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  PREFACE




  The subject of this book is an Indian Muslim scholar of the late nineteenth–early twentieth centuries, Ahmad Riza Khan Barelwi

  (1856–1921). His writings and the interpretation of Islam they espouse laid the foundation for a movement known to its followers as the Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama‘at (“the devotees of

  the Prophet’s practice and the broad community”) and to all others as “Barelwi,” an adjective derived from Bareilly, the town where Ahmad Riza was born and where he lived.

  It also forms the last part of his name. The movement was one of several reformist groups to have emerged in British India during the late nineteenth century. Like their rivals, the Barelwis today

  have a large following in South Asia, as well as in Britain and other parts of the world where South Asian Muslims have migrated.




  What distinguishes the Barelwis from the other reformist groups (Deobandis, the Ahl-e Hadith, and others) is their attitude to the relationship of the transcendant to this world. While the other

  groups reject sufism or Islamic mysticism either wholly or in part, and deny the importance of saintly mediators, miracles, and other manifestations of the holy in the here and now, the Barelwis

  embrace everything associated with sufism as an intrinsic part of their identity. But they share with the other reformists a strong focus on the Prophet Muhammad as a model of correct behavior and

  an example of the virtues that every Muslim should strive to cultivate and that he or she should live by.




  Unlike some of the other Muslim reformist groups, Ahmad Riza defined religious community in cultural rather than political terms. When Indian Muslims began to engage in national politics in the

  early twentieth century, he advised his followers against it, arguing that the classical Islamic sources did not support political action against British rule in India, as the British had not

  interfered in the Muslims’ internal affairs or religious institutions. This led to a split in the movement, with some Barelwi leaders following his advice and others rebelling.




  In some respects, Ahmad Riza and the Barelwi movement in general seem paradoxical. Thus, while Ahmad Riza’s interpretation of Islam was deeply rooted in South Asian culture, he based his

  arguments on the classical Islamic sources and looked to the religious leaders of Mecca and Medina for validation and approval. And while he was a reformist in the sense of demanding that his

  followers be personally responsible for their own salvation, the kind of model Muslim person he visualized was one who embraced rather than shunned ritual intermediaries and a ritualistic style of

  worshiping God. One might say that he wanted his followers to use reformist religious methods so as to be better, and more individually driven, traditionalists.
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  THE EIGHTEENTH- AND NINETEENTH-CENTURY BACKGROUND




  In India, strong Muslim rule under the Mughal empire gave way in the course of the eighteenth century to weak central control and the establishment

  of a number of regional kingdoms which were independent of the Mughals in all but name. They in turn soon became indebted to the East India Company, which had started out as a trading company in

  1600 but by the early nineteenth century had assumed a number of important political functions, the most important of which was the collection of land taxes. In 1858, after a failed Indian revolt

  against the East India Company, the British Crown assumed formal control of India and the East India Company was dissolved.




  THE MUGHAL EMPIRE




  For three centuries (1526 to 1857), India was ruled by the Mughals, who were Sunni Muslims of Central Asian descent. The founder of the empire was Babur (r. 1526–30), who

  swept into India from present-day Afghanistan, but whose brief reign left him no time to consolidate his gains in north India. It was his grandson Akbar (r. 1556–1605) who made a lasting

  impression on India and gave the empire a firm foundation. From their capital in the north (Delhi for the most part, though Akbar chose Agra and other cities as well), the Mughal emperors expanded

  the border in all directions. Starting from the northwest, including what are today Afghanistan and Pakistan, the empire expanded eastward to the Gangetic plain during Akbar’s reign, going as

  far as what is today Bangladesh. To the north, the Himalayan mountains constituted a natural border, preventing further conquest in that direction. Central and southern India were ruled by

  independent kings, some Hindu, some Muslim, until well into Akbar’s reign. In fact, the south was not incorporated into the Mughal empire until about a century later, during Aurangzeb’s

  long reign (r. 1658–1707), and even then the very southern tip of India remained independent.




