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  Maulana Madani has provided any biographer with a substantial corpus of useful writings. Apart from some scholarly works, written in Arabic, most of his writings were in Urdu,

  including memoirs written during two of his periods of imprisonment, one from the early 1920s and one from World War II. These are key documents for reconstructing the first half of his life. He

  wrote pamphlets, short books, and newspaper articles; he also delivered many public addresses to organizations and meetings that were subsequently published. He conducted a vast correspondence,

  several volumes of which are available in print. Invaluable as well are accounts of his life by his contemporaries. Of the many helpful secondary sources I have used, I particularly want to

  acknowledge two excellent analyses of Madani’s religious thought by Peter Hardy and Yohanan Friedmann (Hardy 1971; Friedmann 1971).




  I also gratefully acknowledge the courtesies of those associated with the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, the British Library, and the libraries of the University of California at Davis and

  the University of Michigan in helping me secure necessary materials. I owe special thanks to Mohammad Anwer Hussain of the Jamiat Ulama-i-Hind for his many kindnesses; to Katherine Prior, for

  assistance in securing British government documents; to Priya Satia, for her generosity in sharing with me notes she made for her important study of British policies in the Middle East during World

  War I; and to Sadia Saeed at Michigan, for her help in utilizing Madani’s letters. Arshad Zaman generously secured for me published materials from Pakistan.




  I have presented material about Maulana Madani at several venues, and am grateful to the organizers and participants at those events. I was especially honored to speak at a book launch (for

  Madani 2005) convened by Maulana Madani’s grandson, Maulana Mahmood Madani, which was held at the India Habitat Centre, New Delhi, in December 2004. My grateful thanks also to Mushirul Hasan,

  at Jamia Millia Islamia; Deana Heath and Chandan Mathur, at Trinity College, Dublin; Crispin Bates, at the University of Edinburgh; David Bates, at the Anglo-American Conference at the University

  of London; Abigail McGowan, at the University of Virginia; Tithi Bhattacharya, at Purdue University; Rochana Majumdar, at the University of Chicago; and Mark Kenoyer, at the South Asia Conference

  at the University of Wisconsin. Two especially generous colleagues, David Gilmartin and Lee Schlesinger, provided comments on a draft of the entire manuscript; one could not ask for better critics

  or friends. Warm thanks as well to the anonymous reader for Oneworld for careful, detailed, and insightful comments. Finally, thanks to Azfar Moin for the maps; to Patricia Crone for inviting me to

  write the biography in the first place; and, as always, to my spouse, Thomas Metcalf, for his unfailing support.
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  INTRODUCTION




  This is a book about Maulana Husain Ahmad Madani (1879–1957), one of the most important Muslim figures in the history of twentieth-century

  South Asia. He was a traditionally educated Islamic scholar who studied at the Darul ‘Ulum at Deoband, the madrasa that gives the “Deobandi” sectarian orientation its

  name. Maulana Madani served as the seminary’s principal for the final three decades of his life. He was actively engaged in India’s nationalist movement and joined the Gandhian

  non-cooperation movement at its inception, dressing in the handloomed cloth that was its symbol and urging others to do so as well. Beginning in 1916, Maulana Madani was arrested once a decade

  until India’s Independence in 1947, spending over seven years in British detention.




  As Indian independence approached in 1947, Maulana Madani stood as a staunch opponent of those calling for the establishment of a separate homeland for the Muslims of India. Instead, he wrote,

  argued, and campaigned for the position that Muslims could live as observant Muslims in a religiously plural society where they would be full citizens of an independent, secular India. His

  importance rests in his being both a political activist and an influential scholar who made Islamic arguments to support his position. Maulana Madani’s life and thought thus challenge common

  assumptions about the incompatibility between Islam and democracy. More fundamentally, his life serves as an example of the varied and creative ways in which traditionalist Islamic scholars can

  engage with their scholarly tradition to address the political and social issues of their day.




