood, implicitly diminishing the authority of Sufi saints’ shrines and their custodians at 

the same time that they expand the very parameters of sainthood to include any pious believer” 

(Ingram 2014, 866). He wrote histories of the great Sufi figures that recast them in ways that 

were consistent with a Deobandī style of blending Sufi piety cultivation and Shari’a-minded 

juridical sensibilities (Zaman 2008).65 

                                                
64 In Islamic theological debates, the expression “traditionist” (as opposed to “traditionalist”) refers to the “tradition” 
of the Sunnah, and traditionists are those that place hermeneutical priority on that tradition. The term is generally 
contrasted from “rationalist,” which refers to a general theological perspective in which God endows human with 
rational faculties with which to interpret the will of God. 
 
65 It is worth noting that the Pakistani government used a similar strategy in the 1970’s after it had established the 
Auqaf Department when they began a publicity campaign in which they distributed pamphlets that depicted the 
entombed saints not as miraculous healers but rather as pious scholars. See Ewing (1997, 70-78). 
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Thānvi’s complex negotiation of his traditionist theological perspective, rejection of 

customs on the basis of their extra-Qur’anic origins, inclusion of metaphysical phenomena 

including Qur’anic sources, and deep apprehension about shrines is evident in his treatment of 

vow prayers (mannat)66 found in Bahishti Zewar. He wrote that if a woman67  vows (mannat 

mānnā) to pray four rakāts so that a lost item is found and the lost item turns up, then she must 

pray the four rakāts and one salāt all at once, and it does not count if she prays the rakāts two at 

a time (Thānvi n.d., 142). If she vows to sacrifice (qurbānī) a bull but then cannot obtain a bull, 

she may sacrifice seven goats, instead (Thānvi 144). If she vows for the fulfillment of a wish, 

such as the curing of illness or the safe return of a family member, then she must fulfill the vow. 

If she takes a vow to give fifty rupees to charity (khairāt) but when the time comes only has ten, 

                                                
66 Mannat is a Hindi word that refers to particular kind of vow prayer common to many communities in South Asia. 
According to McGregor, the word is derived from the Hindi verbal pair “mānnā” and “mānanā,” not Persian as 
some have speculated. (See: R. S. McGregor, The Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary (Oxford [England]; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1993), 791.) The history of the mannat is a South Asian one, claimed by Hindus, Muslims, 
Sikhs, and Jains alike. Comparison are also made between mannat and vrat, though sometimes a mannat is 
subsumed under the broader tradition of vrats. See: Anne Mackenzie Pearson, “Because It Gives Me Peace of 
Mind”: Ritual Fasts in the Religious Lives of Hindu Women (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996), 
and June McDaniel, Making Virtuous Daughters and Wives: An Introduction to Women’s Brata Rituals in Bengali 
Folk Religion (New York: State University of New York Press, 2003). The person making the vow promises some 
kind of act in exchange for an answer to the prayer, almost like a quid pro quo arrangement. A mannat does not 
necessarily have to take place at a holy site, but quite often it is made at the shrine of a Muslim saint. Once the 
prayer has been answered, the ways of completing the mannat are conceivably innumerable, although it is often said 
that philanthropic generosity or a journey to a particular site are seen as favorable. Some women can complete a 
mannat by reading aloud short stories, in which the main character makes a mannat to address some kind of trouble 
in her life and is instructed to read aloud this eponymous story. The recitation of these stories (which almost always 
center around Bibi Fāṭimah) often take place at homes, in which a room is decorated and perfumed in the style of a 
shrine. If the ways of fulfilling a mannat are open-ended, then the means of marking an initiated one are harder to 
pin down. See Vernon James Schubel, “Household Rituals: The Use of Miraculous Narratives,” in Religious 
Performance in Contemporary Islam: Shaʿi Devotional Rituals in South Asia (Columbia, S.C.: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1993), 35–70; and Carla Bellamy, “Personae: Transgression, Otherness, Cosmopolitanism, and 
Kinship,” in The Powerful Ephemeral: Everyday Healing in an Ambiguously Islamic Place (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2011), 172–213.The most common and recognizable way of marking an initiated mannat is to tie a 
small, red thread (dhāga) to the lattice around the inner shrine (āstānah). When the mannat has been completed, the 
individual returns to remove the thread. But after time and the wear of weather, it is difficult to recognize one’s own 
thread, and so one simply removes someone else’s, just as someone before has likely removed theirs.  
 
67 Although it does not appear in the English, feminine verb endings are used for all the hypothetical actors in the 
text, reinforcing the notion that the manual is intended for a female reader/listener. All paraphrases and translations 
of Bahishti Zewar are my own.  
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then she can total up other possessions equaling fifty rupees in value and give that (Thānvi 143). 

Clearly, Thānvi had no sweeping opposition to making a vow in order to address ordinary, daily, 

this-worldy needs. Vows (mannat) and oaths (qasm) are quotidian parts of religious, economic, 

and domestic life, even when they are used to enact miraculous results. Instead of trepidation 

about harnessing supernatural forces for ordinary needs, his main concern was keeping vows and 

oaths that one had made and not breaking one’s word.  

Compare this stance to his position on those same vow prayers when associated with pīrs 

and shrine-based rituals. In exchange for a certain task to be completed, if one vows to hold a 

maulīd sharīf celebration (birthday of the Prophet Muḥammad) or to spread a sheet (chādar) 

over a grave (mazār),68 then in both cases the vow will be invalid. If someone vows to make 

offerings at the grave of a great saint (pīr) or make offerings of sweetmeats at a masjid or to 

place a lamp inside the masjid or to hold a celebration for a great saint, in all of these cases the 

vow will not be valid and it will be obligatory (wājib) that she (the mannat-maker) not complete 

that vow.69 Holding fasts in reverence of Ḥaẓrat ʿAli or vows related to kōnḍa (offerings 

presented by the groom’s party on the arrival at the bride’s home) are absurd superstitions 

(vāhīāt kharāfāt), and fasting for Ḥaẓrat ʿAli is shirk. If someone vows to organize a dance or a 

musical show if her brother is cured of illness, this is a sin. It is not permitted to take a vow in 

anyone’s name other than Allāh. For example, if someone makes a vow to one’s (living) pīr or 

goes to a grave or tomb (qabāron aur mazāron) where a jinn resides and makes a wish there, 

then all of these acts are ḥarām and equate to shirk. As for women who visit graves (qabāron), 

this is forbidden in Hadith Sharīf, and Ḥaẓrat Muḥammad (PBUH) has cursed such women 

                                                
68 In Urdu, “mazār” implies the grave of a pious, often saintly, individual. This is distinct from a qabar, although 
saints and particularly pious individuals’ graves can also be described as a qabar.  
 
69 Emphasis is mine. 
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(Thānvi, 144). For Thānvi, the transactional nature of mannat prayers—piety in exchange for 

barakah’s blessing power—is entirely normative. Keeping these practices separated from 

Muslim saint shrines is not for the sake of undermining Sufism but rather preserving it. 

Brannon Ingram has pointed out the irony that Khān and Thānvi shared such similar 

concerns related to customs and the masses, or at least that they used the same framework to 

criticize them, because they are often described as fierce rivals who had nothing in common. It is 

true that they shared little, but they did share the view that the superstitious masses (ʿawām) of 

Indians were being led astray by customs. Ingram describes these overlapping frameworks as 

“the liberal critique of custom” in Khān’s case and “the Islamic critique of custom” in Thānvi’s 

case. Ingram includes a third model:  

If the first would most directly frame the Islamic legal critique and the second, the liberal 
critique, the third formed a sort of semantic background for both: British ethnographic, 
administrative and legal observations of Indian customs….as Nicholas Dirks has made 
clear, even as they believed mapping out customary practice could obviate another 
‘Mutiny’, many remained suspect of the power of custom in the everyday lives of 
Indians, believing them to deprive individuals of agency and make them vulnerable to the 
caprices of ‘public opinion’ and mob rule—sentiments echoed by Sayyid Ahmad and 
Thanvi. (Ingram 2015, 407) 
 

British views of customs informed their attitudes toward Sufism and the meaning of “true” 

Sufism, but it was not as if the impulse to exclude shrines from the realm of Sufism was a 

specifically British inclination. Khān and Thānvi did as well. 

Since Barbara Metcalf’s trailblazing work (Metcalf 1982), the historiography of the 

Deobandīs has suggested that these Muslim reformers turned away from the matters of the state 

after the failed mutiny of 1857 and attempted to cultivate a distinctly Urdu-based, Islamic 

identity over and against the Westernized Muslim identity of Khān. By focusing on the 

construction of the so-called Deobandī-Barelvī rivalry, SherAli Tareen’s recent work has 

reframed the standard historiography, placing less on emphasis on withdrawal from the state and 



98 
 

more on the political theologies by which everyday Muslim behavior is seen through the 

paradigm divine sovereignty (Tareen 2019). From this perspective, we see Thānvi, Khān, and the 

colonial administration participating in broader discursive frameworks regarding legitimacy, the 

public (or ʿawām), and the state. The contours of these frameworks become legible even in an 

analysis of attitudes toward shrines and Sufism. All parties drew the line around true Sufism in 

slightly different ways but, in that period, they all excluded shrine veneration from it.  

 

Waqf and the Law: Divine Love, and Other Juridical Concerns of the Lucknow Court of 

Appeals 

The Mussalman Wakf Validating Act of 1913 represents a major shift (the first of three 

examined here) in the meaning of waqf, one that would pattern the contest to control sacred real 

estate going forward. The Act restored Muslims’ ability to create “family” waqf. In doing so, this 

real estate reform afforded to waqf al-‘aulād elevated judicial standing and accelerated the 

already-unfolding process of consolidating landholders’ real estate assets through the mechanism 

of waqf.70 Eric Beverley describes ambiguities produced by the legislative change by writing, 

“The boundary between state law and personal law, however, was blurry and some elements of 

‘religious’ law had major implications for matters at the core of colonial policy, such as property 

control. This ambivalence produced a scenario in which legal debates became authorized spaces 

for colonial subjects to pursue their agendas” (Beverley 2011, 155). It in this legal context and 

historical moment that the idea that Sufism was not inherently related to shrines became so 

consequential for the acquisition of custodial control of sacred real estate, a dynamic that 

becomes clear in a 1916 court case taken up by the Lucknow District Court of Appeals.  

                                                
70 Colloquially, interviewees often referred to the process of converting mundane property into waqf in English and 
Hinglish as “waqf-ing something”. 
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The dispute regarded the shrine of Ḥājī Wāris, which I described at the beginning of this 

chapter. In a 1916 land revenue dispute, First Additional Judicial Commissioner Stuart oversaw 

the case of Sharfuddin v. Maqbulunnisa in the Lucknow District Court of Appeals. The case was 

meant to settle the ownership of Dewa Sharīf. In her study of this shrine, Claudia Liebeskind 

describes Ḥājī Wāris as an unusual saint in terms of the Sufi ṭarīqah system but also a regional 

attraction and moral exemplar of the Sufi tradition (Liebeskind 1998, 179-187). In his decision, 

Justice Stuart would appear to extol the virtues of Sufism and its pluralistic nature: 

This much is clear: the Saint taught as a fundamental principle the power of Divine Love. 
This Divine Love was of the purest and holiest type…irrespective of the religious beliefs 
on other points of the human recipients….[T]he Saint taught that the real religion was 
Love in which sinners and the virtuous, the rich and poor, were all equal. The Saint once 
stated, “Whoever of mine here loves me is mine, be he a chamar or a sweeper”….[H]e 
treated all alike, the sinners and the people who call themselves virtuous. The sinners 
excited more pity in him as he preached Love in its spiritual sense. (Stuart 1916, 176) 
 

For the judge, unlike recent histories of Sufis in India, this depiction of the saint was not 

evidence of Sufism’s perennial egalitarianism. To the contrary, it was evidence that Ḥājī Wāris 

was not a Sufi at all. 

  “Sharfuddin vs. Maqbulunnisa” was a dispute between the family of the Ḥājī Wāris and 

his disciples. Put briefly, the dispute regarded the ownership of the shrine and the right to collect 

revenue from donations. The family won. If Ḥājī Wāris were a part of a broader a Sufi ṭarīqah, 

his disciples could claim his shrine as their inheritance on religious grounds. On the other hand, 

if he were unaffiliated with a tradition, then the property would go to his family. Here, I quote 

Stuart at length: 

I have stated this much as to the Saint’s history, life, and teaching in order to make clear 
the main point of the controversy. The plaintiffs contend on one hand that the Saint’s 
teaching was unique and essentially different from the teaching of any other religious 
teacher who had gone before. The defendants while maintaining the Saint’s position as 
that of an inspired holy man do not admit that there was anything unique about his 
doctrines…I do not agree with this view. I shall make no attempt to enter into a 
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disquisition on the exact import and limits of Sufi doctrines. The insistence on a mystical 
acceptance of the Love of God is a matter common to many of the recognized colleges of 
Sufi Durweshes…It is admitted that he approved of the doctrines of the Kadiria and 
Chishtia orders of the Sufis, but after having gone through the voluminous evidence 
which has been produced in the case, I hold a strong view that the Saint, although he 
commenced life as a Sufi, so developed the various views which he had acquired during 
his youth that from the time that he became a great power for religious instruction he 
must be considered to have created doctrines peculiarly and essentially his own…His 
readiness to take disciples of all creeds, his insistence upon nothing else than repentance 
and complete acceptance of Divine Love and his extraordinary large-mindedness are to 
my mind indications of something more than exceptionally high principles found in a 
follower of recognized Sufi beliefs. He made a new religion in effect. (Stuart, 177-178) 
 

Sufism had to do with ṭarīqahs. By taking Hindus and Christians as disciples without requiring 

conversion to Islam, Ḥājī Wāris stepped beyond the boundaries of Sufism and moved into 

something entirely new. 

Commissioner Stuart adjudicated the case on theological grounds, but “the dispute before 

this Court is largely with regard to these offerings” (Stuart 1916, 181). Stuart was referring to the 

estate and the donations of visitors. The disciples had invested a large sum of money into shrine 

renovations and the construction of lodges and a mausoleum over the years (Stuart, 180). In 

additional these investments, the substantial amount of revenue collected in the form of offerings 

became a point of disagreement. The family argued that a charitable trust should be established 

that would dictate how much and for which purposes the funds should be spent. A District Judge 

had thrown out the case, arguing that the courts have no right to interfere in matters of an 

established sect of Sufism. But Commissioner Stuart overturned the District Judge’s decision, 

ruling in favor of the family because this case was, in his view, not a matter of an established 

Sufi sect. 

 Regarding the shrine of a Muslim saint, everyone had agreed lived his life (at least most 

of it) as a Sufi and whose shrine was patronized by pilgrims and is even celebrated with a formal 

‘urs festival, how could this case not be considered a matter related to Sufi orders? 
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Commissioner Stuart gave two reasons. The first came down to proper Sufi procedures of 

succession. After the death of his teacher, Khādim ʿAli Shāh, Ḥājī Wāris traveled extensively 

and never returned to his predecessor’s shrine in Lucknow. For Commission Stuart, Ḥājī Wāris’ 

extended absence from the shrine nullified his status as sajjādah nashīn. Thus, his actions did not 

comply with those of established Sufi orders: “One of the duties of sajjadanashin in a recognized 

Sufi institution is to perform the urs ceremony of his predecessor and wash the tomb of the 

founder of the college. The Saint did neither” (Stuart 1916, 178). The second reason concerned 

his followers. Commissioner Stuart writes: 

[W]e have it proved clearly and distinctly that the Saint in his lifetime declared 
strenuously on more than one occasion that when he died there could be no successor to 
him, and we have it from the evidence of his followers that they believe that although his 
body has undergone the ordinary process of natural decay the spirit of Divine Love is in 
his tomb, and a mysterious influence emanates from there to all his disciples. (Stuart 
1916, 179) 
 

If there was no successor to Ḥājī Wāris, then these disciples could not be considered the legal 

caretakers of the tomb. According to the ruling, Ḥājī Wāris was not a Sufi, “although he 

commenced life as a Sufi” (Stuart, 177)71 because he did not have a successor or perform the 

duties of established Sufi orders. “All of this [Saiyid Muḥammad Ibrahīm’s role72] is beside the 

point in view of my finding that the Saint did not belong to any Sufi body” (Stuart 1916, 182). If 

                                                
71 As mentioned above, Claudia Liebeskind has also written on this court case. Liebeskind’s study of Ḥājī Wāris is 
largely biographical, but the issue of land revenue or the consequences of denying Ḥājī Wāris’ status as a Sufi is not 
mentioned. Furthermore, it would appear that Liebeskind misquotes a portion of the court case, writing that Ḥājī 
Wāris “commended life as a Sufi,” not “commenced.” Considering the nature of the case, this one word radically 
changes the meaning of the paragraph. If he commended life as a Sufi, this suggests that he, a spiritually adept 
individual, condoned principles of Sufism. But the Oudh Law Journal and The All India Reporter editions read that 
he commenced life as a Sufi, which is a decisive issue in the court case because, in context, Justice Stuart is 
suggesting that, however he may have spent portions of his life, he was ultimately laid to rest as a non-Sufi. 
 
72 Saiyid Muḥammad Ibrahim was the Ḥājī Wāris’ great-nephew. A council of disciples appointed him shrine 
caretaker. Commissioner Stuart dismissed his role as evidence because Muḥammad Ibrahīm’s status as sajjādah 
nashīn contravened Ḥājī Wāris’ desire not to take a successor. 
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not a Sufi, then Commissioner Stuart ruled that Ḥājī Wāris created a new religion, as evidenced 

by taking on disciples of any religion: 

His teaching had one marked peculiarity. It made no distinction between members of 
different faiths. He preached to and accepted as suitable recipients for his teaching 
Muhammadans, Hindus, and Christians alike, and it is clear that he did not make as a 
condition of participating in the benefit of his doctrines a change of faith from those who 
were not Muhammadans. (Stuart 1916, 176) 
 

The idea that Ḥājī Wāris’ disciples could simultaneously assume two religious identities is of 

particular concern for Stuart (Stuart 1916, 179). The issue was rather different from Sleeman’s 

“promiscuous Hindu” meandering across religious categories in search of worldly gain because 

interreligious membership was a component of Ḥājī Wāris’ official doctrine, thus precluding his 

identity as a Sufi. Sufi orders were considered Islamic sects (Stuart 1916, 181). Ḥājī Wāris’ 

discipleship criteria put him outside the category of Islam. The case hinged on the degree to 

which the actions of Ḥājī Wāris accorded with institutional Sufi doctrines and practices. For 

Commissioner Stuart, clearly they did not, and he ruled in favor of the family.73  

In the case of “Sharfuddin vs. Maqbulunnisa,” the very issue of Sufism’s relationship to 

shrines appears before the judicial arm of the colonial state. Even here, the colonial 

administration of Oudh ruled that Ḥājī Wāris’ shrine was not a Sufi site. By striking out on his 

own and abandoning the duties of a recognized ṭarīqah and by taking non-Muslim disciples, the 

saint’s actions and ethos did not adhere to institutionalized Sufi orders. “If [Ḥājī Wāris] ever did 

belong to a college of Durweshes as a member of their body, [he] broke away from that college 

at a very early age and afterwards instituted a new teaching, a new religion, and a new order” 

                                                
73 Since Gyanendra Pandey’s 1990 release of The Colonial Construction of Communalism in North India, both the 
support for and critiques of Pandey’s argument have deepened our understanding of the role of the British in 
hardening the boundary between Hindus and Muslims, but the case of Ḥājī Wāris is a good example of how process 
happened in practice: not through explicit coercion but through ordinary, local-level state actions. 
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(Stuart 1916, 178). It is striking that all of those qualities that are so often associated with Sufis 

and their shrines today—interreligious worship, communal harmony, the tendency to transcend 

religious and philosophy boundaries—were the very things that nullified Ḥājī Wāris’ status as a 

Sufi just one century ago.74 

When we contrast the taken-for-granted colonial-era views of shrines with the 

commonsense view of today that Sufis and shrines obviously belong together and naturally 

facilitate positive social outcomes, we might ask what political forces and colonial desires led the 

British administration in India to sever the connection between Sufis and shrines. But by 

attempting to identify the political motive for “severing” the connection, we already assume that 

a connection existed in the first place. This line inquiry sets us down the wrong path for two 

reasons. First, as I described above, many Muslim reformers agreed with the British—again, for 

very different reasons—that there was no natural connection that could be severed. Second, by 

assuming that the political environment and legislative context of early-21st century India 

obscured colonial-era perceptions of shrines, we are less attentive to the ways in which the early-

21th century political environment and legislative context shapes contemporary views of Sufi 

shrines in Lucknow and the commonsense that they produce communal harmony. Many of basic 

social and religious phenomena associated with shrines—pīrs, interreligious visitation, 

supplication to meet concrete needs, an ethereal force emanating from the interred body of the 

saintly figure, Sufis—were present in colonial anthropologists’ and Muslim reformers’ accounts 

but assembled into an ideological quilt that produced a specific normative viewpoint. We could 

view the arrangement signifiers associated with religious and social life as the synthesis of “the 

multitude of ‘floating signifiers’, of proto-ideological elements, […] into a united field through 

                                                
74 Today, the Dewa Sharīf is under the aegis of the Uttar Pradesh Sunni Central Waqf Board, but it has its own 
independent managing committee. 
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the intervention of a certain ‘nodal point’ (the Lacanian point de capiton) which ‘quilts’ them, 

stops their sliding and fixes their meaning” (Žižek 1989, 97). The difference in the perception of 

shrine visitation between the government and Muslim thinkers perceived in late-19th and early-

20th century and today is not due to additions to the historical or anthropological record, the 

onward march of scholarly progress, but rather the rearrangement of signifiers in a cultural order.  

 

Waqf and the Law: The Consolidation and De-Consolidation of Estates through Family 

Waqf 

The ruling on the dargāh of Ḥājī Wāris illustrates the extent to which perceptions of 

Sufism and shrines played a decisive role in the adjudication of sacred real estate custodianship 

in personal law courts once the British took a stance, officially at least, of non-interference in 

religious affairs.75 This court case is emblematic of a crucial shift in the legal and semantic scope 

of the concept of waqf, but it was also a reconfiguration of the parameters in which Sufis, 

landholders, and the state vied for control of sacred real estate after the enactment of the 

Mussalman Wakf Validating Act of 1913. By restoring the ability of a small number of wealthy 

landed families to shield their estates by classifying them as “family” waqf, the Act accelerated 

the consolidation of massive amounts of Indian land. But in doing so, it provoked strong 

backlash among Muslims and aroused fierce debate over the proper management of waqf and the 

establishment of a uniform waqf system (Vanaik 2020, 214). 

  The Qur’anic tradition refers to both waqf al-ʿawām (waqf of the public) and waqf al-

                                                
75 Commissioner Stuart’s style of “non-interference” was somewhat typical of the post-1858 style of “non-
interference” in religious matters. While he technically upholds the “non-interference” policy, he acted as an arbiter 
in an appeals court, and his judgements were, at least in an official sense, approved by an Indian counterpart. 
Nevertheless, he seems to have a great deal of agency in these cases. See Appadurai (1981), Adcock (2014) and 
Srikantan (2020). 
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‘aulād (waqf of the family). In pre-colonial India, the two were rarely differentiated, and the 

latter was not “religious” in a strict sense but more like an array of contracts drawn up by 

individuals and families in different specific areas. In pre-colonial India, the only recorded auqāf 

were public, and they were primarily the shrines of Sufi saints, mosques, and Shiʿi imāmbārāhs. 

Gregory Kozlowksi writes, “[T]he desire to maintain a family’s fortune mixed with desire to 

continue the public patronage which was a mark of elite status. However, the need to create 

endowments which were in part family settlements seemed to develop only after the imposition 

of British rule. If wealthy individuals created endowments bearing the names ‘waqf-e awlad’ or 

‘waqf-e khandan’ in pre-British times, no record of them has appeared to date” (Kozlowski 2008, 

40).76 It is only in the mid-19th century that waqf al-‘aulād emerges in endowment registries. 

Because the post-1857 restructuring of the colonial legal system sought to preserve Muslim 

personal law, waqf was seen as a fundamental religious right. Eric Beverley writes:  

Muslim lawyers presented waqf as a fundamental part of a long-established and scripturally 
ordained religious ‘tradition’. They also, however, recast the institution as an instrument to 
maintain the ascendency of land-owning nobles. Muslim law as observed in colonial South 
Asia provided that property at the time of the owner’s death was subject to division among 
heirs, or alienation in case of debt. The waqf, however, provided a means to guard against 
division or alienation by rendering property a religious endowment in perpetuity. (Beverley 
2011, 162) 
 

Real estate reforms created an opening for these kinds of maneuvers. The Mussalman Wakf 

Validating Act, which was the first piece of legislature in India directly related to the matter of 

waqf, “declare[s] the rights of Mussalmans to make settlements of property by way of ‘waqf’ in 

favour of their families, children and descendants” (Hussain 2021, 29). Beverley writes: 

The 19th-century resort to family waqf allowed Muslim landholders to keep their lands in the 
family and maintain their status, outwitting the workings of burgeoning land market. Muslim 
elites and lawyers were thus able to negotiate with the colonial state by emphasizing the 
central role of waqf within Muslim law, while fashioning a new practice in which one’s own 

                                                
76 Kozlowski refers to personal discussions with Irfan Habib, who is a professor of history at Aligarh Muslim 
University, in which he also attests to Kozlowski’s point. 
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family was the object of charitable endowment. (Beverley 2011, 162) 
 

 The laws in place allowed for the proliferation of waqf al-‘aulād and the consolidation of 

massive estates through tax-free endowments. 

  This mass consolidation of waqf land by ashrāf elite landholders did not go unnoticed by 

other Muslim leaders. The Act set off fierce debates among Muslims in which they demanded for 

general accounting and registration of all auqāf in India. These calls for waqf management would 

later culminate in the post-Independence establishment of the Central Waqf Council. The 

Mussalman Wakf Validating Act was not only the first piece of legislature passed in India that 

directly addressed waqf: it was also the first political victory of its author and sponsor, 

Muḥammad ʿAli Jinnāḥ (1876-1948). Although the bill was designed to benefit a small number 

of wealthy landholders and merchant princes, Jinnah attempted to placate the concerns of 

members of the Legislative Council that family waqf could be used to defraud creditors by 

including in the first version of the bill that he introduced on March 17, 1911 a provision that all 

waqf trusts must be officially registered (Kozlowski 2008, 181). Perhaps surprisingly, this 

inspired a great deal of outrage and debate, not among Muslim landholders but rather among 

religious figures, who insisted that there was no such stipulation for the registration of auqāf in 

Shari’ah. The Islamic scholar Shibli Nʿomānī (1857-1914) led a group of ʿulema from the Darul 

Uloom Nadwatul Ulama of Lucknow on a campaign against this provision, and he even travelled 

to Bombay to argue the point with Jinnāḥ personally (Kozlowski 2008, 181). In the end, the final 

version of the bill did not include the provision that required registration of auqāf, but the 

controversy initiated a wider set of debates over the privileged status of elite landholders, the 

Qur’anic basis for waqf legislation, and the manipulation of unregistered auqāf for non-religious 

purposes. These debates raged on well after the 1913 bill, because Jinnāḥ accidentally failed to 
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include language in the legislation that would include auqāf established before the passing of the 

bill. It was only seventeen years later that the Mussalman Wakf Validating Act of 1930 afforded 

retrospective waqf status to family trusts established prior to 1913. In the debates the led up to 

the 1930 Act, the registration of auqāf to curb mismanagement remained a centerpiece of the 

discussions. While waqf registration would not become universally mandated until 1954 in 

independent India, local Waqf Boards gradually introduced registration measures to account for 

the sacred real estate of India. 

 

Waqf and the Law: Partition-Era Laws 

  Three events in a course of eight years shaped many of the dynamics of auqāf in India 

and shrine estates until the early 1990s: Partition, the enactment of the Zamindari Abolition Act 

of 1950, and the establishment of State Waqf Boards through The Wakf Act of 1954, which was 

amended in 1960 to consolidate all State Waqf Boards under the Central Waqf Council.  

After decades in which Muslim landholders consolidated massive amounts of sacred real estate 

by gradually formalizing the waqf system, Partition changed everything. The massive 

resettlements of people in either Pakistan or India during Partition did not just take place in the 

immediate aftermath of the 1947 Partition but rather through was drawn out process over the 

course of many years and many legal changes, a process which Vazira Zamindar refers to as “the 

long Partition” (Zamindar 2007). The massive number of individuals who left for either India or 

Pakistan left their property vacated, or rather, “evacuated.” The newly formed Indian state 

claimed this evacuee property because legally it had no proprietor. In some cases, the Indian 

state used this annexed evacuee property for refugee camps. The Evacuee Interest (Separation) 

Act of 1950 carried unique consequences for auqāf. The Act specified that the State could “take 
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into custody properties whose part-owners were ‘evacuees,’ and it provided rules for the 

separation of interest of ‘evacuees’ from those of ‘non-evacuees’ in ‘composite properties’” 

(Zamindar 2007, 128). The Separation Act impacted waqf al-‘aulād in specific ways because 

mutalwallīs and trustees all constituted co-owners. In combination with evacuee property laws, 

the Separation Act applied to waqf al-‘aulād if any of the co-owner of these family trusts 

“vacated.” Zamindar shares a story of two brothers who jointly established a waqf al-‘aulād in 

UP in 1913 (Zamindar 2007, 149). Only one brother managed the estate, while the other opted 

for Pakistan. Under those property laws, this waqf was seized as evacuee property, and the elder 

brother unsuccessfully appealed his case in court. 

  The effects that the Zamindari Abolition Act of 1950 had on sacred real estate was 

comparable to those of the Evacuee PropertyAct, especially in Uttar Pradesh and Delhi. 

Zamīndār (landholder) families had used a number of different legal maneuvers to protect their 

land, and the waqf system was an important one.77 Waqf offered two distinct advantages to 

zamīndārs. First, waqf was not subject to Muslim inheritance laws. In India, Muslim inheritance 

law was set up in such a way to encourage the fragmentation of real estate by dividing it among 

inheritors. Auqāf operated in perpetuity, which is to say that it is not subject to inheritance. The 

second advantage that waqf offered is related to and somewhat dependent upon the first. Waqf is 

subject to different regulations regarding debt. While Islamic law prohibited intentionally 

defrauding creditors by establishing a waqf, the process of collecting debt through waqf became 

unmanageably cumbersome for creditors. Creditors struggled to identify which particular assets 

of these massive estates—districts’ worth of villages, large swathes of agricultural land, and 

                                                
77 It should be noted that, before 1793, “zamīndār” did not necessary imply ownership but rather the right to collect 
revenue, and zamīndār titles were regularly bought and sold. After the Permanent Settlement Act of 1793, the 
concept of “zamīndār” was transformed when zamīndārs became full owners of the land. See Singh (2015). 



109 
 

forests—were private property and which belonged to the waqf (Singh 2015, 519-521). This also 

made litigation expensive as creditors had to sue inheritors of private property but also the 

religious institutions of waqf management boards.78 In 1950, the Zamindari Abolition Act was 

passed, and it radically transformed real estate in India. The newly formed government seized 

zamīndārs’ land, compensated them for their losses, redistributed the land to agriculturalists, and 

took over the responsibility of revenue collection that had previously been under the ambit of the 

zamīndārs. As in the case of large family estates seized through the Evacuee Property Act, 

landholders’ and zamīndārs’ attempts to shield their property from the government by 

consolidating it ended up being the basis by which the government of independent India was able 

to seize it. 

 
Waqf and the Law: State-Run Waqf 
 
  At the same time that the Indian government claimed huge amounts of Muslim 

landholders’ property through the seizure of evacuee property and zamīndārs’ estates, the state 

established State Waqf Boards that would manage and maintain sacred real estate on a state-by-

state basis.  Waqf Boards or Committees before Independence not only functioned at an arm’s 

length from the state; the power of personal law made auqāf an appealing means of consolidating 

estates and real estate assets. Before 1954, Waqf Boards managed sacred real estate assets, but 

the legal authority was fairly decentralized. If a Waqf Board were operating in a given state—

before 1954, not every state had its own Board—these State Boards were actually composed of 

decentralized district boards that functioned with relative autonomy to avoid a “concentration of 

                                                
78 The following section will explain that there had long been a number of waqf management boards and systems 
operating in India. The post-independence establishment of State Waqf Boards and the Central Waqf Council is 
unique in terms of the scope of the management systems after they became centralized by the Indian government. 
The boards themselves were not new. 
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power in the hands of few” (Pandit 2018, 1694). The Wakf Act of 1954, which was the first 

piece of waqf legislature passed in independent India, established Boards in each state and 

consolidated that authority in a Chief Minister-appointed executive who acted on behalf of the 

Board’s rotating committee. This consolidated otherwise local-level district boards under 

centralized State Boards, and it formalized otherwise disparate State Boards within government 

functioning. The Act explains that the centralization of waqf management authority is to provide 

“supervision” of mutawallīs who commit mismanagement by creating “one uniform and 

consolidated legislature […] passed by the Centre, which may be adopted as a model Act by the 

various States” (Hussain 2021, 31).  

  The Wakf Act of 1954 created legal mechanisms for the State Boards to launch 

investigations into mutawallī activity, and (with some notable exceptions), it repealed State Acts, 

which were replaced with this Act from the Centre. Those notable exceptions included the Ajmer 

Sharīf in Rajasthan. Ajmer Sharīf is undoubtedly one of the most revered and often visited 

shrines in India, in part because of the centrality of Moʿinuddīn Chishti (d. 1236) in the 

Chishitiyyah ṭarīqah, and today Ajmer Sharīf is an important destination on pilgrimage and 

tourist routes (Currie 1989; Weston 2013; Thomases 2015).79 The colonial government had 

already set a precedent of establishing distinct Acts and managing committees for institutions of 

special importance, such as the Hussainabad Trust and the Hussainabad Imāmbārā (discussed 

below). The Dargah Khwaja Saheb Act 1955 (Act 36 of 1955) followed the colonial precedent 

by granting management autonomy to the Dargah Committee but the act included stipulations. 