  It was an agrarian empire, centered around the person and authority of the king. Land taxes constituted its main source of revenue. Since the majority of the Indian population was Hindu, during

  his fifty-year rule Akbar set about winning hearts and minds by including Hindu princes in all branches of government and even by marrying Hindu princesses. His eldest son, Salim (later Emperor

  Jahangir) had a Hindu mother, as did his grandson, Emperor Shah Jahan. At the same time, he showed his respect for popular Muslim religious figures. He paid homage to a particular lineage of Muslim

  mystics, or sufis, whose hospice was in the western Indian city of Ajmer. A story is told of how in 1570 he walked from his capital Fatehpur Sikri (near Agra), in the north, to Ajmer in the west, a

  distance of about two hundred miles, in a gesture of thanksgiving after the birth of his son Salim. Ajmer was the burial place of a thirteenth-century sufi whose intercession with God, the emperor

  believed, had been instrumental in his son’s birth. In the first half of his reign, he also sponsored pilgrim ships from India’s west coast to Mecca, sending generous gifts to that

  city. In sum, Akbar’s religious eclecticism and inclusiveness helped Indianize the foreign Mughals and strengthened and stabilized the empire. (In the second half of his reign, Akbar

  encouraged a personality cult around himself, inventing a new “religion” with elements of different faiths, alienating a number of Muslims as a result.)




  Mughal decline began in the late 1600s during the reign of Akbar’s great-grandson Aurangzeb (r. 1658–1707) and accelerated throughout the eighteenth century. Although historians

  argue about what caused the decline, a number of factors were at work: Aurangzeb’s reversal of Akbar’s religious policy is held by some to have been crucial, for he alienated a number

  of Hindu princely families by excluding them from positions of power and imposing on them a tax which Akbar had abolished (the jizya). In fact, the second half of Aurangzeb’s reign

  was spent in incessant and, in the end, futile warfare against a minor Hindu chieftain, Shivaji (d. 1680), who eventually carved out a small kingdom along India’s west coast and expanded it

  by warfare and diplomatic alliances with other Hindu rulers. In time, he and his successors (collectively known as the Marathas) were even able to challenge the Mughals in the north, the center of

  Mughal power. The financial drain of Aurangzeb’s military campaigns on the empire’s resources contributed to the collapse.




  After Aurangzeb’s death in 1707, the eighteenth century saw a succession of weak rulers. This encouraged foreigners to invade or try to take over. In 1739 the military

  general-turned-emperor Nadir Shah invaded north India from Persia in the west. Taking Lahore (now in Pakistan) in January of that year, he proceeded to march into Delhi a few months later.

  According to Juan Cole, “the savage looting of the capital later perpetrated by his troops constitut[ed] one of the century’s great disasters” (1989:41). The next major attack was

  launched by the Afghans, also from the northwest. In 1761, Ahmad Shah Abdali (later styled “Durrani”) fought the Marathas at Panipat, fifty miles northwest of Delhi, where two important

  battles fought in earlier centuries had given the Mughals control over India. This, the Third Battle of Panipat, was won by Ahmad Shah, and could have led to Afghan rule over India had Ahmad

  Shah’s troops not been weary of war and anxious to return home. The power vacuum in Delhi was soon to be filled by yet another foreign power, the British East India Company.




  THE NORTH INDIAN SUCCESSOR STATES




  Apart from the foreign threats to the Mughal empire in the eighteenth century, it was also subject to internal fissures. In north India, one of the most significant new developments was the rise

  of Shi‘ism as the state religion in two of the largest Muslim successor states, Bengal and Awadh (known as “Oudh” in British sources). The kingdom of Awadh was founded by Burhan

  ul-Mulk in 1722 and was centered in Lucknow in the Gangetic plain. It grew in power under the first three governors or nawabs (Burhan ul-Mulk, Safdar Jang, and Shuja ud-Dawla) over the next fifty

  years. After Nadir Shah’s invasion in 1739, the Mughal emperors were probably less powerful than the nawabs of Awadh. Although Shuja ud-Dawla, the third governor, stopped short of proclaiming

  Awadh’s total independence from Mughal rule, continuing to mint coins in the emperor’s name and having the Friday sermon read in his name, for all practical purposes the state operated

  independently. State affairs (diplomacy, economic policy, the appointment of officials and successors to the governorship) were conducted without reference to the Mughal emperor.