  As a traditionalist scholar (that is, one of the ‘ulama), Maulana Madani focused his life on mastering, interpreting, and transmitting sacred texts and writings about them, in his

  case within the Sunni, Hanafi tradition. Contrary to popular stereotypes, including those articulated by modernist contemporaries who opposed his position, scholars like Madani did not make their

  arguments in a vacuum. Though he articulated his positions as a religious scholar, the context for Madani’s Islamic arguments in favor of a shared Indian nationhood rested on his engagement

  with many dimensions of public life. Like other leaders of the nationalist movement, the Indian National Congress, he insisted on the exploitative nature of colonialism and the self-interested

  motivations that lay behind many colonial policies. At the end of the colonial period, he firmly believed that the British were encouraging the country’s partition in order to weaken the

  independent state and allow for continued intervention. He insisted that the fundamental institution of contemporary political life was the territorial nation state and that the political culture

  of the day was one of citizen-based civic and human rights. He held rival visions of organizing a polity on Islamic grounds to be unrealistic.




  Madani’s contextually based and informed arguments counter the widespread but erroneous tendency to discount Islamically articulated arguments as products of narrow textual analysis. This

  predisposition to define Muslims almost exclusively in terms of their putative static “religion” has a long heritage. In the Indian context, it is rooted in colonial categories of

  analysis. Such categories fostered the view that the problems faced by Muslims were peculiar to them and derived from Islam. It meant that only Muslims could represent Muslims. And as colonial

  “sociology” came to be embedded in a range of institutional arrangements, Muslims and others of necessity identified themselves as such. Although Maulana Madani was a product of this

  culture, he challenged significant dimensions of it, not least what he saw as an attempt to encourage Hindu–Muslim difference in order to divert attention from the economic exploitation that

  colonialism had brought that affected all Indians. His opposition to the British was grounded in such concerns and not, for example, in “religious” opposition to the British rulers as

  Christian. In the same way, his opposition to the Pakistan movement did not simply derive from “religious” antagonism to the leadership of non-observant Muslims like Muhammad Ali Jinnah

  (1876–1948).




  Recently, the scholar Mahmood Mamdani has argued that far too much western analysis of contemporary political activities on the part of Muslims assumes that their only political motivation is

  “religious,” and thus the only distinction among Muslims is that between “moderates,” who represent “good” interpretations of Islamic texts, and extremists,

  shaped by “bad.” This culturalist line of argumentation, he has pointed out, occludes fundamental geopolitical contexts that have shaped Muslim behavior, specifically, in the cases he

  analyzes, Cold War and other interventions in Africa (Mamdani 2004). Similarly, the French sociologist Olivier Roy insists that arguments about political Islam in Europe go astray when they

  emphasize continuities from the Qur’an instead of sociopolitical issues that have also produced modern European radicalism, contemporary Christian movements, and so forth (Roy 1998). In

  short, one is on firmer ground assuming that what matters to Muslims is the whole range of social, political, economic, and cultural interests that matter to everyone else.




  The biography below opens with an account of Maulana Madani’s arrest in Mecca in 1915 and his subsequent internment on Malta (Chapters 1 and 2). These events marked the turning point of

  his life. An account of his formative years of education and teaching follows (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 picks up the story of Maulana Madani’s departure from Malta and his return to India in

  1920. Maulana Madani was immediately catapulted into public life. As his writings and speeches from those days make clear, he accepted the fundamental categories of the “nation,” and he

  also in fact accepted the colonial categories of presumed homogeneous, census-based “religious communities” of Hindus and Muslims. In the Jamiat Ulama-i-Hind (the Organization of Indian

  Ulama), the Congress, and other organizations, he participated in the democratic processes of the “civil society” institutions of his day, and, with his colleagues, he grappled with

  issues of representation and federalism in envisioning the future state. He challenged colonial policies in terms of Britain’s own official values, asserting rights of self-determination,

  non-interference in religion, international law, human rights, and, of special importance to India’s Muslims, the cultural rights of linguistic, religious, and other minorities. The

  assumption that a scholar like him was motivated by some hermetic “Islam” is thus misplaced.




  Maulana Madani entered Indian politics through the Khilafat Movement, the post-World War I defense of the role of the Ottoman sultan as “caliph,” ruler of a heterogeneous domain, and

  protector of the Holy Cities of the Arabian Hijaz. One might easily conclude that this cause, if any, was “religious,” even irrational. It certainly was “Muslim,” taken up

  by minority Muslim Indians who thus enhanced their own importance through transnational ties. But for Maulana Madani the cause was fundamentally stimulated by colonial politics that concerned other

  Indians too, namely, the politics of failed promises and maneuverings to extend, not withdraw, European power. Maulana Madani, based in Medina, had witnessed the British role in Arabian affairs

  during World War I at first hand. Similarly, Maulana Madani’s opposition to British colonialism in India consistently focused on specific grievances of colonial injustice. He later would

  oppose Pakistan, first and foremost, because he believed that two countries, instead of one strong united one, would afford opportunities for continued European intervention and meddling (as Cold

  War politics for decades in fact confirmed). He presciently regarded the idea of dividing the Muslim population as utterly unrealistic, given the social and economic relationships of Hindus and

  Muslims throughout the country, even in the Muslim-majority areas (Chapter 6).