The duties of the sajjadah nashīn and those of the mutawallī administrator were to remain 

separated to prevent a power struggle and the mismanagement of finances, and the former would 

                                                
79 Although this was not a concern in the pre-Independence period, today it remains an important site for Pakistani 
Muslims to whom annual religious tourism visas may be granted. 
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be responsible for “spiritual matters” while the latter would be responsible for “temporal 

matters” (Hussain 2021, 35-36). Additionally, the Central Government would appoint a 

committee of Muslim representatives to carry out the administration of the dargāh, and a paid 

Nāzim would be appointed as Member-Secretary. All nazar and offerings must go through this 

Nāzim.80 

  Lucknow became a site of important waqf management contestation because of its 

sizeable Shiʿi population and, in particular, the Hussainabad Trust. Another notable exception to 

the consolidation of State Waqf Boards was the Uttar Pradesh Shia Waqf Board. The UP Shia 

Waqf Board fought hard to retain autonomy throughout the 1950’s and mid-1960’s. The 

Hussainabad Trust of Lucknow, in particular, had long been at the center of waqf debates and 

Shiʿi identity. One government document analyzed by Pandit even described it as “one of the 

most important institutions of the Shiʿas” (Pandit 2018, 1721). The Wakf Act of 1954 that 

created State Boards allowed for separate Shia State Boards in cases when 15% of the state’s 

waqf assets were Shiʿi. Due to the magnitude of Lucknow’s Shiʿi endowments, UP’s Shia Board 

had managed to remain relatively autonomous from governmental control. After years of 

negotiations, a 1965 amendment to The Wakf Act of 1954, which established the Central Waqf 

Council that consolidated all of the State Boards under a single organization run by the Home 

Ministry (later under the Ministry for Minority Affairs), absorbed the UP Shia Waqf Board into 

the state system. Whereas “awqaf in Muslim history often shielded individual property or 

religious institutions from the state’s interference,” sacred real estate was now entirely under 

state management (Kozlowski 2008, 194). 

                                                
80 Perhaps predictably, this proved unrealistic, and so a 1964 amendment to the Dargah Khwaja Saheb Act added a 
penal clause through which legal action could be pursued in the case of donations made directly to the sajjadah 
nashīn. 
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Sacred Real Estate After Liberalization: Hot Markets, Valuable Land, and the Waqf Case 

of the Century 

 For all of the different court cases, sacred real estate disputes, and waqf reforms, the 

single most significant waqf case in modern Indian history was finally settled on November 9, 

2019 after over thirty-three years of controversy.81 The Ayodhya dispute concerning the Babri 

Masjid has become emblematic of modern communal tensions in India. This tension was 

produced by both policies and politics. The parliamentary nullification of the Supreme Court’s 

decision regarding the Shah Bano case led directly to the partial reopening of the temple in the 

Babri Masjid complex. Doing so effectively acknowledged the site as a Hindu temple. This issue 

provided the burgeoning Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) with the political traction that it needed to 

establish itself as an enduring presence in Parliament in the late 1980’s. The degree to which 

Hindutva ideology became normative in wider society is hard to measure, but the BJP’s meteoric 

rise beginning with the activist campaigns oriented around the Ayodhya dispute is easier to track 

through parliamentary representation: “From 2 seats in the Lok Sabha, the lower house of the 

Indian parliament, the BJP increased its tally to 88 in 1989, 120 in 1991, 161 in 1996—at which 

time it became the largest party in that assembly—and 178 in 1998” (Jaffrelot 2007, 3). The 

precise institutional makeup of the Sangh Parivar is the subject of ongoing research, and the 

exact content and motivations of Hindutva ideology are matters of debates. Despite the internal 

ideological diversity of the party at the time, many of the different voices in the party became 

effectively neutralized when the BJP managed to rise to power on the momentum of communal 

politics.82  The Ayodhya dispute has come to represent the clearest distillation of one version of 

                                                
81 In 1968, Rajiv Gandhi ordered the reopening of the temple within the Babri Masjid complex, but the site has been 
contested by various religious communities since the mid-19th century. 
82 “Mohd. Ahmed Khan v. Shah Bano Begum” (1985) was a landmark Supreme Court case that ruled in favor of 
Shah Bano and, thus, overruled the decision of Muslim personal law courts. The decision outraged many Muslims, 
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the Hindutva narrative: that Muslims had destructively conquered India’s territory and religious 

culture and that it was time for Hindus to reclaim both. Although mobs of activists ultimately 

razed the mosque on December 6, 1992, the Sangh Parivar sustained the Rām Janmabhūmi 

(Hindi: “birthplace of Rām”) campaign throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s. There was 

now a clear, mainstream, politically viable narrative through which the widespread demonization 

of Indian Muslims could be reimagined as the reclamation of the rightful homeland of a 

victimized Hindu nation, and Islamic real estate—specifically mosques that were suspected of 

being erected on the location of desecrated Hindu temples (Eaton 2004; Truschke 2017)—

became a key site of contestation that has come to define late-20th and early-21st century Indian 

communalism. 

  At precisely the same time that the BJP was rising into political prominence by taking 

Hindutva ideology mainstream, the Indian government ran out of money. The World Bank’s 

assessment of the financial crisis put the blame on an oil shock, decades of rising fiscal deficits, 

and internal political strife (World Bank 1991). Dipak Basu and Victoria Miroshnik also attribute 

India’s economic condition to the fall of the Soviet Union, which had supplied India with 

substantial interest-free loans (Basu and Miroshnik 2017, 24). In May of 1991, the Indian 

government accepted a $2.2 billion-dollar (USD) loan from the IMF against 67 tons of gold. The 

monetary policy of the country profoundly changed by accepting this loan. The IMF’s loan came 

with strings attached. India had had a closed economy with strict regulations on the activities of 

international corporations. There was also an elaborate system of awarding production licenses 

                                                
who viewed the decision as a violation of their religious rights, and Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi intervened by 
effectively nullifying the decision with The Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Divorce) Act, 1986. Hindu 
organization associated with the Sangh Parivar viewed Gandhi’s actions as Muslim appeasement. In an attempt to 
balance the communal scales, Gandhi then agreed to reopen the temple within the Babri Masjid complex. See Jain 
(2007).  
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to private companies, a system which became known as the “License Raj.” The IMF loan in 

1991 stipulated that India had to open its economy to international enterprises and significantly 

deregulate its markets to conform with neoliberal norms. Accepting the IMF’s loan effectively 

ended the “License Raj” and commenced India’s neoliberal period. 

  The results of these neoliberal reforms were dramatic but not entirely unsurprising, based 

on what economists now come to expect of sudden deregulation: a spike in GDP growth and a 

destabilizing effect on small businesses, the poor, and, particularly, rural laborers (Harvey 2007). 

These neoliberal reforms also had a destabilizing effect on India’s more vulnerable and 

precarious populations. In the 1980s, GDP (as a ratio of total trade in manufactures) rose an 

average of 13%, whereas it rose to nearly an average of 19% in the 1990s. Poverty rates initially 

decreased overall, but this was in conjunction with an overall increase in economic inequality, 

especially in rural areas where, as of 1992, 74% of Indians resided (Topalova 2007, 300, 309-

316). 

  Rural banking was hit especially hard by the neoliberal reforms (Chavan 2008, 314-348). 

The destabilization of the rural economy and a sudden spike in developmental real estate value 

led to a surge of out-migration: a labor force of “low human capital [that] migrates mostly from 

rural to urban centres and gets absorbed in irregular, low paying jobs, characterized by high 

uncertainty” (Majumdar and Naaz 2016, 439). (In 2019, the rural population as percentage of 

India’s total population has dropped to 65.5%, according to World Bank data.) The GDP growth, 

however, was staggering. These dramatic changes to India’s monetary structure sparked a market 

bull run that increased the SENSEX by 587% in just two years of economic liberalization.83 

                                                
83 Anoop Bhaskar, “What the Past 6 Bull Runs Tell Us about This Market,” Financial News, Mint, October 20, 
2014, https://www.livemint.com/Money/XMTtBng0BtRHpU6PCocUrL/Will-the-current-market-uptrend-last-for-
long.html. 
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Almost overnight, Indian real estate markets were available to international developers and 

industrialists, which led to one of the biggest real estate booms in the history of independent 

India. This real estate boom was also dependent on stock market rallies, because it was fueled by 

global land speculation. Seemingly overnight, the real estate market grew as hot as it had been in 

recent memory. 

 In Chapter One, readers met Sajjid, who expressed apprehensions about outsiders (“bāhār 

se”) who “only care about money.” Sajjid was specific in his identification of these “outsiders” 

as those who were driven by monetary concerns, had come from neighboring states and the 

countryside and, importantly, spoke in a different manner than the old Lucknowi style of Urdu. 

He did not, however, identify these outsiders specifically in terms of their profession or even 

ethnic identity. In the analysis of that interview, I invited the reader to understand Sajjid’s 

concerns in a wider social and economic context. Was Sajjid alluding the steady increase of 

rural-to-urban migration? Could he have been insinuating that international commercial 

developers and retailers that have “diluted” the Lucknowi culture of chikan and chulchā-nihārī? 

Or perhaps he was also referring to another set of outsiders to the world of Sufi saint shrines who 

my interviewees and acquaintances brought to my attention over and over but I, in my hubris, 

was initially skeptical of because I found it far too sensational to be real: international crime 

syndicates and real estate mafias that have funneled their efforts and resources into the 

procurement of sacred real estate. 

 

Sacred Real Estate after Liberalization: The Mafia Turns to Waqf 

 The spike in real estate value after economic liberalization had a significant effect on 

India’s organized crime groups (OCGs) and mafias. Before the 1990s, Indian mafias were 
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“primarily focused on ‘traditional’ illicit activities, such as gold and consumer goods smuggling, 

narcotics distribution, and extortion and contract killings” (Weinstein 2008, 23). In the highly 

restrictive, regulated context of pre-1990s India, mafias were able to provide access to cost-

prohibitive or illegal goods and services when international suppliers could not provide either. 

After the liberalization of the Indian economy, consumers had significantly increased access to 

various goods, which diminished demand for smuggled goods. This coincided with the spike in 

real estate values and the enactment of new government policies that awarded licenses for 

commercial real estate development.84 As the market for smuggled goods constricted, mafias 

turned their attention to development and real estate. “Squeezed out of smuggling activities by a 

newly liberalized trade context, opportunities for land development were emerging just as they 

were seeking new areas for investment. With the use of violence and payment of bribes, OCGs 

became implicated in the development of certain high profile properties and established highly 

profitable property development operations” (Weinstein 30). The liberalization of international 

markets and the end of the license Raj did not always amount to a total absence of regulation, of 

course. Because mafia groups were able to move efficiently through red tape by illegal means, 

real estate regulations counterintuitively helped them secure dominance over real estate 

development markets. “These multiscalar political and economic shifts…facilitated the 

movement of Mumbai’s major OCGs [organized crime groups] into this growth sector. Yet 

certain characteristics of the OCGs themselves have also been essential to this shift, including 

their increased access to large sums of capital, their embeddedness in local communities, and 

their formal and informal linkages to political party organizations” (Weinsten 23). Although 

many of these mafia groups, particularly those in the port city and business hub of Mumbai, were 

                                                
84 Although the “License Raj” was over, of course the government still regulated economic activity, including 
awarding licenses for real estate development, but on a considerably smaller scale. 
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globalized and operating in Dubai and Karachi, such as Dawood Ibrahim’s D-Company, similar 

practices were also common in small landholdings in rural areas and outside of major metropoles 

(Sissener 2019, 215-239).85 In both cases, these operations often complemented state operations 

when “the state has become dependent on OCGs and goondas to carry out its own development 

objectives” (Weinstein 2008, 34). 

 Why would real estate mafias be drawn to waqf property in particular? Waqf is an 

irrevocable trust, and its sale is illegal. The very illegality of buying and selling waqf property 

gives OCGs and mafias an advantage over traditional development firms or land speculators 

bound by the law. Governmental Waqf Board offices, which serve as intermediaries between the 

state and India’s Muslims and which have a quasi-governmental status as subsidiary bodies of 

the Indian government, came under heavy scrutiny. With the advent of highly organized, 

globalized, well-financed crime syndicates that collaborated with political officials, the illegal 

sale of auqāf became widespread. The 2006 Sachar Committee Report identified illegal waqf 

sale as one of the main threats to the Muslim community of India. In 2017, Mukhtar Abbas 

Naqvi, who was the Minister of State Minority Affairs, estimated that “50 percent of Waqf 

properties in the country had been ‘grabbed’ by mafias” and had formed a central-level “Board 

of Adjudication” to recover these waqf lands.86 Six months later, India Today released a major 

exposé that included clandestinely recorded video of Uttar Pradesh Sunni Central Waqf Board 

caretakers of mosques and shrines transacting the sale of auqāf properties with forged Waqf 

                                                
85 Company-D was a name coined by the Indian media to refer to Dawood Ibrahim’s international crime syndicate. 
 
86 “50 Pc Waqf Properties under the Clutches of Mafia: Mukhtar Abbas Naqvi - The Economic Times,” The 
Economic Times, February 27, 2017, Business News edition, sec. Politics, 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/50-pc-waqf-properties-under-the-clutches-of-mafia-
mukhtar-abbas-naqvi/articleshow/57376987.cms?from=mdr. 
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Board documents to people they assumed were mafia representatives.87 In 2017, the acting CEO 

of the Maharashtra Waqf Board claimed that Antilia, which is the private residence of the 

billionaire Mukesh Ambani and the second-most valuable piece of residential property in the 

world (second only to Buckingham Palace), was built on Mumbai waqf land dedicated to an 

orphanage.88 The Karnataka waqf scandal was perhaps the most significant and headline-

grabbing of these cases. In 2012, Anwar Manipaddy, who was the Chairman of the Karnataka 

State Minorities Commission, submitted a report to the Chief Minister contending that 27,000 

acres of waqf property, which was 50% of the state’s total waqf assets, has been illegally sold to 

real estate developers and mafias in collaboration with Karnataka state officials and Waqf Board 

staff.89 The report estimated that the total value of the illegally sold sacred real estate was $39 

billion (USD).90 

 In Lucknow, there are a number of aspects of waqf that make it appealing to real estate 

mafias beyond the simple fact that they do not have to compete with traditional real estate firms 

and can easily navigate red tape. Waqf property is widely dispersed throughout Lucknow, its 

developing urban sprawl, and the surrounding rural areas. In rural areas of the surrounding 

districts of Bara Banki (to the East of the city) and Unnao (to the West), these vast pieces of 

sacred real estate are difficult to manage and oversee, and the borders between different pieces of 

                                                
87 Syed Masroor Hasan, “Waqf Land Grab Exposed: India’s Biggest Land Scam,” India Today, September 19, 2017, 
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/waqf-land-grab-scam-muslim-charitable-assets-1048007-2017-09-19. 
 
88 Online Desk, “Mukesh Ambani Built Antilia on Orphanage Land Illegally Sold in 2005: Maharashtra State Board 
of Wakfs,” The New Indian Express, November 28, 2017, sec. Nation, 
https://www.newindianexpress.com/nation/2017/nov/28/mukesh-ambani-built-antilia-on-orphanage-land-illegally-
sold-in-2005-maharashtra-state-board-of-wak-1712977.html. 
 
89 Mamta Badkar, “More Indian Corruption Is Exposed In Massive New $39 Billion Land Scandal,” Business 
Insider, March 27, 2012, sec. Markets, https://www.businessinsider.com/india-land-scam-2012-3. 
 
90 Note that this figure is significantly larger than the 2006 Sachar Committee Report estimate of $16.2 billion of 
total assets. 
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property, which already suffer from disrepair, are hard to maintain. Within city limits, 

delineating plots of waqf land is notoriously difficult because both Sunni and Shiʿi property has 

been broken into small, uneven parcels, especially in the older, congested neighborhoods of 

Chowk, Nakhas, and Hussainabad. To illustrate the point: while most people in Lucknow refer to 

four prominent dargāhs (Shāhmīnā Shāh, Ḥaẓrat ʿAbbās ʿAli, Khamman Pīr Bāba, and Ḥaẓrat 

Khwāja Moḥammad Rabi Rāja Shāh, or just “Dādāmīyān”), the paper records of the Uttar 

Pradesh Sunni Central Waqf Board list 198 distinct dargāhs in Lucknow District alone, and 

these figures do not include Shiʿi dargāhs or unregistered dargāhs claimed as a waqf by families. 

The paper records I refer to, which were simply handed to me with good faith and the oral 

instructions to duplicate them unsupervised at a nearby chai vendor outfitted with a photocopier, 

allude to the second aspect of Lucknow-area waqf property that makes it vulnerable to illegal 

procurement. Until very recently, waqf paper records were poorly maintained, which has led the 

Central Waqf Council to pursue a digitization campaign called “WAMSI,” or the Waqf 

Management System of India.91 Not only are the plots themselves difficult to identify; it is also 

difficult for waqf representatives to substantiate the land records. Finally, waqf property can be 

illegally purchased inexpensively. Many of the mutawallīs and pīrs live in sustained economic 

precarity, which may make them more willing to sell property at the reported rates, which are 

considerably lower than market value. 

 

Sacred Real Estate After Liberalization: The Reclamation of Auqāf and the Enemy of my 

Enemy 

  The illegal sale of and encroachment on waqf property has understandably outraged 

                                                
91 http://centralwaqfcouncil.gov.in/content/wamsi 
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Muslim communities. Not only are these illegal practices viewed as immoral and contravening 

Qur’anic law, they also strip charitable resources from Muslims and take away lands that have 

been donated by wealthy benefactors (such as the orphanage where Antilia was constructed). 

With sacred real estate under threat, one of the few forms of recourse available to Muslims in the 

Lucknow area has been to appeal informally to political actors and the state. This is a complex 

strategy in light of the Sarkar Committee Report’s suggesting that the state’s encroachment waqf 

property presents an even greater threat to the future of auqāf than mafias do. The city has borne 

witnessed to various reclamation movements and protests.92 Staging these reclamation 

campaigns, however, has required the careful negation of political allies and adversaries, the 

shifting priorities of the state, and the tense, complex set of sectarian relations among Muslim 

groups and their leaders. 

 The case of Waseem Rizvi is emblematic of these complexities. Rizvi, who was the director 

of the UP Shia Waqf Board, became such an especially controversial figure in Lucknow and 

stood at the intersection of Shiʿi internal divisions, BJP ethno-communal politics, and Lucknow’s 

Sunni-Shiʿi relations. Among other things, he was often accused of facilitating the illegal sale of 

Shiʿi auqāf. Perhaps no one was more active in their efforts to publicly oppose Rizvi than the 

Shiʿi cleric Kalbe Jawad, who has organized sizable protests in Lucknow’s neighborhoods of 

Chowk and Hussainabad to protest the illegal sale of sacred real estate. Rizvi claimed that local 

clerics envy his position at the levers of power and seek to displace him so that they may exploit 

the resources of which he acts as caretaker. Alternatively, Jawad claimed that Rizvi facilitated 

the illegal sale of waqf property by kowtowing to political elites. The Shiʿa of Lucknow have 

                                                
92 Indian Express Digital Desk, “Cleric Detained, Supporters Go on Rampage in Lucknow,” The Indian Express, 
November 15, 2010, sec. Local; TNN, “Shia Tussles Spills into Lucknow Road,” The Times of India, November 3, 
2012, sec. Nation. 
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historically supported the BJP. For his part, Rizvi has been a vocal advocate not only of the BJP 

as a party but, perhaps surprisingly, much of its Hindutva agenda including the construction of 

Rām temple on the site of the Babri Masjid. He even claimed in 2019 that Rām visited him in a 

dream and told him to make a sizeable monetary donation from the largesse of Shia Waqf Board 

for the construction of the Rām temple, and Rizvi also claimed that he was in the process of 

producing a feature-length film about the life of Rām.93 While Rizvi no longer serves as the 

director of the UP Shia Waqf Board, he still remains an outspoken public figure in Lucknow. 

  While Rizvi’s relationship with the BJP defies conventional thinking about the party’s 

relationship with India’s Muslims, it is more common than popular depictions would suggest.94 

While Kalbe Jawad has thrown his support behind different regional and national parties over the 

years, his “Auqaf Movement” is supported by Sufi Barelvīs with whom he has also launched a 

“Sufi-Shiʿa Ekta” (Sufi-Shiʿa Unity) campaign in Lucknow.95 This Shiʿi alliance with Barelvī 

spokespeople in the “Sufi-Shiʿa Ekta” campaign becomes more complex because those Barelvī 

organizers were also organizers working for the All-India Ulama and Mashaikh Board 

(AIUMB), which had outlined the reclamation of waqf property as one of their primary 

objectives during the 2016 World Sufi Forum that invited Narendra Modi to be their guest of 

honor and keynote speaker. One of the AIUMB’s tactics for gaining more control over Waqf 

                                                
93 Sanjay Pandey, “Muslim Leader ‘dreams’ Rama Sad over Ram Temple Delay,” Deccan Herald, November 9, 
2019, https://www.deccanherald.com/national/north-and-central/muslim-leader-dreams-rama-sad-over-ram-temple-
delay-694520.html. 
 
94 The Sangh Parivar now even includes an organization called the Muslim Rashtriya Manch, which is a Muslim 
wing of the Rastriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). Khan, Fatima. “Why Do Muslims Join the RSS? This Paper by a 
Yale Researcher Cites Three Reasons.” ThePrint (blog), January 26, 2021. http://theprint.in/india/why-do-muslims-
join-the-rss-this-paper-by-a-yale-researcher-cites-three-reasons/592318/ 
 
95 TNN, “Sufis Join Hands with Jawad | Lucknow News - Times of India,” The Times of India, September 4, 2015, 
sec. Lucknow News, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/lucknow/Sufis-join-hands-with-
Jawad/articleshow/48795717.cms. 
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Boards was to forge an alliance with the Hindu nationalist government based on their shared 

commitment to eradicate Wahhābīs and Islamic fundamentalists from the India. 

  A BJP-Barelvī alliance during the 2016 World Sufi Forum was perplexing only through a 

narrow view of Indian communal politics but makes considerably more sense in the wider 

discourse of the “global war on terror.”96 The division of Muslim societies along a “good 

Muslim/bad Muslim” axis is one of the legacies left behind by the 1970’s proxy wars that created 

a matrix of regional allies and enemies reminiscent of Carl Schmidt’s “friend-enemy distinction” 

as an inherent quality of the concept of the political (Schmidt 1985).97 For the West, the friendly 

“good Muslims” of those proxy wars were jihadists, but since 9/11 and the subsequent “global 

war on terrorism,” the ironic reversal is that those same Muslim groups have become the enemy 

“bad Muslims,” which by extension renders their shrine-venerating Sufi rivals as friendly. When 

taken up into this “good Muslim/bad Muslim” geo-political schematic, shrine-based Sufism has 

become state-sponsored in many political societies, and different governments have launched 

campaigns to preserve and maintain shrines and have promoted them as spaces of tolerance. 

  This has not simply been a Western phenomenon. In Morocco, Pakistan, and Russia, state 

governments have sponsored Sufism in an effort to gain soft power. Fait Muedini’s excellent 

study of this phenomenon makes the important point that the relationship between these 

                                                
96 Tahir-ul-Qadri was another notable speaker at the Conference and has collaborated with the AIUMB in a number 
of different events and speaking engagements. For recent work on his use of Sufi tropes and ideas to launch his own 
political career, see Hermansen (2020). 
 
97 There is more work to be done on the precise conditions under which Sufism became seen as a potential source of 
geo-political democracy building. Rosemary Corbett has argued that academic attitudes toward Sufism began to 
shift around the Cold War period. It is not clear when this thinking made its way outside the academy. For example, 
US intelligence officers identify Muslim mystics as threats, not allies. This attitude is especially clear in a 1986 
declassified CIA document that includes a section on “Mysticism in Middle Eastern and South Asian Decision-
making[REDACTED],” in which US intelligence officers describes the use of divination as a tactical measure used 
by their enemies. So much so was “Arab stargazing” and the hiring of holymen for their supernatural services 
considered a threat that “Combating Mysticism” was identified as a strategic position for securing US interests. This 
remains a topic that warrants further examination. See Hicks (2011) “Near East and South Asia Review” (1986). 



123 
 

governments and Sufis is not unilateral, and in various parts of the world, Sufi groups have also 

stood to make considerable gains from this kind of alliance. “While the state attempts to court 

different groups for its own specific interests (and in this case it approaches Sufi groups for 

religious legitimacy, as well as to establish a relationship with a group that the state leaders 

expect will not challenge the regime, thus accepting the rule), Sufi leaders also have varied 

interests in either siding with or challenging the state” (Muedini 2015, 8). Whereas colonial 

administrators were quick to distinguish between the “worldly” shrines and the true spirituality 

of Sufism, in different areas all around the world today the opposite would appear to be the case, 

as centers of political power now assess shrine-based Sufism as authentic Islam whereas those 

forms of Sufism that disavow the role of shrines in Islamic history are sometimes not seen as 

Sufi at all. 

 The alliance between Barelvī Sufis and the BJP government pitted the AIUMB against 

the All-India Muslim Personal Law Board (AIMPLB). The historical rivals of the Ahl-e-Sunnat 

had been Deobandīs and Nadwīs of Lucknow. Historically, the reputation has developed that the 

AIMPLB was “Deobandī-controlled,” and today the current President of the AIMPLB is 

Maulana Rabey Ḥasani Nadvi, who is also the Chancellor of the Darul Uloom Nadwatul Ulama 

in Lucknow. This reputation of the AIMPLB is somewhat outdated,98 but it has remained durable 

aspect of public discussion among Muslims. Maulana Syed Ashraf Ashrafi Kichhouchhwi, who 

is the sajjadah nashīn of Kichhouchhwī Sharīf and the founder of the AIUMB, has been a vocal 

critic of the AIMPLB. AIUMB promotional materials have directly linked the Board with 

                                                
98 Before his passing on November 24, 2020, Kalbe Sadiq, who was one of Lucknow’s most prominent Shiʿi cleric 
and the uncle of Kalbe Jawad, served as the Board’s vice-president. 



124 
 

“Wahhabi and Deobandi intrigues.”99 The characterization of the AIMPLB as a Wahhābī outfit 

or as advocating for “fundamentalist” causes pitted the organization against this Sufi-State 

alliance insofar as the Modi administration has made the eradication of Islamic extremism a part 

of its social policy agenda. This rhetoric was on full display at the aforementioned 2016 World 

Sufi Forum. The AIMPBL was pitted against this alliance between Barelvī Sufis and the BJP 

government, because it has been involved in the Ayodhya issue. The AIMPLB has been a 

leading voice in the debates over the Ayodhya issue even in their advocacy efforts related to 

persuading Rajiv Gandhi to nullify the ruling of the Shah Bano case, an act that directly led to 

the reopening of the Babri Masjid. The UP Sunni Central Waqf Board was one of the three 

litigants in the case, but AIMPLB had been the primary advocate for rebuilding of the Babri 

Masjid. At the time of writing, the AIMPLB has not yet delivered an official decision on what 

actions they believe the UP Sunni Central Waqf Board should take with regard to the five acres 

of land just outside Ayodhya set aside for the construction of a mosque. The AIMPLB has filed a 

petition to review the Supreme Court’s case. 

  Because it is so polarizing and has played such an important role in national politics, the 

Babri Masjid/Ayodhya dispute has the tendency to overshadow other important issues. Yet two 

aspects of the case have, themselves, been overshadowed by Hindu-Muslim communal politics. 

The first is the degree to which the Ayodhya issue is a waqf case and, thus, is a source of tension 

and theological dispute among Muslims, a case through which India’s Muslims communities’ 

own internal rivalries are fleshed out. Second, the theological stakes of the case are often 

overshadowed by the focus on politics. In India, deities are considered “juristic persons,” which 

                                                
99 Stephen Schwartz, “Rajasthan Authorities Favor Barelvis, Rejecting Wahhabi Infiltrators | All India Ulama & 
Mashaikh Board,” All India Ulama & Mashaikh Board: An Apex Body of Sunni Muslims (blog), December 20, 2011, 
http://www.aiumb.org/rajasthan-authorities-favor-barelvis-rejecting-wahhabi-infiltrators/. 
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means that they can own property and file suits in court. The Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP) 

merely acted as the legal representative of the Rām Lalla god, but the infant form of Rām is 

actually the main litigant. What is discussed less often is that, in the waqf system, a mutawallī is 

the custodian of the trust, and the wāqif is founder of the trust. The individual who established 

the trust—that is, the wāqif—does not own the property. Rather God, alone, holds exclusive 

ownership rights to all auqāf. The focus on the Sangh Parivar and the potential for divisive 

politics to arouse strong feelings in Hindus and Muslims overshadows the fact that, in strictly 

legal terms, the God of Islam and the Lord Rām were the chief litigants in this Supreme Court 

case. When accounting for both the intra-Islamic rivalries at play and the religious stakes at a 

cosmic scale in the Ayodhya issue, the dynamics capture an aspect of life for Muslims in India 

today: they must simultaneously navigate the terrains of Hindu nationalism and Islamic 

theological reformism, a dynamic that the following chapter explores. 

 

Conclusion 

 From Ḥājī Wāris’s affinity for the 11th century warrior-saint Syed Sālār Masūd Ghāzī to 

the Dewa Sharīf court case in 1916 to his praises being sung in the 1923 edition of The Journal 

of the United Provinces Historical Society, Dewa Sharīf was an important site and a place of 

prominence in religious landscape of the Lucknow area in the 20th century, and it has retained 

that prominence today. In 2018—in a different economic system, ruled by a new political 

regime, working with a different meaning of “waqf” all together—the state once again put Dewa 

Sharīf on the map, literally. The Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath announced that 

the Uttar Pradesh Ministry of Tourism would add a Sufi Circuit to its religious tourism scheme, 

complete with pocket-sized, foldable promotional maps that visually depict the prominent 
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dargāhs of the state and hypothetical tourist routes that one could take. In 2018, the Ministry 

released investment guidebooks that broke down the subsidy incentives for initial capital 

investments (e.g., 15% or 7.5 crore rupee subsidy for a capital investment of 10-50 crore rupees 

in a new hotel or resort on a given tourism circuit) for the proposed “Sufi/Kabir Circuit.”100 

Ultimately, the Kabir Circuit became its own distinct entity. The Sufi Circuit includes some of 

the most famous sites that one might expect, such as the dargāh of Sheikh Salīm Chishti in 

Fatehpur Sīkri, Dargāh-e-Āla Ḥaẓrat in Bareilly, and Dewa Sharīf, which appears on the front 

cover of almost every recent tourism promotional publication related either to the Sufi Circuit or 

the Lucknow Circuit. The Sufi Circuit also includes lesser known, more remote sites, such as 

Dargāh Kichhouchhwī Sharīf in Ambedkar Nagar, where Ashraf Ashrafi Kichhouchhwi of the 

AIUMB serves as the sajjadah nashīn. Despite aggressive promotion, the Sufi Circuit is not 

doing well, it seems. Officials at the UP Ministry of Tourism told me in hushed tones that they 

expected that CM Adityanath to shut down the Circuit. Other officials said that the Circuit’s 

struggles were related to the revenue generated. “Foot fall,” one official told me. “Many people 

travel there, but they are all poor. We’re focusing on eco-tourism because that’s where the 

money is.” He told me that eco-tourism was more popular with the affluent and, in particular, 

Westerners, and because of this, they could generate more revenue with less “foot fall.” Sufi 

shrines, on the other hand, generated substantial “foot fall” but relatively less revenue, because 

the people who regularly visit shrines do not have much money. In fact, he told me, it is because 

they do not have much money that they regularly visit these places. 

                                                
100 Udyog Bandhu Executive Director, “UP Tourism. Powering New India: UP Nahi Dekha to India Nahi Dekta...” 
(Information and Public Relations Department, U.P., n.d.), http://invest.up.gov.in/wp-
content/themes/investup/pdf/Tourism-brochure.pdf. 
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Between the exploitation of legal ambiguities in order to amass real estate wealth for the 

already-wealth to the state’s annexation of religious property amidst the chaos of one of the 

worst incidents of mass casualties in modern history (that is, Partition) to real estate mafia’s 

machinations in conjunction with political office, it is easy to see how the history of waqf in 

India over the past century has been one that has unfolding squarely in the domain of duniyā. But 

as I argued in the previous chapter, there is always a dynamic relationship between dīn and 

duniyā. And so the aims of this chapter have not simply been to describe a power play or a 

scramble for resources, and its argument is not that monetary or real estate policy determined 

shrines’ public perception in a direct, top-town manner. Rather, I have attempted to track the 

changing signification of waqf as the legal, theological, and political conditions shapes the form 

of duniyā, thereby shaping the contours of dīn. In the dynamic relationship between dīn and 

duniyā, the signification of Sufism and the shrines of Muslims saints is shaped by these changes. 