  As both Cole and Francis Robinson (2001) explain, the culture of the Bengal and Awadh courts was fed by a constant influx of Shi‘i Muslims from Iran and Iraq. Indeed, the governors of

  Awadh were themselves of Iranian (Nishapuri) origin. This was a time of political instability in Iran as well, and Iranians and Iraqis of all professions were eager to seek their fortunes in either

  Bengal or Awadh. Spear speculates that had the British East India Company not intervened in India in the mid-1700s, the governors of both states would probably have tried to consolidate their power

  at the expense of the Mughals and/or each other, but would then have had to deal with the Marathas (Spear, 1981: 76–77). But British intervention prevented the playing out of this rather

  dismal scenario.




  Despite Awadh’s fairly rapid political decline in the latter part of the eighteenth century, Shi‘ism continued to influence the political and cultural landscape of the eastern

  Gangetic plain throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Indeed, at the end of the nineteenth century Ahmad Riza Khan wrote frequently about the negative influence of Shi‘ism in his

  home territory of Rohilkhand, west of Lucknow, urging his followers to refrain from participating in Shi‘i rituals and practices.




  THE HISTORY OF ROHILKHAND




  Closer to home for Ahmad Riza Khan and his family is the history of the Rohilla Afghans, after whom the region earned its name, Rohilkhand. The region around Bareilly, Ahmad

  Riza Khan’s birthplace, was (and is) known as Rohilkhand, having been settled by the Rohilla Afghans in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In the mid-eighteenth century Rohilkhand came

  under the authority of Hafiz Rahmat Khan (d. 1774) who was a forceful and strong leader who might have succeeded in making Rohilkhand a lasting regional power had there been fewer players vying for

  control over north India.




  But this was not to be. Instead, the constant state of warfare finally forced the Rohillas to seek Awadh’s help in order to beat back the Marathas. This in turn gave Awadh, under Shuja

  ud-Dawla, an excuse to take over in 1774 after Hafiz Rahmat Khan was killed in battle. Rohilkhand was thus absorbed into the state of Awadh. But by this time Awadh had become financially dependent

  on the East India Company (indeed, the latter had helped Awadh in its annexation of Rohilkhand). Consequently, in 1801 Awadh had to cede Rohilkhand to the East India Company as part repayment of

  its debt. It was to remain under Company rule until 1858, when India became a part of the British Empire and Rohilkhand became part of the new state known as the Northwest Provinces.




  Economically, it is important to note, Rohilkhand had enjoyed considerable prosperity in the early period of its history under Afghan Rohilla rule. A rich alluvial plain in the foothills of the

  Himalayas, it was deemed one of the most fertile regions in the subcontinent in the early eighteenth century. But after it came under Awadh’s rule, heavy revenue demands – made by Awadh

  in order to pay off its own debts to the East India Company – impoverished its people. Subsequently, similar demands by the East India Company led to indebtedness and rackrenting in the

  countryside.




  Meanwhile, another facet of the political situation in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries is of interest to us as part of Ahmad Riza Khan’s family background, namely, the

  creation and growth of the independent state of Rampur, northwest of Bareilly. Rampur was the only Rohilla principality to survive the vicissitudes of the times and to continue to enjoy

  independence as a princely state under British rule. Rampur state was created by Faizullah Khan, who had fought by Hafiz Rahmat’s side for over twenty years when the latter was killed in

  1774, and had a reputation for bravery and leadership. Thus the mantle of leadership naturally fell to him.




  However, as Rohilkhand had just been absorbed into Awadh, he had no territorial base of his own. Warren Hastings, then the Governor of Bengal, concluded a treaty with him, granting him the small

  estate of Rampur (about 900 square miles) situated north of the city of Bareilly. Faizullah Khan thus became the first nawab of Rampur. Interestingly, although the Rampur nawabs’ ancestors

  were Afghans – and Sunni Muslims – after the 1840s most of the Rampur nawabs were followers of Shi‘ism.




  By around 1800, the Marathas were no longer a threat in north India, having retreated to western India and split up into four separate confederate states, each of whom owed allegiance to the

  confederate chief or Peshwa in Pune. Bengal and Awadh had by now both come under the political and economic control of the East India Company: Bengal succumbed at the Battle of Plassey, thereby

  setting in motion East India Company rule over much of India for the next hundred years. Awadh, itself formally under Mughal rule, became increasingly indebted to the Company, and gradually, from

  1775 to 1801, ceded parts of its territory to the British after Shuja ud-Dawla’s death in 1774. Indirect rule over Awadh by the British was to continue until its formal annexation in 1856, a

  year before the Revolt.