  But most importantly, Maulana Madani opposed Pakistan as someone deeply committed to a Muslim presence in the whole of India. He couched his argument within the framework of modern territorial

  nationalism, asserting Muslim indigeneity and ties to the land. He thus challenged Hindu “communalists,” who marginalized non-Hindus in their vision of Indian nationalism. In this, he

  also broke with Muslim separatists ready to sever their tie to the larger territory. In taking this position, he, like other Indians, moved beyond historic patterns of de-territorialized loyalties

  in favor of the modern commitment to national belonging defined by homeland.




  Maulana Madani argued that India had had an Islamic presence from the beginning of human history; that the blessed soil of India was the repository of centuries of deceased holy men; and that

  India was Muslim Indians’ only and beloved home. To those who attacked him as a “slave” of Hindus who sacrificed the interests of Islam, he replied that he in fact saw

  Islam’s true interest. Only by remaining within India could Muslims fulfill their obligation continuously to present the message of Islam to others, a classic argument now presented within a

  nationalist discourse. Far from seeing Pakistan as ushering in an Islamic utopia, he joined others in the Congress in dismissing its aristocratic and “feudal” leadership as reactionary

  in contrast to the progressive (taraqqi pasand) orientation of the nationalists.




  As David Gilmartin has recently argued, the historic pattern of Muslim societies was one in which the ‘ulama engaged little with the realities of actual state power (Gilmartin

  2005: 54). This pattern gained even more vitality during the period of colonial rule when the gulf between state and society was even more profound. The moral community existed apart from the

  state. The bonds of loyalty and identity tying modern citizens to homelands appear antithetical to this earlier model, and, as Peter Hardy has astutely noted, many statements of the Jamiat

  Ulama-i-Hind, even as it joined Hindus in the anti-colonial struggle, in fact paid scant attention to territorial loyalties and rather espoused a confederation of communities, unlinked to land as

  such. Maulana Madani’s contribution to the political thought of the ‘ulama, Hardy suggests, was, in fact, to foster the innovative concept of territorial nationalism in which

  the new state would protect the cultural autonomy of religious groups (Hardy 1971: 37).




  Maulana Madani’s sense of loyalty to a specific territory was shaped, one might suggest, by his relentless concern with British economic exploitation. The historian Manu Goswami (2004) has

  argued that there were two central themes in Indian nationalist thought. One was colonial exploitation, shading into “autarkic” economic theories that wanted to preserve India’s

  wealth within borders that were sharply defined and imagined in the course of colonial rule. Those borders were made real by the coverage of nationally focused newspapers, of which Madani was an

  active reader (Abu Salman Shahjahanpuri 2002), and by such experience as train travel, again a familiar part of his life from the time of his first childhood trip to distant Chittagong. The second

  nationalist theme, Goswami argues, was an “organic” one that made the land of India a veritable living being, shading into the powerful nationalist metaphor of India as a goddess,

  “Mother India,” who was regularly addressed in nationalist settings with the song in her honor, “Bande Mataram.” Maulana Madani was seemingly untroubled by the Hindu theme

  implicit in this imagery, which some Muslims urgently protested. Madani did not himself take up such images, but seems to have been interested in attempts to interpret these images metaphorically

  (Abu Salman Shahjahanpuri 2002: I, 295–296). Moreover, given the cultural pluralism he espoused, perhaps since he himself put forth Islamic myths for Indian nationalism, there was room for

  Hindus to think of India as they too saw fit.




  Madani interacted with a range of Muslim leaders who challenged his position in the interwar years. Among them, the best known was the great poet and proponent of Muslim territorial autonomy,

  Muhammad Iqbal (1877–1938) (Chapter 5). The debate gave Maulana Madani an opportunity to display his traditionalist scholarship in support of his commitment to “composite

  nationalism.” Readers may be surprised to see the extent to which Islamic scholars used their mastery of classic forms of analysis and argumentation in order to address specific historic and

  political contexts. India in the colonial period had seen a revitalization of scholarly Islamic traditions as opposed to blindly imitating them as the stereotyped image has it. The high standard of

  Islamic scholarship in India during this period is evident in the fact that Maulana Madani, trained at Deoband, was able to establish himself in his early years as a distinguished teacher to an

  international audience in the holy city of Medina itself.