If Sufis are, in fact, aligning with the state to secure greater control of sacred real estate, these 

alliances would be nothing new in the history of Islam in South Asia (Ansari 1992; Anjum 2014; 

Green 2012, 146-200), and as I argued in the previous chapter, the degree to which the state is 

perceived as being oriented toward the domain of dīn also changes over time. Is the state more 

inclined to view shrine property as religious because it now effectively has control over sacred 

real estate? It is difficult to say, but it is worth noting how different the commonsensical status of 

“Sufi shrine” is today as opposed to a hundred years ago. One hundred years ago, it was quite 

common to see Sufism and shrines as belonging to distinct spheres, and they were regulated as 

such. Today, the two are seen as inextricably linked, and this assumption plays a role in the 

various relations among Sufi groups. Sufism today cannot be understood outside of Islamic 
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history.101 It also cannot be understood outside of the context of geopolitics, including the 

mainstreaming of Hindutva, and 9/11 and the global war on terror. This chapter has attempted to 

add a third line of inquiry and suggest that, in addition to Islamic history and geo-politics, Sufism 

in modern India should also be analyzed in the context of the contestation of sacred real estate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
101 Many have, however, tried. The “extra-Islamic origins of Sufism” theory was standard for the better part of the 
colonial period. See Ernst (1997, 8). 
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Chapter Three - Who Is the Wahhābī? Islamic Sectarianism, Oil 

Dollars, and Abjection 

 

Introduction: “We’re All Chaubīs Here” 

  When you take Shahmina Road less than a kilometer east from the Shāhmīnā Shāh 

dargāh in Chowk, you find yourself overlooking the Gomti River in Lucknow’s Gautam Buddha 

Park. When you look over your left shoulder, you see two emblems of Shiʿi and shrine-based 

Sufi piety: the Dariyā Walī Masjid and, beyond it, the mazār of Shāh Pīr Moḥammad (d. 1619) 

peeking out behind it in the historic neighborhood Hussainabad. But over your right shoulder in 

the opposite direction is a very different, younger Islamic institution: an expansive campus on 

the other bank of the river with bright, white minarets poking out above the tops of neem trees. 

Darul Uloom Nadwatul Ulama, or popularly referred to simply as the Nadwa, is the largest 

madrasah in India, and its enrollment is even greater than that of the Darul Uloom Deoband 

(Zaman 2002, 160; Taylor 2015). Although the organizing committee, which included prominent 

Muslim intellectuals of the time such as Ashrāf ʿAli Thānvi (1863-1943), Shibli Nʿomānī (1857-

1914), and Maḥmud Hasan Deobandī, or Shaykh al-Hind, (1851-1920), held its first convention 

in Kanpur in 1893, the organizing committee relocated to Lucknow and constructed the 

madrasah in 1898. While the Darul Uloom Deoband is popularly regarded for its Farsi 

education, the Nadwa is considered the premiere center of Arabic language education in India, 

and its library houses a manuscript collection that is renown throughout the Muslim world.102 

  After months of regularly working in their library, my presence had become somewhat 

                                                
102 During my fieldwork, many of my friends and colleagues from academic institutions around the world used to 
contact me when they heard that I was in Lucknow to request scans and copies of rare manuscripts. 
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less conspicuous, especially in the campus chai cafe where Aḥmed and I would often drink 

chai.103 On a particularly hot mid-April day right around the time that the results of the General 

Election were being announced around the country, we stopped at the cafe, and I caught the 

attention of one of the workers, likely because I did not look like the average Nadwa student. 

The Nadwa attracts students from all over the world. The students were usually identifiable by 

their crisp, clean, white kurtā-pijāmā ensembles with ornate all-white tōpīs (hats; here, 

skullcaps). The trim, proper appearance of the students often contrasted with that of the 

campuses’ laborers: groundskeepers, chai-wale, and janitors. While students and faculty treated 

the staff with kindness, there was always an understood gap between them. When he saw me 

enter the cafe, the young man stared blankly at me. He asked Aḥmed questions about me but 

without averting his gaze from me. “He’s from here….He lives in Lucknow….An American.” 

The young man asked if I were a Muslim, and Aḥmed began to stammer and said, “He’s a 

human,” (Voh insān hai) just as I also spoke up: “Ahl-i Kitāb.”104 The young man lit up and 

looked at Aḥmed in disbelief. His eyes became wide, and he started to grin and nod at me 

knowingly. “Ahl-i Kitāb, meaning, Ahl-e-Hadith!” He started to say something about “Barelvīs” 

before Aḥmed and I interrupted him. “No, brother, that’s another thing,” Aḥmed said laughingly. 

“Ahl-e-Hadith is another thing, something between the Barelvīs and all of those people outside.” 

But the young man was undeterred. He looked and me, still grinning. “Chaubīs. I’m a chaubīs,” 

he said enthusiastically.105 He patted Aḥmed on the shoulder. “He’s also a chaubīs.” Aḥmed 

                                                
103 This is the same Aḥmed from Chapter One. In our discussions, we always spoke in Urdu, and the following 
episode took place in Urdu. 
 
104 Ahl-i Kitāb (“People of the Book”) is a concept that traditionally refers to Muslims, Jews, and Christians. 
Historically, it was an important concept for the dhimmi system of taxation. 
 
105 “Chaubīs” is a Hindi-language derogatory nickname used to refer to Muslims of a theological worldview that is 
perceived as being excessively restrictive. The word literally means “twenty-four.” In Hindi, people would use the 
term as noun or an adjective, “a chaubīs” (ex., “Voh ādmī chaubīs hai.” “Ve chaubīs log vāhān rahten hain.” In 
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looked mortified in a way I had never seen of him before. “Everyone here is chaubīs.” 

Something about the situation—perhaps Aḥmed’s embarrassment—made me awkwardly search 

for an appropriate response. “Meaning, Deobandī?” I asked now with genuine confusion. He 

looked a little perplexed, as if he did not understand the question. “Chaubīs,” he replied flatly. 

  Although the Nadwa is a world-renown Islamic seminary that attracts students from all 

over the world, including the US, the UK, and Canada, how it is perceived locally in Uttar 

Pradesh and Lucknow is shaped by much broader discourses of Islamic reformism, religious 

“fundamentalism,” and terrorism. Media outlets and politicians have questioned whether or not 

madrasahs pose a threat to the Indian nation as “terrorist breeding hubs” (Hartung and Reifeld 

2006, Malik 2008).106 In 1994, perceptions became reality in the form of police action during the 

UP Intelligence Bureau’s night-time raid on the seminary on suspicion of terrorist links, none of 

which were found.107 During my fieldwork, it became apparent that attitudes in Lucknow toward 

madrasahs were connected to attitudes toward Sufism and shrines because the same cultural 

order in which money, Sufism, and shrines were semiotically arranged also included Saudi-

styled “Wahhābīs,” anti-Sufi chaubīs, and a “global war on terror” that involves accruing soft 

                                                
Hindi, people often used the English word “twenty-four” (ex., “Voh log ṭwenṭīfaurs hain.”), and in English, some of 
my interviewees would use Hindi word (“He is a chaubīs.”). The term is a reference to the number of characters in 
the Qur’anic kalīmah. The numerical reference is important, because it further distinguishes the “chaubīs” from the 
Shiʿa who tend to include ʿAli in the kalīma, thus increasing the number of characters. Today, the term is usually 
used as an insult. Once when I was with two friends whose theological outlook generally aligned with Chishti, 
shrine-based Sufism, I used the term, much to their astonishment. When I asked if I had said something obscene, 
they laughed and said, “We’re just surprised that you know it. It’s like a little codeword among us Muslims.” This is 
idea of a code is significant, because it illustrates one of the ways in which maslak relations among Muslims are 
constituted not just by theological precepts and positions but also affective images and terms that create feelings of 
solidarity among like-minded individuals. See Farooquee (2018, 96-97). 
 
106 India Today Web Desk, “Madrasas: Education Centres or Terrorist Breeding Hubs?,” India Today, June 21, 
2019, https://www.indiatoday.in/programme/the-long-story/video/madrasas-education-centres-terrorist-breeding-
hubs-1571895-2019-07-21. 
 
107 Deepak Gidwani, “Intelligence Bureau Raids Lucknow College,” India Today, December 15, 1994, sec. 
Magazine, https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/indiascope/story/19941215-intelligence-bureau-raids-lucknow-
college-810039-1994-12-15. 
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power in allied nations by aligning with “folk Islam” and Sufi counterparts (Baran 2004). 

  The irony of the idea of an anti-Sufi Nadwī, of course, is that the theological orientation 

of the Nadwa, which grew out of that of the Darul Uloom Deoband, openly embraces Sufism in 

the way that Aḥmed characterized it in Chapter One (Ingram 2018). As an individual, Aḥmed 

considered himself to be someone who embraced Sufism. When cast as the chaubīs subject, he 

stood in for someone who might be hostile to Sufism. Discourses create subject positions, and 

individuals such as Aḥmed may sometimes find themselves occupying a subject position in 

which they might not recognize themselves different circumstances (Ewing 1997, 19-21; 

Althusser 2014, 189-207). 

  After Aḥmed and I decided against chai in the midday April heat, we wandered off of the 

Nadwa campus to get some sugar cane juice. Aḥmed was distracted and changed the topic from 

whatever we were chatting about. “Did that question about religion make you angry?” he asked 

me. I told him that I enjoyed to talking with everyone, no matter their outlook. His speech 

became fragmented, and he seemed frustrated but also concerned with my impression of the 

event and how I might perceive him and his classmates as a result of it, almost in an apologetic 

kind of way. “He doesn’t really understand. Those people. Uneducated people. About the 

meaning of ‘Ahl-i kitāb’. About the meaning of ‘chaubīs’. That word is wrong.108 Uneducated 

people don’t understand it. About what we believe. About the way we dress.”109 He straightened 

up and composed himself. “People don’t understand many things.” 

In this chapter, I analyze some of the tensions between shrine-based Sufi practice and 

                                                
108 Ghalaṭ. This word can suggest something that is both inaccurate and also inappropriate, and I suspect that Aḥmed 
may have intended both connotations in this context. 
 
109 As discussed below, it is popularly believed that one can identify members of particular Islamic community 
based on their dress, in particular, the manner in which they fold the hem of their pījāmas. 
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Islamic reformism in Lucknow. Specifically, I focus on the figure of the Wahhābī, who is said to 

be a clandestine zealot infiltrator funded by Saudi “oil-dollars.” I examine interviews with 

individuals who are especially concerned about a Wahhābī threat in India and also with those 

who are wrongly accused of being Wahhābīs. For some Muslims in Lucknow who can sharply 

distinguish themselves from these Islamic radicals, Wahhābīs are so unambiguously and 

unquestionably acting out of accordance with the will of God that the example ends up being 

helpful for reaffirming their own relationship with the divine truth of God, or dīn. This way of 

engaging the dīn-duniyā distinction is not an abstract theological calculus but instead a 

negotiation of the self that plays out in public social life. As a result, some Muslims end up 

standing in for these Wahhābīs, and these individuals negotiate the dīn-duniyā distinction in a 

different way: affirming their own relationship with dīn while simultaneously being aware that 

they are perceived as representing a life of duniyā. 

 Intra-Islamic rivalries among maslaks (and those between Lucknow’s Sunnis and the 

Shiʿa) tap into centuries-old theological debates over tauhīd (the oneness of God) and shirk 

(associationism) (Umashankar 2012; Tareen 2020). In Lucknow today, many Muslims still 

debate these same theological issues but now with Hindutva ethno-national ideology—and the 

crucial role that scapegoated “invader” Muslims plays in it—looming in the background. This 

political discourse plays a role in how different theological positions are perceived. Popularly, 

Sufism is often described as a tradition under threat from hostile Salafī and “conservative” 

theological censure (Specia 2017). Studies of Sufism and Islamic reform in postcolonial South 

Asia have tended to avoid such a prescriptive approach. Nevertheless, some scholars view 

shrine-based Sufism as a religious tradition that is locked into an antagonistic relationship with 

Salafī and reformist traditions because they take theologically distinct stances toward Sufi piety 
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and/or shrine veneration (Uddin 2006; Heitmeyer 2001; Umashankar 2015). Other studies of 

Islam in South Asia, however, have analyzed the antagonism between Islam reformism and 

Sufism as one between the cultural representations of each. This approach sees the line between 

sectarian communities as considerably more porous than the first approach, and Muslim Muslims 

navigate the cultural and political representations Sufism and Islamic reformism in their 

everyday lives and in public spaces (Ewing 1997; Soares and Osella 2010; Fadil and Fernando 

2015; Ewing 2020). 

With the rise of Hindu ethno-nationalism in India, the patriotism and national belonging 

of Muslims associated with Islamic reformism and by extension “fundamentalism” has 

sometimes been called into question. When framed around the ideological demands of Islamic 

reformism and Indian nationalism, particular theological stances regarding Sufism and shrine 

veneration that prioritize the concept of tauhīd—stances that would not necessarily have been 

considered inconsistent with dīn and certainly not necessarily viewed as anti-Sufi or anti-

national—can attract either the scorn of Muslim theological elites (for not sufficiently heeding 

Sunni legal schools) or the suspicions of Hindutva ethno-nationalist activists (for being too 

“fundamentalist” and, thus, a potential terrorist threat). Following the latter approach described 

above that see the representations of Sufism, on the one hand, and Salafism and/or reformism, on 

the other, as politically inextricable in the modern context of South Asia, I argue that the figure 

of the Wahhābī, who is described as foreign and excessively fundamentalist, mediates the 

paradoxical tension between dīn and duniyā by providing a sense of moral clarity that allows one 

to know how not to live. This helps individuals reaffirm their own relationship with Islam but 

also their own sense of belonging in the Indian nation. 

The moral repugnance of the violence of “oil dollar”-backed Wahhābīs creates a black 
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and white scenario of abjection. Kristeva describes abjection as reaction of horror, disgust, or 

repulsion brought about by the breakdown of the line between oneself and another (Kristeva 

1982, 1-15). The reaction of horror or disgust is so overpowering that it re-establishes with total 

clarity the line separating what one is from what one is not. This kind of absolute scenario helps 

Muslims understand how to live a life in accordance with dīn. In the process of abjection, the 

precise character and characterization of Wahhābīs plays a decisive role in establishing this 

moral clarity. 

Money returns in this chapter as an aspect of that characterization, a characterization that 

links up with other dimensions of wider public debates about Islamic reformism, Sufism, and 

Muslims’ place in India. The true hallmark of Wahhābīs is violence, but they are complex 

characters, and the perception of their financial backing plays a role in the way they are 

popularly characterized because, as one of my interviewees described below told me, “All they 

care about is money from outside.” This may have been his way of suggesting that they do not 

care about the true tenets of Islam. Not only does Wahhābīs’ violence against innocents violate 

the tenets of true religion, but it is enabled by their access to a seemingly endless supply of 

money, a key signifier associated with the eminent materiality of this world but also a symbol 

that explains why Wahhābīs’ concerns over tauhīd are cause for suspicion even though all 

theological communities in India have at least some degree of concern with issues of tauhīd.110 

And what happens when actual Lucknowis are interpellated into the Wahhābī subject position? 

Aḥmed was assigned the appellation “chaubīs.” Although he resisted this interpellation, he 

recognized himself as its referent, or as Althusser puts it, he was transformed from an individual 

                                                
110 Because this chapter is primarily concerned with the symbolic role that the idea of Wahhābīs plays in debates 
over Islam’s place in India, I refer to “the Wahhābī” because I am referring to an idea or a trope, not a group of 
individuals.  
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into a concrete subject of ideology (Althusser 2014, 188). Unlike “chaubīs,” which is usually 

recognized as a slur, “Wahhābī” refers to an imagined real and present threat in India. 

 

What Threat Do Wahhābīs Pose to India? “There are Sufis, and there are Wahhābīs” 

As discussed in Chapter One, a defining feature of Sufi saint shrines in India is the 

beneficence of the barakah of a walī, which is available to all, not just to Muslims. For this 

reason, people of varying castes, religions, or classes freely approach the walī and her or his 

mazār (lit., “place of visitation”) in search of a blessing. This is such an integral aspect of shrine 

visitation that healing narratives have been creatively integrated into some saint shrines’ very 

identity (Bellamy 2011, 49-58). More than its reputation as a place untouched by politics 

(Chapter One) or a place where caste distinctions fall away (Chapter Four), this all-inclusiveness 

and tolerance has increasingly dominated the rhetoric around Sufi shrines in the public eye in 

India and beyond over the past four decades.111 This reputation has, at least partially, been 

shaped by changing social and political dynamics as Sufis and Muslims react to anti-Muslim 

Hindutva movements and global Islamophobia that see violence as an essential feature of Islam. 

Accordingly, some scholars of South Asian religion and local Muslim communities have 

foregrounded interreligious interactions at Sufi shrines and framed them as expressions of 

communal unity to tip the rhetorical balance in favor of multicultural tolerance (Sikand 2003; 

Bigelow 2010; Mohammad 2013). 

The focus on Hindu-Muslim relations, however, has obscured another set of communal 

relations in India: those among Muslims, who are divided by Sufi saint shrines, not united. There 

                                                
111 Before 9/11 attacks in New York or the 26/11 Mumbai bombings, the gradual rise of Hindutva ethno-nationalism 
in the mid-1990s shaped the discourse around Sufism and, specifically, communal harmony vis-à-vis saint shrines. 
For an example, see Engineer (1991). 
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is a wide range of theological stances on which practices associated with shrine-based piety are 

appropriate and which should be restricted. Proponents of greater restrictions and a focus on the 

inner cultivation of barakah (as opposed to accessing it through the miraculous physical touch of 

a pīr) have often couched their theological arguments in the kinds of criticism described in the 

Chapter One, that is, criticism that delegitimize sectarian rivals’ legitimacy by accusing them of 

monetary impropriety and corruption. From that perspective, the lack of Qur’an-based moral 

order has led to the decline in the religious vitality of the ummah, and given the physical touch of 

the pīr and material presence of the tomb, the shrine-based rituals are considered extra-Qur’anic 

practices and consigned to the realm of duniyā. 

Instead of defending themselves by leveling a similar kind of accusation (that is, that the 

accusers are, in fact, corrupted by money), some pīrs and Muslims who are associated with 

shrines in the Lucknow area often responded to the anti-shrine criticism by claiming that 

opponents of shrine visitation or the veneration of the aulīyā’ are Wahhābīs financed by Saudi 

oil dollars. These Muslim extremists are said to be both enemies of South Asian syncretic culture 

and hostile to the Indian nation. (“The root of the problem [terrorism] is the hiatus between the 

composite culture of the Sufi kind and the pan-Islamic Wahhābī belief.”112) At counterterrorism 

conferences, Sufi pīrs have offered strategies for thwarting these extremist enemies of the 

state.113 Journalists have attested to the Wahhābī threat, and they have issued warnings that the 

power of Wahhābīs to menace Indian society stems from the financial support of the Saudi 

                                                
112 Vinay Bharat-Ram, “The Road Ahead: Govt Must Speed up Economic Reforms, Combat Terror,” The Times of 
India, August 15, 2008, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Times of India. 
 
113 Among others, Syed Salman Chishty, who is a gaddi nashīn of the Ajmer Sharīf, has often served in a such a 
capacity, most recently at the 2018 Global Counter Terrorism Council where he delivered an addressed entitled, 
“Addressing the Challenge of International Terrorism and Radicalisation.” http://gctcworld.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/GCTC_Agenda.pdf 
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government itself.114 These Wahhābīs remain impossibly elusive, blend in as ordinary Indians, 

and silently reshape the character of Indian religiosity to resemble austere Arabicized Islam, 

because “[t]he new face of Islam has nothing to do with Sufis, music, poetry, miracles, or 

countless devotional customs of Muslim cultures across the world.”115 

If they present such an existential threat to the fabric of the ummah and the safety of the 

Indian nation, why can’t the Indian government, or even Hindutva-aligned militant groups, 

locate these “anti-national” elements and root them out, as they have proven capable of doing 

with Indian Muslims who are perceived as posing a threat? These Wahhābīs are said to have the 

unfair advantage of the seemingly limitless resources of Saudi Arabia’s “oil dollars.” With this 

financial backing, they are able to hide, disguise, undermine, and even plot terrorist attacks 

without fear of reprisal.116 “Fuelled, almost literally speaking, by Saudi money, its tentacles have 

spread far and wide through a network of mosques and madrassas.”117 Even in theological 

rivalries with “Wahhābīs,” money and its corrupting force act an as important coordinate by 

which Muslim interviewees oriented themselves and made complex situations intelligible. 

One of my interviewees was even concerned about my own safety. “You need to be very 

careful, Quinn bhai.”118 Moḥsin was a young man who traced his family heritage, which he 

described as Shiʿi on his father’s side and Sufi (devotees of Sufis, that is) on his mother’s, to 

                                                
114 Asit Jolly, “The Wahhabi Invasion: Saudi Charities and Private Donors Pump in Huge Funds through Hawala 
Channels to Radicalise the Valley,” India Today, January 2, 2012, Magazine edition, sec. Special Report: Jammu 
and Kashmir. 
 
115 Sadia Dehlvi, “Build The Peace Consensus: Muslims Must Speak in One Voice against Extremism,” The Times 
of India, March 17, 2009, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Times of India. 
 
116 Ghulam Rasool Dehlvi, “‘Petrodollars’, Jihadism And Demonetisation: Terror Financing Post-Demonetisation,” 
World Affairs: The Journal of International Issues 21, no. 2 (2017): 156–61. 
 
117 TOI Desk, “Heal Thyself: PM Must Wake up to Ask Right Questions on Terror,” The Times of India, July 9,  
2007, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Times of India. 
 
118 Moḥsin and I almost always spoke English together. 
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Lucknow but identified himself more as Awadhī. Over time, he had become an important 

interviewee, informal research assistant when I became overwhelmed, and a good friend. One 

day when we were chatting on the phone, I mentioned a local teacher in Lucknow whose last 

name referred to the madrasah from which he graduated. “What did you say his last name was?” 

One of the things I appreciated most about Moḥsin, both personally and professionally, was that 

he brought a spirit of openness to our discussion. The one exception was Wahhābīs. “You just 

need to be very careful with people like that. I don’t how to say it. Let me put it this way: in 

India, there are Sufis, and there are Wahhābīs,” he said. Occasionally, we would debate whether 

or not Wahhābīs even existed in India, which Moḥsin dismissed out of hand. “You understand so 

much about this culture. As a foreigner, I mean. But this—this ability to recognize the nature of a 

person—is something ingrained from being from so many generations of this Awadhī region. 

But you must promise me that you’ll be very careful.” I was taken aback by the firmness of 

Moḥsin’s position, this black-and-white dichotomy when he was often so tolerant of ambiguity 

and multiplicity. I was also alarmed by the injunction to remain safe. I said that this gentleman 

struck me as a kind person. “Think of Khashoggi.119 You just need to be very…well, very careful 

of someone that takes that name.” One of the things that struck me about Moḥsin’s warning was 

how polarized he made the Sufi-Wahhābī dichotomy (“In India, there are Sufis, and there are 

Wahhābīs.”) in light of deeply complex and intellectually rich theological debates over Sufism 

and shrine veneration. For me, it was especially noteworthy that, even though the specter of a 

Wahhābī threat left no middle ground for Moḥsin, I knew through our friendship that he was 

aware of the complexity of these theological issues and ordinarily even delighted in the richness 

of these debates’ history. But something about the Wahhābī prompted Moḥsin to disavow the 

                                                
119 At the time of this conversation, Jamal Khashoggi, an American journalist, had been abducted and murdered in 
Saudi Arabia. 
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complexity of the theological stakes of Sufism and the ambiguity it can engender. 

The reality of the Wahhābī threat in India is complicated, and the clandestine activities of 

the Saudi Government and G.I.P. (General Intelligence Presidency, which is the primary 

intelligence agency of Saudi Arabia) in India are shrouded in ambiguity, the complexity of which 

I outline in detail below. My interviewees, however, did not see it that way. Wahhābīs, or maybe 

the idea of the Wahhābī, are seen as so violent, so duplicitous, so un-Indian and even hostile to 

India that all other Muslim groups would appear safe and “at home” in India by comparison, or 

as one writer put it, “Osama [is] not the face of [the] Indian Muslim.”120 For my interviewees, 

there was nothing ambiguous or complicated about the reality of the Wahhābī threat, and I argue 

that this sense of absolute certainty plays a role in the negotiation of dīn and duniyā in Lucknow 

because, for all of the ambiguities of Islamic theology, the Wahhābī threat, and the place of 

Muslims in India, one thing is unquestionable: those Wahhābīs out there are not living dīnī lives. 

 

What Threat Do Wahhābīs Pose to India? The Theological Stakes of Shrine Visitation 

 Sufi saint shrines sit on important theological fault lines that divide Muslims: what is the 

metaphysical status of the aulīyā’ and what powers does that status afford a given walī or pīr? A 

commitment to the theological concept of tauhīd (oneness of God) is at the heart of the 

theological critique of shrine veneration. Associationism (shirk) can include honoring or praising 

someone who falsely claims attributes that only belong to God. The association of God’s 

attributes to that which is not God amounts to a form of idolatry. What rises to the level of shirk 

is a matter of theological debate and scholarly judgement. Does attributing to a mortal person 

godly qualities or abilities effectively raise that person to the level of godliness? Who, then, can 

                                                
120 Ishtiyaque Danish, “Osama Not the Face of Indian Muslim,” The Times of India, October 6, 2008, sec. The 
INSIDER-III, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Times of India. 
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perform miracles? What is the metaphysical status of the aulīyā’? What powers does that status 

afford a given walī or pīr? What are the appropriate Qur’anic restrictions on barakah flows and 

who does God entitle to distribute, so to speak, barakah? For example, could a pīr have the 

ability to facilitate a mannat (quid pro quo supplication) in which God forgives sins though only 

acting as a mediator between God and the supplicant without directly forgiving the sins himself? 

The positions on dilemmas such as these vary widely, and the theological stakes are high. 

As various Islamic reform groups came into prominence during the 19th century in north 

India, these theological issues became sectarian, which is to say that a given stance became 

associated with a particular theological community. As I discussed in Chapter One, the so-called 

“Deobandī-Barelvī” rivalry is perhaps most best known in South Asia and is wrongly described 

as one that pits anti-Sufi, anti- aulīyā’ modernists against the preservers of India’s Sufi “folk” 

heritage (Jackson 2018).121 The wider range of debates and critique among theological 

communities is generally less well-known, a range which includes Barelvī critiques of the Shiʿa 

because they claim themselves as the rightful heirs the Ali’s lineage through Sufi genealogies;122 

debates among the Alh-e-Hadith, Jamaʿat-e-Islami Hind, and Nadwīs over the appropriate level 

of admiration to be given to the aulīyā’ (Hartung 2001); and traditional Chishti critiques of 

Barelvī’s prohibitions against female shrine visitation and qawwalī devotional music (Sanyal 

2005, 32-49; Bond 2020). For all of the intellectual and theological diversity among these 

various reform groups, issues related to tauhīd remained an important aspect of these sectarian 

debates. Francis Robinson writes, “The theme of emphasizing tawhid (the unity of God) and 

condemning shirk ran through all of the movements at the time. There was a running attack on 

                                                
121 Jackson addresses these mischaracterizations and refutes them, as opposed to reproducing these misconceptions, 
himself. 
 
122 Barelvī, Aḥmed Rāzā Qādrī Khān, “Majmūʿah e-rasāʿil:radd e-ravāfiz” Lahore: Mahmud Riyaz, 1986. 
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all sufi customs that, following Ibn ʿArabi, suggested that God might be immanent rather than 

purely transcendent, which was expressed most frequently and forcibly in attacks on any 

practices that suggested that sufi saints might be able to intercede for man with God” (Robinson 

2013, 29). Chapter One showed how the possession of money can threaten to delegitimize a 

Sufi’s credibility insofar as money’s materiality maps onto the dīn-duniyā distinction and 

questions surrounding the dematerialization of the spiritual remain a basic framework for 

assessing the acceptability of shrine veneration and plays a crucial role insofar as transcendence 

is associated with dīn and immanence is construed as this-worldliness.123 

Assessing the acceptability of shrine veneration is different, however, from assessing the 

acceptability of Sufism more generally. Ibn Taymiyyah (1263-1328), whose full-throated 

critique of Sufi excesses later inspired Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb (1703-1792) (Rapoport 

and Ahmed 2015; Vasalou 2018) and Shāh Walī Allāh (1703-1762)—whose revivalist critique 

of the corruption of Sufis, inspired groups like the Taliban—are both sometimes held up as 

intellectual forebears of anti-Sufi movements. And yet both Ibn Taymiyyah and Shāh Walī Allāh 

were themselves Sufis and found nothing wrong with Sufism per se, but only with its excesses 

(Sirriyeh 4-11). Before the modern period, debates over Sufism in Islamic history were not 

usually concerned with accepting or rejecting Sufism as much as they were with defining Sufism 

or delimiting the scope of its authority (Karamustafa 2006, 85-96). Even referring to “Sufism” 

does not do justice to the polyvalence of the term taṣawwuf, which is a verbal noun indicating a 

practice of spiritual (rūhānī) attunement, or the term ʿirfān (sometimes translated as “gnosis”), 

which refers to the philosophical basis of some applications of taṣawwuf. Both have long been 

the domain of Sunnis and the Shiʿa and of darvīsh mendicants and ʿulema scholars.124 Because 

                                                
123 The Arabic root of duniyā even suggests “down below.” 
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“Sufism” is constituted by so many subfields and sub-disciplines, demarcating its boundaries in a 

satisfying way is a complex process, and historically it has been a contentious project. The 

premodern tendency to argue over how to define Sufism or whether aspects of Sufism have 

become materialistic in a way that compromises its relationship with dīn, as opposed to arguing 

over whether to accept Sufism in full, persists in Lucknow today for the most part. For all of 

their nuanced differences and the occasional polemical hostility between them, Muslim 

theological communities in India do not endorse the associationist worship of the aulīyā’, nor do 

any of them fail to consider the Qur’an and Sunnah. Conversely, they all admit to some degree of 

value of taṣawwuf or ʿirfān125 and of Sufis or the aulīyā’ of either the past or present. One group 

is, however, an exception to this. They reject both Sufism and the aulīyā’ entirely and, as a 

result, have found themselves alienated among all other Muslim groups in India: the Wahhābīs. 

 

What Threat Do Wahhābīs Pose to India? The Political Stakes of Shrine Visitation 

The theological stakes of shrine visitation among Muslims are high, but these debates in 

India take place in a wider social and cultural context in which Muslims are a minority, and this 

context shapes these debates and the Wahhābīs’ place in them. One evening, I was invited to the 

home of Asad, who was an anthropologist in Lucknow, to share a traditional Awadhī dinner with 

his wife and a friend. Asad and his friend caught up on old news and shared stories of recent 

happenings with their families. Over dinner, the conversation wound its way to caste, village 

                                                
124 Sufis are popularly imagined to be opposed to the ʿulema, when in fact they were often the same individuals. 
Sufism was so mainstream for many conventional ʿulema that it was the Sufis qua ʿulema who absorbed and 
neutralized the Malāmatī and Karrāmī in Khorasan and domesticated their renunciatory darvish practices by 
absorbing them into the considerably more “mainstream” Sufism. Ahmet T Karamustafa, God’s Unruly Friends: 
Dervish Groups in the Islamic Later Middle Period, 1200-1550 (Oxford: Oneworld, 2006), 85–96. 
 
125 The work of Muhammad Rustom contains various indirect treatments of the philosophical underpinnings of 
ʿirfān. See Rustom (2008). 
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society, and traditional Indian life in rural areas. Asad described the gānga-yamūna teḥzīb 

(culture of the confluence of the Ganges and Jamuna Rivers; refers to Awadhī mixed literary and 

socio-cultural traditions, a metaphor in which the Ganges is associated with Hindu culture and 

the Jamuna with Muslim culture) that is sustained by village communities that maintain shared 

religious traditions at shrines and temples. As we retired to the living room for after-dinner chai, 

Asad told us how these traditional forms are threatened by a range of modern actors that disdain 

mixed culture, especially Wahhābīs. He then told us in hushed tones that he had even heard that 

one may be living in his own apartment complex. He became somber and said that he had also 

heard first-hand from his wife’s sister how she had a Wahhābī living in their apartment building. 

After a death in the family, Asad’s wife’s sister heard that the Wahhābī’s wife was 

understandably distraught, and yet according the Draconian tenets of Wahhabism, mourning the 

dead is prohibited. He vividly described the Wahhābī’s wife stifling her tears, suppressing her 

sorrow as her husband stood by, unwavering in his zealous conviction. “Just imagine it,” Asad 

said. “And for what? Religion? It’s unnatural.” 

Among other things, Asad’s account of Wahhābīs illustrates some of the ways that the 

social life of rumors creates a reality that is sustained by its own discursive momentum (Brass 

1997; Das 1998; Pandey 2002; Bhavani 2009).126 It also shows how attitudes toward “unnatural” 

Wahhābīs interlock with attitudes toward the “natural” religious life of traditional India. In 1819, 

Lt. James William Graham published the first article specifically focusing on Sufism in a 

European language, in which he rehearsed the then-common theory of the extra-Islamic origins 

                                                
126 I have attempted to recreate some of that reality in my retelling of this episode when I write that Asad heard it 
“first-hand” from his wife’s sister who had heard the story from someone else. The point is not to cast aspersions on 
the factuality of the episode but to show how many of us experience events from which we can be quite removed as 
indisputable realities.  
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of Sufism (Graham 1918).127 Before Graham (and also for some time afterward), many British 

scholars believed that Sufism’s origins were in India, not the Arab Peninsula. Even after this 

theory was dispelled, some scholars continued to insist that there was some special connection to 

India because mysticism does not come naturally to monotheistic religions: Sufism found a home 

in the subcontinent because India is the “high school of mysticism” (Zaehner 1960, 36). In the 

Introduction to this dissertation, I have already outlined the scholarship that describes Sufism as 

syncretically embedded in the local culture of India, but this representation of Sufism became a 

trope of secular nation-building in India (Green 2012, 35-38). 

The question of whether Sufism (as “popular Islam”) belongs naturally India became 

even more consequential for Indian Muslims with the rise of Hindu ethno-nationalism. The first 

cogent enunciation of Hindu ethno-nationalist ideology (hindutva; lit., “Hinduness”) was 

Vinayak Damodar Savarkar’s pamphlet “Hindutva: Who Is a Hindu?”, which was first published 

in 1923. A range of organizations inspired by Savarkar’s distillation of this religio-political 

vision were formed in the first half of the century and became collectively known as the Sangh 

Parivar. But it was not until the mid-1980s that these Hindutva-aligned organizations achieved 

viable political power. This ascent to political acceptance owes at least partial thanks to 

successive communalizing events that built upon each other and culminated in the razing of the 

Babri Masjid in 1992.128 The event became paradigmatic of the Hindutva program: the violent 

erasure of a Muslim past to reinstate the earlier, more “authentic” past of a pure Hindu homeland 

(Hansen 1999, 172-184). 