  BRITISH INDIA UNDER THE EAST INDIA COMPANY




  If in the eighteenth century the British were one of several contenders for power in the wake of Aurangzeb’s death and the weak rule of his successors, in the nineteenth

  they were unquestionably the most important power holders in India. This was not at all what they had intended, for the British had come to India as traders rather than as conquerers. The

  East India Company, formed in 1600, was but one of several European trading companies to come to India in search of “exotic” items of trade – chiefly spices, but also silks, fine

  handspun cottons, saltpetre (which had military uses), and other items. The other companies were Portuguese, Dutch, and French. The weakening of the Mughal empire in the first half of the

  eighteenth century coincided with European rivalries at home (during the Napoleonic wars, the War of Austrian Succession in the 1740s, and the Seven Years’ War in the 1750s and 1760s) between

  the British and French, leading them into proxy wars in Bengal and south India. In the 1760s Robert Clive of the East India Company secured the diwani or revenue-collection rights to large

  parts of Bengal and Bihar, after driving the French out of south India. Gaining the right to the diwani was a milestone, for it allowed the British to pay for their purchases with

  Bengal’s tax revenue, thereby making the annual export of bullion from Britain to India unnecessary.




  Despite safeguards against abuse (for Clive and his men made small personal fortunes after their victories at Plassey and Buxar in the 1750s and 1760s) put in place by the Board of Directors in

  London, Company officials continued to enrich themselves personally until forbidden to engage in private trade in the 1790s. In 1813 missionaries and private traders were allowed into the country

  by an Act of Parliament, and in 1833 the Company lost its monopoly on trade in everything but opium and salt. Conquest of further territory, some direct and some indirect, followed swiftly during

  the first half of the nineteenth century. Under the pattern of indirect rule set in place by Clive, local rulers were allowed to retain their thrones but forced to concede to certain vital annual

  demands for revenue, which ultimately drove them into crippling debt to the Company. This in turn led, in due course, to the East India Company’s assumption of political power.




  A few dates will suffice to illustrate the pace of British annexation of territory, for these events are well known: in 1801 Madras Presidency was formed in the south, in 1803 the British

  defeated the Mughal emperor in Delhi and made him a pensioner, in 1818 parts of the Maratha confederacy were taken over to form the bulk of Bombay Presidency, in 1848 the Panjab was annexed, in the

  1840s seven princely states were taken over in as many years under the Doctrine of Lapse (which forbade a ruler from choosing an adopted son as successor in the absence of a natural-born son and

  held that such a kingdom came under Company rule by default), and in 1856 the Nawab of Awadh was forced to give up his throne on grounds of incompetence.




  In 1857–58, parts of the country rose in the anti-British rebellion known (in British accounts) as the Mutiny, though it was in fact much more broad-based than a mutiny, for it included

  peasants and landlords as well as soldiers. When the Revolt was finally put down in 1858, the anomaly of East India Company rule was replaced by the more normal mode of government called Crown

  rule, and the East India Company was dissolved. The last Mughal emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar, was banished to Rangoon, Burma, where he lived out the rest of his days, after the British had murdered

  his sons to make sure there would be no heirs. (In an interesting parallel to this sad episode, in 1885 the ruler of Burma was banished to western India for the rest of his life after the British

  takeover of that kingdom.)




  Economic Consequences of British Rule




  Alongside the sweeping political changes indicated by these events were profound changes taking place in the areas under British control in the economic, legal, educational,

  and other spheres. The economic sphere was of course central to British concerns, and changes here began with the Permanent Settlement of Bengal in 1793. The British attempt to understand local

  land tenure systems was motivated by the desire to increase productivity and hence annual tax revenues – this being the raison d’être for the acquisition of territory by

  the Company. Seeing private property as the key to creating a class of “improving” landlords on the British model and hence to ensuring future agricultural productivity, in 1793 Lord

  Cornwallis, as Governor-General of Bengal, conferred private ownership rights in perpetuity on a number of Bengal zamindars or landlords, who were required in return to meet a “high

  and inflexible” annual revenue demand (Metcalf and Metcalf, 2002: 77).