  Maulana Madani at once participated in the colonial and transnational discourses of his day as well as in a rich and complex Islamic tradition that gave his political positions legitimacy and,

  reciprocally, made the tradition relevant. There was much more to his life, however, than his political thought and actions alone, above all his profound engagement in the traditional institutions

  and practices of Sufism. He was widely revered for the depth and extent of the disciplines and bonds of discipleship that he cultivated. Of the many biographies written about Maulana Madani, the

  Deoband website recommends one whose title is Anfas qudsiyya (A Breath of Saintliness). The author’s goal, he tells us, is not to write from a historical, political, or philosophical

  point of view but rather from a tablighi vantage, which we can take to mean an attempt to show Maulana Madani as a living embodiment of Islamic truths offered for the reader’s

  response (‘Azizu’r-Rahman 1958: 17). Similarly a Pakistani volume includes testimonials to Maulana Madani’s “personality” (shakhsiyat), among them one by

  Maulana Sami’ul Haqq, known today for his role in educating the Taliban, whose politics could not, of course, differ more dramatically from Madani’s (Bukhari 1972: 217–220). For

  his followers, Maulana Madani was judged selfless, learned, faithful, devoted to his elders, and attentive to his followers. And he was viewed as someone close to God whose life was graced with

  divine dreams and miracles.




  In his political life, however, Maulana Madani encountered other prevalent images, many still current, of what it meant to be a traditionalist scholar or even simply a Muslim. In arresting him

  in 1916, for example, the colonial rulers made the undue assumption, noted above, that whatever Muslims did could be explained by “Islam” – its supposed fanaticism, its

  intransigence – to the exclusion of political, economic, and human rights grievances, as excerpts from their interrogation notes show (Chapter 2). That an arrest and prolonged detention like

  Maulana Madani’s may sow the seeds of the kind of opposition the ruling power hopes to defeat is, of course, another dimension of the story that re-echoes today. Negative stereotypes may also

  mean that fellow politicians marginalize the role of traditionalist Muslims. In the Indian nationalist movement, neither colonial officials nor Indian nationalist leaders accorded much importance

  to the views of the Muslim religious leadership in the final deliberations that led to Independence and Partition. Both colonial officials and many westernized Indians marked the Islamic scholars

  as simply “religious” or as speakers of only the vernacular, intellectually “backward.” This pejorative image of Islamic leaders within South Asia did not end with

  Partition.




  One could tell Maulana Madani’s story as one of a heroic, but ultimately failed, battle. The Partition, after all, did take place, and it happened at enormous and enduring cost (Chapter

  6). Although one recent biographer ranks Maulana Madani’s importance with Nehru and Gandhi (Goyal 2004), he is in fact today little known. His Indian admirers, however, above all those who

  follow his sectarian Deobandi orientation and belong to the Jamiat Ulama-i-Hind, claim him as an inspiring example of a “freedom fighter” who faced multiple incarcerations, campaigned

  for a united India, and stood for the creation of a secular state. Recent publications, like the biography just noted, have sought to make Maulana Madani a focus of Indian pride in the wake of

  anti-Muslim rhetoric and violence that has challenged the very presence of Muslims in India.




  Wilfred Cantwell Smith, a pioneer scholar of “Modern Islam in India” (the title of his 1945 book), pointed to the importance of Indian Muslims in confronting the issues posed by

  religious pluralism, a problem, he argued, that would confront all Muslims – and, one might add, all religious thinkers – in an ever more integrated world. Maulana Madani stands as an

  example of someone who faced this issue. Devastated as he was by Partition, Maulana Madani’s own response in 1947 was to rejoice at the end of colonialism and to summon Muslims in a free

  India to faithful citizenship and Islamic practice.