                                                
127 This history of this document is cited in Ernst (1997, 13).  
 
128 The rise of Hindutva in the political sphere also coincided with the neoliberal economic deregulation measures of 
the early 1990s, as discussed in Chapter Two. 
 



146 
 

The Babri Masjid was destroyed in 1992, but the issue remained unsettled—legally, at 

least—until 2019. In the interim, it became a flashpoint of communal tension, as when, at the 

ten-year anniversary of the mosque’s razing, a pogrom in Ahmedabad claimed the lives of no 

fewer than 1000 people (estimates project closer to 2000 dead), roughly three-fourths of whom 

were Muslims (Ghassem-Fachandi 2012, 1). The term for “riot” in Hindi is dangā, but 

Anglophone scholarship gravitated away from both “dangā” and “riot” because they suggest 

spontaneity, as opposed to “pogrom,” which means purposive violence directed by the state or 

political actors. Studies of collective violence have gradually caught up with what many of my 

interviewees assumed of communal riots, which is an active role played by political actors and 

civic organization in antagonizing ethno-religious rivalries by exaggerating differences (“elite 

manipulation;” Fearon and Laitin 2000; Brass 2003, 5-39).129 If the presence of communal 

animosity implies the influence of divisive communal politics, then perhaps the absence of 

communal animosity implies a more natural, undisturbed form of social intercourse. This is 

where the figure of the South Asian Sufi is often invoked to stand between Hindus and Muslims 

as an epitome of naturally heterogeneous religious expression, thereby undermining claims to 

ethno-religious purity by foregrounding hybrid, syncretic culture.130 Sufis have come to be seen 

as the great unifiers of the Indian religious public due to 1) their association with mysticism, 

which suggests the transcending of the boundaries of worldly institutions, 2) their perception as 

exponents of unorthodox Islam, in contrast to the text-wielding literalist ʿulema scholars, and 3) 

                                                
129 Ashutosh Varshney has been a vocal opponent the "elite manipulation" thesis. He, instead, argues that riots are 
produced by a breakdown in sustained civic engagement among community (not communal) groups and the 
interdependence of local businesses. See Varshney (2003). 
 
130 I should offer a note of qualification that I do not intend to directly rebuff cultural analysis using concepts related 
to cultural change and mixture as much as I intend to contextualize these studies and point out the degree to which 
they are also shaped by discourses of peace, violence, and Sufism.  
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the presence of non-Muslims at shrines. Sufis are seen as peaceful, apolitical, altruistic, mystical, 

and culturally heterogeneous as a result of being entrenched in India’s syncretic culture, which is 

the opposite in every way of what the Wahhābī represents: a person who is violent, excessively 

political, literalist, and purely Arab in a cultural sense.131 

Today Lucknow area today, which is both an important core of traditional Islamic 

education and vibrant theological debate and also a regional crossroads of UP electoral politics, 

the ideological discontinuities between Islamic reformism and secular nationalism produce tense 

situations in everyday life, such as when a simple choice of words signifies either complicity 

with or the influence of a Wahhābī agenda.132 Ideological positions on Sufism and shrines are 

crucial to both Islamic reformism and Indian nationalism but signify radically different things. 

Being misconstrued as a Wahhābī carries potential dangers during a time of marked uptick in the 

frequency of anti-Muslim attacks following the 2014 elections.133 It is not without a bit of irony, 

then, that the figure of the Wahhābī (ironic because, in some ways, the threat of Islamic 

extremist invasion justifies the violent attacks) mediates the tension between Islamic debates 

over Sufi saint shrines and nationalist debates over diversity and inclusion because everyone 

                                                
131 It is somewhat ironic that the critique of shrine-based Sufism on the grounds of interfaith visitation (as a 
reflection of polytheism) is that precisely the basis for its positive reputation in the context of both post-9/11 
Islamophobia and Hindu ethno-nationalism. Since the late-1980s, Hindu visitation has been seen as an expression of 
tolerance, and today it is difficult to disentangle Sufi shrines from their associations with communal harmony. 
 
132 Here, I am referring to the way that a preference for Persian or Arabic words has become ideological. An author 
from Haaretz exemplifies this ideological framing when writing, “Arabic phrases are beginning to replace traditional 
Persian-inflected Muslim greetings, from ‘Khuda Hafiz’ and ‘Ramzaan’ to ‘Allah Hafiz" and Ramadan.’…But a 
wave of Saudi-funded hardline proselytization is sweeping across the country, and this extremism is eating away at 
South Asia’s indigenous and far more liberal, Sufi-based Barelvi traditions. This radicalization may be surfacing 
publicly now, but it has been building for years. Abhinav Pandya, “Does Saudi-Funded Muslim Radicalization 
Threaten India? | Opinion,” Haaretz, April 16, 2018, sec. Opinion, https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/does-
saudi-funded-muslim-radicalization-threaten-india-1.6008341 
 
133 Hate Crime Watch data compiled by Scoll.in indicates that more than 90% of religious hate crimes between 2009 
and 2018 occurred after 2014, and Muslims were the predominant target. Mander, “New Hate Crime Tracker in 
India Finds Victims Are Predominantly Muslims, Perpetrators Hindus.” 
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involved can agree on the odious nature of the Wahhābī’s violence and desire to remake Indian 

culture. 

Whereas the other maslaks and Muslim religious communities, including the Shiʿa, 

maintain nuanced and complex perspectives on the appropriate place the aulīyā’ in true Islam 

and the ability of barakah to draw one nearer to the realm of dīn, The Wahhābī does not. Instead, 

Wahhābīs are imagined as unequivocally hostile to the aulīyā’ and as seeking to destroy their 

resting places.134 While it would appear as if theologically substantive debates over Sufi shrines 

fuel intra-Islamic rivalries, many of my interviewees disavowed those divisions by attributing 

them to the influence of Wahhabism. By advocating the use of violence and taking such radical 

positions, Wahhābīs are seen as going far beyond any of the pale of Islamic acceptability and the 

limits of Indian national inclusion. The boundary between dīn—the divine truth that Muslims 

seek to live in accordance with—and duniyā—that lowly domain of the nafs al-ʾammārah (the 

“inciting” nafs; lower self)—could not be clearer, and the moral repugnance of Wahhābīs helps 

establish that clarity, especially in cases when one can emphatically distinguish oneself from that 

repugnant behavior. But just as the historically specific signification of politics discussed in 

Chapter One plays a role in the dynamic relationship between dīn and duniyā, the current state of 

Indian communal politics and Hindu-Muslim relations cannot be bracketed from the negotiation 

of the dīn-duniyā distinction. Whatever the reality of Saudi influence campaigns may be, the fear 

of anti-Muslim violence and the 200-year old mythology of Wahhābīs in India overlap, because 

                                                
134 While Islamic terrorists have committed numerous shrine bombings in Pakistan that have claimed hundreds of 
lives, the signification of Wahhābīs in India is somewhat ironic given that there have been no recent bombings of 
shrines carried out by Islamists. In fact, the most notable bombing of a shrine was carried out by ex-RSS activists in 
2007 at Ajmer Sharīf, and they later claimed that they carried out the attack to dissuade Hindus from visiting 
Muslim holy sites. Reuters Staff, “Bomb Kills Two at Ajmer Sharif Dargah,” Reuters, October 11, 2007, sec. Top 
News, https://www.reuters.com/article/idINIndia-29954920071011; Hamza Khan, “Ajmer Blasts Case: Life Term 
for Two ‘Ex-RSS Pracharaks,’” The Indian Express, August 20, 2018 (Updated), sec. India, 
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/ajmer-blast-case-two-rss-pracharaks-sentenced-life-imprisonment-4580944/. 
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the fear of Wahhābīs themselves and the fear of being misidentified as a Wahhābī are not easily 

disentangled. Rather, they create something like an affective feedback loop. My interviewees’ 

concerns related to Wahhābīs today are very real, and their anxieties about a Wahhābī threat are 

surely based on actual experiences. But given what we know about Iranian attempts to influence 

Lucknow’s Shiʿi population and about the CIA’s recruitment of Indian R&AW officers,135 the 

idea of Wahhābī threat stands out from those other concerns because of the intense emotions and 

political actions it elicits. The reality of a Wahhābī threat in India today must be understood in 

conjunction with the 200-year old mythology of a Wahhābī threat in India. 

 

What Is a Wahhābī? A Brief History of Wahhābīs in India 
 
  According to the mythology of the Wahhabism in South Asia, ʿAbd al-Wahhāb (1703-

1792) of Najd and Shāh Walī Allāh (1703-1762) of Delhi both studied in Mecca under 

Muḥammad Hayāt al-Sindhī (d. 1750).136 Either Shāh Walī Allāh is said to have influenced ʿAbd 

al-Wahhāb, producing the theory that Wahhabism’s roots are actually in north India and from 

there Wahhabism spread throughout the Arab Peninsula, or ʿAbd al-Wahhāb instead influenced 

Shāh Walī Allāh. In either case, the latter returned to Delhi, where his intellectual legacy was 

later weaponized by his revolutionary grandson, Shāh Ismāʿil (d. 1831), who mounted the ill-

                                                
135 As Haqqani writes in his report, it is important to note that, although there have been growing concerns related to 
the Indian government’s energy dependence on the Iranian government and how that could create leverage to 
influence India’s Shiʿi population , there is no evidence to suggest that Shiʿi mosques are dependent on undisclosed 
Iranian financial support, ironically, despite what Ayatollah Khomeni may publicly state. Husain Haqqani, “Iran’s 
Revolutionary Influence in South Asia - by Husain Haqqani,” Hudson Institute, January 17, 2020, sec. Topics, 
http://www.hudson.org/research/16472-iran-s-revolutionary-influence-in-south-asia.Tanvi Madan, “India’s 
Relationship with Iran: It’s Complicated,” Brookings Institute, February 28, 2014, Markaz edition, 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/markaz/2014/02/28/indias-relationship-with-iran-its-complicated/; Yatish Yadav, 
“Rabinder Singh, Spy Who Defected to US, Is No More: Double Agent Lived His Last Years as a Remorseful 
Recluse,” Firstpost, July 7, 2018, sec. India News, https://www.firstpost.com/india/rabinder-singh-spy-who-
defected-to-us-is-no-more-double-agent-lived-his-last-years-as-a-remorseful-recluse-4688341.html. 
 
136 This myth, which has no historical basis, has even found its way into US security documents that were found in 
Wikileaks. See Ewing (2020, 20). 
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fated “Jihad movement” against Sikh territorial expansion in Peshawar alongside Sayyid Aḥmed 

Barelvī (d. 1831). The British Raj was already wary of Wahhābīs because of attacks against their 

naval fleets in the Arab Peninsula in 1809 (Jalal 2010, 136). The British charged Amīr and 

Ḥashmadād Khān with funding subversive Wahhābī activity in north India in a protracted court 

case now referred to as “the Great Wahhabi Trials” of the 1860’s and 1870’s. At the same time, 

the so-called “Walī Allāh school” of theology was taken up in 1867 during the founding of the 

Darul Uloom Deoband, the graduates, students, and teachers of which are said to form a wide-

ranging network, some nodes of which have gone on to either form or deeply influence the 

Taliban, al-Qaeda, and now ISIS. The theological orientation of these groups, who seek to 

“purify” Islam of its syncretic, mixed composition, are said to be hostile to Sufism, the 

accommodating and mystical dimensions of Islam.137 Today, some scholarship, which is still 

published and reprinted today, claim that roots of Saudi Wahhabism are in South Asia (Allen 

2007; Ahmad 2020). Based on this mythology of Wahhabism in India that, despite coordinated 

efforts between members of the Ahl-e-Sunnat wa Jamaat and either the Congress or BJP 

governments to expose these radicals, the power of the Wahhābīs appears unmatched due to the 

financial support of the oil-rich state of Saudi Arabia. 

 

What Is a Wahhābī? The Phantom Wahhābī 

  There is, however, another side to this story. There is no evidence that Shāh Walī Allāh 

and ʿAbd al-Wahhāb met in Mecca, and even if they had, Shāh Walī Allāh was a Ḥanafī Sunni 

and is regarded as one of the great scholars of reformed Sufism (Malik 1970; Robinson 2006; 

                                                
137 Ingram’s 2018 has done an admirable job of showing that just not just the more “liberal” Deobandī figures 
embraced Sufism but that even Deobandīs Western Pakistan and Afghanistan today do not just Sufism, per se. See 
Ingram (2018). 
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Jalal 2010, 64). Their theological orientations have almost nothing in common beyond a broadly 

revivalist rejection of case law in fiqh. In contrast to ʿAbd al-Wahhāb, Shāh Walī Allāh afforded 

considerable respect and attention to taṣawwuf, a far cry from the non-Sunni Salafism of Saudi 

“Wahhābīs.” Even if Shāh Walī Allāh had met ʿAbd al-Wahhāb and became a source of 

Wahhābī inspiration for his grandson, “there is no historical connection between the Arabian 

reformer Abd al-Wahhab and the followers of Sayyid Ahmad” (Eaton 1994, 219). It is true that 

the earliest generations of the Deobandī leaders did claim Shāh Walī Allāh as their intellectual 

forebear, but recent scholarship has disrupted the notion that Deobandī thought had much in 

common theologically with Shāh Walī Allāh’s ideas (Morgan 2021, 1-34). Furthermore, as 

discussed in Chapter Two, some of the common assumptions attributed to Muslim reformers 

were shaped by European and, especially, British Protestant conceptual frameworks.138 As for 

the contemporary scholarship claiming that either the roots of Wahhabism are in South Asia or 

that Wahhābīs pervade South Asia today, this has gradually become the minority position, and 

most scholars now agree that the claim that there were Wahhābīs in India is a myth.139 Francis 

Robinson has even described the propagation of the myth as “irresponsible” and writes that, 

“[t]he wrong label there can lead to massive State action against innocent people, or murderous 

assault from the air” (Robinson 2006). It would certainly seem that there is no historical basis for 

the idea of Wahhābī invasion in India during the colonial period. 

Today, the issue of “oil dollars” is considerably more complicated. The efforts of the 

                                                
138 It is worth clarifying that refuting the idea that Shāh Walī Allāh transmitted Wahhābī thought to the Darul Uloom 
Deoband even presumes that ʿAbd al-Wahhāb and Shāh Walī Allāh ever met in Mecca, a claim for which there is no 
evidence. 
 
139 It is worth noting, however, that the fascination with Wahhābīs endures even outside India. For example, 
Qeyamuddin Ahmad’s The Wahhabi Movement in India has been widely criticized by scholars of Islam and South 
Asia. Nevertheless, Ahmad’s book, which was first published in 1966, continues to be republished without 
corrections to his claim that Sayyid Aḥmed Barelvī led the “Wahhābī Movement.” It was most recently republished 
by Routledge in 2020. 



152 
 

Saudi government to exert influence on religious piety throughout the world by way of financial 

aid are undeniable. Even in India, leaked diplomatic cables both in English and in Arabic from 

the Saudi embassy in Delhi describe Saudi government’s concerns related to Iran’s influence in 

South Asia due to the considerable Shiʿi population, especially in Lucknow.140 The cable, which 

attests to what many Indian Muslims already suspected, describes an effort to combat Iranian 

influence by allowing Salafī-sympathetic institutions to apply for funding. But even this does not 

make the “oil dollars” thesis obvious or unambiguous. Worldwide, the Saudi government has 

invested millions of dollars to building mosques, a campaign that the government will allegedly 

terminate according to a Saudi Justice Minister writing in early 2020.141 This informal 

announcement captures a bit of the dilemma concerning what we do and do know about these 

efforts: this minister acknowledges a public secret, about which we know very little.142 Similarly, 

the leaked WikiLeaks cable indicates that Indian institutions must apply for funding, but little 

beyond that is known, such as the stipulations for accepting such funds, which is crucial for 

understanding what this funding has to do with Wahhābī ideology.143 There have been concerns 

that migrant workers in the Gulf States who return to India bring with them Salafī theological 

                                                
140 “In WikiLeaks, How Saudi Arabia Wanted to Match Iranian Influence over India,” The Indian Express (blog), 
June 24, 2015, https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/in-wikileaks-how-saudis-wanted-to-match-
iranian-influence-over-india/. 
 
141 Web Desk, “Saudi Arabia to Stop Funding Mosques in Foreign Countries,” Daily Times, February 1, 2020, sec. 
Pakistan, https://dailytimes.com.pk/550419/saudi-arabia-to-stop-funding-mosques-in-foreign-countries/. 
 
142 While I was conducting my own fieldwork, I even briefly collaborated with a political scientist from Stanford 
University who was conducting preliminary fieldwork to test the feasibility of a study of the reality of the “oil 
dollars” thesis. He affirmed what the suspicion that had grown in me throughout my ethnographic research: that the 
“oil dollars” discourse is real and that it is theoretically possibile. But close to nothing is known about a “Wahhābī” 
presence in India, including if a Wahhābī threat in India is even real. 
 
143 An important aspect of discussions of terrorism, Jihadism, and the Saudi government is the presumed affinities 
among all “Islamic extremists.” Historically, the Saudi crown and the Saudi “Wahhābīs” have had a tension, 
antagonistic relationship. Osama bin Ladin is a moden example of a jihadist who became sharply critical of the 
Saudi government and whose violence campaigns should be understood in terms of his fundamental critique of the 
Saudis, not the West. See (Lawrence 2006). 
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sensibilities, but this phenomenon is entirely distinct from the claim that clandestine Wahhābī 

infiltrators are planted throughout India. 

 While the realities of Saudi influence campaigns in India deserve serious attention and a 

careful study, my concern in this chapter has less to do with leaked diplomatic cables and more 

with the role that the figure of the Wahhābī plays as a signifier in a broader meaning-making 

system within Muslim life in Lucknow. What makes the idea of a Wahhābī threat in India so 

complicated is that, whatever is or is not happening with GIP intelligence operations or the Saudi 

government, my interviewees spoke of Wahhābīs less in the terms of intelligence briefings and 

more in terms of an existential threat to the fabric of the ummah. On the one hand, the Saudi 

government is almost certainly accepting applications for undisclosed grants from India citizens. 

On the other, when my interviewees characterized their theological rivals, they did not mention 

grant applications but instead described grotesque and murderous figures that camouflage 

themselves and hide where one would least except. Where does this affective excess come from? 

More importantly, what work does it do for Lucknowi Muslims when it comes to negotiating the 

dīn-duniyā distinction in order to live a dīnī life? 

 

What Is a Wahhābī? What’s in a Name? 

 In his study of the Shiv Sena and the renaming of Mumbai, Thomas Blom Hansen argues 

that the assignment of a name or appellation to a given object does not label the thing but rather 

infuses it with a specific historical density and symbolic status that it would not otherwise have 

without the name itself. He writes:  

[W]e can argue that proper names do not describe objects or places. They create or fix those 
objects. As Žižek argues, ‘[the identity of an object] is the retroactive effect of naming itself: 
it is the name itself, the signifier, which supports the identity of an object.’ (Žižek 1989, 95) 
(Žižek’s emphasis) Mundane processes of using names, affixing them, enunciating them, and 
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so on, have exactly this quality of constant reiteration that builds up and stabilizes the 
imputed properties of a place, a group, a nation (Hansen 2002, 2). 
 

The 200-year history of the Indian Wahhābī mythology provides the Wahhābī appellation in 

Lucknow today with some of its symbolic density. If “Wahhābī” is, among other things, a name 

that one applies to something or someone, how has that name been used over time, especially in 

the colonial period when there were no Wahhābīs in India? One explanation of term’s function in 

the past is that was a misnomer for the Ahl-e-Hadith maslak (Sikand 2007). Even a website of an 

Ahl-e-Hadith group describes themselves today as “popularly but contemptuously referred to as 

Wahhabis.”144 Errors can be corrected, and this explanation struggles to make clear how a mere 

labeling error has been able to endure in contemporary Muslim politics and carry such affective 

force. For example, in 1888 the leadership of the Ahl-e-Hadith filed a petition to the colonial 

government acknowledging that they were being misidentified as “Wahhābīs,” rejected the label, 

and requested that the term be removed from formal correspondence in favor of “Ahl-i-

Hadis.”145 The colonial administration complied in part: they ceased referring to the Ahl-e-

Hadith as Wahhābīs but continued to refer to Wahhābīs as a distinct group alongside Ahl-e-

Hadith. Even today, Wahhābīs are sometimes enumerated alongside the Ahl-e-Hadith as a 

distinct group.146 These kinds of cases suggest that, at least for some people or institutions, the 

referent of the term “Wahhābī” is something distinct from the Ahl-e-Hadith.  

                                                
144 Section 4 of this chapter analyzes the significance of some Muslims’ awareness that they are the intended 
referent of a term that they dissociate from themselves. https://www.ahlehadees.org/markazi-jamiat-ahle-hadees-
hind/ 
 
145 “Petition from M. Abu Said Muhd: Husain, Lahore praying for the prohibition of the term Wahabi in official 
correspondence in these Provinces,” August 1888. Box 19, File 370, Political Department, Uttar Pradesh State 
Archives. Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh. 
 
146 Javed Anand, “Jehad against Terrorism,” The Times of India, July 27, 2007, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: 
The Times of India; S Balakrishnan, “Muslim Bodies Plan Campaign against Fatwa,” The Times of India, May 15, 
2010, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Times of India. 
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 A second explanation is that term “Wahhābī” was not to meant literally but instead was used 

pejoratively to refer to any “fundamentalist” Muslim (Alavi 2011). It is true that “Wahhābī” is 

almost always a pejorative term connoting “fundamentalist” Muslims, and it can be particularly 

capacious, ranging from theological modernists to participants in the Jihad Movement in the 

1820s. While the term effectively operates in this capacity, individuals and writers do not always 

use it as an insult or slur. Instead they often use it to refer to a concrete group of individuals that 

presents a real threat. W. W. Hunter and Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khān debated this very point in the 

1870s.147 They disagreed over whether or not the term was meant as a generalized slur before or 

after the 1830’s, but they both agreed that the term referred to a defined group by the time of 

Great Wahhabi Trials.148 By the end of the century, the term became increasingly salient in 

socio-religious discourse. The Ahl-e-Sunnat wa Jamaat used the term to refer to their Deobandī 

rivals. In this case, the term was used by one sectarian group in reference to another but still 

functioned as a subject position used to refer to a living community. Aḥmad Rāza Khān Barelvī 

even traveled to Mecca for the certification of fatāwa that would officially categorize top 

Deobandī leaders as Wahhābīs (Sanyal 1996, 204-213). By the 1920’s during the Khilafat 

Movement, the term was still associated with financing seditious activities in a pamphlet that 

accused Khilafatists as “being Wahhabis in disguise.”149  

 

 

                                                
147 It is fascinating, but beyond the scope of this chapter, that as early as the 1860’s “phantom Wahhabis” were 
mythologized as operating by virtue of secret financial backing. See Stephens (2013). 
 
148 Chandra Mallampalli has argued strongly against Hermansen and the aforementioned Stephens study that 
“Wahhābī” was a “slippery and pejorative label.” He argues that in the 19th century Deccan the term was meant 
literally. Cf. Hermansen (2000) and Mallampalli (2017). 
 
149 “Funds, Funds, Funds!” The Times of India, September 5, 1924, sec. Through Indian Eyes, ProQuest Historical 
Newspapers: The Times of India. 
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The Wahhābī Pehchān? “Deobandīs are not like Wahhābīs. They are Wahhābīs!” 
 
 Today, the situation is somewhat different. Some of my interviewees, including (as we shall 

see below) even those who were at risk of being misidentified as a Wahhābī, made it clear that 

Wahhābīs are real and that the term was not meant just as an insult. It became especially clear to 

me that the term is not always used as a crude stereotype during a conversation with Jamīl, who 

was one of the representatives of the All-India Ulama and Mashaikh Board (AIUMB). Although 

he was a software engineer by trade, Jamīl had become a prolific blogger, and he had published 

many of his own books online. During one of our meetings, he explained to me that he had lived 

in Mecca for two years. He spoke glowingly of the region and his time there. He found it 

particularly peaceful, and it was in the peacefulness of Saudi Arabia that he found time to write 

prolifically. Many of his books were about dargāhs and the Ashrāfīyyah (Kichhouchhwī) 

silsilah. One of Jamīl’s books caught my eye: The Deobandis as a Current Example of the 

Enemies of the Prophet. “Do you know the Wahhābīs?” Jamīl asked me. “Yes, of course,” I 

responded. “From Saudi Arabia, right? ʿAbd al-Wahhāb?” “Not anymore. They’re here in India. 

All around us. In this city, even. They’re based in Saharanpur.”150 I became confused and 

expressed as much. He showed me another book he’d written: “Deobandi Deobandi Wahhabi 

Wahhabi.” “Oh!” I exclaimed. “Deobandīs, of course. Deobandīs are like Wahhābīs (Wahhābī kī 

tarah).”151 “No,” he sternly corrected.  

Not ‘like’ Wahhābīs. They are Wahhābīs (“Kī tarah” nahin. Wahhābi to hai). This is what I 
mean. They’re all around us. And the Wahhābīs, they say, ‘We just want to kill everyone.’ 
But these days it’s very hard to recognize them. They’re in office. Politicians. Waqf Boards. 
This is the real shame. Shrines, schools. More and more, they’re controlling them. But these 
people don’t care about the Prophet at all. This is why we must educate.  
 

                                                
150 The Darul Uloom Deoband is located in Saharanpur District in Uttar Pradesh. 
 
151 Jamīl and I spoke in a mixture of Urdu, English, and “Hinglish”. 
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At first, there appears to be an ironic reversal in the fact that Jamīl felt such peace in Saudi 

Arabia but perceived such an urgent threat of Wahhābīs in India. For Jamīl, the threat of 

Wahhabism had spread, and the ummah was evolving. My suggestion that there were no self-

identified Wahhābīs in India was not persuasive: perhaps Deobandīs had become enfolded within 

the Wahhābī camp over time, and perhaps most importantly, they were Wahhābīs because of 

what they believe and how they acted. If there remains a historical question as to whether not 

“Wahhābī” was meant as an insult or to refer to an actual group of people, Jamīl shows us that, at 

least for some Lucknowis, the term is meant to refer to a literal group of people.152 But Jamīl also 

paints a picture not just of a slowly fading culture (as in the way that Lucknowis described 

Lucknow in Chapter One) or the improper accounting foreign funds. For Jamīl, the Wahhābī 

threat is urgent, existential, and avoidable if the proper actions are taken. 

 In my conversation with Jamīl, he gave an especially explicit attestation that, for him, the 

term “Wahhābī” referred directly to Deobandīs, but our conversation was primarily about these 

figures in terms of their Wahhābī identity. His characterization of Wahhābīs is key: they kill 

indiscriminately. The even want to kill. During my fieldwork when I discussed “Deobandīs” 

with people, they often describing Deobandīs in a fairly consistent manner, and even those 

individuals who disagreed with Deobandīs on theological or philosophical grounds described 

them as misguided or annoying.153 Unlike Wahhābīs, Deobandīs were neither repulsive nor 

horrifying, which is to say that the characterization of them could not fairly be described as 

“abject.” 

                                                
152 We will see below that, for others, it is consciously used a term of disparagement. 
 
153 Recall the young man at the beginning who spoke of “chaubīs.” Chaubīs (and its Barelvī correlate “Tanna Tan 
Sunni”) carried the tone of an off-color joke. When I heard the term, its mention was followed by snickering and 
chuckles. 
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 Mary Douglas famously posited that dirt is matter out of place or disorderliness and that 

“order” is effectively a social order that becomes endangered by the destabilizing effects of dirt 

(Douglas 1966). Julia Kristeva picked up on Douglas’ idea and focused on the visceral and 

affective reactions to matter out of place. Dirtiness is not simply an annoyance or a technical 

inefficiency but rather something that can elicit disgust, horror, and repulsion. As Kristeva 

describes it, it is “abject.” Kristeva uses the term “abject” to refer to experiences in which our 

reactions of absolute disgust or horror are not due to a biological reflex. Instead, these reactions 

are a mean of distancing ourselves from something. These visceral reactions establish a gut-

level, unassailable, unambiguous distinction between ourselves and that disgusting or horrifying 

thing. This is why she uses the term as an adjective but also as verb to refer to the process of 

violently “jettisoning” or “expelling” the other from the Self (Kristeva 1982, 1-15). 

  In psychoanalysis, that which is being abjected from the Self—this horrifying other, a 

thing other than oneself—is something that blurs the boundary between oneself and that which 

one is not. There is a distinction to be made between merely differentiating oneself from another 

(as we shall see below) and abjecting an other. For psychoanalytic theorists such as Kristeva, a 

dead body is often used as a paradigmatic example. There is nothing inherently revolting about a 

corpse, but one may experience profound anxiety at the sight of one—Could that be me 

someday? Is that a “who” or an “it”? Will I just become a mere thing?—that triggers a response 

of overwhelming, undeniable revulsion or fear that, almost as if expelling something from 

yourself, distances ourselves from that horrible thing. 

 The affective excess with which Jamīl and others spoke of Wahhābīs is indicative of 

something comparable to abjection. What is an abject Wahhābī, then? In the history of the term 

outlined above, “Wahhābī” has sometimes been used a slur to vaguely refer to Muslims of a 
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“conservative” theological position, and sometimes it has been used to refer directly to the Ahl-

e-Hadith. Sometimes, it is a mere insult, and other times “Wahhābīs” have been put on trial (or at 

least purported Wahhābī benefactors), as in the Great Wahhabi Trials of the 1860s. In many 

cases during my fieldwork, interlocutors used the term to refer not to the Deobandīs or Ahl-e-

Hadith but to Saudi Arabian clandestine infiltrators. And so in a sense, it can refer to all of these 

things and can be used in a range of ways. Could something similar be said of the term 

“Deobandī” (i.e., that its meaning is polyvalent)? Of course. But what cannot be said of the term 

“Deobandī” is that it regularly elicits the same kind of horror and disgust that the term 

“Wahhābī” usually elicits. It is a qualitative difference. 

 

The Wahhābī Pehchān: Pehchān, Subject Positions, and Maslak 

When we compare the way that the labels “Deobandī” and “Wahhābī” functioned in my 

discussion with Jamīl, as opposed to focusing on the bounded, discrete communities that the 

terms may or may not refer to, we see that the “referent” may have been more or less the same 

set of people but that the terms produced distinct emotional effects in our conversation. These 

labels can be analyzed on their own in terms of their meaning and history. Yet the labels are not 

used as if they were only labels but instead are used as if they refer directly to actual groups of 

individuals that form sectarian communities in India. How might we bridge the gap between the 

analysis of these names as labels and the analysis of names as things that people use to refer 

directly to concrete individuals? We could understand these names not as mere labels for 

communities but as pehchān. Joel Lee has theorized the commonplace Hindi term “pehchān,” 

which is usually translated as “identity,” for use in anthropological research. The term does 

“does what anglophone social concepts [related to identity] it partially resembles fails to do; it 



160 
 

condenses in a single term the intersubjective action of the identity-recognition dialectic and 

foregrounds the semiotic terrain on which the action transpires” (Lee 2021, 27). In Hindustani-

speaking north India, there are striking and important differences between the term pehchān and 

“identity” in the Western philosophical sense of an inner essence, human nature, or even a 

transcendental ego. One’s pehchān has more to do with public recognition and is closer to 

“persona,” which is, itself, derived from the Greek word for “mask” (prósōpon).154 Like a mask, 

the human expression of which is stiff and unchanging yet historically conditioned and 

immediately recognizable culturally. 

In the present analysis, I depart from Lee’s sense of the term in order to construe his 

concept of pehchān as a personified aggregate of beliefs, dispositions, and ideas. In my usage, 

pehchān is less like an index or a sign (the sense in which Lee uses it) and more like a subject 

position in the way that Ewing uses it (Ewing 1990, 1997). Unlike the concept of a subject 

position, however, the Hindi word combines the transitive verb pehchānna (to recognize, 

identify, or distinguish), its direct object (here, who is being recognized), and the noun pehchān 

(what an individual is recognized as) into a single semantic concept.155 

Recall my conversation with Moḥsin described above. Moḥsin’s convictions about 

Wahhābīs are predicated on the cultivated skill of recognizing and differentiating between 

pehchān and even looking beyond their public persona (“this ability to recognize the nature of a 

person”), in his case, differentiating Sufis from Wahhābīs.  Unlike a term like “ẓāt,” which has 

                                                
154 A great deal of credit belongs to Joel Lee not just for his use of the concept of pehchān in his work but also for 
the influence he had on my own usage of his concept. Even the comparison to a mask was something that arose from 
our conversations. 
 
155 As I have just noted, I am using Lee’s concept in a way to lend itself to ethnographic analysis, and I would not 
suggest that my use of it would necessarily immediately come to mind for many Hindi speakers. There is, however, 
some basis for considering the concept in terms of subjectivity and recognition. It is used in Indian human rights 
circles (as in, “human rights recognition”) and among LGBTQ+, trans, and hijra recognition movement. See Roy 
(2016). 
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more in common with “essence” or an inner, enduring human identity (also “caste,” as we will 

see in the following chapter), pehchān is more often associated with that which one is publicly 

recognized as and less with what one is, in some inner, essential way. This is why one’s ẓāt 

rarely changes, but one’s pehchān creates mix-ups, makes “passing” possible (Lee 2014, 2021), 

and can be modulated from context to context. Individuals can tactically occupy various pehchān 

but also vociferously denounce some or interpellate rivals into others. “Pehchān, then, is a 

“distinguishing mark,” a sign by which a person or group is recognized by others” (Lee 2021, 

29; emphasis in original). 