  However, the experiment failed. Under the indigenous system, the zamindar could “sell or transfer only his own revenue collecting rights, not the land itself, for that did not

  belong to him.” If the peasants on his land felt overburdened, they could move to another part of the country where conditions were better. However, under the new system, all the

  zamindars, now owners of the land and liable to high taxes in good and bad years, were under an onerous burden themselves. Many were unable to pay the taxes and had no choice but to put

  their estates up for sale. Far from being improving landlords, a number of them sold their land to city-dwelling magnates who had the money to treat their estates as an investment (though without

  any incentive to “improve” them) at the tenants’ expense. As for the tenants, they were reduced to the status of “tenants with no rights” (Metcalf and Metcalf, 2002:

  77) and few options. Squeezed by the tax burden from above and unable to find better terms elsewhere (as all the landlords now enforced the same high revenue demand), in time they became a class of

  landless bonded labor. A third of the estates are believed to have changed hands in the first twenty years following the Settlement of 1793.




  In the years ahead, various alternatives were tried in other parts of India, ranging from assessments being revised every twenty or thirty years to ownership being fixed on the tenants

  (ryots) rather than the landlords, in south India. Meanwhile, new crops were introduced in Bengal and elsewhere. A highly profitable trade in opium was started in Bengal in the 1820s for

  export to China. This complicated three-way trade allowed the Company to pay for its exports from China with the proceeds of opium sales in China, once again making unnecessary the export of

  bullion from Britain. Opium “provided up to 15 per cent of the Indian Government’s total revenue” in the 1830s (Metcalf and Metcalf, 2002: 75).




  Another important economic change in India in the early 1800s was the substitution of factory-made British textiles for handmade Indian cloth, which put Indian weavers in Bengal out of work and

  increased pressure on the land. The destruction of the textile industry followed – British-made textiles being cheaper to buy than the local product – initiating “the development

  of a classically ‘colonial’ economy, importing manufactures and exporting raw materials, [in a pattern] that was to last for a century, until the 1920s.” The Metcalfs conclude,

  “Overall, ... the East India Company during the early decades of the nineteenth century did little to set India on a path of economic growth” (Metcalf and Metcalf, 2002: 75, 76).




  Improvements in Infrastructure




  While the economy was dramatically affected in these and other ways during the early nineteenth century, infrastructural developments had a lasting impact on Indians of all

  classes and communities. Railroads and the telegraph were introduced during Lord Dalhousie’s governor-generalship in the1850s, and a postal system and print technology were introduced, making

  newspapers and periodicals available relatively cheaply. To give but one example of how significant a change the “penny post” represented, “[i]n the 1830s an exchange of letters

  between Britain and India could take two years; by 1870, with the opening of the Suez Canal [in the 1860s], a letter could reach Bombay in only one month” (Metcalf and Metcalf, 2002: 97).

  Print technology, as we will see in subsequent chapters, greatly facilitated the growth of Islamic (as well as other religious) reform movements in the latter half of the nineteenth century.




  Change was occurring in almost every area of life at this time. From the point of view of the north Indian ‘ulama, two areas were particularly significant, namely, education and the

  law.




  A British Model for India




  Having become the colonial masters of India, the British had to decide what direction they wanted the country to take. What was the British purpose in being in India, what did

  it hope to achieve other than the economic and imperial goals of hegemony? Answering this question also involved assessing the Indian past. Did those who now governed India see anything of value in

  India’s linguistic and literary heritage, its educational traditions, its legal texts, and so on, or should Britain set in place a wholly Western system, a wholly new set of institutions that

  had no local roots whatsoever?




  This debate played out most famously in the fields of law and education. Among those who spoke for the liberal position (the term meant something different in the 1800s than it does in US

  politics in the early twenty-first century) were Lord William Bentinck, Governor-General of India in the late 1820s and early 1830s, and John Stuart Mill who worked for the East India Company from

  1823 until 1858. Mill argued that different peoples were at different stages in the “ladder” of “progress” but could be advanced along the way by means of education and good

  government. Charles Trevelyan, who served in India in the 1830s, was also among this group. He believed that British learning and institutions would put India on the path to “moral and

  political improvement” (Metcalf, 2001: 28–33). Thomas B. Macaulay is perhaps the best-known example of this position. In a well-known statement in 1835, he said he wanted to put in

  place a system of education which would “create not just a class of Indians educated in the English language, who might assist the British in ruling India, but one ‘English in taste, in

  opinions, in morals and in intellect’ ” (Metcalf, 2001: 34).
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