  This short study only begins to tell the story of a life that deserves renewed attention in the history of political activities in the final decades of British rule in India. It is a story of

  the intellectually and spiritually abundant life of a traditionalist scholar, rich in relationships of loyalty and responsibility to kinfolk, spiritual mentors, and scholarly teachers, as well as

  to countless people to whom he offered leadership and help. It is a story as well of a scholar and activist who made creative responses to the worldly issues of his day – colonialism,

  nationalism, economic exploitation, minority rights – from within the historic Islamic tradition. Not only Maulana Madani’s particular life, but the kind of life he represents,

  is one that well merits retelling, especially at a time like the present when uninformed stereotypes about Muslims and Islamic politics are so strong.




  

    * * *


  




  What was our subject’s name? The custom of a “family name” in India as elsewhere became standard only in recent times. “Husain Ahmad” was our

  subject’s given name, and I use that name in his early years. He also from birth had the name “Chiragh-i Muhammad,” the Light of Muhammad. This was his “date name,”

  devised so that the Arabic letters, each the equivalent of a number, added up to the date of his birth. At one point he was signing his letters from prison with this name, and it was sometimes used

  by his followers because of the honor it conveyed. Once Husain Ahmad had studied at Deoband and began teaching, he was accorded the title of “Maulana,” a recognition that he was a

  scholar of Islam. Many people also added to his name the title “Saiyyid,” indicating putative genealogical descent from the Prophet Muhammad. In Medina, where he lived for roughly a

  decade and a half as a young man, he was known as “Maulana Hindi,” the scholar from India; reciprocally in India he was accorded the locative “Madani,” to indicate his ties

  to Medina, the Prophet’s city. Beginning in the 1920s, he was also called the “Shaikhul Islam.” This title was used by the Mughals to honor religious personalities; the Ottomans

  formalized it as a bureaucratic designation for a person in charge of the state’s religious affairs. In the twentieth-century Indian context, it was an honorary title popularly accorded a

  scholar who was recognized as a leading authority in Islamic guidance. Maulana Madani’s Deobandi colleague who supported the Pakistan movement, Maulana Shabbir Ahmad ‘Usmani

  (1885–1949) was also called by his followers “Shaikhul Islam.” The titles of some of the biographies of Maulana Madani listed in the bibliography provide some of the

  other honorary designations that he was given as a mark of high regard. In contrast to these titles, Maulana Madani himself typically signed his letters as nang-i aslaf, “The

  Disgrace of the Predecessors.” Finally, the Library of Congress catalog treats “Madani” as Husain Ahmad’s “last name,” and I have followed that practice

  here.




  A note on transliteration: I have used the spelling of names of organizations following their own (most common) spelling; e.g. Jamiat Ulama-i-Hind, Jamaat-i-Islami, Tablighi Jamaat.
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  THE ARREST OF THE “UNDESIRABLE INDIANS,” 1916




  The Sharif of Mecca, newly installed thanks to a British-backed coup against the Ottoman sultan, knew what he had to do to please his patrons. On

  December 2, 1916, he dispatched his police officers to arrest Maulana Husain Ahmad Madani in the house where he was lodging in Mecca. Colonel C. Wilson, the British pilgrim officer and link to the

  Government of India’s Criminal Intelligence Office, had summoned the Sharif to Jeddah where he directed him explicitly to apprehend not only Husain Ahmad but also several sojourners,

  “undesirable Indians,” who had come to the Hijaz for pilgrimage. Husain Ahmad was a well-known and respected Islamic scholar, an Indian who had been resident in Arabia his whole adult

  life. Now implicated in an Islamic plot to involve the Ottomans against the British in India, he was destined for extended detention in an island prison camp on Malta on the grounds of sedition,

  when his crime, if crime it was, can better be called devotion.




  To that point in his life, the critical impetus to Maulana Husain Ahmad’s actions had been devotion, devotion to his family elders as well as to intellectual and spiritual mentors like the

  one he was linked to in 1916 (Madani 1953 (hereafter Naqsh-i hayat): I, 9–13). Foremost among these was his father, who in 1899 had decided to fulfill his heart’s desire of

  living in the Prophet Muhammad’s city of Medina. He had brought with him his large family, including Husain Ahmad, his third son. Husain Ahmad was still a student at that point, in his final

  year of seminary training at the influential north Indian madrasa, the Darul ‘Ulum at Deoband. Reluctant as he was, he could not resist his father’s wishes.