The Wahhābī, then, could refer to a communal or theological pehchān, that is, a persona 

that one describes and reacts to, even if describing or reacting to it in the abstract. If we view the 

Wahhābī “maslak”—if we could call it that—as a theological pehchān, then one can shift in and 

out of it or be interpellated into it. The idea of a Wahhābī pehchān suggests that, like a mask 

when no one is wearing it, it continues to function socially and be meaningful independent of 

individual human actions and even when unoccupied. In other words, it refers to a subject of a 

discourse and not to a concrete individual. The Wahhābī threat is a meaningful and important 

facet of Muslim life in India independent of the reality of Saudi clandestine operations. 

When we analyze “Wahhābī” not as a group of individuals or a community but as a 

pehchān, a subject position, or persona that is treated as if it were a person or group of people, 

then what does this imply of other maslak identities (Deobandī, Barelvī, Twelver) and their 

ontological status? The “phantom Wahhābī” becomes the rule, not the exception. An interviewee 

even cautioned me against hypostasizing religious identities when he told me, “These Deobandī, 

Barelvī, Ahl-e-Hadith: you know, you must be careful when talking about people. These are just 

camps. Religious camps, except that it is like a camp where nobody actually lives all the 
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time.”156 It is not that the figure of the Wahhābī is a “phantom,” whereas Deobandīs and 

Twelvers and Sufis are “real.” Instead, each of these religious designations can be analyzed as 

pehchān as well: the idea of the Sufi or the figure of the Deobandī or the Twelver pehchān. Of 

course, concrete individuals may identify themselves with one of these labels. But the labels 

themselves have a social life, and individuals may tactically assume, disavow, or shift between 

them in different contexts. Indeed, one may feel at home in a particular pehchān, which is to say 

that they may identify with it across contexts and over time. Others may feel that they have been 

cast to play a role unwillingly or, in other cases, denied the recognition of a pehchān with which 

they identify, as in the use of “recognition” in human rights discourse. 

 

The Wahhābī Pehchān: Āftāb and Abjection 

If we temporarily set aside the question of the actual group that a pehchān may or may 

correspond to and just focus on historically rich, symbolically dense signification of the name 

itself and the reactions that the “mask” elicits from the “audience,”157 the connection between 

Wahhābīs and intense horror or disgust comes into greater relief because we can notice the 

differences between the affects it elicits in comparison to, say, “Sufi.” The intensity of emotion 

elicited by just the thought of Wahhābīs was impressed upon me on an occasion with a longtime 

interviewee and friend, Āftāb.158 Āftāb lived at Shāhmīnā Shāh dargāh in Chowk. He was a 

young man with a checkered past who spun colorful yarns that were rarely consistent from one 

                                                
156 Ewing shares a rather amusing but important anecdote in which she interviews a man who identifies himself with 
the Ahl-e-Sunnat before identifying himself as a Wahhābī moments later. Ewing writes, “When I asked if anyone 
else in the family who is a Wahhabi, his wife added the rather snide comment: ‘He is the only one—from today.’” 
Ewing sees this an “objectification of his own religious identity [that] would seem to be a contextually specific 
phenomenon and did not bear a close relationship to his practice in other situations.” See Ewing (1997, 23). 
157 The last section of this chapter analyzes what the “mask” may feel not for the “audience” but for the wearer. 
 
158 I referred to Āftāb in Chapter One in the description of the ritual circulation of money at shrines. Āftāb and I 
spoke in Urdu. 
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retelling to the next. These included the various origin stories about how he, in his words, 

“became a bābā.” He knew Old Lucknow well, and he prided himself on his social connections. 

He was careful in how he talked about different communities, but he was disdainful of “pijāmā-

walē,” which was how he referred to members of the Jamaʿat-e-Islami Hind who are known for 

wearing the cuff of their pijāmās above the ankle.159 Most often, he referred to them only by 

discretely raising the cuff of his own pants to the ankle and winking. On one occasion, we were 

chatting with his friend Ṭāriq at Shāhmīnā Shāh’s dargāh in Chowk. Ṭāriq was angrily 

complaining about money he had lost during Modi’s demonetization of the Indian economy. 

“These politicians, they just want money. It makes me so angry. And they try to make money 

with violence, by dividing us. Hindu and Muslim. But here in Lucknow, that has never worked 

on us.” I looked at Āftāb, with whom I had good rapport. “But what about Sunni-Shiʿa? Isn’t 

there a long past of Sunni-Shiʿa problems?” “Brother, no!” Tāriq exclaimed. “Look at us. I am 

Shiʿa, and Āftāb is Sunni. And we are brothers. Even you Christians.160 Look at us now. Do you 

see hate? No, brother. That is a thing from long ago. That Sunni-Shiʿa thing. That’s the past. We 

are not enemies anymore.” There was a palpable silence, and then Āftāb spoke up. “Today our 

enemy is the chaubīs, the twenty-fours.161 They are the new enemies.” Ṭāriq hung his head a bit 

but didn’t say anything. Āftāb went on: 

These are the new enemies. Not Sunni-Shiʿa. No problems anymore. No Sunni-Shiʿa 
problems. But now it’s Sunni-Wahhābī. All Muslims hate them. The Shiʿa, too. You see, 
they even reject the Prophet. I’ve seen it. A friend sent me videos on WhatsApp from 
Saudi Arabia. They reject the holy shrine of the Prophet. Imagine the disrespect. They 

                                                
159 Āftāb associated the practice of wearing the cuff of one’s pijāmā above the ankle with the Jamaʿat-e-Islami Hind, 
but the practice has basis in the Hadith. Thus it is not exclusively a practice of the Jamaʿat-e-Islami Hind. See 
Ahmad (2009). 
 
160 During my fieldwork, I was often identified as a Christian, which was an assumption that I handled differently in 
different situations. In this case, I did not correct him or qualify the identification. In a very real sense, I was 
interpellated as the Christian subject in this conversation. 
 
161 Āftāb often use the Urdu term “chaubīs” and the English word “twenty-fours.” 
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want to destroy the shrine of the holy Prophet just like they destroy the shrines of the 
aulīyā in Pakistan and just as they abuse people here that go to shrines. Even Hindus 
come to places like this. Even the Hindus honor our saints. And because of this, when 
Judgement day comes, they will be saved. All can come into the Prophet’s kamalī and be 
saved, but not them. Think of it: the most filth (sab se gandagī), the foul smells (bad-bū). 
The twenty-fours, the Wahhābīs, the kāfir (non-Muslim). This is why today it is Sunni-
Wahhābī. 
 

He went on to describe a scene involving ʿAli and ʿUmar kissing the “black stone” (al-ḥajr al-

aswad) of Mecca that has the power of identify kāfir. “And why don’t they kiss the black stone? 

They will be revealed.” He grew visibly angry and seemed agitated. “To think that these are the 

people who claim that they love Allāh but then say that the Prophet has goat brains!” When he 

raised his voice and became visibly emotional so suddenly after being jovial and playful, I felt 

uncomfortable and awkwardly attempted to de-escalate the growing tension by affirming the 

seriousness of these issues and suggesting that people outside of India cannot appreciate just how 

grave these concerns are. Perhaps something about “outside” created an associational link in his 

mind. “All they care about is money from outside. Saudi. They are the ones that give them the 

power. It’s just for the love of money. There was this man from Bihar, and the Saudis gave him 

money to just go out and grab people and force them to perform shirk and bidʿah.” I was 

surprised to hear that a Saudi-funded operative would force Indian Muslims to perform, of all 

things, shirk and bidʿah. I asked him to explain. “Yes, this Bihar-wālā. He just grabs people, and 

whenever they refer to the Prophet as “Sarkār e-Ālām,” he says, “No, you must call him 

‘Muḥammad Ṣāḥib’.”162 

Here, the symbolic role of money in this constellation of signifiers reveals itself again. In 

the system that al-Hujwīrī articulated in his 11th century text entitled Kashf al-Maḥjūb, anything 

can become dīnī or grounded in duniyā, but the distinction ultimately hinges on one’s intentions 

                                                
162 Āftāb and I always spoke Urdu but, interestingly, he almost always referred to the Prophet Muḥammad as 
“Prophet” in English. 
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and desires. In the modern dīn-duniyā distinction, materialistic desires and intentions keep one’s 

life oriented toward duniyā and not dīn. Wahhābīs, Āftāb told me, “only care about money from 

outside,” and their project is “just for the love of money.” The materiality of money as an object 

of the Wahhābīs’ desires ground them squarely in the realm of duniyā. After listening to 

interviewees’ many discussions of Wahhābīs,163 I often formed a mental picture of an 

asymmetrical war in which Wahhābīs had an unfair advantage because of the seemingly limitless 

financial support of “oil dollars.” 

Money does not tell the full story and cannot quite explain what I referred to above as an 

“affective excess.” Compare the playful wink that Āftāb gave me when he referred to the 

“pijāmā-wāle” to the passion with which he spoke of Wahhābīs even though both (“Wahhābī” 

and “pijāmā-wāle”) were spoken of as being of the same ilk. It was not that Āftāb simply did not 

like Wahhābīs because, say, they had differing theological perspectives. Wahhābīs were 

repulsive. Āftāb was always a bit of a performer, but in that moment, I was struck by his 

disarming earnestness and uncharacteristically explicit contempt for another community, 

especially in a public setting. It was not just that he disagreed with Wahhābīs or even hated them. 

It is not hyperbole to say he was repulsed by them. It occurred to me during our conversation that 

his reference to dirtiness (gandagī) and stench (bad-bū) seemed abrupt but yet somehow 

consistent with his tone and his sense of repulsion. While I could not speculate as to the depth of 

Āftāb’s inner experience, one could characterize the Wahhābī as abject insofar as 1) absolute 

certainty about them is achieved at the gut-level—that is, knowledge of the Wahhābī threat is not 

measured by its likelihood of it but instead measured by the degree of fear and hatred one feels 

toward it—and 2) differentiating oneself from the Wahhābī is not done with circumspection or 

                                                
163 More than waqf, politics, and caste (which almost never come up), the Wahhābī threat was one of the most 
common discussion topics among my shrine-based interlocutors. 
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delicate footwork but rather through an aggressive act of disavowal that establishes absolute 

moral clarity.164 

 Āftāb handled highly sensitive communal relations—Sunnis and Shiʿa, Deobandī and 

Barelvī, and, of course, Hindus and Muslims—delicately by disavowing communal tension and 

instead attributing the source of animosity to Wahhābīs and their Saudi funds. When Āftāb 

referred to the history of Sunni-Shiʿa tension in Lucknow, he substituted Wahhābīs for Sunnis, 

and perhaps he did this in the spirit of downplaying Sunni-Shiʿa tension with his friend, Tāriq, 

who was present. Both of them disqualified their theological rivals from Islamic salvation and 

drove the point home so emphatically that they suggested that even Hindus and Christians were 

eligible for Islamic salvation. I know from other conversations with Āftāb that he does not 

always take that position. But it does demonstrate his ability to navigate his immediate social 

context (a friendship) in terms of his political and historical context (Sunni-Shiʿa riots in 

Lucknow).  

  

The Wahhābī Pehchān: Shāh Nawāz and “Non-Sunnis” 

Āftāb’s subtle and nuanced negotiation of sectarian and communal relations contrasted 

with the absolute terms in which he spoke of the Wahhābī. This does not mean that there are not 

complexities and intricacies underlying the uses of the Wahhābī pehchān even if some of my 

interviewees spoke of it in black-and-white terms. This will become especially clear below in 

analyses of individuals who are wrongly labeled Wahhābī. For example, at the conclusion of the 

                                                
164 Perhaps the all-too-obvious analogy here is a witch hunt, in which witches are a social reality in which the total 
set of community interrelations are contained within. Furthermore, the terror evoked by the witch, herself, and the 
terror of being accused of being a witch are not easily disentangled. 
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2016 World Sufi Forum,165 the AIUMB released a 25-point charter of measures the state could 

take to promote Sufism and combat Islamic extremism. In it, they call for a personnel audit of 

the Waqf Boards that oversee, among other things, Sufi saint shrines. Specifically, they call for 

the expulsion of “non-Sunnis” from Waqf Boards. They would be replaced by Sunni Sufis. A 

consequence of identifying Deobandīs as Wahhābīs, who are said to reject the four Sunni legal 

schools (madḥab), is that this would at least theoretically disqualify them from participation in 

Sunni waqf management.166 Even though Jamīl, who I discussed above, was an AIUMB 

organizer and staff member and went to great lengths to label Deobandīs as Wahhābīs, here is no 

reason to believe that this connection between “non-Sunnis,” Salafī theological positions on 

madḥabs, and waqf boards was on Jamīl’s mind at all. My present concern in this chapter is the 

clear clearly distinguish between that which is in accordance with the divine truth of God and 

that which is not. The Wahhābī, which draws out such undeniable feelings of righteous disgust, 

helps people establish that clarity, but beneath the moral clarity that some of my interviewees 

had and felt lies a complex network of social relations. 

If these complex social relations in India are understood not just in terms of what people 

do but importantly how they talk about theological pehchān, then we could think of these labels 

or pehchān as forming a network of meaning in which each node of the network has role to play, 

in the way that Saussure describes the operation of the sign as “a function of differential relations 

(of both sense and value) between adjacent signifiers in a total system” (Morris 2017, 149). This 

network can also be helpful for locating one’s own position in the sectarian landscape of 

                                                
165 Snigdha Basu, “At World Sufi Forum, Leaders Call For Peace, Condemn Violence,” NDTV.Com, March 21, 
2016, https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/at-world-sufi-forum-leaders-call-for-peace-condemn-violence-1289121. 
 
166 To be clear, I consider the hypothetical disqualification of Deobandīs from waqf management as an effect of 
labeling them Wahhābīs but not the intention behind labeling them as such. 
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Lucknow. The complexity of this landscape was impressed upon me during an interview with 

Shāh Nawāz, a 25-year old Sufi and family relation of the AIUMB’s founder. I met him at the 

home of a prominent Shiʿi cleric in Chowk. Both had committed themselves to what they 

referred to as “the auqāf movement,” which sought to wrest control of waqf properties from 

corrupt officials who threaten to sell parcels of land to real estate mafias. “This is my land. This 

is my heritage. This is my community,” pleaded Shāh Nawāz. “No matter how big you are, you 

cannot stand up to them. We are all victims here.” He explained that the main problem is when 

someone who does not belong to that community is in charge of managing its religious property. 

“It’s only natural,” he said. “Because they don’t value it in the same way we do. So if Hindus are 

working in the Sunni Waqf Board, they don’t get it. They don’t understand what it means to us.” 

“Shiʿa, too?” I asked. “Of course!” he said turning and looking to his Shiʿi counterpart. “We 

agree on this. He is not Sunni, and he knows that he shouldn’t have any say in Sunni waqf. And I 

am Sunni, and I shouldn’t manage Shiʿa waqf. We are different. We can still like each other. But 

why would you have a non-Sunni working in waqf? It’s not natural.” “So there is peace among 

Sunnis and the Shiʿa today?” I asked. “Definitely.” “Because I know there was a long history of 

Sunni-Shiʿa tension in Lucknow in the past, but that seems to be gone now.” His mind wandered 

a bit and then snapped back to attention: “No, you’re mistaken. You see. There was never any 

Sunni-Shiʿa tension in Lucknow.” “Really?” I asked skeptically. “How can that be?” He replied 

with great satisfaction, “There has never been Sunni-Shiʿa problems. It was Shiʿa-Wahhābī, you 

see. We Sunnis have always loved our Shiʿa brothers and sisters. What you’re thinking of was 

Shiʿa-Wahhābī riots and problems.” 

Recall the idea of a “non-Sunni” from the AIUMB’s 2016 charter (a concept that often 

appears in their publications), and consider how its vagueness could be useful in a variety of 
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ways. Even in the course of the same conversation, Shāh Nawāz toggled between a range of 

Sunnis and “non-Sunnis” (“the Sunni Other,” so to speak): Sunni Muslims and Hindus, Sunnis 

and the Shiʿa, and Sunnis and Wahhābīs. And yet all of them were framed around this Other’s 

identity as a “non-Sunni.” Each Other-than-Sunni provided a subtle contrast from Shāh Nawāz 

himself and also from the other adjacent non-Sunni pehchān. Shāh Nawāz’s plea for greater 

control of waqf management could be read in the context of Deobandī-Barelvī divisions and, 

thus, as a means of removing Deobandī rivals from Waqf Boards. But if so, he does advocates 

from increased waqf control for Sunnis while simultaneously managing relations with both 

Hindus and the Shiʿa. In Uttar Pradesh, the majority Sunnis’ relations with Hindus represent the 

broadest and most overarching source of communal tension, but in Lucknow, relations with the 

Shiʿa have historically been more acute and volatile. In the spirit of distancing Sunni Muslims 

from a history of violence, the figure of the Wahhābī again surfaced as Sunni-Shiʿa riots were re-

imagined as Wahhābī-Shiʿa riots. Taken together, Shāh Nawāz’s negotiation of the complex 

communal fault lines in Lucknow is paradigmatic of the radical contingency the Other’s form 

and content. Shāh Nawāz’s Other can change from a Wahhābī to a Shiʿa to a Hindu, and all 

within the course of single interview. 

When the Wahhābī is understood as a pehchān instead of an individual, our analysis 

pivots away from questions about the inaccuracies of representations of Muslim, inaccuracies 

that enable the unfair demonization of Muslims, and toward questions of how those 

representations have concrete effects in the everyday lives of Muslims. The ethical philosophy of 

Emmanuel Levinas famously interprets the face-to-face encounter with the Other as an 

experience in which a person acquires a sense of interpersonal responsibility by overcoming the 

strangeness of the Other (Levinas 1979). How, then, would a 19th century Muslim have a face-to-
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face encounter with the Wahhābī Other in India? Even today, Wahhābīs are not simply 

misunderstood or unfairly mischaracterized. Their pehchān is defined by their odious character 

and moral repugnance, and that character plays a crucial role in the system of signifiers that 

Muslims rely on to understand their place with respect to the dīn-duniyā distinction. The crucial 

aspect here is that the figure of the Wahhābī enables Lucknowi Muslims to establish their own 

sense of self in relation to dīn and duniyā because, on account of that moral repugnance, there is 

no mistaking that the Wahhābīs’ way of life is out of accordance with dīn. The Other is not a 

misunderstood person. It is a disavowed dimension of the Self that is made exterior. While one 

could visit the palace of the Saudi prince or the headquarters of the GIP, the Wahhābī pehchān is 

not something or someone “out there” that one can seek out, encounter, and understand on its 

own terms, an experience of reaching outward in which to establish an ethical and responsible 

face-to-face relationship. No, it is an idea that can help constitute one’s own sense of self 

because we have a sharper sense of who we are when we have absolute clarity about something 

or someone that we undoubtedly are not. In this way, subjectivity is “not human self-experience 

but the ‘inhuman’ core of what German Idealism calls negativity, what Freud called death drive, 

or even what Heidegger referred to as ‘ontological difference’: a gap or abyss which forever 

precludes the exclusively ontic view of humans as just another object among objects” (Žižek 

2016, 27). 

This is one of the ways that we can read Shāh Nawāz’s negotiation of various non-Sunnis 

or Other-than Sunni pehchān. It is not just about describing these various non-Sunnis but also 

establishing his own place in a broader political, social, and theological context through the very 

process of naming and interpellating. One’s relationship with dīn and with duniyā is not merely a 

tactical navigation of the boundary line between dīn and duniyā but also an intrapersonal process 



171 
 

of integrating one’s self into the cultural system that renders that boundary line legible, as if to 

say, “I know where I stand in relation to dīn and to duniyā only when I know where they stand in 

relation to each other.” Jamīl, Shāh Nawāz, and Āftāb were all noticeably adroit, even 

performative, in their nuanced characterizations of communal relations, especially those of 

Hindus and Muslims and of Sunnis and the Shiʿa. That nuance stands in stark contrast to the 

uncompromising absolute opposition to the Wahhābīs. Here, the distinction I am attempting to 

draw is not between good Sufis and bad Wahhābīs but between nuance, restraint, circumspection 

and ambivalence, on the one hand, and absolute clarity, on the other. 

 

Double-Consciousness: “He Was Proper Wahhābī” 

 So far in this chapter, I have argued that the way that people talk about Wahhābīs should 

be interpreted in the context of the overlapping ideologies of Islamic reformism and Indian 

nationalism. For many Muslims in Lucknow the question of tauhīd and Sufi saint shrines is a 

matter of existential concern. In the present political climate of north India, Muslims can expose 

themselves to accusations of “Wahhabism” if they are perceived as taking an excessively “hard” 

position on this theological issue, an issue that predates Indian nationalism and would not 

necessarily be associated with radicalism in another period. This creates a paradoxical situation 

that the figure of the Wahhābī financed by oil dollars helps resolve by establishing absolute 

morality clarity in an otherwise ambiguous and deeply complex issue at the heart of the dīn-

duniyā divide. 

On the way to making this case, I have also suggested that it is helpful to analyze the 

figure of the Wahhābī not as a bounded group of discrete individuals but rather as a pehchān that 

functions rhetorically alongside an array of adjacent pehchān that represent varying positions, 
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even hypothetical ones. And yet, if maslaks and communal categories are understood as a 

pehchān, and if it is true that there are no Indians that willingly assume the Wahhābī pehchān, 

then there must be actual individuals that play this role, even if unwilling, from time to time, 

such as during the raid on the Darul Uloom Nadwatul Ulama predicated on the harboring Islamic 

anti-nationals. If a pehchān is like a mask that bears the stiff, unchanging but historically 

conditioned expression of a persona that one can take on and take off, then there are occasions in 

which individuals are cast as the villain, so to speak, or even cast themselves in these roles, just 

as my own research assistant often did.167 I met Ṣabīḥā at her parents’ home once or twice a 

week. Even though she had a quiet, erudite disposition, she would become disarmingly earnest 

when we would chat between translation sessions. She told me that when she was young, she had 

a crisis of faith before turning a corner and becoming intensely religious.168 Ṣabīḥā said that she 

enjoyed our translation sessions because, although she knew the Qur’an quite well, she enjoyed 

learning about all of these different groups, maslaks, Sufis, and what they all think of “us 

Wahhābīs.” When we first met, she was only vaguely aware of the term “Wahhābī,” and I 

explained the 18th century roots of the muwahhid movement. The first time that she referred to 

herself as a Wahhābī, I immediately pried. “No, no, I just mean that they think of us as 

Wahhābīs. We are Ḥanafī. That is our, you could say, group. They are Deobandīs and Barelvīs, 

and we are Ḥanafī.” She said that she loved YouTube, because she was able to listen to different 

Salafī preachers from all over the world. She said that this religious training on YouTube 

prompted her and her mother to reproach her maternal grandmother, who observed Shab-i Barāt 

                                                
167 Ṣabīḥā and I conversed in English. 
 
168 She characterized herself “become religious.” 
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and encourage her to abandon the practice of observing this holiday.169 Ṣabīḥā was particularly 

well-informed on the history and theology of Islam, and she understood the beliefs and 

perspective of Ḥanbali “Wahhābīs” in Saudi Arabia. But over many months of helping me with 

translations of my interviews with Sufi devotees, pīrs, and an assortment of interlocutors, she 

became increasing aware that someone like her might be the term’s referent and would label 

herself as a Wahhābī, but only in contexts in which we were discussing critics of “conservative” 

reformism, a kind of self-reference resembling what W.E.B. du Bois referred to as double-

consciousness: “[T]his sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 

measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity” (Du 

Bois 2003, 3). What struck me was not just her increasing awareness of the term’s sematic range 

but also her skill in deploying it. 

 I noticed a new sense of awareness of the term “Wahhābī” around Shab-i Barāt, 

coincidentally. She mentioned that many of the Shiʿa had been celebrating the occasion, and I 

asked if Sunnis also observed it. “No, because we Sunnis aren’t even sure when the actual day 

was. But some do [observe the holiday], Barelvīs, Sufis. But not any of the Wahhābīs.” We both 

chuckled at her self-aware use of the term. “We say it’s better to avoid something that we’re not 

sure of because it’ll avoid bidʿah. My uncle said that if it actually is on that day, then celebrating 

it might give us some,” she paused and thought of the right word, “bonus, sawāb (reward). But 

by chance it is bidʿah, then we will get more of the sin.” I asked her if it was better not to invite 

sin. “Even the companions, the closest people around the Prophet didn’t celebrate it, so why 

should we?” I asked if her uncle was pretty religious himself.  

                                                
169 Shab-i Barāt is a celebration that takes place on the 15th of the month of Shʿabān. It is practiced by both Sunnis 
and the Shiʿa, but the latter also observe that day as the birthday of Muḥammad al-Māḥdi, who is the eschatological 
redeemer and Twelfth Imam for Twelver Shiʿas. 
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Very much. All into shāʿiri (poetry) and all that. My grandfather actually, he was very 
pious. Has always been very pious. They used to read a lot….When I started to become 
very serious about all of this, my grandfather became very fond of me. He’d tell me a lot 
of stories to make my understanding clear on those topics. When I’d debate with my 
professor, he’d tell me what to say to him. My grandfather never, you know, compelled 
me. But I wanted him to like me because my aunt who lives in America, she has three 
kids. They would be religious and they would go to masjid and learn the meaning of the 
Surahs. So my grandfather was very impressed with them. I wanted him to like me, so I 
would learn those things. After the death of my grandmother, I became very close with 
him. Facebook also helped me. So many posts would come up, and I didn’t want Allah to 
think, ‘What, you’re just ignoring these?’ But then I started liking them, and my 
grandfather and I would discuss them. 
 

 I said that I recalled that she and her mother would discourage her grandmother from going to 

mazārs. What about your grandfather, I asked. “My grandfather? No, no. He was proper 

Wahhābī.” We both erupted into laughter. “I really like this whole thing. It’s really funny that 

this started out as an abuse but now is, you know…we can joke.” I asked if she’d heard the 

expression “chaubīs?” She had not, and I told that it is like one of those Wahhābī terms. “Oh 

like, an abuse,” she said. “No one would call themselves chaubīs. Like no one calls themselves 

Wahhābī.” She suddenly became somber. “We call ourselves Ḥanafī.” For all of the richness and 

complexity of Ṣabīḥā’s description of her grandfather—competing against her American cousins; 

him coaching her in arguments against her teacher; their bond after the death of his wife (her 

grandmother)—the thing that stood out in my memory was how undeniably funny her joke about 

a “proper Wahhābī” was at the time because she had, as Wittgenstein might put it, learned the 

rules of the language-game (Wittgenstein 2009).170 The comedic timing of “proper Wahhābī” 

made both of us laugh heartily, but it also marked a stage in a gradual development in which 

Ṣabīḥā was fully aware of the term’s polemical usage, that she may be the term’s referent in 

                                                
170 Ṣabīḥā was in what Freud would refer to as the comic mode. Freud classified jokes into three types. The first 
(“joking”) includes punning or passing teasing. Humor (a second type) uses jokes to express a thought but without 
the affect. The third type is the comic mode, in which a person provides a mimetic representation of a social form 
that could not ordinarily be expressed. See Freud (1960). 
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others’ use of it but not her own, and that she was able to identify with it through the ironic 

detachment of humor. But at the time, she also expressed a deep affinity and love for her 

grandfather and, paradoxically, created a strange sense of togetherness or solidarity with the term 

by labeling herself with her grandfather as Wahhābīs. 

 

Double-Consciousness: “I Knew How She Was Seeing Me” 

 When I first met Ṣabīḥā, she was largely unaware of the term but gradually learned the 

Wahhābī language-game. Qāsim had learned this language-game a long time ago. Qāsim was a 

graduate student whom I first met in the Uttar Pradesh State Archives as overhead fans lazily 

pushed around hot, dusty air. For the good of my broader project on Sufi shrines, Qāsim 

implored me to consult what he referred to as “the international perspective,” which he 

contrasted from “the South Asian perspective.” He recommended the original works of ʿAbd al-

Wahhāb and the Salafī writer Bilal Philips. But after he recommended books written by ʿAbd al-

Wahhāb, I asked him about Wahhābīs in India, and he reacted with perplexed amusement. 

“Wahhābīs?!” he exclaimed laughingly. “No, no, that’s another thing. They are not Salafī.171 

They are not interpreting the Qur’an according to al-Salaf [“the pious predecessors”]. But you 

know, whenever someone here in India thinks that you are religiously a little…” He searched for 

the word. “…a little hard, a little sakht (rigid; of a person, strict), a little tight, then they say, ‘Oh 

he is a Wahhābī’ without understanding that we are different.” He recounted an incident in which 

his sister-in-law questioned his Salafī beliefs: “And she says, ‘You Wahhābīs don’t even accept 

the Prophet.’ And I said to her, ‘No, we accept the Prophet, but we just believe he was only a 

man’.” I stopped him for clarification at what appeared to be his self-identification as a Wahhābī. 

                                                
171 Oftentimes, Arabian Wahhābīs are considered a theological subset, or an instantiation, of Salafism insofar as they 
share a similar Qur’anic exegetical approach. 
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“No, like I said, that’s another thing. But in that moment, I knew how she was seeing me.” He 

identified himself as Salafī (or in his own words, as “a Muslim who interprets the Qur’an 

according to al-Salaf”), scoffed at Wahhābīs, proceeded to differentiate himself from them 

instead of denying their existence entirely, and then, just as quickly, identifies himself as a 

Wahhābī but only through a fantasy of his sister’s perception of him. 

Qāsim directly referred to an experience comparable to double-consciousness. 

Interestingly, he does not reject the reality of Indian Wahhābīs (“Wahhābīs?! No, no, that’s 

another thing. They are not Salafī.”) even when interpellating himself as one. He also 

acknowledged the public mythology of Wahhābīs (“But you know, whenever someone here in 

India thinks that you are religiously a little hard, a little sakht, a little tight, then they say, ‘Oh he 

is Wahhābī’ without understanding that we are different.”) and recognizes himself in his sister-

in-law’s reference to him as a Wahhābī (“And she says, ‘You Wahhābīs don’t even accept the 

Prophet.’….I knew how she was seeing me at that time.”). Louis Althusser describes 

interpellation, or “hailing,” as a process in which individuals recognize themselves in ideology 

when they acknowledge and respond to ideology. As Althusser analogizes it, God spoke to (or 

hailed) Peter, Peter heard the call and recognized it, and in doing so, the recognition of God 

made God a reality as a consequence (Althusser 2014, 194). We might say that Qāsim’s sister-in-

law “hailed” him as the Wahhābī. The important aspect of this, and what makes hailing distinct 

from mere misidentification, is that Qāsim recognized himself in this ideology, shifted into that 

pehchān, and, in doing so, made the Wahhābī a reality. 

I met up with Qāsim in Aligarh some time later. Although I knew the city well, he 

insisted on touring me around on his motorcycle. Finally, we grabbed chai so that we could 

discuss the books written by Bilal Phillips and ʿAbd al-Wahhāb that he had recommended to me. 
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I mentioned that Sufism had come to be considered one of the most popular, approachable sides 

of Islam in the US and Europe. He was surprised and said he could not understand why people 

would want to read books about Sufism.172 I mentioned the upcoming elections and how the BJP 

has made life hard for Muslims in general but less so for Sufis and more so for Salafīs. He grew 

quiet in reflection but not in a somber way. We turned off to a side road so that he could show 

me an Ahl-e-Hadith mosque that he was particularly fond of. He said that there were around ten 

to fifteen Ahl-e-Hadith mosques in town and that they were becoming increasingly popular. I 

asked if all mosques had a maslak affiliation. “Many do, but it really does not matter. Everyone 

is welcome, especially for prayer. Deobandīs, Ahl-e-Hadiths, everyone: they go to each other’s 

mosques and it isn’t a big deal.” But they didn’t go to Barelvī mosques, he told me. He said that 

there are Barelvī mosques that have written on the walls “No Wahhābīs Allowed; Enter at Your 

Own Risk.” “Then these Barelvīs say all kinds of nasty things about us. That we don’t accept the 

Prophet. Can you imagine?! Especially because these Barelvīs believe all kinds of things, like 

that the Prophet could be in all places and times because he is made of light, which was 

nonsense.” We arrived his friend’s house in a neighborhood he referred to as the “Salafī 

Complex” near a large Ahl-e-Hadith mosque. We joined his two friends. When two more joined 

us in this tiny room shortly thereafter, I began to realize that Qāsim had summoned them to meet 

me, and they began asking about my research, of which they were already aware. With a 

defensive air of skepticism, they began offering Qur’anic indictments of shrine veneration and 

implored me to “understand correctly” that this was bidʿah. Qāsim interjected himself by 

explaining to them that I understood the complexities of the issue and intended to show all sides 

                                                
172 I remember finding this surprising. While my research is influenced by those studies of Muslim societies that 
focus on the way that an awareness of the discourses around Islamic reformism can politicize Sufism, I was 
reminded that I should not overstate the pervasiveness of these discourses and their effects.  
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equally. “Objecṭive kī tarah. Har har naẓarīyan se kya hai?”173 The mood noticeably shifted, and 

his friends became enthusiastic, and one of them repeated the same phrase but not without the 

defensive skepticism this time: “We just want you to understand correctly.”174 When he repeated 

the phrase again, I got the distinct sense that this was more than a friendly introduction but also 

intended by Qāsim as an opportunity for them to share with this American researcher their side 

of things and curate perception of them as “Wahhābī.”175 

 

Double-Conscious: Becoming a Wahhābī 

 Both Ṣabīḥā and Qāsim interpellated themselves into the Wahhābī pehchān because of 

their own religious views and beliefs. In other words, there is a mythology constituting these 

extreme Islamic fundamentalists, and even though they did not share the views or values of these 

mythological figures, Ṣabīḥā and Qāsim both understood and, at some level, acquiesced to the 

identification of themselves as Wahhābīs. Recall that the act of identification and recognition 

(“pehchānna”) is an integral aspect of the concept of “pehchān” (again, not what was is but what 

one is recognized or identified as). But as Lacan shows us in “The Mirror Stage,” the recognition 

that constitutes selfhood is, at some level, us recognizing ourselves in an ideology, not unlike the 

experience of being startled as when you pass expectedly “spotted” by another person, only to 

realize that you have been “seen” only by your own reflection as you pass by a mirror (Lacan 

2008, 1-7). On a particular occasion, I even found myself assuming the Wahhābī pehchān. It was 

                                                
173 “Objectively. What is it from each perspective?” 
 
174 Saḥi ṭaraḥ se samajhna chahīe. 
 
175 Their concerns that the Ahl-e-Hadith perspective is, at best, poorly understood and, at worst, misrepresented is 
entirely fair. There is a stunning degree of scholastic silence around this maslak, and perhaps correcting the 
inaccurate characterization of them as Wahhābīs will destigmatize this theological community such that scholars are 
more willing to engage them with empathy and curiosity.  
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not because of any religious views I may or may not hold but rather because I mediated my anger 

and aggression (“a little hard, a little sakht”) through ethical judgements of others’ handling of 

money. 

I had been visiting Chowk for years, and I had maintained relationships with people in 

the neighborhood and at a specific shrine, in particular. When I realized that money had an 

important role to play in my fieldwork, I found that the most ethnographically generative aspect 

of my own identity was being a white American from a presumably fancy university in New 

York City. My interlocutors and acquaintances associated me with US economic hegemony and 

assumed affluence. This perception became useful when I managed to harness it self-reflexively, 

but sometimes the best I could do was account for the perceptions of me after the fact in my 

fieldnotes.  

Near the end of the research period, my fieldnotes and dissertation journals depict 

someone who was gradually becoming beleaguered and disenchanted by persistent illness, the 

loneliness of being separated from loved ones, and fieldwork “burn out.” One day, a longtime 

friend and interviewee Irshād, who was related to the khādim family that managed a particular 

shrine, called me late in the evening. He made small-talk over the phone, which he usually never 

did, and I grew impatient with his persistent questions. Finally, he said that he had heard that I 

was leaving for the US soon, and he was insistent that I travel to the shrine at that moment to 

make a donation (naẓarāna). In the past whenever I traveled for fieldwork, he would ask me to 

bring him something expensive. He also expected gifts that would function as keepsakes, and he 

would tell me that they ought be something valuable that represented the Western world. 

Generally, these requests were always discussed obliquely through jokes, to which I would 

respond with aloof naiveté, and he then he would smile, laugh, and playfully act emotionally 
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wounded and jokingly accuse me of being a traitorous friend. As an outsider, I often felt that it 

was an ethical responsibility to bracket my American sensibilities regarding both direct requests 

for expensive gifts and also what is referred to in north India as “ēmotional atyachar” (emotional 

excess).176 But by the end of fieldwork and so close to returning to a cultural milieu more aligned 

with my own worldview and emotional disposition, I became frustrated and impatient, and his 

pushiness and sense of urgency bothered me. I told him that I had often donated money to the 

shrine and that I did not want to leave home that evening on account of an illness. He was 

insistent and told me that those earlier donations did not count as true naẓarāna and that because 

I was neither a Muslim nor an Indian, I did not understand what was tacitly expected of me as a 

gesture of respect. We went back and forth—me resisting, and him imploring—and I became 

stern and sharp, unambiguously refused, and became unusually upset, because I felt in that 

moment that he was leveraging our friendship and my respect for the shrine in order to secure a 

sizeable donation from a foreigner in a public setting. 

Afterward, I wrote in my fieldwork journal that this experience made me question 

whether or not his previous generosity had been leading up to this over time. I also felt 

resentment toward Irshād because he had put me in a morally conflicted situation. I should be 

philanthropic, I wrote, and those people have done so much for me. But alternatively, I do not 

want to give my money to those khādims (who were Irshād’s family members). In my 

imagination, I fantasized about defiantly explaining to him that I prefer to give my naẓarāna 

directly to God by helping the poor instead of giving my money through these human khādims. 

Immediately, the thought shot through my mind, which I then recorded in fieldwork journal, “I 

                                                
176 Different people told me in English that this meant “emotional torture,” and one acquaintance likened it to 
“emotional blackmail,” which was an expression I heard often. The expression has become something of a cultural 
phenomenon and has even become the title of popular television show, “Emotional Atyachar” involving anguishing 
situations between romantic partners. 
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have turned into such a goddamned Wahhabi. My relationship with money is just how shrine 

opponents described their relationship with baraka.” For a brief moment, I accused someone of 

being greedy and manipulative, never once considering Irshād’s plea as a substantive religious 

concern or that, perhaps as al-Hujwīrī argues, I might come upon a bit of barakah of my own as 

beneficiary alms-giving. Instead fantasized about scolding him and somehow putting my money 

to use without going through those greedy khādims.177 I saw myself inhabiting the Wahhābī 

pehchān and for a moment felt deeply the personal and existential stakes of money’s ability to 

maintain the boundary between two worlds that I felt needed to remain distinct. 

 

Conclusion: Who Is Hindutva’s Other? 

 “You really need to move (shifṭ karen). You can’t live here. It’s very dirty.”178 By the 

time my fieldwork began, app-based ride-sharing companies, such as Uber and Ola, had become 

popular in Lucknow. Drivers were compensated on the basis of the distance traveled and not 

time spent in travel. Because of this, drivers would often refuse my requests for a ride because 

Chowk was congested, and that wasted time. “Too much traffic,” explained one reluctant Ola 

driver whom I persuaded to take me home. The drivers also hated going to Old Lucknow. 

Passing bullocks or autorickshaws would sometimes leave scrapes and scratches on their cars in 

the narrow streets of Chowk. Over time, however, I noticed that drivers’ characterizations of 

                                                
177 I include this episode, because putting myself into the frame of analysis illustrates the degree to which the Indian 
Wahhābī is not an individual as much as a pehchān or subject position that anyone, even me, could assume. But I 
also include it as an act of mutuality not just between me and Irshād but also Ṣabīḥā and Qāsim and other because, 
as Katherine Ewing has written of the inclusion of anthropologists’ dreams in the ethnographic record, “a mutuality 
of this sort allows us to treat members of another community as equals. Dreams are one of the places where we, both 
anthropologists and the people we study, struggle to create new meanings that transcend difference” (Ewing 1994, 
579). Here, I suggest that the same applies to my own journal or diary entries. 
 
178 The ethnographic content in this paragraph is not direct quotations from actual conversations but rather are 
fictionalized accounts based on an aggregation of comparable episodes.  
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Chowk, which had a predominantly Muslim population, varied based on whether or not they 

were Muslims, themselves. It became so regular that I was able to predict the direction that 

conversations with non-Muslim drivers would take. “Too much traffic. It’s a very dirty place. 

You really need to move. You can’t live there. It’s very dirty. Bad people, too. They’ll cheat you. 

Dirty people.” The subtext was often clear enough but, occasionally, made explicit: “Too many 

Muslim people live here. It’s a very dirty place.” 

 In this chapter, I have focused on the Wahhābī as a figure that mediates fraught intra-

Islamic debates over shrine visitation, on the one hand, and the anti-Muslim sentiments that have 

become more pervasive in recent years in communal north India, on the other. The Wahhābī 

represents a fundamentalist outlier who takes such radical positions and violent actions that he is 

disowned from the broader Muslim community of India and considered beyond the pale of 

Islamic acceptability. The Wahhābī signifies something so undeniably horrible that navigating 

the dīn-duniyā distinction becomes a black-and-white scenario: as Moḥsin put, “In India, there 

are Sufis, and there are Wahhābīs.”  

The theological distancing of the Wahhābī from other Muslim communities effectively 

distances the Wahhābī politically, as well. In this way, the theological stakes of shrine veneration 

and the political stakes of Sufism create a feedback loop. The place of the shrine and the aulīyā’ 

in terms of the dīn-duniyā distinction is not always clear for many Muslims, and leading Islamic 

voices cannot agree on which side of the dichotomy they should be considered at any given 

moment in time. As Indian society becomes an increasingly hostile place for Muslims, should the 

homeland of the world’s largest Muslim minority be considered dār al-Islām (“territory of 

Islam”; a region where Islam can be practiced freely) or dār al-harb (“territory of war”; non-

Islamic land hostile to Muslims)? When the boundary line separating dīn from duniyā becomes 
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blurred and obscured by ambiguity, thus calling into question one’s own relation to this 

boundary line, the figure of the Wahhābī and his endless supply of “oil dollars” emerges and 

symbolically re-establishes absolute clarity. The idea of oil dollars acts as a signifier, but as a 

symbol it also relieves the tension at a nodal point of the cultural order of modern north India: a 

strong stance on the issue of tauhīd is, at one and the same time, one way of being a pious 

Muslim and also can make oneself a “bad Muslim.”179 

 In some ways, the Wahhābī ends up acting as a scapegoat. A crucial question arises: does 

it work? Does the Wahhābī effectively deflect ire away from vulnerable Muslim communities? 

In other words, Wahhābīs are the Other of north Indian Muslims from their own perspective, but 

are they actually the Other of Hindutva? A thorough response to this question is beyond the 

scope of the present study, but previous studies lend credence to the tragic possibility that the 

figure of the “violent Islamist Muslim” is a menace of the West but that Hindutva ideology 

includes narratives strands that are not reducible to Islamophobia. Ajay Gudavarthy has made the 

case that the challenge besetting north Indian Muslims is not Islamophobia but rather 

communalism.  

[Unlike in Europe], [v]iolence in India against Muslims is not born out of the fear of 
Muslims being an unknown entity. The recent spate of events has more to do with 
prejudice and the narrative of ‘historical injury’. The histories of both – the Hindu and 
Muslim – communities are too inextricably entangled for there to be any chance of the 
Muslim being unknown or foreign in concrete social terms….What has taken over the 
public discourse in India, thanks to a sustained campaign, is a deep sense of historical 
injury born out of the belief that Muslims dominated and used violence against the 
majority Hindu community. (Gudavarthy 2019) 
 

                                                
179 I use scare quotes here to allude to the “good Muslims/bad Muslims” dichotomy. 
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Some Muslims are considered by many to have “untouchable” status. Dirtiness, more than 

Wahhabism, can play a crucial role in Hindutva ideology.180 Today, the glory and prosperity of 

“shining India” is couched in terms of socio-economic development.181 Just as the political 

conditions described in Chapter One interface with Islamic religio-political frameworks to 

refashion older concepts for the current socio-economic context, deeply entrenched caste 

prejudices interface with neoliberal conditions in such a way that Muslims and Dalits take the 

blame for bogging down Indian society’s progress. Or as one man put it, they do not want to “go 

fast.”182 I was on a bus headed south of Moradabad to Sambhal, which is a Muslim-majority 

town where I was to attend an AIUMB rally. A middle-aged man with a tidy mustache sat next 

to me, we chatted, and he asked me why I would want to go to the small town of Sambhal. In the 

crowded bus, he told me that Sambhal was a dirty place, and the population was 95% Muslim. 

This was why it was so dirty, he explained. I noticed the man’s cellphone cover had a large 

picture of Modi’s face printed on it. He watched me inspect it, caught my gaze, and gave me a 

knowing wink. He told me that Sambhal “is a place that does not want to go fast.” Moradabad 

want to go fast, which meant that they want to development (vikās). As if to offer an economic 

homily, he compared Sambhal to the nearby town of Chandausi. There, the people want to “go 

fast”. They specialize in the menthol industry, have lovely roadsides, and have made a beautiful 

town there. “How is this possible?” he asked creating dramatic suspense. “The people there are 

Hindus,” answering his own question with satisfaction. The two towns, he explained, are so close 

and yet so far away from each other. He lamented that Modi has tried to aid places like Sambhal, 

                                                
180 In keeping with the casteist sensibilities, this would usually apply to low-caste Muslims, whereas upper-caste and 
ashrāf Muslims may be subsumed under a different set of stereotypes, such as those associated with laziness or 
indolence. 
 
181 “India Shining” was a BJP campaign slogan first used in 2004. 
 
182 We spoke in a mix of Hindi and English. 
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but what can he do? “They’re poor there, in money and in their minds and attitudes.” That is 

why, he repeated, it is so dirty there. 

The struggles of Muslim minorities in India have sometimes been described as indicative 

of a broader, global struggle of Muslim minorities after 9/11, and Islamophobia has come to be 

seen as inextricable from the experience of Muslim minorities (Shyrock 2010, 1-10; Ernst and 

Kurzman 2012, 24-46).183 The problem is that this paradigm conflates Islamophobia in the 

Europe and America with anti-Muslim communalism in north India. The association between 

Indian Muslims and Islamic terrorism calls their loyalty into question, but their perception as 

“dirty” people who pillaged and marauded the Gangetic plains of a once-prosperous Hindustan 

fuels the disdain and disgust. Conflating Islamophobia in the West and anti-Muslim 

communalism in India is counterproductive for addressing many of the real challenges besetting 

Muslims in north India today, because it does not take into account all of the complex narrative 

threads of Hindutva ideology. The symbol of the Wahhābī serves as a scapegoat for managing 

theological divisions among Muslims, and Wahhābīs are hated for their violence, but many 

Muslims in India are scapegoated for the economic troubles and hated for reasons that map onto 

caste prejudices, which is the topic of the following chapter. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
183 As the name of Shryock’s book (Islamophobia/Islamophilia) might suggest, Shryock and also Ernst and 
Kurzman describe these developments in critical terms. 
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Chapter Four - Who Carries the Pure Blood of the Prophet? 

Caste Hierarchy, Sufi Authority, and Sacred Bloodlines of Sayyids 

 

Introduction: Zainuddīn Shāh’s Warning and Sacred Bloodlines 

After I had met with Zainuddīn Shāh, the pīr of a prominent Muslim saint shrine outside 

Lucknow, my hosts told me that I should consider it a great honor that Zainuddīn Shāh had 

allowed me to sit with him and, in particular, in a chair next to him.184 By sitting in a chair, I was 

at eye-level, as opposed to me looking up at him from the ground, as did other visitors who 

approached him during our conversation, touched his feet, handed him a small amount of money, 

and explained to him the problem they had come to him for. In our interview the previous day, a 

row of his attendants had stood around us reverently and listened in as I jotted down notes with 

my pen and notepad. He had responded to my questions in riddles with playful charm, wry 

expressions, and the kind of performative gestures one might expect of a wise holyman. This 

day, he seemed tired and even a little forlorn. He asked me where I was living in India. 

“Lucknow?” he scoffed and spit his pān on the ground nearby. “Go to the Old City there. Take a 

look at the pīrs there. And the Shiʿa. They’ll be driving BMWs, wearing fancy watches—

Titan!—and sitting in air conditioning. They’re only in it for the money. They’re lost. Lucknow 

but all of the rest too.” Which others?” I asked. “All of them. All of these Sufi pīrs are only after 

money, and you shouldn’t trust any of them.” His attendant came to fetch him for chai, and he 

ambled off into the distance. Just then, Moḥsin joined me and watched Zainuddīn Shāh walk 

away.185 “Isn’t it incredible?” Moḥsin asked me. “To think that we can stand in the presence of 

                                                
184 Zainuddīn Shāh and I spoke in a mix of Urdu and English. 
 
185 Readers will recall Moḥsin from Chapter Three. We always spoke in English. 
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someone like that. As a Sayyid, his bloodline reaches so far back, back to the Prophet even. 

When he allows us to stand before him, it’s almost like, you know, almost we’re standing in 

front of the Prophet in a way.” 

My experience with Zainuddīn Shāh and Moḥsin’s assessment of his bloodline captures a 

few important elements of this dissertation’s main argument and also the focus of this chapter. 

First, the main research question of this dissertation is framed around a set of apparent paradoxes 

regarding Sufi shrines—such as the political entanglements of an apolitical space and the 

demonization of so-called “Wahhābī” rivals in an all-inclusive community—and the explicit 

instruction of this Sufi pīr to never trust a Sufi pīr epitomizes that kind of paradoxical tension. 

But perhaps “tension” is not the right word at all. Zainuddīn Shāh did not appear to feel tense 

when he made his pronouncement against pīrs. He did not appear to be stifling some repressed 

acknowledgement that he was a Sufi pīr himself and one who accepted monetary gifts from 

those who came to him in need. For him, I suspect, it was obviously implied that he was not to 

be included among those Sufi pīrs because he does not own a BMW or a Titan watch and does 

not have material wealth in excess of his essential worldly needs. In a similar way Moḥsin, who 

was ordinarily quite outspoken about the social inequalities associated with social privileges 

enjoyed by Sayyids, held no reservations about his admiration for Zainuddīn Shāh’s sacred 

bloodline, despite otherwise critiquing “Sayyidism” in other contexts. I suspect that it was 

obvious to Moḥsin that Zainuddīn Shāh’s Sayyid lineage did not represent a caste designation 

but rather an embodied chain of spiritual succession that enabled Moḥsin to get as close as one 

ordinarily could to the family of the Prophet. 

There is vibrant debate at the crossroads of Islamic thought and Indian social ethics: is 

Sayyid descent from the family of the Prophet a sacred and authoritative link to Muḥammad, or 
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is it an emblem of upper-caste, socio-economic privilege (Ansari 2009; Alam 2011; Tanvir 2011; 

Khanam 2013; Ansari 2018; Ghulam 2019)? Sayyids are the putative descendants of the family 

of the Prophet Muḥammad, and Sayyid identity is also the apex position in the Muslim caste 

system. Even though Sufi teaching authority, which is often authorized by claiming a direct 

genealogical connection to the Prophet (Takim 2006; DeWeese 2012; Gupta 2018), lies at this 

intersection, it has managed to escape this debate. Not only has the role of Sayyid caste identity 

in Sufi shrine operations escaped scrutiny, it was virtually illegible to some of my interlocutors. 

While some non-Sayyid pīrs in other parts of South Asia are highly aware of this issue and 

contest the notion that only Sayyyids can be Sufis (Ewing 1980, 147-148), a wide range of my 

interlocutors considered the notion that Sufi identity relies on being upper caste absurd, almost 

unthinkable. Instead, they often saw saint shrines as anti-elite spaces of “popular” Islam where 

Sufis challenge social higher-ups and society’s top-down forces, where “in their longstanding 

position of trust with the local community as well as distinct practices of asceticism and 

renunciation, such pirs moreover transcend traditional hierarchies linking spiritual power with 

particular caste or class status” (Heitmeyer 2011, 487). Regardless of whatever role Sayyid caste 

identity does or does not play at Muslim shrines, how has it escaped scrutiny to the degree that 

even those individuals who are committed to caste abolition and are well-versed in Sufi history 

do not seem to consider it? 

The concept of egalitarianism in Islam has not always been entirely stable or fixed. Even 

in early Islam when Muslim intellectuals were actively engaging Greek notions of equality and 

democracy during the Greaco-Arabic translation movements, there were tensions, on the one 

hand, between egalitarianism and hierarchy in Islamic thought and, on the other hand, between 

Qur’anic understandings of egalitarianism and the prevailing social sensibilities of the societies 
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in which Muslims have lived (Marlow 2002). Philosophical texts on taṣawwuf describe a path 

(tāriqah) that is open to all, and yet institutional hierarchies in Sufi orders and the basic notion 

that a walī is superior to normal humans (which is why they make for such good teachers and 

moral exemplars) have largely been uncontroversial aspects of Sufism in the history of Islam. In 

Chapter One, I described how historically specific understandings of what it means to be 

political in Lucknow today have an effect on the way my interviewees assessed whether or not 

political action in modern India was dīnī or was something associated with the lowly realm of 

duniyā. In a similar way, attitudes toward and understandings of hierarchy and egalitarianism 

today—which are not formed in a cultural or historical vacuum but are shaped by broader social 

and political themes in India, such as parliamentary democracy, caste abolition, and the legacy of 

Ambedkar, to name just a few—can create a paradoxical tension between Sayyidism and Sufism 

where there might not otherwise be in a premodern understanding of social hierarchy and its 

place within dīn and duniyā. 

How do Muslims today deal with this tension? When it comes to the rift between dīn and 

duniyā today, the caste associations with Sayyid descent are disavowed, and caste is understood 

as a form of hierarchy that arises from the materialistic conditions of duniyā. For some of my 

interlocutors, the hierarchical exploitation of caste was seen as a byproduct of the worldly sphere 

of corrupt human desires. Many of my interlocutors explained to me that Sayyid identity used to 

be, or ideally still is, a sacred link to the Prophet until the influence of money corrupted Sufis and 

Sayyids, which transformed Sayyid identity into a caste designation. Once its exploitative 

potential is disavowed, Sayyid identity can be seen as a sacred bloodline and, thus, there is no 

incongruity between the claim that caste distinctions fall away at Sufi saint shrines and that Sufis 

must be Sayyids. When removed of its caste associations, Sayyid identity can be seen—by some, 
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at least—as the basis of Sufi teaching authority. When seen from this perspective, there is 

nothing to repress and, thus, no tension created by that repression. They described a fully 

consistent, logical worldview that acknowledged the reality of Muslim caste exploitation but 

disavowed it from Sufism, and this often happened by invoking the symbol of money. 

In this chapter, I argue that the disavowal of social hierarchy at shrines does not entail the 

suppression of some known but denied truth about these places and Sufi saints. Instead, when 

caste exploitation is necessarily excluded from the domain of dīn, the idea that modern Sufism is 

anti-elite or egalitarian even when Sufis depend on Sayyid identity for their teaching authority is 

consistent with the cultural order of postcolonial India because if caste is present, that cannot be 

true Sufism. In Chapter One, I described the “Sufi effect” as the circumscription of “true 

Sufism” as that which is not mired in material world. After the meaning of dīn and duniyā shifted 

in the modern period and as different aspects of social life became associated or dissociated with 

materiality, things that may have been considered essential aspects of Sufi piety, such as the idea 

that the aulīya’ are special and superior to normal humans in terms of a spiritual hierarchy, have 

become associated with the corruption that is typical of duniyā when hierarchy is viewed 

culturally as fundamentally exploitative. Lucknowi Muslims disavowed aspects of life in 

postcolonial India from shrine operations and attributed them to the lowly, impermanent 

conditions of duniyā. For many Muslims India, caste is characterized by those conditions of 

duniyā. 

 

Two Mythologies of Sayyidī: Sayyids, Sufis, and the Logic of Descent 

The connections among Sufism, ashrāf descent, and shrines have a deep and complex 

root system because the practice of claiming teaching authority by tracing lineages to the Prophet 
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goes back to early Islam and is, by no means, exclusive to Sufis. Although there have been 

significant studies of Muslim caste and Muslim caste’s apparent similarities to Hindu caste in the 

field of Anthropology (Ansari 1960; Ahmad 1978; Mines 1981),186 Lee argues that Muslim caste 

in South Asian Studies has largely remained “invisible” both in scholarship and in South Asian 

society. Joel Lee writes, “Perhaps, the most decisive factor in the non-appearance of Muslim 

caste in global representations of South Asia is the popular and scholarly discourse that 

conceptually sequesters caste and untouchability within the confines of Hinduism” (Lee 2017, 

168). In South Asia, Muslim caste differs from Hindu caste in a number of important ways. First, 

while the Hindu caste system is explicitly codified in the Manusmriti, there is no textual basis for 

Muslim caste. Second, Hindu caste is justified by the desire for a balanced society in which 

individuals have different Dharmic responsibilities. Muslim caste, on the other hand, is 

organized around the logic of religio-kinship in the global Islamic ummah. In its idealized form, 

Muslim caste consists of three broad categories and many labor-based divisions called birādarī. 

The three large categories are ashrāf (the nobles), ajlāf (the low-born), and arzāl/arjāl, (the 

marginalized; sometimes referred to as Dalit Muslim or Pasmanda187). The ashrāf consist of 

Sayyids, Sheikhs, Mughals, and Pathāns. In the mythology of Muslim caste, the descendants of 

the Prophet (Sayyids) traveled with members of the original Islamic community (Sheikhs) from 

Mecca to Medina. Later, both were safety chaperoned to India through the unfamiliar lands of 

Central Asian by Afghani regional elites (Mughals and Pathāns). The distinction between ashrāf 

and ajlāf is related to South Asian heritage. The ajlāf are said to be descendants of Indic converts 

                                                
186 My citation of Ahmad’s 1978 work refers to the entire edited volume Caste and Social Stratification among 
Muslims, which, as a whole, is an important resource. 
 
187The term “Pasmanda” was coined by Anwar Ali, who was a former Member of Parliament of Bihar and the 
founding figure of the Pasmanda Muslim Mahaz movement. 
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to Islam, whereas the ashrāf claim lineages from Islamized regions outside of India. Here, 

another meaningful similarity between the logic of Brahminism and Sayyidism arises. In both 

systems, caste identity is intimately connected to place. Historically Hindu caste has had a 

special relationship with the place of India, even to the extent that traveling “beyond the black 

waters” (i.e., outside India) entails a loss of caste. Muslim caste delineations are organized 

around one’s genealogical roots in the Arab Peninsula.  

Whereas the elite status of Brahmins has a textual justification of the Manusmriti and is 

underwritten by the logic of a Dharmic social order, the elevated status of Sayyids is based on a 

genealogical connection to the Prophet and is underwritten by the authority that one has by virtue 

of being “close” to the Prophet. The teaching authority afforded by a connection with or 

proximity to the Prophet is crucial for many Islamic theological traditions. By and large, there 

are three main paradigms through which a connection with the Prophet is established.188 The first 

paradigm emphasizes textual chains that trace back to first-hand accounts of the Prophet’s life. 

The collected sayings and stories of the Prophet’s life are referred to as aḥādīth (sing., Hadith), 

and the science of authenticating the trustworthiness of those accounts is known as ‘ilm-i rijāl 

(lit., “the study of men”), or the biographical evaluation of Hadith transmitters. Hadith accounts 

are conveyed from one source to another, and ‘ilm-i rijāl assesses which chains, or isnāds, that 

trace back to the Prophet are, to follow the analogy of chains, “strong.” These chains may vary in 

strength (and this produces variation in the reliability of a Hadith account), start with various 

sources, and may intersect with other chains at different linkages. No matter how often they may 

                                                
188 The three paradigms that I describe are not exclusive to particular Muslim communities. For example, the 
Imāmate approach is popular among the Shiʿa, but this is not to suggest that they do not also claim authority through 
textual isnāds of Hadith, of course. By referring to basic paradigms as opposed to a “Shiʿi paradigm,” I am 
attempting to avoid hypostasizing categories that might not otherwise porous. I am also attempting to illustrate the 
way that Muslim thought—be it Sufi, Shiʿi, and Hanafi, for example—operates in a shared universe of Islamic 
concepts, not simply sectarian prerogatives. 
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intersect or vary in strength, all isnād chains ultimately terminate at the Prophet. The second 

paradigm—Imāmate—is similar to the first. Linkages to the Prophet are composed of people, but 

instead of textual accounts given by individuals, each individual Imām is designated (ṇass) by a 

preceding Imām, and that Imām is designated by a preceding one until the process terminates at 

the Prophet, just as textual isnāds do (Takim 2006, 78-108). While there are many authoritative 

textual isnād chains that intersect, there is only one direct line of Imāms. Which of those is the 

authentic one, however, is a matter of debate. 

A third paradigm that is popular among Sufis is the embodied genealogical insād. Like 

the Imāmate paradigm, the line of succession from the Prophet is composed of actual embodied 

individuals (that is, not just textual sources, the reliability of which depends upon an individual) 

with access to special knowledge of the Qur’an and the will of God, and links are formed 

through a process of designating successors. The Sufi ṭarīqah (“way”) did not always refer to an 

“order” with initiates. Early uses of the term referred to a practical method for progressing 

through stages. The term retained this sense of a practical method of spiritual progression, but as 

the people who sought out these methods began forming associations that required opting into 

minimal obligations for group cohabitation in the 11th century, the term also became associated 

with the idea of a ṭarīqah as a community bound by initiation vows (Trimingham 1971, 4-5; 

Green 2012, 56-60). Sufis began the system of initiating students into a ṭarīqah, but unlike the 

system of Imāmate, a Sufi teacher could bestow her or his teaching authority on many different 

students, and students could receive the teaching authority of various ṭarīqah. For this reason, 

these embodied isnāds resemble their textual counterparts [even to the extent of using the same 

term (“isnād”) to refer to the chain of spiritual descendants that traces back to the Prophet, which 

also referred to as a silsilah (lit., “chain”)] because many different genealogical chains of 
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succession could intersect, overlap, and diverge, despite the fact that they all terminate at the 

Prophet via ʿAli.189 Because these embodied isnāds were described in genealogical terms and 

branched out in ways unlike the direct line of Imāmate succession, Sufis schematized their 

genealogical descent as a shajarah (family tree). These shajarahs authenticated the legitimacy of 

their inherited teaching authority insofar as they could trace their spiritual descent from the 

Prophet. 

While Sufis were not always physically bound to a shrine or khānqāh (hospice) or 

required to be initiated into a ṭarīqah, the convention of shrine-khānqāh establishments was fully 

entrenched in Central Asia by the 12th century (Green 2012, 92). Unlike the system of 

transmitting teaching authority through textual isnāds, which could circulate widely, the shrine-

khānqāh complex was anchored to a particular locale because that place served as a teaching 

center for those who sought to learn from these Sufi masters, or pīrs, whose authority was 

derived from an embodied isnād. While anyone could spiritually inherit the teaching authority of 

the Prophet, the direct family descendants were often initiated into their mother or father’s isnād. 

They often inherited the sacred real estate of the shrine-khānqāh complex, which would continue 

to serve as the center of Sufi teaching. In this way, the spiritual shajarah and the familial 

shajarah often overlapped. They overlapped in two ways. First, the spiritual and familial 

shajarahs overlapped insofar as the inheritor of the Sufi teaching authority and the inheritor of 

shrine property were often the same individual. Second, the means of legitimately authenticating 

the rightful inheritance of Sufi teaching authority, the shrine-khānqāh complex, and ordinary, 

mundane real estate followed the same logic. All inheritors had to demonstrate the veracity of 

their shajarah by providing a “strong” chain of succession. Even the term for an ordinary land 

                                                
189 The one exception is the Naqshbandīyyah, who trace their genealogy to the Prophet via ʿAbu Bakr. See Buehler 
(1998). 
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deed is a Persianized cognate of isnād: sanad, here, a chain of succession that verifies the 

legitimate inheritance of real estate. Richard Eaton describes how the system of sanads as 

authenticating documents of rightful succession was formalized under the Mughals, particularly 

in the fertile Gangetic delta cultivated by Sufi entrepreneurs (Eaton 1993, 234-286). During the 

British period, the maintenance of sanad records were of paramount importance for social elites 

whose estates were under threat of annexation under the Doctrine of Lapse and then also in 

independent India during the abolition of the Zamīndārī system in 1950. As discussed in Chapter 

Two, the waqf system became one of the ways that landowners could preserve control of their 

real estate assets, but this too depended on authenticating their sanad by demonstrating a 

legitimate shajarah. The shajarah of familial kinship, which legitimizes a sanad, and the Sufi 

spiritual shajarah, which legitimizes an isnād, share more than an analogous relationship. Sufi 

genealogical chains of legitimate succession operate on three levels: proprietary inheritance of 

sacred real estate by family descendants, the spiritual inheritance of the Sufi teaching authority 

by silsilah descendants, and the socio-religious inheritance of ashrāf nobility by the purported 

descendants of the Prophet’s family, or Sayyids. 

 

Two Mythologies of Sayyidī: Amīr’s Story 

When I began my fieldwork, I was familiar with the complexities of Muslim caste 

hierarchies and with the various models of Islamic teaching authority. I had not, however, 

encountered an explanation of the role that Sufism and shrines played in both, or at least not 

synthesized in the way that it is above. An anti-caste activist in Lucknow named Anīs, who was 

aligned with the Pasmanda Muslim Mahaz (PMM; a social reform movement for Dalit Muslims 

founded by former-Member of Parliament, Anwar Ali), implored me to pursue the connection 
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between Sufi shrines and Muslim caste. After several months, the puzzle pieces began to come 

together, or so I thought: caste divides Muslim society along the lines of arzāl/arjāl, ajlāf, and 

the ashrāf; Sayyids claim the highest status even among the ashrāf by virtue of their putative 

bloodline descent from the Prophet of Islam; many Sufis are afforded their teaching authority on 

the basis of a spiritual silsilah genealogy that links back to the Prophet via ʿAli; and these silsilah 

chains constitute a shajarah (family tree), which is not just the basis for the spiritual inheritance 

of a Sufi teaching lineage (khilāfah) but also the legal basis for the inheritance of the sacred real 

estate of a shrine-khānqāh complex. Although these connections appeared theoretically plausible 

to me, the problem with this formulation had been that none of my interlocutors had recognized 

it on their own, although a few seemed receptive only after I had presented this conjectural 

connection between Sufi shrines and caste to them. Because I had become increasingly 

convinced that there was at least something to this, though I did not know what—some 

unexplored history to the connection between caste prestige, Sufi spiritual authority, and sacred 

real estate inheritance—I sought out precisely the kind of people who would be most attuned to 

these issues and with whom I could speak freely and frankly to sort out my own confusion: not 

upper-caste Sufis but Pasmanda anti-caste activists. 

I got in touch with Dānish, who was a Jamia Millia University student. He met me at the 

campus gates and introduced me to Amīr.  We sat around a concrete table near a student chai 

cafe. As often had been the case in my previous conversations about Muslim caste with others, 

Dānish and Amīr first brought up the kafa’ah system: a subdivision of fiqh dealing with suitable 

“equivalence” in marriages, which has come to include the caste equivalence of prospective 
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spouses in South Asia (Esposito 2003).190 As the conversation meandered through familiar 

topics—the division of ashrāf, ajlāf, and arzāl/Pasmanda; the pity that those who suffer most 

under this system seemed to perpetuate it, they told me; how I really must read Anwar Ali’s 

Masāwāt kī Jang (The Fight for Equality)—Amīr stopped and asked me about the specific nature 

of my research. When I told him that I was researching Sufi shrines, he seemed puzzled and 

asked me to elaborate. I described what I had observed so far: the need of a walī (saint) to be a 

Sayyid, the spiritual lineage overlapping with a family caste lineage, and the inheritance of 

sacred real estate as an effect of family lineage. Amīr became quiet and his eyes drifted down to 

the hot, concrete table.  