  In the ensuing seventeen years, Maulana Husain Ahmad had returned to India three times in order to meet with his spiritual guide and teachers, to get married, and to attend to other family

  business. He had even taught at the Deoband seminary for a year. But his real base was in the Holy Places, and, at the time of his arrest, as a man in his late thirties, he had overcome enormous

  odds to establish himself as a respected Islamic teacher, particularly learned in prophetic traditions or hadith. His circle of students, who were drawn from many countries, met in the

  Prophet’s Mosque. In this he was a testimonial to the high quality of Indian scholarship in the cosmopolitan tradition of sacred Islamic learning. Husain Ahmad was also a responsible member

  of his family, which had faced great hardships in making the transition to another country.




  The Holy Places of Mecca and Medina, located in the Ottoman province of the Hijaz, was home in those years to extensive networks of an Indian diaspora. It included Islamic scholars like Husain

  Ahmad, holy men with circles of disciples, as well as students who had come for the intellectual and spiritual blessing of residence in the Holy Places. Many individuals and schools in the Holy

  Cities were patronized by wealthy Indian aristocrats and traders. Maulana Husain Ahmad was among the recipients of Indian largesse, receiving in those years monthly stipends from two of the rulers

  whom the British called “princes,” the pious woman grandee known as the Begum of Bhopal and the Nawab of Bahawalpur (L/PS/10/648 1917). The wealthy also supported facilities for the

  comfort of pilgrims. Shortly before their arrest, Husain Ahmad and his companions, for example, had found lodging in the port city of Jeddah in a hospice established by the ruler of Rampur state,

  another Indian prince. Another significant group within the Indian diaspora were traders, including a core group with ties to Delhi, and they, in fact, were often the conduit for transmitting

  charitable gifts from home. Many were agents for India-based companies. Others were petty entrepreneurs, dealing in books, sweets, rosaries, and the like for the pilgrim market (PRO/TNA:

  FO686/149/ff. 202–208).




  Traders, scholars, and patrons all had their bonds to India reinvigorated through their own travel and through visits from Indian pilgrims and others, especially after the introduction of steam

  travel in the late nineteenth century. In 1915, one of Maulana Husain Ahmad’s revered teachers from Deoband, the luminous scholar and elder, Maulana Mahmudul Hasan (1851–1920), had led

  a group of pilgrims to Mecca. It was common for pilgrims to seek out an occasion to undertake the hajj with such a person in order to secure the additional blessing of his companionship

  while performing the sacred ritual. Husain Ahmad would later conclude that among Maulana Mahmudul Hasan’s own group were loyalists to British colonial interests bent on currying favor, or

  prosecuting their own designs, by bringing harm to Maulana Mahmudul Hasan and the others. This was a reasonable surmise given the Kiplingesque cast of spies, “approvers,” and

  “loyal” Indians evident in any perusal of colonial records in these years – and the disproportionate colonial fear of Muslim conspiracy.




  In his book about the detention on Malta, The Prisoner of Malta, written in the guise of a travelogue about Mahmudul Hasan, Husain Ahmad provided details about the arrest (Madani n.d.,

  hereafter Asir-i malta). The problem had to do with a declaration that reproduced an argument about Islamic authority initiated by the Arab Bureau in Cairo and other British officials

  claiming expertise in Islam. This argument was predicated on the assumption that there was a happy coincidence between British geo-political ambitions and “correct” Islamic

  interpretations. It denounced the Turks as infidels, kafirs. It also asserted that the “caliph,” the holder of that ancient position linked to the earliest years of Islamic

  rule, and later adopted by the Ottoman sultan, could only be of Arab descent. It thus presumed to give complete legitimacy to the Sharif’s revolt against the Ottoman overlord. It also assumed

  that “Islamic doctrine,” not, for example, good governance, was all that any Muslim cared about. In fact, no Arab units of the Ottoman army ever came over to the Sharif; a few thousand

  tribesmen, paid off by British money and famous thanks to Colonel T. E. Lawrence, “Lawrence of Arabia,” formed his troops (Fromkin 1990: 219).




  The Indians in the Hijaz did not hesitate to speak out. Maulana Khalil Ahmad Ambahtawi (1852–1927), another of Maulana Husain Ahmad’s revered Deobandi teachers, was described by the

  British agent as among those most outraged by the claims of the king:




  

    

      

        . . . this was the man who had told King Hussein to his face in Mecca in 1916 that his pretensions to the caliphate were presumptuous and would not be entertained in

        India, and many more unpalatable truths to the same effect. The king has never forgotten and is said to be extremely frightened of the moulvi, who is a very outspoken man, and who intends, so

        I am told, to give the king un mauvais quart d’heure at Mecca on the subject of the latter’s intrigues and aspirations in the Islamic world [FO 868/26 1920].