 “I’m sorry,” he stammered.191 “Could you give me a few minutes to think about that?” 

Had I upset him? “No, I just need a moment to think about that. It’s just that I’ve never 

considered that.” As he visibly churned the idea over in his mind, the rest of us continued to chat 

until Amīr triumphantly spoke up. “Yes, I’ve figured it out! Yes, these Sufis are like this because 

of economy,” he announced with emphasis. “They hold the land, and they welcome the 

Pasmanda into their shrines, but they keep all of the land. Because they’ve all become corrupted 

by money. Think of all of the money! Have you been to Ajmer Sharīf? Consider how much they 

make in a single ʿurs (saint’s death anniversary festival). And they’re connected, all of the 

corrupt khādims (shrine custodians).” I listened but was overcome with ambivalence. On the one 

hand, Amīr had enthusiastically affirmed my growing suspicion that caste had at least some role 

to play at shrines, just as Anīs had supposed when he initially pressed me to explore the topic. 

Furthermore, by framing these issues around the modern economy, Amīr’s attribution of the 

                                                
190 Readers will notice that, while this chapter is interested in the possible influence of caste on Sufi shrine 
operations, many of the young Muslim men that I interviewed were often very quick to mention the influence of 
caste on Muslim marriage customs through the kafaʿah system. 
191 In this interview, we all spoke in English, Urdu, and “Hinglish”. 
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“worldly” aspects of shrine culture to money was consistent with what nearly everyone with 

whom I had spoken had told me. But on the other hand, I could not shake the feeling that 

somehow I had accidentally fed this idea to Amīr, that a connection between caste and Sufism 

had not “really” existed in his mind until I made it meaningful to him. But if that were the case, 

these ideas quickly went beyond my control as Amīr’s thoughts gained momentum. 

 He went on to name some of the major dargāhs of India—Ajmer Sharīf, Nizāmuddīn, 

Kichhouchhwī Sharīf, Bahraich Sharīf—and to engage in what I would describe as real-time 

deduction. He said that dargāh prestige must correlate with the annual number of visitors, and 

that must yield greater donations. “And that means chandā, nazarāna, donations. And there is so 

much of this. So on this point…” He leaned back and ruminated a bit. “…The relevance of caste 

is, well, now. I haven’t given it much thought. Because, for me, it is for the first time that you 

have given me this—how should I put it—this food for thought.” He said this was because he 

“came from a—you could say—from a Deobandī sect” and said that, even if he goes to a mazār, 

he will only recite Surah-i fāteḥa and pray to God there. He explained that he considers the 

aulīyā’ as senior religious leaders, but he won’t petition them through prayer. Dānish interrupted 

and told him to get back to the bit about the economy (“economy-wālā”):192  

So when you go to places like that, you’ll see all kinds of different things. It’s not only 
the dargāh. It’s the flower seller. A chādar seller. The sweets seller. Everything. All of 
these things bring money. (Money lēkar ātā hai.) And money brings you to power. So 
it’s, uh, it’s not a religious place anymore. It’s a corridor to power. Think of that Sufi 
conference. Most of them are not Sufis. They are sajjadāh nashīns (hereditary saint). 
There are no more Sufis. Because you cannot be a Sufi and not talk about tolerance. You 
go to these mazārs, and they’ll just be spitting venom. Spitting venom against Deobandīs 
and against the Shiʿa and all the different maslaks. We don’t accept that. So a Sufi can’t 
be that. A Sufi is someone who takes everyone together. Even if you abuse me, you are 
my…[Makes an embracing gesture]  

                                                
192 Throughout this dissertation, I have focused on the way that my interlocutors made sharp distinctions between 
money matters and religious matters. Notice that even Dānish viewed the economic forces at play in shrines and 
theological concerns as unrelated when he suggested to Anīs he was had moved away from the topic of money when 
he spoke of his religious concerns. 
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He wondered if this was how his family had converted to Islam. “And now I am Muslim. A 

Pasmanda Muslim.” He chuckled a bit. “I don’t know how true all of this is. I’m just talking. But 

back in the Mughal days, all of the good posts went to the higher castes, to the nobles 

(ashrāfīyya). Maybe it was then that this mazār system started. I don’t know. And now you go to 

Nizāmuddīn Aulīya’, and see how many sajjādah nashīns there are there. And they’re all calling 

themselves ‘Nizāmīs,’ successors of Nizāmuddīn. But they’re all having their own shajarah. I 

don’t know how authentic that is.” He told me that I ought to study the history of record-keeping 

families because in Hindu communities, record-keepers were bribed to change someone’s last 

names in order to mask their caste. He suspected the same happened with Muslims. He told me a 

story of a famous young singer with a Hindu name who was close with the Congress Party and 

had ingratiated himself with the Chishtī family in Ajmer. According to Amīr, he won the favor of 

the Chishtī family and was able to acquire the Muslim surname “Chishtī.” “So if you’re close to 

them, you can barter with them. Give them something. But as a Pasmanda Muslim, I don’t have 

anything that I can use to barter with them. Instead we’ll just be asking for our share.” He 

described occupations open to low-caste Muslims, and he used Mirāsī singers as his example. 

“The noble occupations are with the nobles, and the rest go to the Pasmanda. So this is the caste 

structure of this type of place. Noble professions, such as writing taʿwīz (amulets containing 

Qur’anic Surahs). It’s a noble profession, so it’ll be someone from that hierarchy. Some Chishtī, 

some Nizāmī, some Kichhouchhwī, some Sālārī. The sajjādah nashīn will be from there. 

Khādims can be someone from—they need to be someone from…This needs to be studied more. 

But theoretically, a khādim doesn’t need to be from a particular silsilah, from a shajarah. A 

khādim can be a police officer. It can be government official. But now, it [has become] a 
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shajarah thing.” We lost track of time, and the āzān rang out. Dānish and Amīr went to pray. I 

stayed and chatted with one of their friends, Niyatī.  

Amīr had shared with me an incisive and sensational formulation of the caste politics of 

Sufi shrines, but he began the conversation by admitting that he had never actually considered 

this before. By suggesting the topic to him, I worried that I had drawn a connection that had not 

previously been there (“I haven’t given it much thought.”). The four of us went to lunch after our 

interview. Unprompted, Amīr said to me from across the table, “You know, I had really never 

considered this thing about caste in Sufism before you brought this to me, but I think your 

position is correct. We should really be talking about this more often.” Amīr had synthesized 

what had been a collection of ethnographic breadcrumbs and tentative speculations into a fully 

formed theory that was now organized around money as the fundamental explanatory frame 

(“I’ve figured it out! Yes, these Sufis are like this because of economy!”). Not only this but now 

this theory was being attributed to me as “my position” on caste. If caste really did play a role at 

Sufi shrines, why had my interviewees not perceived it as such? And if my research was 

narrowly focused on the meaning of shrines, how was I to make sense of this episode in light of 

the fact that a Sufi-caste connection had been meaning-less for Amīr before we spoke? 

 

Two Mythologies of Sayyidī: Sufism, Myth, and Coherence 

Sufi shrines in north India today have a mythic quality. This is not to suggest that 

understandings of Sufism are exaggerated, untrue, or depart from reality. In the sense of “myth” 

as Roland Barthes describes it, north Indian Sufism is mythic in the sense that it is intelligible by 

virtue of a set of stories that everyone knows, even if they do not know when or how they came 

to hear these stories, as in the phrase “No Indian ever heard the Ramayana for the first time.” 
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Because myths are stories have no apparent origin, mythology produces a naturalizing effect that 

gives it the status of commonsense. For example, ordinarily policy makers in capitalist societies 

may debate specific economic measures, but the mythologies of capitalism (e.g., “a rising tide 

lifts all boats”; poverty arises from a scarcity of resources) are those ideas that require no 

explanation because they are commonsense and cannot be debated in the same ways that the 

particular economic policies can be. Of course, in the common use of the term, myths are 

specific kinds of stories (e.g., “myth of Sisyphus”). For Barthes, however, the term shares more 

in common with Žižek’s ideological quilt—Barthes’ model is based on a similar tradition of 

semiotics, and he describes myth as a second-order semiotic system in which signs effectively 

act as signifies of a wider cultural order—and Barthes describes myth as type of narrative 

structure, “a mode of signification, [or] a form” (Barthes 2012, 217). For Barthes, because myth 

is less about particular stories, events, people, or places but instead is a narrative form, myth is 

able to synthesize disparate, heterogeneous cultural and religious phenomena and render them 

intelligible, cohesive, and sensible. Barthes illustrates this with the following example: 

I have here before me a collection of objects so lacking in order that I can find no 
meaning in it; it would seem that here, deprived of any previous meaning, the form could 
not root its analogy in anything, and that myth is impossible. But what the form can 
always give one to read is disorder itself: it can give signification to the absurd, itself a 
myth. This is what happens when common sense mythifies surrealism, for instance. Even 
the absence of motivation does not embarrass myth; for this absence will itself be 
sufficiently objectified to become legible: and finally, the absence of motivation will 
become a second-order motivation, and myth will be reestablished. (Barthes 2012, 237) 

 
Anna Bigelow has observed a certain mythic quality of the collective representation of 

communities associated with Sufi shrines in Punjab. Like all histories, the history of Malerkotla 

is strategically constructed, and the construction of this history involves the careful curation of 

the community’s past. The inclusion of some things necessarily requires the exclusion of those 
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elements that do not fit in the mythic framework of peace and harmony. Bigelow describes this 

dynamic by writing that: 

[i]t is worth emphasizing that, though rarely publicly acknowledged, Malerkotla’s pre-
Partition history is full of interreligious conflicts. Yet from Partition forward, the 
perception takes root that Malerkotla is a place free of interreligious contention. The 
collective authority of the normative version of Malerkotla’s history also conceals 
complicating histories and experiences. These hidden transcripts and potential memories 
emerge on certain occasions—when triggering incidents spur conflict, when personal 
grievances and experiences are at odds with the dominant culture—releasing tension and 
preventing a buildup of resentment. (Bigelow 2010, 241) 
 

In Malerkotla, the mythology of peace and harmony creates what Žižek might characterizes as a 

tightly knit quilt by arranging the community’s history into a cohesive narrative form. If Bigelow 

shows how communities construct stories of themselves into a collective myth by splicing 

together memories and historical episodes—an act of inclusion that requires necessary 

exclusions—then caste is one of those elements of Sufi saint shrines that is often left on the 

cutting-room floor.  

Among the vast array of stories that make Sufi shrines meaningful, the mythology of 

Indian Sufism describes them as anti-elite, egalitarian spaces untouched by caste, and perhaps 

this is why Amīr was initially so incredulous when presented with the possibility that caste could 

play a role at Sufi shrines. When Amīr was at a loss, the mythologies of Indian Sufism provided 

the framework into which he could reintegrate incongruous elements in an intelligible form. 

Doing so re-established the coordinates that made dīn and duniyā identifiable. Money, or rather 

“economy,” made the disavowal of the caste in Sufism possible because it acted as a symbol that 

covered a point of disjuncture in the cultural order, a nodal point in the ideological quilt. 

 My conversation with Amīr contains many of the key elements analyzed throughout this 

chapter. First, Amīr understood greed and the self-interested desire for money as contemporary 

worldly forces that corrupted a form of Sufism that existed in a purer state in the past (“There are 
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no more Sufis”; “It’s not a religious place anymore”).193 The narrative of Sufi “decay” is not 

new. It has appeared in Islam in the form of an Islamic modernist narrative, in which theological 

misguidance leads to the decay of Sufism (Alam 2011).194 The Orientalist narrative of decay 

involves a temporal split between the authentic Sufi, who is sequestered to the past, and the 

corrupt, inauthentic Sufi, who appeared in the colonial present (Ewing 1997, 41-64; Green 2012, 

189). For many of my interviewees, including Amīr, the present state of Sufism’s decay builds 

on and incorporates elements of both narratives but, in his modern narrative of decay, he 

explained that money catalyzes decay because money corrupts the desire for spiritual matters 

(See Chapter One).195  

The second key element is the fact that, while Amīr provided a modern narrative of 

Islamic decay vis-a-vis money, the current operations of Sayyid identity in the Muslim caste 

system does not challenge the mythic status of Sufism as a fundamentally inclusive Islamic 

tradition (“So a Sufi can’t be that. A Sufi is someone who takes everyone together”). Even 

though he was disdainful of present-day shrine culture and aligned himself with Deobandīs, 

hierarchical divisions (e.g., caste distinction) and sectarian divisions (e.g., “speaking ill of other 

maslaks”; see Chapter Three) were evidence that something or someone is not of true Sufism. 

                                                
193 In an episode not included here, I interviewed Anwar Ali, who is the leading figure in Pasmanda Muslim politics, 
a former MP in Bihar, and the person that coined the phrase “Pasmanda.” After considering a possible connection 
between Sayyid caste identity, descent-based land inheritance, and Sufi spiritual genealogies, he explained that 
Sayyid descent from the Prophet had become perverted at a particular point in history when it became a caste 
distinction. 
 
194 John Trimingham’s The Sufi Orders in Islam has become somewhat controversial because of, among other 
things, his normative assessment of Sufism’s decay that he claims began with the establishment of the “shrine-cult.” 
The irony of this critique of Trimingham is that his historiography roughly maps onto to popular narratives of Sufi 
decay that emerge from within Muslim communities. See Trimingham (1998, 31-66). 
 
195 It should be clear after reading Chapter Two that I am not suggesting that money was not a source of anxiety for 
Islamic modernists and progressives or for colonial scholars, or that it does not play a role in the modernist or 
Orientalist narratives. It does and in pronounced ways. My argument is that the role it plays today as a vector of 
meaning-making is indicative of the present socio-economic conditions of neo-liberal India and the mythic status of 
capitalism as a moral system. 



204 
 

The mythology of Indic Sufism as an inclusive, egalitarian tradition remained even when 

presented with a challenge to its legitimacy. When understood properly, Amīr suggested, caste 

hierarchy is a corruption of Islam and thus not an inherent quality of it. As we have already seen 

in Chapter One, money is one the symbols that provides an explanation for incongruities because 

it enables the disavowal of that which could not otherwise be integrated into Sufi mythologies.  

Third, caste and Sufism could be split and treated separately because Sayyid identity in 

Sufism is not reducible to caste, as I have described above below. Whether through Imāmate 

designation (nass), the textual isnāds of Hadith chains, or the embodied insāds of Sufi 

genealogical silsilah chains, claiming an authoritative connection to the Prophet Muḥammad is a 

theologically legitimate (but contested) means of acquiring teaching authority, and it carries 

profound religious importance throughout the Muslim world beyond South Asia. In a social and 

political context, in which egalitarianism and democratic notion of equality render forms of 

hierarchy as immoral or unjust, aspects of Sufi piety that would have been normative in al-

Hujwīrī’s time now appear as paradoxical and require justification or explanation, just as a Sufi’s 

involvement in political power in premodern Islam would not always have been perceived as 

being at odds with dīn, as it might today. 

Fourth, because the disavowal of caste involves the differentiation between the dīn and 

duniyā on the basis of money as a symbol, and because the importance of a Sayyidī connection to 

the Prophet is a matter of profound religious significance that is irreducible to caste, the splitting 

of caste and Sufism is not experienced as a rupture superimposed on the natural world but rather 

as a restoration of the natural order by re-establishing its proper boundaries whereby money’s 

materiality cannot corrupt the perfect truth of dīn. So natural, intuitive, and commonsensical are 

these distinctions that suggestions otherwise are almost unthinkable, which often renders caste 
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invisible (“It is for the first time that you have given me this—how should I put it—this food for 

thought.”). Interviewees such as Amīr were not in denial, but instead we could say that Amīr 

disavowed the caste associations with Sufism by attributing them to the forces of the modern 

economy. In this way, the disavowal of caste from Sufism (separating them, that is) is distinct 

than the denial of caste in Sufism.196 

 

The Theological Stakes of Sayyidī: “Just Saying Sayyid Things” 

When those who stand to gain from the perpetuation of caste hierarchy deny its reality or 

negative impacts, it may be tempting to explain their insistence as the willful repression of an 

indisputable experience, that is, as lying to oneself or to others about what one silently knows to 

be true. This characterization of denial obscures some of the complexities of caste and Sufi 

Sayyid identity, complexities that can interpreted differently through the concept of disavowal. 

Consider Rafīl. On the occasion of Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar’s birthday celebration, or the 

Ambedkar Jayāntī, Anīs invited me to a local institute in Lucknow that held a four-hour 

educational seminar in the unrelenting midday heat of April. After hours of intellectual lectures 

that addressed caste in the judiciary, one panelist delivered an incendiary analysis of the 

limitations of policy changes due to the deep, visceral hate (nafrat) of the noble castes 

(ashrāfīyyāh sharīf) toward the Pasmanda Muslims. He emphasized that this ashrāf attitude 

toward the Pasmanda, which compels parents to ensure that their children are not educated in the 

same schools as Dalit Muslims, reflects more than a bias or preference but rather disgust, which 

made me think of Wahhābīs. 

                                                
196 In psychoanalysis, the key distinction between disavowal (Verleugnung) and repression (Verdrängung; “denial”) 
is that tension attends the latter. Psychoanalysts understand this tension as something that arises from the 
unconscious registration of incongruity. In disavowal, there is no tension because the process of “splitting” registers 
the incongruity but also repudiates it, which is to say in simpler terms, discounts it by giving it exceptional status 
(e.g., “Yes, I know very well that X is the case, but it is as if…”). 
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 Before he could finish, a man named Rafīl stood up in the front row in outrage. The 

whole matter of ashrāf, ajlāf, and arzāl/Pasmanda was baseless, he explained furiously, because 

the caste structure is a Hindu imposition on Muslim society. When you go to the manḍir (Hindu 

temple), you never find a Dalit in front of the pujārī (temple priest), he explained, but all 

people—even non-Sayyids—can come before the Imām to pray namāz. Rafīl conceded to a 

point: does this Sayyid/non-Sayyid thing happen? Yes, but it’s wrong (ghalaṭ). But look at 

Africa, he implored, because they don’t have such a thing. And so where did this Sayyid/non-

Sayyid thing come from, he asked. Instead of answering the question, he left it open, panned 

across the audience with upturned hands, allowed the implication to speak for itself: “India,” 

which was meant to imply the “Brahminism” theory, which suggests that caste among Muslims 

is epiphenomenal Brahminical caste culture retained by Muslim converts from Hinduism. At that 

point, a voice of objection arose from the crowd when Javed spoke up. Javed was a prominent 

intellectual figure who was from the local Lucknowi Pasmanda Muslim community and had 

created a polarizing reputation for himself by writing a book that argued that Muslim caste has a 

deeper history in Islam than many Muslims recognize. 

  As the tempers flared and the crowd became unruly, Rafīl attempted to calm the 

audience: the Prophet said that all peopl should come and make themselves “ghulām-i āqā” 

(“servant/slave of the Master,” or Prophet), and this means equality (masāwāt), he said 

forcefully. The explanation for the inequality among Muslims, he explained with a sense of 

finality, was uneven development (vikās), and the lower rungs of Muslim society needed to help 

themselves by taking a proactive role in participating in social welfare programs and finding 

well-paying jobs. What had been a sleepy four-hour academic lecture related to the minutia of 

judicial policy on a hot April afternoon had suddenly erupted upon the suggestion that Pasmanda 
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Muslims have only themselves to blame for their hardship because they were not availing 

themselves of economic opportunities. The crowd rained down rebuttals, petitions, and protests, 

while some audience members live-streamed this apparent scene of upper-caste bigotry on 

Facebook. Some people shouted back at him and mockingly inquired about the source of his 

authority. “I know about these things! I am Muslim myself!” Rafīl shouted back. The crowd 

broke into peals of laughter: “Bhai, we here are all Muslims!” 

 Finally, the moderator calmed the crowd down and promptly adjourned the meeting. I 

came to find out later that Rafīl was a well known figure in the tight-knit community of 

Lucknowi journalists, and he and Anīs knew each other. When the program ended, I approached 

Anīs and asked him to explain this heated exchange to me. “Oh forget about it. It was nothing. 

You see, he is ashrāf. Sayyid. So he is just saying Sayyid things.” I implored Anīs to elaborate 

despite his initial dismissiveness. “I know him. He’s trying to say that there can be no inequality 

in Islam, that the Prophet said that there is equality among all Muslims. We know him. He’s a 

good man, but he’s wrong.” I attempted to paraphrase Rafīl’s point: inequality is imperfect, 

Islam is perfect, there is inequality among Muslims, and so the source of inequality could not 

have come from within the tradition itself. Anīs thought for a moment. “Yes, I mean. Yes, in a 

simple sense. Back at the beginning. But, you know, Javed Sahib’s book explains all this. It goes 

very deep.” 

  Anīs was right: my recapitulation of Rafīl’s point was simplistic and certainly did not do 

justice to the complexities of these issues. Nevertheless, Rafīl may have been panned as an 

ashrāf caste-denier, but part of his point was rooted in a vision of Islam as something that is 

perfect, which prompted him to locate the source of imperfections outside of Islam. To say that 

he was simply denying the reality of caste does not capture the full picture. Compare Rafīl’s case 
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to Amīr’s. First, Rafīl’s caste designation was at the opposite end of the Muslim caste hierarchy 

from Amīr’s. Nevertheless, he also attributed the inequalities in Muslim society to money (i.e., 

uneven development, or vikās). It seemed that the crowd’s reaction to his explanation had more 

to do with the suggestion that Pasmandas’ hardships are exacerbated by a failure to avail 

themselves of economic opportunity than simply that preoccupation with money exacerbates 

social ills. 

 The incident described above illustrates how someone “just saying Sayyid things” could be 

seen as the convenient denial of caste hierarchy by someone who stands to gain from its 

perpetuation. But that denial has a similar formal structure as Amīr’s described above. In some 

sense, it is as fair to say that Rafīl was denying caste in Islam as much as he was disavowing it 

from Islam by attributing it to, in this case, Brahmanism and explaining the inequality arose from 

Pasmanda Muslims’ lack of proactivity when it comes to finding employment. Amīr, as a 

Pasmanda Muslim, occupied a different position in the power matrixes of Indian Muslim caste, 

and his explanation appears somewhat similar to Rafīl’s, specifically in use of money as a means 

of repudiating and reconciling difference.197 And if Rafīl is disavowing caste—not just in denial 

of it—does that imply that he, too, experiences that split between dīnī and material forces of 

duniyā as natural and mythic, which is to say that he is not lying either to himself or others, as 

the crowd seemed to accuse him? It is at least worthy of consideration because Rafīl’s disavowal 

of caste was couched in a theological argument that invoked the global Islamic ummah. He 

                                                
197 The politics of this argument is not, of course, to exonerate power-holders of responsibility by claiming that 
ignorance excuses responsibility. If there is a lesson for political action and social justice restoration, then it might 
be that merely presenting one with “the facts”—a well-worn tactic of intellectuals that attempt to counter Hindutva 
historical revisionists—is often ineffective because it mistakes denial with disavowal. Recall the connection between 
fetishism and disavowal described in the Introduction. Fetishism always includes the disavowal of some “fact.” In 
other words, there is no point in presenting reality to the fetishist because, unlike the person in denial who represses 
a reality, the fetishist is always living in a reality of her or his own making. And this leads to the second take-away. 
The more effective tactic may be not to present one’s political opponents with “reality” but rather to go after the 
fetish, in this case, the idea that money alone offers a full explanation of social ills. 
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accounted for inequity in Muslim society by circumscribing hierarchical exploitation as an 

outside imposition on the purer origins of Islam. For Rafīl, Islamic casteism was not merely a 

social evil but a theological impossibility. 

 

The Theological Stakes of Sayyidī: Qāsim’s Story 

  While it may seem odd to look for commonalities between the perspectives of an 

Pasmanda anti-caste activist and someone accused of being an ashrāf caste-denier, I do so to 

identify a shared paradigm in which caste and Islam are understood through the modern dīn-

duniyā distinction. One of the reasons that this paradigm can be shared by Muslims of varying 

caste backgrounds is because Sayyidī is not necessarily reducible to caste. Instead, it has a rich 

religious history even outside of South Asia. Qāsim was interlocutor of mine who had 

particularly strong opinions regarding the theological stakes of Sayyidī. Like Amīr, he had only 

toyed with the idea of caste being associated with Sufis. Qāsim was a low-caste student who was 

deeply interested in Salafī literature and indirectly aligned with the Ahl-e-Hadith.198 One day in 

Aligarh, we went back to his old dormitory hostel where his friends were still staying. He had 

always mentioned that he grew up in a Barelvī community, and I asked him if his family was 

Barelvī. “They just follow tradition. This is—what can you say—folk Islam. They sort of have a 

secular and liberal mindset, but there are some traditional rituals that have come from [their] 

forefathers.” We entered the dormitory, and he introduced me to his friend from West Bengal. 

He went on to argue that Indians lack “consciousness about Islam” because many of them are 

following cultural customs. He said that this was because of the legacy of Turkish Mughal rule 

and the influence that Sufism had on it. He contrasted this with South India where “there are 

                                                
198 This is the same Qāsim from Chapter Three. 
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many people who came from Arab lands and settled there, and you so you won’t find so much 

shirk and bi’dah there.” He drew a connection between cultural influence (as opposed to 

Qur’anic teaching) and caste. “With caste, we have to be cautious, sincerely cautious. Because 

we cannot completely ignore it. When it comes to the Indian context, we are seeing it. We are 

seeing those things. We are feeling those things, especially when it comes to marriages and all.” 

He gestured to his Bengali friend and explained that his fiancée’s family rejected his marriage 

offer despite being a suitable match. While Bengali Muslims do not consider caste in marriages, 

Qāsim explained, the girl’s family was from Uttar Pradesh. 

 But in north India—UP, Bihar—the big reason that I believe, and the people who have  
written about this, is that these strong caste tendencies come from Hindus. But when it 
comes to practice and all….When you read any verse from the Qur’an, and you can read 
Hadith, you will not find any verse that gives them any excuse or that will strengthen 
their, I mean, stereotypes. That they have a right to be a unchā-sharīf (upper noble) 
Sayyid. That they have been appointed by Divine Power, that they have a right to sit on a 
pedestal of Muslim hierarchy. There is no such hierarchy. And when you see the 
theological aspect of it, there are many pūrānī ayahs (verses from the Qur’an) that just 
demolish this myth of casteism. 
 

He paused and consulted his friend, who had a particularly good recollection of Qur’anic verses. 

Qāsim turned back to me to explain the last sermon of the Prophet, which he referred to as “the 

Islamic Charter of Human Rights.” “He says that all the beliefs of Jaḥillīyyah —you understand 

Jaḥillīyyah? (lit. “ignorance”; pre-Islamic heterodoxy)—are under my feet, and I have just 

trampled all of those things. All of those things are obsolete, those beliefs of Jaḥillīyyah. No 

Arab is better than non-Arab, and non-Arab is better than Arab. No white is better than black, 

and no black is better than white. No poor is better than rich, and rich better than poor. You are 

all son of Adam.” Qāsim went on to explain that Arabs and Afghans are organized non-

hierarchically by tribes, not castes. For Qāsim, just as for Rafīl, this was proof that caste has 

extra-Islamic origins. 
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 Maybe one tribe will be more powerful, but they will never say that this power is  
inherited from your birth. It is the privilege of your birth. And secondly, when you come 
to Barelvīs....You see that there is so much privilege of so much casteism in north India. 
When you come to Barelvīs, they have made so many concoctions and distortions and 
changes in theological issues, worshipping mazārs and doing all of those kinds of 
distortions. You have to wonder, can they play with all of these caste hierarchies? That 
could be very easy for all of them to manipulate. And these sajjadah nashīn, this has 
more to do with, I mean, their family relation, their inheritance. It’s like, their grandfather 
was a sajjadah nashīn of that dargāh, and so his son would be that, hai na (isn’t it so)? 
Have you visited Bareilly? Yes? Then you have seen all of those sajjadah nashīn and all 
of their supervisors of some particular mazār. Khādims. They might be from his family. 
Most of them are like this. They have to devise some—something that cannot be 
challenged.  
 

As we wrapped up our conversation, he repeated that the area of their lives that caste affected the 

most was marriage. His friends heartily nodded in agreement. But Qāsim wondered aloud once 

more: “Perhaps there’s something with this Barelvīyyāt. You really have to wonder.” 

 Despite sharing little in the way of particular theological commitments, Rafīl and Qāsim 

both viewed Muslim caste not merely as a socio-economic problem of civil society (a matter of 

duniyā) but also as a theologically consequential matter related to the composition of the 

worldwide Islamic ummah (a matter of dīn). While Rafīl attributed aspects of caste inequities to 

economic forces, both he and Qāsim enunciated a version of the “Brahminism” theory (“These 

strong caste tendencies come from Hindus”). The presence of caste hierarchy in Islam was 

evidence of some form of corruption from a source outside of Islam (“You will not find any 

verse that gives them any excuse”). At some level, Qāsim’s view of inequalities in Indo-Islamic 

communities seemed to reflect his modernist Salafī predilections and, perhaps, his own past and 

family relations. He said many Muslims in India lack the kind of Islamic education that would 

give rise to “God consciousness,” as he put it, without which people become susceptible to 

indulging cultural innovations (bidʿah). This lack of God consciousness allowed for non-Islamic, 

cultural innovations to produce inequalities, and Qāsim contrasted this from the authoritative 
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teachings of the Prophet Muḥammad in his “Islamic Charter of Human Rights.” Qāsim afforded 

special privilege to a connection with the Prophet, but he traced it through textual traditions, not 

embodied Sufi lineages (“There are many pūrānī ayahs that just demolish this myth of 

casteism”). Furthermore, our conversation led him to wonder aloud about a connection between 

“privilege” of Sayyids and the Sufism of Ahl-e-Sunnat (“This Barelvīyyāt” and their 

“concoctions and distortions and changes in theological issues, worshipping mazārs”) but only in 

a speculative manner (“You really have to wonder”). Qāsim’s disdain for “Barelvīyyāt” may 

have been informed by his family background or theological positions. But the idea that there 

could be a meaningful connection between Sufi authority and caste was new to him, and he 

quickly assumed to be a modern-day corruption due to some extra-Islamic forces. 

 

Sayyidī and Sufism: A Burgeoning Rivalry 

The issue of Sayyid Sufis forms at least part of the basis of a surprising rivalry between 

Barelvī-aligned Sufis and shrine-based Sufis who do not claim, as Qāsim put it, Barelvīyyāt 

identity.199 This burgeoning rivalry illustrates the stakes of Sayyid lineage in Sufism today, and 

the rivalry made its way into the public sphere in 2018 during an incident involving a retired 

Urdu professor from Aligarh Muslim University named Syed Amin. Syed Amin was a chief 

advisor for the All-India Ulama and Mashaikh (AIUMB). He founded a prestigious public school 

in Aligarh named Al-Barkaat Public School and Al-Barkaat Institute for Management Studies, 

both which are named after his own Sufi lineage, barkātīyyah. He is the sajjadah nashīn and 

                                                
199 In the context of this rivalry, Moḥsin described the latter category as “khānqāhīs.” When I asked what he meant 
by “khānqāhīs,” he clarified by saying that they were Chishtīs. The explanation that he gave was that these were 
Sufis that trace their primary Sufi identity through the depth and history of their particular khānqāh and not the 
abstract principles of the “Raẓā Khānīs,” the disparaging term for Barelvīs, which implies that they give excessive 
admiration to Aḥmed Raẓā Khān Barelvī. 
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mutawallī of the Qadri khānqāh-i barkātīyyah in Etah, Uttar Pradesh. In 2009 he was named 

among the “most influential Muslims in the world” (Esposito and Kalin 2009). 

In a 2018, Syed Amin found himself in the midst of controversy when a YouTube video 

leaked. In the video, he discouraged his audience from performing ziyārat (visitation) to Ajmer 

Sharīf, arguably the most famous and adored Sufi shrine in South Asia.200 While this might not 

have been surprising if someone of a Deobandī- or Ahl-e-Hadith-aligned perspective has issued 

such a statement, it puzzled many outside observers that a prominent Sufi would discourage 

ziyārat to one of the most celebrated Sufi sites in South Asia. In the YouTube video, Syed Amin 

addressed devotees on the centennial ‘urs of Aḥmed Raẓā Khān Barelvī, or as he is known 

familiarly, ʿĀlā Ḥazrāt. Some shrine-based Sufis, such as those at Ajmer Sharīf, accused 

members of the Ahl-e-Sunnat of excessively venerating Khān to point that he was effectively 

treated as a walī.201 Syed Amin acknowledged that a rivalry had been building for some time but 

claimed that the gaddī nashīn202 of Ajmer Sharīf created the tension by diminishing the 

prominence of ʿĀlā Hazrāt.203 For this reason, Muslims should stop visiting Ajmer Sharīf, he 

argued. 

                                                
200 The dargāh of Moʿinuddīn Chishtī is beloved throughout South Asia. Annually, Pakistani Muslims are awarded 
travel visas to travel to India on the occasion Moʿinuddīn Chishtī’s ‘urs festival. In 2019, this ongoing tradition of 
granting Pakistanis travel visas for the ‘urs was indefinitely suspended following the Pulwama terror attack. After a 
series of diplomatic one-up-manship between Narendra Modi and Imran Khan after the attack, the Indian 
government halted the issuance of Indian visas. 
 
201 On a research trip to Bareilly when I stayed at a Qadri khānqāh, Moḥsin forbade from expressing any interest in 
visiting the dargāh of Aḥmed Raẓā Khān Barelvī because the rivalry between the local Barelvīs and our pīr was so 
intense that I was likely to offend the pīr who we had travelled to visit. 
 
202 Gaddī nashīn is effectively synonymous with sajjadah nashīn in many parts of South Asia. I used the former 
term here to follow Syed Amin’s own use of the term. 
 