      


    


  




  With opinions like these circulating in India as well, colonial officials hoped somehow to turn the tide.




  A declaration in support of the British argument was presented to Mahmudul Hasan and his companions on behalf of one Khan Bahadur Mubarak ‘Ali, who had arrived from India to secure

  signatures from respected Islamic scholars of Mecca. Mubarak ‘Ali gained the support of the Shaikhul Islam, the chief Meccan religious official, committed as he was to securing support for

  the Sharif. As his British title “Khan Bahadur” suggests, the Indian was, in Maulana Husain Ahmad’s words, “a government man” (Asir-i malta: 58). Mubarak

  ‘Ali particularly wanted signatures of well-known Indian scholars, and of these, apparently, none was more important than Maulana Mahmudul Hasan.




  Not surprisingly, Mahmudul Hasan declined to add his signature to the declaration, advancing first what might be called the technical ground that the declaration was presented as the opinion of

  Meccan ‘ulama teaching in the sanctuary. He did not hesitate, however, according to Maulana Husain Ahmad, to point out to the official that the justification of the Sharif’s

  coup was clearly in conflict with shari‘a law. Husain Ahmad prudently asked the official to report the technical demurral only. To no avail. He soon returned with a version that

  dropped the assertion of Ottoman unbelief. Maulana Mahmudul Hasan still refused to sign. At this point, the Khan Bahadur thought it best to leave for India with whatever signatures he had garnered.

  And Mahmudul Hasan concluded that he ought to get out of Mecca.




  But before the group could secure transport, the head of the pilgrim guides – men licensed by the Hijaz government to take responsibility for foreign pilgrims – arrived at their

  lodging. He announced that their “government” (the English word was used), whose subjects they were, had summoned them. Maulana ‘Uzair Gul, a disciple of Maulana Mahmudul Hasan

  from the Indian northwest frontier, burst out in indignation. He denied the legitimacy of any infidel government and claimed security in Mecca on the basis of its status as a sanctuary – as

  it had in fact been for Indian Muslims who had settled there during the brutal reprisals visited on Muslims after the uprising of 1857. The Arab official at this point retreated (Asir-i

  malta: 64).




  What could they do? The group decided that Maulana Husain Ahmad with his fluent Arabic and good reputation should be the one to intercede with the Shaikhul Islam on the group’s behalf.

  Sayyid Amin ‘Asim, their own pilgrimage guide, agreed to go along. He would meet the Shaikhul Islam first and only then would Husain Ahmad speak. Amin ‘Asim was apparently a man of

  great courtesy, as well as some Islamic learning himself. He of course had an interest in restoring good relations with the officials for the sake of his own reputation.




  The Shaikhul Islam did not stand on ceremony. He greeted Husain Ahmad by saying that Mahmudul Hasan was the enemy of the Sharif’s regime, heard even to call them “Kharijis,” a

  term used for a group of dissidents active in the early centuries of Islam. Why else had he not signed? Husain Ahmad rehearsed the argument that Maulana Mahmudul Hasan and the rest could

  not sign because they were not Meccans. He then asked the Shaikh to give the group one more day until the Sharif himself returned to town so that they could meet him directly. The Shaikh

  responded by upping his accusations with the charge that Mahmudul Hasan was holding political meetings in the Sanctuary Mosque after the sunset prayer. Husain Ahmad denied this staunchly and

  insisted that Mahmudul Hasan only went to the mosque to teach and to pray. What about political discussion? Only about what was in the newspapers, Husain Ahmad insisted, and that too not about

  Arabia but affairs outside.




  Maulana Husain Ahmad then found himself put on the spot since the Shaikh had gotten wind of a conversation in the shop of the Delhi trader, Hajji ‘Abdul Jabbar, in which Husain Ahmad

  himself purportedly had denounced the extent of English control. Husain Ahmad insisted that the conversation was simply spurred by the arrival of someone with a book bound in the European style. He

  had indeed, he admitted, lamented that nowadays tastes ran only to what was European. When Husain Ahmad returned to his lodgings and recounted the conversation to the others, all agreed that they

  should use their day of grace to find a way to escape.
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