203 It is not all together clear how, exactly, the leadership of Ajmer Sharīf went about diminishing Khān’s legacy, but 
the section below provides us with a bit more context.  
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In the social media circles of WhatsApp and Twitter, the response was strong. The fallout 

made its way to Indian media sources.204 After some time, Syed Amin clarified his statements in 

a Twitter post. Written in Urdu and appended to the Twitter post as an attached statement, Syed 

Amin asserted that he and his devotees have the utmost respect and reverence for Moʿinuddīn 

Chishtī and his example. But he did not back down from his injunction to avoid visiting Ajmer 

Sharīf. He claimed that the shrine had become rife with corruption and maladministration. Syed 

Amin’s statement ended poignantly: Gharīb Nawāz knows our hearts, and therefore we can 

perform ziyārat-i Ajmer from our homes. One of Ajmer Sharīf’s sajjadah nashīns, Syed Sarwar 

Chishtī, responded by claiming that Barelvīyyāt is not actually based on Sufism because Sufism 

is primarily committed to the propagation of communal harmony, and the primary duty of 

Barelvīs is to write fatāwā because Khan was a jurist, not a walī. 

Syed Sarwar Chishti’s rebuttal—that Barelvī thought and practices are not based on true 

Sufism because Khan was a jurist—is crucial for understanding the caste politics of Sufism. 

Chapters One and Three described Deobandī Sufis’ view that taṣawwuf is the cultivation of inner 

piety and how that view serves as part of the basis of their accusation that shrine-based Sufis 

indulge in forms of idol worship. By associating Sufi practices with material, exterior rituals 

(e.g., transmitting barakah through physical touch; identifying the physical shrines as a source of 

barakah), shrine-based Sufis effectively attribute to worldly processes what ought to be de-

materialized, spiritual practices, or so Deobandī-aligned Muslims may suggest. The nature of 

Syed Amin’s critique is somewhat different, and it echoes the words of Zainuddīn Shāh who 

warned that pīrs generally are not to be trusted because they care only for money. Acting as a 

                                                
204 “Sunni Barelvi ulemā ne urs rajvī meñ maṅch se kya elān, Ajmer na jāeñ musalmān,” Dainik Jagran, November 
6, 2018, sec. uttar-pradesh, https://www.jagran.com/uttar-pradesh/bareilly-city-sunni-barelvi-ulma-announce-in-
aala-hazrat-urs-muslims-do-not-go-to-ajmer-18612771.html. 
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spokesperson of AIUMB’s brand of Barelvīyyāt, Syed Amin accused these khānqāhīs, as Moḥsin 

described them, of diminishing their own Sufi credentials by engaging in corrupt dargāh 

management. One might suppose that Syed Sarwar Chishti might attempt to preserve the Sufi 

credentials of the sajjadah nashīns of Ajmer Sharīf by simply denying that any corrupt shrine 

management took place or by defending one’s financial scruples. Or perhaps he could have 

leveled the tu quoque defense and accused Syed Amin of being corrupt as his own dargāh-

khānqāh complex. But instead he defended against the critique of corruption by attempting to 

discredit Syed Amin’s Sufi legitimacy by referring to the Khan ethnic identity of the Ahl-e-

Sunnat’s founder. As a jurist, Chishti argued, Khan was disqualified from being walī. While 

Amīr, Rafīl, and Qāsim discussed Muslim caste distinctions in terms of the broader spectrum that 

includes the ashrāf, ajlāf, and arzāl, Syed Sarwar Chishti alluded to intra-ashrāf distinctions, 

which are not based on Indic or non-Indic descent but rather the transmission of embodied 

spiritual authority over and against, as one interviewee put it, the “bookish knowledge” of the 

Barelvīs. 

 

Sayyidī and Sufism: Nūr’s Story 

Nūr was the acting sajjadah nashīn of an especially old khānqāh in the countryside a few 

hours outside of Lucknow. He had worked as a lawyer in Delhi for five years but said that the 

work did not suit him. He returned to his hometown to take over the duties of his busier elder 

brother, who was the actual carrier of the khānqāh’s khilāfat. In stark contrast to his brother’s 

prim, neatly pressed, starched white dress, Nūr wore loose and colorful clothing and wrapped a 

multi-colored turban around his long, oiled hair. While his elder brother would deliver sermons 

at the masjid for the locals of this small town, Nūr would sit around a table in lotus position 
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chewing pān in the courtyard with his close friends as he provided healing blessings, prescribed 

sticks of incense and particular prayers for ailments, and even treated a possessed man brought 

before him bound with rope by his arms and legs.205 “They come here because of love,” he 

explained to me with an open smile and upturned hands, as if to express, “What can I do? What 

can I say?” “They love me and my brother. They love the sant. They love God. This is Sufism. It 

is all about love.” 

Indeed, love became the dominant theme of one of our discussions.206 The night of the 

‘urs, we sat around a table and chatted. The central theme of Sufism and its most vexing 

principle, he explained, was the distinction between ḥaqūq al-Allāh/ ḥaqūq al-ʿibād: the love of 

God and the love for man.207 To illustrate, he took my notepad and drew a vertical line 

representing ḥaqūq al-Allāh and a horizontal line representing ḥaqūq al-ʿibād. The two lines 

formed the shape of a Christian cross, which he presumed to be my own religious tradition. The 

connection between these two forms of love (lateral relations among fellow humans, and a top-

down relation between humans and God) was the core of Sufism, he explained, and this was easy 

to comprehend but difficult to enact. The discrepancy between comprehension and practice was 

epitomized by “bookish knowledge,” which he always said in English. While some people 

comprehended complex ideas through bookish knowledge, Sufis actually put their knowledge 

                                                
205 When this man was brought before Nūr, many of his attendants quickly ushered me away, and so I was unable to 
asked the question that naturally arises: possessed by what? 
 
206 We conversed in Urdu. Moḥsin spoke to me in English, and occasionally when Nūr wanted to emphasize 
something, he would repeat it in English. 
 
207 While Nūr very clearly construed these concepts in terms of love (using the English word “love” in his 
translation), these concepts are more commonly understood as the rights, or duties, of God and other humans 
(“worshippers”). In English, the former is often glossed as “human rights.” The Arabic word haqūq is most 
commonly translated as “right” or “duty.” 
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into practice. While our conversation began with philosophical musings on Sufi thought, it soon 

turned to Sufi politics. 

“Only a true Sufi will show you the example of the cross. No Rāẓā Khānī would dare to 

cite Jesus,” Moḥsin said to me. Nūr laughed and repeated the phrase “Rāẓā Khānī” to himself 

with amusement. 

“Who is Rāẓā Khānī?”208 someone from asked from out of the darkness around the table. 

“The Barelvī Conference (Barelvī kā jalsah),” Nūr responded. “That’s where this whole 

controversy is,” Nūr said leaning over to me. “What foolishness!” he said loudly. “Why is there 

any need for controversy?! Who are you? Who are you after all? Ghūlām (slave; servant). If your 

āqā (master; sometimes used to refer to the Prophet Muḥammad) is sitting on a mat, can you just 

come before him and strike him? Crash into him? No. How can you raise even a finger against 

your āqā? How can you question him?”  

Moḥsin leaned over to me once again and spoke in English. “You’re in India at a very 

crucial time for Sufism.” 

“It [Sufism] is becoming stronger,” Nūr chimed in. He leaned to me and said with 

emphasis, “A walī can only be from ʿAli’s blood (Walī ʿAli ke khōn se hō saktā hai.). Other than 

these people, no one can be a walī.” He continued on, now referring implicitly to an unnamed 

figure. “Now you consider him a walī. But what can you say of ʿAli?…Can there be any walī 

other than ʿAli and his generations?”209 There was a brief commotion at the table caused by a 

spat among children, which was quickly resolved by a menacing bark from one of the elder men. 

                                                
208 This is a reference to Aḥmed Rāẓā Khān Barelvī, the founder of the Ahl-e-Sunnat wa Jamaat reform group. The 
term suggests a follower of Aḥmed Rāẓā Khān.  
 
209 All Sufi groups that use silsilah-based tārīqa trace their lineage to the Prophet through ʿAli. The one exception is 
the Naqshbandīyyah, who trace their lineage to the Prophet through ʿAbu Bakr. 
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Nūr resumed by saying, “I’m saying this fearlessly because I’m not afraid of anyone. And why 

should I be afraid? Mousa said to Ḥuzūr (the Prophet Muḥammad), ‘If you take us into your 

perfection (kamilī), then our whole zāt (caste; lineage)210 will become pure (pāk).’ But I’m 

already from that zāt, so that’s why I’m already pure.” Nūr repeated this part for emphasis. 

“Ashrāf al-Izzat said to Maḥbūb, ‘Oh Maḥbūb, whoever you take into your perfection (kamilī), 

their zāt will get purified (pāk).’ And I am from his generation, and that’s why I am already pure 

(pāk).” He recited a poem that Aḥmed Rāẓā Khān Barelvī was said to have been particularly 

fond of: “[A]gar ḳhamosh tō hō, dīn kī pehchān ʿAlī hai. [A]gar bōlen, tō lagtā hai kih Qur’an 

ʿAlī hain.” (If you are silent, [you recognize that] the identity of dīn is ʿAli; when he speaks, it is 

as if the Qur’an is ʿAli). The others around the table murmured in agreement. An elder 

gentleman associated with Bahraich Sharīf elaborated: “Keep on clinging to the dāman (hem of a 

frock) of the Qur’an and Hadith even though we have left the dāman of the Ahl-i bait (the family 

of the Prophet). And if you would have continued to cling to the dāman of Ahl-i bait—“ Nūr 

finished his sentence: “Dēdār-i Ḥuẓūr (glimpsed the Prophet).” There was more murmuring 

around the table, and Nūr explained: 

We do not take books into consideration. We do not consider books. Meaning, we do not 
look into books and then speak. We speak apart from books. We are not much into 
bookish knowledge. Why are we not much into books? Because they have been given by 
maulānās who have written them according to their moods (mijāz). Like, if he [a given 
maulānā] had a dispute (jagrah) with someone, then he will write, ‘Oh, it is a sin to do 
this’ to settle the score with this other person. This is what it means that it depends on 
mood. 

 
Nūr repeated authoritatively, “Maulānās write books according to their mood.” 

 
This particularly rich conversation touched on a range of important issues: theo-ethical 

injunctions, assessments of Sufism’s vibrancy in the current-day world, and attitudes toward 

                                                
210 I choose to leave “zat” untranslated to preserve the sense of ambiguity. 
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textual authority (“bookish knowledge”) that seem markedly modern but harken back to classical 

Sufi epistemology (‘ilm versus mʿarafat). But the portion of this conversation that is relevant to 

this chapter is the characterization of the “khānqāhī” rivalry with the “Rāẓā Khānīs.” The name 

“Khān” implies that Aḥmed Rāẓā Khān was a Pathān, who are said to be ashrāf but not Sayyid. 

In the mythology of Muslim caste, the Afghani Khāns, or Pathāns, and Mughals were said to 

serve as chaperones of the descendants of the Prophet and the Sheikhs. In other words, non-

Sayyid ashrāf play the dignified role of supporting and protecting the descendants of the 

Prophet’s family. While Aḥmed Raẓā Khān was an exemplary poet and jurist, Nūr argued, he 

should never be considered a walī. That role belongs to a different set of descendants because 

Khān did not have the blood of Ali and lacked, as Nūr put it, “Sayyidī.” Here, blood relation and 

spiritual lineage afford the same authority. 

At first blush, Nūr’s nighttime exposition contained many of the hallmarks of caste 

hierarchy: the organization of Muslim society on the basis of forms of labor, labor assignments 

determined by lineage, and lineage determined by a hierarchical theory of sanguine descent 

(carrying pure or impure blood). But his argument is not as simple as mere caste discrimination, 

and he certainly did not view it that way. Nūr had no problem with Aḥmed Rāẓā Khān himself. 

His critique was directed toward “Rāẓā Khānīs”: followers who gave to Aḥmed Rāẓā Khān the 

kind of walī status reserved for Sayyids. Khān’s greatest contribution, he thought, was as a jurist, 

poet, and mufti, which non-walīs can do admirably. But his elevation to the status of a Sufi saint 

was the issue because of his Pathān blood. He offered an ironic retort to “Rāẓā Khānīs” who 

might refuse to visit the shrine of Gharīb Nawāz in Ajmer, by taking a familiar set of superlatives 

associated with Aḥmed Rāẓā Khān and substituting them with the familiar name of Moʿinuddīn 

Chishtī: “This is our position: a scholar greater than Gharīb Nawāz, a mufti greater than Gharīb 
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Nawāz, a greater ‘Crown of Shari’a,’ there is no one.”211 And so to bring Nūr’s comments back 

into their context—the controversies regarding Barelvīs and Ajmer Sharīf—Nūr was reacting to 

a perceived insult to one of the greatest aulīyā’ in Islam and to a challenge to the centuries-long 

tradition of Sufi descent from the Prophet. 

Had I asked Nūr about caste—as opposed to the deep historical roots of Sufi heritage—I 

suspect he would have found this puzzling if not outright offensive. Just as the example of the 

Prophet, which is authenticated by a textual isnād of Hadith, is tantamount to Qur’anic authority, 

the bloodline of the Prophet, who is made near through an embodied isnād of Sufi silsilah, 

affords a special opportunity for Qur’anic understanding that is not accessible through “bookish 

knowledge.” Because I did not ask Nūr about Sayyidī directly in terms of caste, it remains 

unclear from this conversation how he might have reacted. It seems possible, however, that he 

would not consider this sacred bloodline in terms of caste, just as Amīr did not. Nūr framed his 

complaint against Rāẓā Khānīs around the birthright-specific distribution of labor, circumscribed 

Sufi authority around Sayyidī, described the different designations of ashrāf identity as “zāt” (lit., 

caste), and definitively stated that only those with ʿAli’s bloodline can be a walī (“Walī ʿAlī ke 

khūn se ho saktā hai”). But even though the sum of these parts may resemble the modern 

conception of Muslim caste, I suspect that Nūr, like Qāsim, would not have seen it that way 

because these are also key elements of an Islamic model of Sayyidī.212 And yet just as a 

description of Amīr in a state of denial would fall flat analytically, perhaps these seemingly 

casteist elements were not signified as such for Nūr either. 

                                                
211 Yeh hamāra dawah hai, Gharīb Nawāz se bāṛa ʿalm, Gharīb Nawāz se bāṛa mufti, Gharīb Nawāz se bāṛa tāj 
ush-Shariah, koī nahiñ. 
 
212 I resist over-interpreting Nūr’s account of Sayyidī or making assumptions about his views but I suspect that one 
crucial element of caste that is missing is the exploitation or coercion that is associated with caste in modern north 
Indian Muslim communities. 
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Caste on the Edges of Consciousness: Moḥsin’s “Name Game”  

 To say that the mythology of north Indian Sufism is not mythic is not to suggest that my 

interviewees were unable to see things “as they really are” (i.e., as caste) or do not possess the 

awareness to comprehend the “reality” of the situation. For Barthes, myth is not about accuracy 

but rather is a narrative structure that organizes otherwise incongruent elements into a coherent, 

consistent arrangement that is familiar and commonsensical, as when Amīr took an unfamiliar 

idea (a connection among Sufis, caste, and shrines) and integrated into a familiar framework 

(money can corrupt religion). One day, Moḥsin and I were chatting on the phone. We were 

discussing a meeting I had with an Arabic instructor who was one of the leading voices on 

Muslim caste activism and scholarship in the region. At the mention of this man’s name, Moḥsin 

hedged. “What did you say his last name was?” I repeated the man’s name. “I don’t know how to 

say this. I just—you need to be very careful when—see the kind of people who take that as their 

last name…You need to be very careful, Quinn bhai. Let me put it this way: in India, there Sufis, 

and there are Wahhābīs.”213 I told Moḥsin that he struck me as a kind man. “Think of 

Khashoggi.214 You just need to be very…well, very careful of someone who takes that name.” 

 I politely resisted, telling Moḥsin that he seemed kind and was a well-respected historian 

of Islam. I even went as far to suggest that they might actually get along nicely because this man 

was a passionate advocate of human rights and justice and had written an important book about 

Muslim caste.” Moḥsin was not swayed. “Caste? Listen, people need to stand out in a crowd. 

Professionally, you know. And they know that if they write about something controversial, they 

will be noticed. If you wrote a book about triple tālāq right now, you’d be a bestseller. It’s just 

                                                
213 Readers will recognize a portion of this conversation from Chapter Three. 
 
214 At the time of this conversation, Jamal Khashoggi, an American journalist, had been abducted and murdered in 
Saudi Arabia. 
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because it is controversial. There’s nothing there.” Allowing Moḥsin the latitude to shut down 

whatever conversation he wanted, I dropped the topic of caste and asked him to elaborate on the 

name. “It’s just this school, this madrasah,” he said dismissively just before he began musing in 

a dreamy way: 

You know, it’s just one of those things that you get a sense for. Names. Because I am from 
here, from Awadh, I can understand deeply. You understand so much this culture. As a 
foreigner, I mean. But this—this ability to recognize the nature of a person—is something 
ingrained from being of so many generations of this Awadhī region. But you must promise 
me that you’ll be very careful. I actually have a great interest in these names. It’s like a 
hobby. Like if your name is Ansarī, then we know that maybe you make cloth or something. 
Or you have a Darzī name, then you stitch clothes maybe. Like a tailor. Historically. As in, 
your family comes from that lineage. In the past, maybe. But still today sometimes, too. 
Mirasī: you would have sung or been an entertainer. You know, I find it all very interesting. 
This culture, this history of our culture. I can make these things out very clearly. Naī. Naī 
means you might be a haircutter, a hair stylist. You can know a lot of things by a name. 
 
 The first thing that one notices in our conversation is that it is precisely at the moment 

when Moḥsin disavowed Muslim caste that he proceeded to go on to describe something that, to 

some observers markedly like caste. But Moḥsin framed this as a demonstration of his cultural 

acumen and ability to recognize the people of Awadh based on subtle cues. Here, a connection 

between Sufis and caste seems tenuous at first. But as discussed in the previous chapter and 

evident in this interview, Moḥsin was particularly preoccupied by the threat of an abject 

Wahhābī. And it was the name that set off a chain of associations: a man’s name; the name of a 

madrasah associated with the Ahl-e-Hadith; the Wahhābīs; a struggle between Sufis and 

disguised Wahhābīs; the ability to recognize someone by their name; and the identification of 

occupations of arjāl and Pasmanda Muslim caste by a person’s name. In this way, we see 

Moḥsin integrating the issue of caste into the existing mythology of an existential struggle 

between Sufis and Wahhābīs that was discussed in the previous chapter. Amīr integrated caste 

into a mythology of corruption, whereas Moḥsin integrated caste into the mythology of the 
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elusive, hidden Wahhābī. They are similar in the capacity that they actively integrate an 

incompatible signifier into an existing mythic framework or cultural order, through the symbol of 

money, on the one hand, and through the Wahhābī funded by oil dollars, on the other. 

 

Caste on the Edges of Consciousness: Rehān’s Story 

  In the height of summer, I found myself back at Dewa in a small guesthouse on the 

outskirts of town: the Kaumi Ekta Guesthouse (National/Communal Unity Guesthouse). I 

entered and met Rehān, a young thin man with an equally thin mustache who ran the guesthouse 

with his family. I told him I was here doing research for a university, and he listed my purpose of 

travel as “jiyarat.”215 He and his family owned and operated this modest guesthouse on the 

second floor of the building and also ran an automotive repair shop on the first floor. When I 

would return from the dargāh at night or for lunch, we would chat in his auto-shop about Dewa 

Sharīf. Without the dargāh, he told me, there would be no commerce in the town of Dewa and 

considerably fewer jobs, which would make it just another roadside town. Dewa Sharīf attracts 

millions of travelers every year either to the shrine or to a well-known animal trading fair. It is 

the star attraction of the Uttar Pradesh Ministry of Tourism’s Sufi Circuit. A steady flow of 

visitors, tourists, and grandstanding politicians provide business to hotels, shops, and restaurants 

of all socio-economic levels. Surely, the blessings of Ḥājī Wāris Ṣāḥib—or as visitors refer to 

him, “Sarkār”—pervade the entire town of Dewa. Ghufrān and a group of his friends that had 

traveled from Benares explained that Sarkār Sahib was so beloved because this jamāli (generous) 

saint was reliably generous to all visitors regardless of religion, class, or caste. Ghufrān then 

contrasted the peaceful acceptance within the dargāh compound to the corruption, division, and 

                                                
215 A gloss of ziyārat, or “pilgrimage” in Urdu. 
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politicizing outside it. Sarkar provided and accepted all, no matter your background, religion, or 

class. 

 Because Ghufrān and his friends were speaking about the all-inclusiveness of Dewa 

Sharīf, I raised the question of caste among Muslims. Ghufrān and his friends were a bit 

nonplussed and fell quiet, as if I had brought up something entirely unrelated. But as they 

considered it, they began enthusiastically talking about the topic. Yes, caste is a problem among 

Muslims, especially when it comes to marriage, they told me. I mentioned Qāsim’s Bengali 

friend to them. After some time, I thought that I had sufficiently broached the topic of Muslim 

caste in a natural enough manner—that Sarkār Jī accepted everyone of all backgrounds, that 

Muslim caste exists, and that Muslim caste is relevant in their lives—and so I asked about the 

role of Muslim caste, here, at Dewa Sharīf. Whereas a moment before, they had been verbose 

and delivered lecture-style discourses on Hindu-Muslim divisions or the cruelties of caste and 

kafa’ah system, they responded politely and curtly without elaboration—no, everyone mixes up 

here. Caste doesn’t matter here. And every time I asked a follow-up question, they responded 

politely and seemed to be just on the cusp of saying something, and they cut themselves off and 

turned in the direction of Ḥājī Wāris, held up prayerful hands, saying, “All because of him. All 

because of him, everything will be good.” In that moment, I was struck by the unshakeable 

sensation that it was almost as if he—Ḥājī Wāris—could overhear us by virtue of our proximity 

to him on the marble steps just outside the dargāh courtyard and, because of this, it would be 

improper to even mention such matters in his presence. 

 Back at the Ekta Qaumi guesthouse, I sat with Rehān in his auto-shop and sipped chai. I 

asked what kind of people come to Dewa Sharīf.  
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 “All kinds of people,” Rehān told me with a characteristically warm smile. “Hindus, 

Muslims, Christians, foreigners. They all come. And they’re all welcome.” I asked about 

chaubīs.216 He laughed a bit but with just as much warmth, and he did not react with the kind of 

scorn that the question had evoked from others. “Yes, even they come here. But you see, they 

come because they think that they will convince people that this is bad, that this is shirk. But 

even them, when they come before Sarkār Jī, they can’t resist, and their hearts are transformed. 

They come to change others’ hearts, but Sarkār Jī changes theirs.” He turned in the direction of 

the dargāh and gestured. I mentioned that the two big complaints that people seemed to have are 

Wahhābīs and auqāf. When I mentioned “auqāf,” he just nodded quietly a bit. From there our 

conversation meandered. A little later on, I asked him about caste and how many people at the 

shrine had asked me about my caste and that it took me a while to realize that they were referring 

to my religious background. 

  “Yes,” he replied. “They just mean religion. What religion are you? Hindu, Muslim, 

Christian, Sikh,” he explained. And then he said firmly, “That’s an inappropriate question 

(ghalaṭ pūnchnā). They shouldn’t ask you that.” I told him that I didn’t mind but that I was 

surprised because I thought that they were asking me about something like ¨zāt-pāt or jātī. When 

I think of caste, I told him, I think of Rajputs or Baniyas. 

 “No, no,” he said dismissively but without losing his smile. “It’s not like that. They just 

mean religion, religious belief. See, at places like these is no caste.” 

 “So there’s none of that? No Ansārīs, no Sayyid—.” He answered quickly.  

                                                
216 Chaubīs, or Twenty-Fours, is a derogatory slang term referring to “strict” Muslims. It is a reference to the 
twenty-four characters in the Qur’anic kālimah. The joke goes that these strict, tight Muslims only accept these 
twenty-four characters and reject everything else as bidʿah. 
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 “No, no. There’s none of that here. You see,” he said gesturing to himself and pointing 

upstairs to indicate his family. “We’re Quareshīs and—.” He stopped himself nearly mid-word.  

 “Oh, so your family is Quareshī?” I asked. He looked at me silently, and even more 

warmth returned to his expression. 

 “You have a pure heart (āp kī dil sāf hai),” he said to me. I was caught off guard by what 

seemed to me a non-sequitur. I stammered before he repeated himself. 

 “You have a pure heart.” I told him that I was not so sure that my heart was pure but 

rather that I was innocent like a child (masūm). He nodded silently, smiled, and turned his gaze 

to the road, and we both watched the traffic go by. When I reflected on Rehān’s reaction, I 

wondered if he said that I had a “pure heart” because such impure matters should not even be 

spoken of. Or perhaps he was suggesting that, like the Wahhābīs who seek to discredit Sarkār Jī 

but whose hearts are changed, my heart had also been made pure by coming before Ḥājī Wāris. 

In either case, the issue of caste briefly crept up on the edges of consciousness before being 

gently pushed away and Rehān and I continued to enjoy our afternoon without speaking of such 

worldly matters. 

 

Conclusion 

  When the Sufis are acting in accordance with dīn, everyone who approaches the shrine is 

treated as an equal. The saint makes no distinction between religion, caste, or class. But in a 

world where money can become a source of worldly desire, money seems to have a tendency to 

rise to the top: upper-class and upper-caste. When caste is understood as something inherently 

hierarchical and when hierarchy is understood as something inherently worldly in the cultural 

order of modern, postcolonial India, it is no surprise that the idea of a casteist Sufi is a 
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contradiction in terms, a theological impossibility. Under different social conditions and at a 

different point in history, it is conceivable that caste could play a more explicit or direct role in 

the meaning-making mythologies of South Asian Sufism, just as hierarchy was at one point 

normative and dīnī at different points in Islamic history.217 But today, whereof one find caste 

hierarchy, thereof one finds the material, impermanence of duniyā. 

   Many of my interviewees recognized the differences between these the worlds of dīn and 

duniyā and patiently explained to me why caste hierarchies at Sufi shrines were an impossibility 

when Sufis are living dīnī lives. None of my interviewees denied the reality that caste played in 

their lives and the lives of others. Indeed, many of them spoke passionately about social 

equalities produced by caste hierarchy. But they also tended to qualify those positions that 

aspects of Sufism, either as it was in the past or as it is in India’s present, should not be 

understood in terms of caste. This explanation established a semantic boundary line between true 

Sufism and the exploitative hierarchies of caste. That boundary roughly maps onto the split 

between dīn and duniyā. The differentiation between Sufi Sayyidī and caste, between dīn and 

duniyā is not experienced as “split” superimposed on the natural world but rather as the re-

establishment of the natural order, perhaps one that made sense before the imposition of modern 

categories. It was only when I, as an outsider, brought my perspective to these issues that people 

such as a Amīr and Moḥsin were prompted consider it and explain what they intuitively knew to 

be the case. In a way, it is as if my questions brought the cultural order of modern India to bear 

on the dīn-duniyā distinction, which required my interlocutors to negotiate a tension that might 

                                                
217 Of this, Barthes writes, “[S]ome objects become the prey of mythical speech for a while, then they disappear, 
others take their place and attain the status of myth. Are there objects which are inevitably a source of 
suggestiveness, as Baudelaire suggested about Woman? Certainly not: one can conceive of very ancient myths, but 
there are no eternal ones; for it is human history which converts reality into speech, and it alone rules the life and 
death of mythical language. Ancient or not, mythology can only have a historical foundation, for myth is a type of 
speech chosen by history: it cannot possibly evolve from the ‘nature’ of things.” Roland Barthes, “Myth Today,” in 
Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 2012), 218. 
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not otherwise have been. By listening to them and taking the distinction between caste and 

Sayyidī seriously, I understood the dīn-duniyā distinction more clearly than I had, but I also was 

also better able to understand the role that the symbol of money played in those negotiations.  
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Conclusion 

 

 The shrines of Muslim saints are both immaterial and material, both ethereal and 

concrete, both pure and corrupted, both sacred spaces and pieces of commercial real estate, and 

sit at the threshold of dīn and duniyā. When operating in such a way that draws visitors closer to 

the realm of dīn, they are spaces where the infinitely abundant barakah that flows from the love 

of God is transmitted through the bodies of God’s “friends” (or through the remembrance of their 

pious example). This panacean barakah has the power to free individuals from worldly needs 

and desires for material goods, needs and desires that are produced by the harsh living conditions 

of postcolonial, neoliberal India. Freedom from the worldly, material desires of duniyā affords 

Indian Muslims the space to direct their hearts to the voice of God.  

When operating in the realm of duniyā, these shrines are key sites of contestation in a 

political and economic drama of power. In the realm of duniyā, ashrāf Muslim landholders and 

their caste fellows attempted to shield their valuable real estate assets from the colonial 

administration by consolidating their property into the tax-free system of endowed trusts. They 

are able to do more easily when the presence of a saint shrine qualified those assets for 

classification as a waqf. These massive tracts of land—some zamīndārs owned expanses of 

property that included today’s equivalent of multiple districts—were crucial for the 

establishment of the new state’s control of Indian real estate. Whereas the colonial administration 

did not allow itself to interfere in Muslim personal law (officially, at least), which included the 

management of waqf property, the independent Indian state assumed control of the waqf system 

by establishing bureaucratic machinery that was overseen by political appointees. After the real 

estate boom of the 1990s, the value of waqf property skyrocketed but was largely available for 
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purchase to criminal outfits, such as India’s real estate mafias. To protect these pieces of sacred 

real estate, rivaling Muslim groups have pleaded with the Indian government for enhanced 

measures to safeguard the land from mafia groups. To gain favor from the state over and against 

their sectarian rivals, some Muslim groups have invoked the “good Muslim-bad Muslim” trope 

of “GWOT” discourse to cast other Muslims as “Wahhābīs.” In many cases, these Muslims are 

not Wahhābīs at all but are fellow Sufis. But because of the reach of social media, intra-Sufi 

feuds have become public in recent years in way they previously had not been, and many feuds 

are related to the question of whether a Sufi’s caste background provides her or him spiritual 

teaching authority. For some, a true Sufi must claim ashrāf family lineage from some of those 

same elite landholding families that were so powerful in the colonial period. 

So which is it? Are shrines sacred? Or are they pieces of real estate? Do Sufis in 

Lucknow today guide individuals to a state of mind and heart that transcends the worldly affairs 

of dirty politics, real estate mafias, caste hierarchy, and sectarian in-fighting? Or do they abet 

these worldly affairs? In this dissertation, I have argued that for my interlocutors they can 

simultaneously be both. This is not to say that it is simply a matter of perspective, corrupt to one 

person and pure to another. No, these sites can paradoxically be, for example, apolitical in one 

moment and corrupted by politics in the next. How is this possible? I have argued throughout 

that one of the ways that makes this possible is disavowal, which is enabled by the symbol of 

money. As Turner described them, symbols can encompass multiple, contradictory meanings. 

Because they can mean multiple things at once, these symbols can contain some of the conflicts 

and tensions inherent to the cultural order of neoliberal, postcolonial Lucknow. Money is one of 

these symbols. 
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To say that money is a symbol is not to say that it is merely figurative or representational 

or to say that it is operating as a signifier. Instead, it does productive and creative work in 

people’s lives by assisting them when navigating an otherwise ambiguous situation and their 

place in that situation, not unlike the way that a constellation of stars both represents an image 

but also enables a traveler on a path to orient themselves navigationally. I began this dissertation 

with a line from the 1975 Bollywood mega-hit Sholay! because the dialogue captures part of the 

spirit of this undertaking: a duplicitous coin that always lies but human nature being somehow 

unlike that coin.218 At the film’s climax, the revelation that arose from the Jai’s sacrifice captures 

another important aspect of this dissertation’s interests. Throughout the film, Jai and Veeru, the 

bandit protagonists, flip Jai’s lucky coin to make decisions (“If heads, I’ll go. And if tails, then 

you.”). When a “random” coin-flip decides that Jai will be the one to sacrifice himself in battle, 

the true identity of what appeared to be an ordinary, common piece of money is revealed. Not 

only has Jai’s coin been two-sided the whole time, which has allowed him to manipulate 

situations throughout the film by letting “fate” decide through a coin flip, but he has been 

manipulating these situations in order to protect his dearest companion. What determined the 

outcome of the coin-flip had nothing to do with the coin, itself, but rather with the specific 

situation that Jai was attempting to navigate, and the coin was simply a tool that allowed him to 

do so deftly. And what motivated Jai was love. 

In a similar way, the question is not whether a given Sufi is political or apolitical. Rather, 

the question is what being political means in the specific social, political, and economic 

conditions of postcolonial, neoliberal Lucknow and how the answer to that question maps onto 

the modern dīn-duniyā distinction. It is less that money determines the contours of this line 

                                                
218 “A counterfeit coin is fake on both side…Perhaps this is the difference between coins and people.” (Khoṭa sikka 
to donon ṭaraf se hī khoṭa hota hai…Sikke aur insān men shayad yehī fark hai.) 
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between these two domains as much as it, not unlike Jai’s two-sided coin, allows Muslims to 

navigate that line between dīn and duniyā and thus negotiate their own sense of self in relation to 

it. The laws of God, or the Shariʿa, are eternal, and living in accordance with them orients 

Muslims to the thereafter (al-ākhirā). This brings them closer to the domain of dīn. But as the 

history of fiqh (jurisprudence) as the worldly application of those eternal laws shows us, the 

ever-changing conditions of duniyā shape the way dīn becomes accessible. Just one can 

understand the totality of Muslim law only by examining Shariʿa and fiqh together, we must 

attempt to understand the paradoxes that define Sufis and their shrines in Lucknow today by 

accounting for the totality of dīn and duniyā together, that is, the pious aims of earnest believers 

and the ever-changing conditions of the economic, political, and social world in which these 

believers live. 
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